






Irony and Outrage












[image: Cover_Page]


Contents






    
      
      Contents

      Acknowledgments

      Prologue

      1. The
          Counterculture Comics versus the Hate Clubs of the Air

      2.
          Political and Technological Changes That Created Jon Stewart and Bill
          O’Reilly

      3.
          Outrage and Satire as Responses and Antidotes

      4. The
          Psychology of Satire

      5. Who
          Gets the Joke?

      6. The
          Psychology of the Left and the Right

      7. The
          Psychological Roots of Humor’s Liberal Bias

      8. The
          Aesthetics of Outrage

      9.
          Satire and Outrage: Parallel Functions and Impact

      10.
          Playing against Type: Liberal “Outrage” and Conservative “Satire”

      11.
          Irony and Outrage: A Wild Raccoon versus a Well-Trained Attack Dog

      Notes

      Index

      

    

  




Acknowledgments






    
      
      Acknowledgments

      
      countless friends and mentors made me feel that
        this project was worth pursuing and that I was the person to do it:
        Regina Lawrence, whose tireless mentoring and praise of my ideas
        convinced me that I know what I’m talking about; Sarah Sobieraj, who
        thinks and talks and brainstorms like an improviser in the best of all
        possible ways: “yes anding,” building on offers to help you complete the
        scene—and the book. Michael Delli Carpini, who was excited about this
        idea from the start, and generously read a very early first draft,
        offering suggestions of where to tighten up the narrative. Lance
        Holbert, who has always been a champion of me and my work, even back
        when there wasn’t very much work to be a champion of. My supportive
        colleagues and friends at the University of Delaware, with whom I’ve
        discussed these ideas (way too much) over the years; especially Scott
        Caplan, Lindsay Hoffman, Jenny Lambe, Paul Brewer, Steve Mortensen,
        Lydia Timmins, Tracey Holden, Phil Jones, Joanne Miller, Dave Redlawsk,
        Nancy Signorielli, John Courtright, Betsy Perse, and Kami Silk. My
        mentors from the Annenberg School for Communication at the University of
        Pennsylvania, including MXD, Joe Cappella, and Kathleen Hall Jamieson
        (who gave me invaluable publishing advice) and the brilliant Annenberg
        crew of the early 2000s, who inspire me every day: especially Kate
        Kenski, Jenny Stromer-Galley, Matt Carlson, Brooke Duffy, Jeff
        Gottfried, Talia Stroud, Scott Stroud, and Tresa Undem. The
        extraordinary women of political communication and political science
        (#womenalsoknowstuff), who are at once friends and colleagues: Amber
        Boydstun, Shannon McGregor, Katie Searles, and Jess Feezell.

      For
        their generosity in taking the time to be interviewed, I would like to
        extend my heartfelt gratitude to The Committee’s Alan Myerson, Ed
        Greenberg, and Latifah Taormina, comedy writer David Misch, documentary
        filmmaker Sam Shaw, and comedian Frank Lesser. Thank you especially to Full
          Frontal’s Ashley Black for entertaining these heady questions
        while still actively
        working on a popular political satire show in real time, and to Barry
        Lank for revisiting his memories of Air America to help fill out the
        picture of the early days there.

      The
        thoughtful and generous Andy Chadwick introduced me to his editor,
        Oxford’s Angela Chnapko. From the start, Angela made it clear that she
        shared the vision for this book and helped me see it through. Angela,
        thank you for believing in this project from our very first
        conversation! And to my copyeditor, Martha Ramsey: I would like to have
        you by my side every day to edit my every word.

      Funding
        for some of the experimental work cited in the book came from two
        General University Research Grants awarded by the University of Delaware
        and from the University of Delaware’s Center for Political
        Communication. Funding for books and travel to conduct interviews was
        provided by the National Institute for Civil Discourse at the University
        of Arizona.

      I
        could not have begun to craft this line of argumentation without the
        formative work of other scholars and social psychologists, especially
        the contributions of Jeffrey Berry and Sarah Sobieraj, Nicole Hemmer,
        Alison Dagnes, John Jost, Jeffrey Jones, Geoff Baym, and Jonathan Haidt.

      I
        should note that my approach is rooted almost exclusively in
        observations drawn in the context of American media and American
        electoral politics. The mechanism I propose in the book is rooted in
        underlying psychological, physiological, and likely even genetic
        predispositions. As highlighted by my non-American colleagues (Thank
        you, Cristian Vaccari!), if these underlying mechanisms operate as I
        propose, scholars should find these patterns in other cultural and
        geographic contexts as well. My hope is that my colleagues in political
        psychology, political communication, and humor studies from around the
        globe will be intrigued by (or reflexively opposed to) the propositions
        I advance here. I look forward to their explorations of these underlying
        theoretical mechanisms across diverse samples in various cultural
        contexts.

      Without
        the experimentation and play of my favorite satirists, I would never
        have asked these questions in the first place. Thank you especially to
        Jon Stewart and Stephen Colbert. In 2000, while getting my master’s at
        the University of Pennsylvania, I worked for 10 days as a production
        assistant for The Daily Show while they covered the Republican
        National Convention in Philadelphia (photo Ack.1).
        When I mentioned that I was deciding whether to continue toward the
        Ph.D. or move to New York to do improv, Stephen described the rampant
        rejection and uncertainty that fill the life of a young aspiring comic.
        He told me that if he had the chance to get a Ph.D. from Penn studying
        something he loved, he would take it. So I did. I’ve been studying the
        psychology of satire ever since.

      
        [image: image]
          photo ack. 1 Jon
            Stewart, Madeleine Smithberg, and the author backstage at The
              Daily Show during their Republican National Convention
            coverage in Philadelphia, August 2000.

        

Prologue








Prologue


“Melting hunk of uninformed apricot Jell-O.”

“A demagoguing bag of candy corn.”

“Sociopathic seventy-year-old toddler.”




these are just a few of the colorful ways in which comedian Samantha Bee described President Donald Trump on her show Full Frontal with Samantha Bee in the early years of his presidency. On the half-hour program, airing weekly on TBS since it launched in February 2016, the former Daily Show correspondent offers passionate, unbridled liberal satire targeting Republicans, conservative policy positions, and of course, Trump himself.

Following the October 2016 release of the Access Hollywood audio recording in which then-candidate Trump bragged about “grabbing women by the pussy,” Bee criticized Republican leadership for their delay in condemning their party’s presidential candidate. To Paul Ryan, Speaker of the House, Bee proposed: “[Let’s talk about] the idea that your petri dish of a political party allowed America’s misogyny and racism to coagulate into a presidential nominee! Discuss!”

Bee’s Full Frontal is the most recent iteration in the evolution of America’s televised political satire genre. The show offers viewers a taste of Bee’s authentic self, unabashedly critical of America’s political right, focusing on issues related to women, reproductive rights, and social justice. That is why, following the election of Trump in November 2016, Bee’s choice of interview guest was particularly unexpected by her predominantly liberal audience.

That guest? Glenn Beck. Glenn Beck of eighties-morning-zoo-radio-DJ-turned-political-pundit-fame. Glenn Beck of Obama-era-Fox-News-conspiracy-theory fame. Glenn Beck of chalkboard-flowcharts-where-all–roads-lead-to-Communism fame. Glenn Beck of now-regrets-his-divisive-rhetoric-from-his-Fox-days fame.

That Glenn Beck.

From 2009 to 2011, Beck had made a name for himself as the entertaining and incendiary pundit/conspiracy theorist on Fox News’s Glenn Beck Program. His inflammatory monologues railed against progressive community groups like the Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now (ACORN) (which he accused of trying to orchestrate widespread voter fraud in 2008);1 and against President Obama himself, who had shown, Beck argued in 2009, “a deep-seated hatred for white people or the white culture.”2 Beck was an evocative performer whose emotional responses of outrage, horror, and sadness at the perceived malice of the left resonated with his audience, as evidenced by the two million–plus viewers who tuned in daily for his afternoon rants.

But after leaving Fox News, Beck went through an “awakening.” In a 2014 interview with Megyn Kelly (then on Fox’s Kelly Files), Beck lamented the role he had played in fostering the political polarization in the United States, stating: “I wish I could go back and be more uniting in my language, because I think I played a role, unfortunately, in helping tear the country apart.”3 By the 2016 presidential election, the Beck of 2010 was almost unrecognizable; the man who had once stated “Obama is a racist” had embraced the Black Lives Matter movement, praised Michelle Obama’s powerful 2016 speech excoriating Trump’s misogyny, and admitted that “Obama made me a better man. … There are things unique to the African-American experience that I cannot relate to. … I had to listen to them.”4

In the December 19, 2016, episode of Full Frontal, the two opposing television personalities, clad in ugly Christmas sweaters, sat down opposite each other in an effort to explore themes of unity (photo Pro.1).


[image: image]
photo pro. 1 Samantha Bee and Glenn Beck feeding each other cake on the December 16, 2016, episode of Full Frontal with Samantha Bee on TBS.
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            The Counterculture Comics versus the Hate Clubs of the Air

      
      long before samantha Bee called Ivanka Trump a
        “feckless c*nt”—and then, days later, apologized for using the word
        “c*nt”;1 long
        before Glenn Beck called President Obama a racist with a “deep-seated
        hatred of white people”2—and
        then, five years later, apologized for doing so;3 long
        before we knew of John Oliver and Trevor Noah, before we had heard of
        Sean Hannity or Rush Limbaugh, America witnessed the birth of the first
        generation of the genres of irony and outrage.

      In
        the 1950s, America was on the cusp of a new political, social, and
        cultural order. Following World War II, in the advent of great economic
        prosperity, with increased educational opportunities and homeownership
        facilitated by the GI Bill, the country was changing. On the domestic
        front, economic, racial, and gender hierarchies were shifting. On the
        world stage, leaders were debating the merits of isolationism versus
        interventionism. As the 1950s gave way to the 1960s, these tensions
        heightened. Americans witnessed the assassinations of prominent
        political and civil rights leaders, including President John F. Kennedy,
        in 1963. In 1965, they saw the murder of the African American activist
        Malcolm X. In 1968 came the assassinations of JFK’s brother Robert
        Kennedy, a Democratic senator and presidential candidate, and of the
        civil rights leader Martin Luther King, Jr. Americans also watched the
        buildup of troops in an increasingly bloody situation in Vietnam and
        took sides in the debate over the nation’s policies on race, from the
        Civil Rights Act of 1964 to the Voting Rights Act of 1965.

      In
        the face of such tumult, Americans had to choose: to embrace the
        existing political and social order or … change. True to form,
        conservatives chose the former, while liberals chose the latter. What is
        fascinating is the way these two complex political philosophies, each of
        which embraced myriad issue positions and distinct orientations to the
        world, were communicated through
        distinct informational genres. On the one hand were the strategic
        political persuaders on the right, like the anti-Communist,
        antiintegration John Birch Society and radio hosts like Clarence Manion,
        Dan Smoot, and H. L. Hunt, whose shows offered a steady drumbeat of
        doomsday predictions to prove that the United States needed to get out
        of the United Nations and impeach the chief justice of the Supreme
        Court, Earl Warren. On the other hand were scattered, experimental,
        not-operating-according-to-any-political-strategy radical liberal
        artists and performers, whose engagement with their political world was
        profoundly reactive, artistic, and improvised. It is in these distinct
        genres, born out of the tumult of the 1950s and 1960s, that one finds
        the origins of Sean Hannity and Rush Limbaugh, on the right, and John
        Oliver and Stephen Colbert, on the left.

      
      Hate
          Clubs of the Air

      On
        June 16, 2017, Fox News host Sean Hannity opened his Friday night
        program seated adjacent to a graphic stating: “Deep State Revenge.”

      “All
        right,” began a confident Hannity, “so the unelected fourth branch of
        government is now being aided and abetted by the destroy Trump media,
        all in a massive effort to damage and destroy President Trump. Now, this
        week alone, we have seen unprecedented—and potentially criminal—leaks
        from the deep state to the liberal Washington Post.”

      The
        term “deep state” refers to the proposition that there is an unelected
        organization of power brokers who are running the government behind the
        scenes, having somehow infiltrated institutions from the White House to
        the courts, from the United Nations to media organizations. Although the
        notion gained increased currency after the election of Donald Trump,
        Sean Hannity was hardly the first proponent of the theory of an
        “invisible government” operating in the shadows.

      Actually,
        The Invisible Government was—perhaps not so coincidentally—the
        title of the popular 1962 book authored by Dan Smoot, a former FBI agent
        turned conservative radio star. As described by media historian Nicole
        Hemmer, Smoot argued that the “Council on Foreign Relations—which
        included key members of JFK’s administration—was in actuality part of an
        elaborate plot to prepare America for socialism.”4 Smoot
        began his conservative proselytizing through a limited-circulation
        newsletter with only a few thousand subscribers. His good fortune came
        with investment from the dog food magnate D. B. Lewis, an
        anti-Communist, antiinterventionist believer in the concept of the
        deep state (though he probably didn’t call it that). He also liked
        Smoot’s message and approach. As Hemmer tells it, Lewis believed that
        the American public was being brainwashed by the “liberal media.” “The
        socialists have practically all the big newspapers and magazines and
        they control practically all broadcasting,” he reportedly told Smoot in
        the 1960s.5 With
        Lewis’s financial backing, Smoot’s radio show became one of the most
        popular of that era. The Dan Smoot Report boasted over 30,000
        paid subscribers by its peak in 1965 and could be heard on 89 radio
        stations and 52 television stations across 31 states.6 Smoot
        often used his program to rail against the dangers of the United
        Nations, calling the organization a “Soviet apparatus” and arguing that
        the shared goal of the UN and of Communism was the “creation of a world
        socialist system.”7

      Smoot
        was an active member of the conservative John Birch Society, an
        anti-Communist, antiintegration political organization launched in 1958
        by retired candy manufacturer, Robert W. Welch. Throughout the 1960s,
        against the backdrop of a growing civil rights movement, the Birch
        Society’s influence and popularity grew in small meetings over coffee
        and donuts in the living rooms of anxious conservative families across
        the country.8 With
        Welch’s candy fortune, the organization sponsored mass mailings and
        large billboards that were critical of racial desegregation and of
        global organizations like the United Nations. Across the South and the
        Midwest, the Birch Society’s billboards dotted highways with messages
        like “Get US out! Of the United Nations” and a giant image of Dr. Martin
        Luther King, Jr., sitting in an audience with the heading, “MARTIN
        LUTHER KING at COMMUNIST TRAINING SCHOOL.” One frequent Birch Society
        billboard called for the impeachment of Earl Warren: “Save our Republic!
        IMPEACH Earl WARREN!” (photo 1.1).
        Of the Supreme Court under Chief Justice Warren, Welch had stated: “[it]
        is now so strongly and almost completely under Communist influence that
        it shatters its own precedents and rips gaping holes in our Constitution
        in order to favor Communist purposes.”9 Smoot
        used his radio show to call for the impeachment of Chief Justice Warren,
        whom he, like Welch, accused of being a socialist.10
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          photo 1.1 A John Birch Society billboard
            calls for the impeachment of Chief Justice Earl Warren.
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 Political and Technological Changes That Created Jon Stewart and Bill O’Reilly


just as the early 1960s marked an important moment for the first generation of American satire and outrage, 1996 was an important year for the second generation of these two competing genres. It was in 1996 that two shows at the center of this story launched on cable television. The first was The Daily Show, a news parody and satire program on Comedy Central that showed up in July. The second, appearing in October of that year, was a news “analysis” show featuring the conservative pundit Bill O’Reilly, which was introduced as an offering of the new 24-hour Fox News Channel.

The Daily Show, created by Lizz Winstead and Madeleine Smithberg, was initially hosted by comedian Craig Kilborn delivering mock news in a fake news studio. The show featured headlines from the day’s pop culture news and introduced fictional correspondents in pretend “field segments” interviewing strange and eccentric people. With Kilborn at the helm, The Daily Show focused more on popular culture and celebrity news than it soon would under the more politically minded Jon Stewart, who was brought on as host in 1999. As Stephen Colbert explains, “it turned from local news, summer kicker stories, and celebrity jokes [under Kilborn], to something with more of a political point of view. Jon has a political point of view. He wanted us to have a political point of view, and for the most part, I found that I had a stronger one than I had imagined.”1 Stewart (and his executive producer and head writer Ben Karlin, a former Onion editor) transformed The Daily Show into a political satire vehicle in 1999, but the news parody atmosphere, aesthetic, and format of the show were created in 1996.

Just three months later, a few channels down (or up) the dial (cable box), a former tabloid television show host got his own show at the behest of media mogul Roger Ailes. On the new Fox News Channel, Bill O’Reilly, who had hosted the celebrity entertainment news show Inside Edition for six years, launched The O’Reilly Report (later renamed The O’Reilly Factor). From its inception, this show was positioned as a hybrid news and opinion program that quickly came to define the conservative television talk genre. It also dominated cable news ratings for well over a decade, up to O’Reilly’s termination by the network following charges of sexual harassment in 2017.2

The twin births of The Daily Show and The O’Reilly Factor were no accident. Both programs are logical outgrowths of simultaneous changes in the economic and regulatory underpinnings of the media industry and the development of new cable and digital technologies. Books have been written on the structural changes in media industries in the 1980s and 1990s. Still more books have been written about the technological revolution caused by cable and the internet. I don’t need to rewrite those books here. However, to explain how and why satirists Jon Stewart and Bill Maher and outrage hosts Bill O’Reilly and Sean Hannity within a period of just a few years all began hosting quasi-political entertainment programs (or quasi-entertainment political programs) I’ve got to talk media regulation, media economics, and media technologies.

At least for a minute.


The Reagan Era’s Deregulation of Media

The story goes like this. In the 1980s the Reagan administration pushed to deregulate various industries. From the oil and gas industries to the financial sector, the notion was that reliance on the free market rather than government “interference” was the best way to grow the economy. Among the industries deregulated under Reagan was the rapidly growing media industry. In the 1980s under Reagan, the regulatory powers of the FCC over media content and media industry behaviors all but disappeared. The FCC removed requirements on the amount of informational programming that broadcasters had to supply and repealed the fairness doctrine, which had required that broadcasters give “equal time” to competing political voices. Under Reagan, the FCC also reduced limits on media ownership. These limits had previously restricted the quantity of media companies that could be owned by a single entity. For example, a single entity was permitted to own no more than seven television stations in 1981. By 1985, that number had increased to 12.3

These changes in the economic and regulatory underpinnings of media fueled a focus on profit—mainly because the potential for profit was just so huge. With few limits on the number of holdings allowed by the government, large conglomerates began to form, as media giants capitalized on economies of scale. Large corporations began to acquire smaller media enterprises at a record pace, thereby vastly increasing profits by increasing efficiency and eliminating redundant positions and departments. Putting multiple media holdings (television networks, movie studios, film distributors, cable networks, radio stations, publishing companies) all under the same roof also reduced costs as it allowed for cross-merchandising across these growing corporate empires.

Take, for example, Disney. In 2019, Disney owns ABC, the Disney Channel, ESPN, Marvel, theme parks, cruise lines, and 30 percent of Hulu (to name just a tiny few). By collapsing all these companies under the Disney umbrella, each of the smaller holdings is able to save money internally. Need marketing done? No problem. Need financing? No problem. Need production studios? Got it. Need capacity for distribution? Got it. Need to get a product in stores? Got it. Want to promote a new show on a family cruise line? Weird request, but sure.

And the real genius of the consolidation of media ownership (from a profit standpoint) is that it maximizes the owners’ ability to promote their brands across their many holdings. Industry folks enthusiastically refer to this as “synergy.” Synergy is when ABC airs the Disney parade, thereby promoting Disney theme parks to a national audience on their television network. Or when an episode of Modern Family (on ABC) features the Pritchett family enjoying themselves in Disneyland. Or when Dancing with the Stars (on ABC) has “Disney Night,” when the dancing couples perform to famous songs from Disney’s giant film archive, from Alice in Wonderland to Beauty and the Beast. Free marketing across the media empire. And yes, all of these cross-merchandising activities have actually happened.

The capacity for profit in media industries is so great that it fueled, through the 1990s and into the 2000s, the consolidation of ownership across our vast media landscape. For the better part of the twentieth century, each individual mass media industry—newspapers, film, television, magazines—was controlled by multiple medium-specific companies. Media historian Robert McChesney writes that each individual media industry was “dominated by anywhere from a few to a dozen or so firms.”4 As recently as 1983, over 50 different corporations owned most of American media. By the mid-1990s that number had dropped to 23.5 And by 2000, the dire prediction by Ben Bagdikian, author of Media Monopoly, that a “half-dozen large corporations would own all the most powerful media outlets in the United States” had come to pass.6

In 2019, over 90 percent of American media is controlled by five corporations: Comcast, Walt Disney Corporation, 21st Century Fox, AT&T–Warner Media, and National Amusements (which includes Viacom and CBS). The latest trend in consolidation of media ownership is in the direction of vertical integration, in which corporations that own the dominant mode of distribution (the internet) are also acquiring content producers (the entities that make the stuff that goes on—or through—the internet). For example, during the writing of this book, AT&T (internet service provider) acquired Time Warner (content producer), making it a direct competitor with Comcast (internet service provider), which entered the content business back in 2009 with the acquisition of NBC Universal (content producer).

In sum: media deregulation means fewer—and much larger—corporate owners of media.


Profit-Oriented “Journalism” and Erosion of Trust in News

In Rich Media, Poor Democracy, McChesney included a section pessimistically titled “Farewell to Journalism.” Here he explained how the “commercialization” fueled by the formation of media conglomerates in the 1980s and 1990s contributed to “the decline and marginalization of any public service values among the media, placing the status of notions on nonmarket public service in jeopardy across society.”7 In other words, in a corporate media world, concerns like “what we should do” or “what would be good for citizens” are trumped by considerations of profit. Hence, in the corporate media world, the practice of journalism itself becomes a bit of an afterthought. According to Bagdikian, “the immense size of the parent firms means that some of their crucial media subsidiaries, like news, have become remote within their complex tables of organization. That remoteness has contributed to the unprecedented degree to which the parent firms have pressed their news subsidiaries to cross ethical lines by selecting news that will promote the needs of the owning corporation rather than serve the traditional ethical striving of journalism.”8 In their canonical work The Elements of Journalism, Bill Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel outline normative obligations of contemporary journalism, or “what we should expect from those who provide the news.”9 Two obligations in particular are central to the problem posed by the consolidation of media ownership. Kovach and Rosenstiel contend that the owner/corporation at the head of a news organization must be committed to citizens first, and that journalists must have final say over the news. Kovach and Rosenstiel also propose that journalists’ first obligation is to the truth and their first loyalty is to citizens.

By the accounts of media and journalism historians, this normative ideal actually was the model of journalism that dominated throughout much of the twentieth century. In a rare positive description of media practice, McChesney writes: “journalism has been regarded as a public service by all of the commercial media throughout [the twentieth century]. In particular, commercial broadcasters displayed their public service through the establishment of ample news divisions. … Professional journalism was predicated on the notion that its content should not be shaped by the dictates of owners and advertisers or by the biases of the editors and reporters, but rather by core public service values.”10 To be fair, though, William Randolph Hearst and Joseph Pulitzer did make a mockery of the idealized obligations of the newspaper industry with the “yellow journalism” of the 1890s, which included sensationalized and fabricated accounts of war atrocities that contributed to the United States’ involvement in the Spanish-American War. And these practices were driven by a circulation race between these two media moguls. But in the wake of this disgraceful moment, the American Society for Newspaper Editors (ASNE) created a code of ethics for journalists (in 1923), consisting of canons that journalists should follow to protect the integrity of the practice of journalism. The spirit of this code of ethics remained at the heart of the practice of journalism at newspapers and networks for decades. The code says: “the primary function of newspapers is to communicate to the human race what its members do, feel and think. Journalism, therefore, demands of its practitioners the widest range of intelligence, or knowledge, and of experience, as well as natural and trained powers of observation and reasoning. To its opportunities as a chronicle are indissolubly linked its obligations as teacher and interpreter.”11 The code contains the following canons: responsibility to the public welfare; freedom of the press; independence from private or partisan interests; sincerity, truthfulness, and accuracy; impartiality; fair play, and decency.

Based on the high rates of trust in news in the United States through the 1960s and 1970s, it would seem that the ASNE code was successful in fostering public trust in journalism at the time. The Roper Center for Public Opinion Research and the American National Election Study data show that in the 1950s–1960s, 65–70 percent of Americans thought the news was “fair.” In 1972, Gallup reported that 68 percent of the public said they had “a great deal” or “a fair amount of trust” in news organizations to “report the news fully, accurately, and fairly.” The Watergate scandal of 1972–1974 highlighted the “watchdog” capacity of the press, with fierce investigative reporting by Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein at the Washington Post. When Gallup asked their “trust in news” question in 1976, 72 percent of the American public reported trusting news organizations—a historical high.

Through the 1990s and into the 2000s, though, those numbers took a precipitous turn. By 2016, the portion of people who reported trusting news organizations had dropped to 32 percent. The Pew Center for the People and the Press reports that when they began asking questions about trust in media in 1985, 72 percent of Americans viewed news organizations as “highly professional” and only 34 percent said they believed that “news stories are often inaccurate.”12 By 2011, only 57 percent of Americans saw news organizations as “highly professional,” and the percentage of Americans who believed that “news stories are often inaccurate” had risen to 66 percent. Perhaps most relevant to this discussion is the percentage of Americans who reported believing that news organizations are “influenced by powerful people and organizations,” a Pew statistic that rose from 53 percent in 1985 to a shocking 80 percent in 2011.

It is not a coincidence that this plummeting faith in news and growing sense that news organizations are “influenced by powerful people” happened just as media industries were deregulated and facing intense demands for profit. Put simply: profit-oriented changes in the newsrooms of the 1980s and 1990s degraded the practice of journalism. As Kovach and Rosenstiel explain, with corporate ownership, “business practices were put into the newsroom that ran counter to journalism’s and citizens’ best interests.”13 McChesney laments that “by the 1990s, traditional professional journalism was in marked retreat from its standards of the postwar years, due to the tidal wave of commercial pressure brought on by the corporate media system.”14 Journalism professor Herbert Gans describes the problems of postmodern journalism as “[stemming] largely from the very nature of commercially supplied news in a big country.”15

A quick survey of research on the state of news over the past century includes countless historians, journalists, and media theorists all pointing to the same problem: corporate media. Corporate media’s intense focus on profit undermines the function of journalism. Gans writes: “the crucial question about chains and conglomerates as opposed to traditional news firms is profit: how much profit are the news firms expected to deliver, and what effects do the pursuit and expenditure of profit have on the journalists? The more profit the firm demands, the less money is available to be spent on journalists and news coverage, the more bureaus have to be closed and the more shortcuts taken.”16 What kind of profits are we talking about? According to former Washington Post editors Leonard Downie, Jr., and Robert Kaiser, authors of The News about the News: American Journalism in Peril,17 “media owners are accustomed to profit margins that would be impossible in most traditional industries.”18 Whereas General Motors might consider a profit margin of 5 percent of total revenue to be “a very good year,” Downie and Kaiser describe desired profit margins of 30 percent and even 50 percent at newspapers and local news stations, respectively. “Protecting such high profits,” they write, “can easily undermine the notion that journalism is a public service.”19

Part of this dysfunction is due to the complicated economic model that supports the media industry. Unlike a “normal” economic model in which people go into a store and buy a good or service and money changes hands in exchange for that good or service, the news itself is not the product that is bought and sold in exchange for money. Sure, you pay $2 for USA Today at a newsstand (which itself is a quaint notion), but the actual money that is sustaining the paper comes from advertisers. And the advertisers are paying the newspaper or television network not for journalism but for access to audiences.

Kovach and Rosenstiel write: “in short, the business relationship of journalism is different from traditional consumer marketing, and in some ways more complex. It is a triangle. The audience is not the customer buying goods and services. The advertiser is. Yet the customer/advertiser has to be subordinate in that triangle to the third figure, the citizen.” So if “journalists’ first obligation is to the truth, and journalists’ first loyalty is to the citizens,”20 then any efforts to elevate the importance of advertisers or profits over citizens is antithetical to the purpose, function, and obligation of journalism—and, unfortunately, is what corporations do best. That is not intended to be read as a glib dig at corporations. That is an honest assessment of what corporate institutions are designed to do. They are designed to make profits. Their “fiduciary responsibility” is to their shareholders, full stop. McChesney writes: “the main concern of the media giants is to make journalism directly profitable, and there are a couple of proven ways to do that. First, lay off as many reporters as possible. … Second, concentrate upon stories that are inexpensive and easy to cover, like celebrity lifestyle pieces, court cases, plane crashes, crime stories, and shootouts.”21

Is McChesney right? Is this really what journalism became in the 1990s and 2000s under pressure for corporate owners to cut costs and maximize profits? Celebrities, court cases, plane crashes, crime stories, and shootouts? According to Downie and Kaiser, former Washington Post editors who had been with the paper since the mid-1960s, McChesney isn’t too far off. In their 2002 book The News about the News: American Journalism in Peril, they describe a news industry squeezed for profits, producing at the whim of news “consultants” brought in to newsrooms to tell journalists “what audiences want.” They detail the vast cuts to investigative journalism and a reduction in foreign bureaus and correspondents across the globe—at both newspapers and television news organizations alike. They describe a shift in favor of cheaper content, including the rise of television “pundits,” people talking about news in lieu of journalists investigating and reporting news, or, as they put it, “the substitution of talk, opinion, and argument for news.”22 Downie and Kaiser see this dire situation as the result of corporate motives prevailing unchecked across the media landscape. As they put it, “much of what has happened to news has been the by-product of broader economic, technological, demographic and social changes in the country. Most newspapers, television networks, and local television and radio stations now belong to giant, publicly owned corporations far removed from the communities they serve. They face the unrelenting quarterly profit pressures from Wall Street now typical of American capitalism.”23

The first time I was introduced to these problematic aspects of news was through the work of University of Washington professor W. Lance Bennett, author of News: The Politics of Illusion.24 This book, which I read as an undergraduate at the University of New Hampshire in 1998, was first published in 1983. Its tenth edition was published in 2016. In it, Bennett explores the importance of journalism to democratic health and the latest trends in news dissemination and reception. In spite of the many revisions to Bennett’s text over time, what has remained consistent over most of its 30-year life span is its articulation of four major “information biases” present in news: personalization, dramatization, fragmentation, and the authority-disorder bias.

According to Bennett, stories about individual people and personalities predominate over stories about systems and policies in mainstream news content, a phenomenon called “personalization.” The focus is on stories—narratives constructed with a beginning, middle, and end—to satisfy audiences’ supposed need for conflict, closure, and yes, drama (“dramatization”). Bennett explains that “news dramas emphasize crisis over continuity, the present over the past or future, and the personalities at their center. News dramas downplay complex policy information, the workings of government institutions, and the bases of power.”25 These stories are presented as discrete, self-contained entities, with little, if any, exploration of how they are connected. These little nuggets of chaos are absent historical, economic, political, or cultural context, so “the impression is created of a world of chaotic events and crises that seem to appear and disappear because the news picture offers little explanation of their origins” (“fragmentation”).26 Finally, a dance in news content moves back and forth between disorder and chaos on the one hand and authority and order on the other (the “authority-disorder bias”). As outlined by Murray Edelman, news programs construct “a series of threats and reassurances” that repeatedly scare people and then tell them everything is fine.27 Bennett, heavily influenced by Edelman’s work, puts it a bit more concretely: “writing dramatic endings for fragmented stories often becomes the highest imperative in the newsroom. Sometimes authorities save the day, and order is restored to some corner of society. Sometimes authorities fight valiantly, but the forces of evil are simply overwhelming, and disorder seems to prevail.”28 The four information biases Bennett describes can be viewed as a direct result of the profit pressures already discussed. Information biases help illustrate the answer to questions like these: What does news look like when news organizations chase what they think the public “wants,” while trying to simultaneously reduce production costs? What does news look like when news organizations gut their investigative units and so increasingly rely on official sources for information? What happens when journalists are under pressure to entertain audiences, to captivate them in an effort to keep them coming back?

Personalization, dramatization, fragmentation, and authority-disorder bias offer a way to categorize the systemic trends in the selection and framing of news programs that are an outgrowth of an industry focused on ratings and cheap production routines. Bennett discusses these information biases as part of a trend toward commercialism that has contributed to “the fall of journalism.”29 “News organizations are being driven into the ground by profit pressures from big corporations that now own most of them,” he writes, pointing to the fact that this trend “has been in motion for over 20 years, with devastating effects on the reporting of so-called ‘hard news.’”30


Why Political Polarization? (And No, It’s Not All the Media’s Fault)

While the erosion of the practice of journalism was certainly to blame for some of the decline of faith in news that has occurred over the last 30 years, it’s not entirely the fault of a profit-centered media system. At least part of this decline can be attributed to the nation’s political polarization. This trend, characterized by a more consistently liberal Democratic Party platform, a more consistently conservative Republican Party platform, and an eroding ideological middle, has made news viewers—and citizens—harder to please. Political communication scholars have documented a “hostile media effect,” in which viewers perceive balanced news reporting to be hostile toward their own ideological position, an effect that is especially concerning in a sharply divided political climate.31 But political polarization is is also the result a complex series of structural, political, and technological factors.

If you live in the United States, partisan gridlock, “all-or-nothing” politics, and compromise as a “dirty word” characterize your political world. Indeed, the Democratic and Republican parties are farther apart from one another on the issues than they have been in decades.32 The average Democrat and the average Republican are both more homogenous in their own issue positions than they were in the 1990s, with fewer Democrats holding at least some conservative issue positions and fewer Republicans holding at least some liberal issue positions. According to data from the Pew Research Center, the ideological placement of the average Republican has moved to the right while that of the average Democrat has moved to the left. What this leaves is an ever-shrinking political “middle” and a reduced possibility of bipartisan compromise. And while the parties move farther apart ideologically, an increasing number of Americans are describing themselves as politically independent rather than identifying with a political party. If viewed in the context of polarization as a movement of the two major parties to the extremes, this increase in American “independents” is quite logical. The rise in independent voters should be seen at least in part as an outcome of the polarization of the Democrats and Republicans, which leaves those in the ideological middle without a political home.

The roots of America’s political polarization don’t just go back to the 1990s, however. They don’t start with the partisan cable news networks. Instead, this movement away from ideological moderation in the direction of ideological extremity and homogeneity dates back to important social and cultural shifts, as well as changes in the party nominating processes and in the media environment. In the 1960s, as civil rights took center stage in American politics, the two parties’ positions on issues related to race began to crystallize. This phenomenon, referred to by Edward Carmines and James Stimson as “issue evolution,” transformed the Democratic Party into the party of civil rights and the Republican Party into the party of states’ rights.33 Meanwhile, over the past 40 years, the parties were also in the process of distinguishing themselves on so-called social issues; most notably abortion, gay rights, and other matters relating to the separation of church and state. As described by Geoffrey Layman, Thomas Carsey, and Juliana Horowitz, “cultural polarization began in Congress, in party platforms, and among party activists, and then was translated into growing divisions between the parties’ mass coalitions.”34 In other words, party elites staked out their “policy territories,” and then strong party identifiers followed suit.

Polarization between the parties has also been exacerbated indirectly by changes in the way primary elections are conducted—and in how candidates have changed their behaviors as a result. After years of party nominees being selected by party insiders behind closed doors, progressive reformers in the 1910s and 1920s sought to reduce the power of party bosses and bring transparency to the process. By shifting the selection of party nominees to voters through primary elections, the thought was that the process would become less opaque and would reduce corruption in party politics. It was a laudable goal, and a completely reasonable set of expectations. In practice, though, the primary process, while reducing shady insider dealings, has had the unintended consequences of increasing polarization—in two ways.

First, very few citizens actually vote in primary elections. And those who do are more politically engaged and ideologically extreme that most party members. Less than 30 percent of eligible voters typically participate in primary elections. In 2016, that number was 28.5 percent.35 General election turnout is bad enough (usually between 50 and 60 percent), but less than 30 percent? People who vote in political primaries tend to be highly engaged and attentive to politics (which is great), but they also tend to be strong party identifiers who are farther to the left than the average Democrat and farther to the right than the average Republican. This pushes the pools of Republican and Democratic primary voters farther away from the middle than the rest of the American public. This in turn contributes to the election of party nominees who are farther left and right than average party members. Second, recent research also suggests that the “extremity” of the primary electorate is not necessarily fueling polarization on its own.36 Rather, in anticipation of “extreme” primary voters, candidates may change their behavior and positions accordingly. Anticipating more ideological and strident primary voters, candidates strategically adopt issue positions that are more ideologically extreme, hence exacerbating this phenomenon.

All of these historical factors contributing to America’s political polarization have been compounded by the growing influence of outside interest groups. Issue-driven interest groups and super PACs help fund candidates who best represent their positions on the issues—positions that tend to be more extreme and less moderate. The 2010 Citizens United ruling by the US Supreme Court allowed for unlimited funds from individuals, corporations, and unions to flow into campaigns and elections. According to the Center for Responsive Politics, over the last decade, aided by the Citizens United ruling, outside spending in American elections has increased from about $500 million in 2010 to $1.7 billion in 2016, with about 99 percent of those funds coming from groups that are politically liberal (44 percent) or politically conservative (55 percent). In 2016, only 1 percent of outside group spending came from groups that were bipartisan or neither left nor right.37

Of particular concern in this equation is the increasing role played by “nondisclosing groups”: 501(c) nonprofit organizations that are not required to disclose the identities of their donors. In 2004, such nondisclosing groups contributed less than $6 million to US elections. By 2016 that number had risen to $180 million. And the ideological breakdown of these nondisclosing groups is astounding. In 2016, $141.9 million came from conservative nondisclosing groups, $34.4 million from liberal ones, and a paltry $2.1 million from “other” groups. Needless to say, the money that is flooding into elections isn’t coming from moderate, bipartisan groups seeking compromise and middle-of-
the-road approaches to public policy. Can you imagine someone willing to throw millions of dollars into a campaign because they are really passionate … about moderate issue positions?

It is worth noting that while ideological political polarization is clearly happening, political scientists are not in full agreement on whether or not this “party sorting” is a bad thing in itself.38 This homogeneous sorting process is actually quite rational. It demonstrates the emergence of more internally consistent and constrained belief systems, which political scientist Phil Converse lamented were largely absent in the American electorate of the 1950s.39 Converse feared that without internally consistent belief-systems, Americans’ political decision-making processes were largely random, driven by group loyalties or “issues of the moment” in ways that could be easily manipulated or exploited.

While political scientists disagree on whether party sorting itself is inherently good or bad for democracy, one thing that political scientists generally agree is bad is the affective polarization that has accompanied this party sorting.40 The term “affective polarization” (“affective” meaning emotional or feeling-based) captures Americans’ increasing hostility toward members of the opposing party. Americans rate members of the opposing party less favorably now than they did 50 years ago. They even disapprove of the mere suggestion of their child marrying someone from the opposing political party more than they ever have. And this is true of Democrats and Republicans alike. So polarization isn’t just about the parties moving apart on matters of policy. This is about Americans increasingly loathing members of the opposing political party.

Political scientist Jonathan Ladd suggests that rather than thinking of today’s political media environment as one of low trust and high polarization, one should look at the 1950s–1970s as an era of uniquely high trust and low polarization. By all measures, though, trust in journalistic institutions has gone down over the last 70 years. Political polarization has increased over that same time. And these two contemporaneous trends have contributed to some rather unhealthy aspects of contemporary American politics: partisan vitriol, legislative gridlock, a reduction in political participation, and increasing reach and influence of political disinformation. As I will show, this lack of trust in news also contributed to the emergence of alternative sources of political information in the late 1990s.


Cable and Digital Technologies Create New Programming Opportunities

Media deregulation and political polarization might not have had much of an impact on the political information landscape without concurrent changes in media technologies at the close of the twentieth century. If media deregulation and political polarization contributed to the erosion of public trust in news, it was the advent of cable and digital technologies that made alternative political information sources possible. These new technologies expanded the breadth of the information landscape. With new outlets came increased opportunities for experimental programming—where new hybrid genres (a little news, a little entertainment) could test the waters in a low-risk setting. Cable created a place for politically minded comics and entertainment-minded pundits. It made it possible to have entire networks dedicated to comedy and entire networks dedicated to “news.”

The technology of cable originated as far back as the 1940s in the United States. Community Access Television, was a way for people in rural areas, whose television signals were typically obstructed by natural terrain, to import the signals from distant network affiliates using tall community antennas placed atop mountains or hills. These giant community antennas could pick up television broadcasting signals that were too remote for ordinary home antennas. Coaxial cable lines could bring those amplified signals from the community antennas into local homes, increasing the distance that urban affiliates’ signals could reach.41 Residents of rural areas in the 1960s and 1970s paid for cable subscriptions for access to clear signals from nearby network affiliates. The result? Folks like my mom and dad, tucked in between New Hampshire mountains, previously unable to receive any broadcasting signals with their roof antenna, were finally able to receive a clear picture from WCVB out of Boston.

The possibility of “importing signals” through community antennas opened up programming possibilities. If signals could be amplified and imported from distant locations, why not just import the best quality programming out of Los Angeles and New York to everywhere else in the country? Well, because the FCC at the time said you couldn’t. Both the 1966 and 1972 FCC rules required that cable subscriptions “must carry” a market’s local network affiliates, and the 1972 rules prohibited cable companies from “‘leapfrogging’ nearby stations in favor of large-market independent stations.”42 But throughout the latter half of the 1970s, many of these regulations were loosened. Networks soon began using new cheap satellite technology to amplify their signals, which were then picked up by community antennas and sent through existing cable lines into homes. The FCC’s Open Skies policy on satellite technology made it possible for just about anyone to launch a communications satellite, “thus leaving cable networks free to use satellite as a means of nationally distributing programming.”43 In the early 1970s, a young Ted Turner owned and operated a small independent television station, WTCG out of Atlanta. In 1976, he capitalized on the cheap combination of satellite and cable to help carry his station’s signal nationwide. This new “superstation,” renamed WTBS in 1979, proved highly lucrative. In 1980, using the same basic model, Turner launched the Cable News Network (CNN), the first 24-hour cable news station.

With the passage of the 1984 Cable Act, which focused on deregulating the cable industry, cable experienced explosive growth. The number of cable programming networks increased from 28 to 70 over the 1980s. The five years from 1980 to 1985 saw the birth of Black Entertainment Television (BET), CNN, Bravo, Showtime, Music Television (MTV), the Disney Channel, Lifetime, Playboy, the Financial News Network, the Weather Channel, the Discovery Channel, the Home Shopping Network (HSN), Arts & Entertainment (A&E), and American Movie Classics (AMC).44


“Breaking Up America”

The cable landscape was vast and growing vaster every year. As it grew, the giant mass audiences that broadcast networks had been able to reach since the 1940s began spreading out and shrinking, a process that media scholars call “media fragmentation.” Instead of a handful of giant audiences consuming the same television fare, cable technology created dozens—soon hundreds—of smaller audiences consuming a whole bunch of different things. In 1951, the beloved CBS sitcom I Love Lucy dominated the ratings, “with 11 million families tuning in every week (and that was when there were only 15 million TV sets in the country).”45 Can you imagine? Seventy-three percent of Americans with televisions all watching the same show at the same time. In 2017, the most watched regularly airing program, according to Nielsen, was Sunday Night Football, with 19 million viewers;46 but with 301.7 million people living in homes with televisions,47 that means that only 6 percent of folks with televisions were actually watching that “top-rated” show—a far cry from the 73 percent watching Lucy and Ricky back in 1951.

Media scholars refer to this shift rather hyperbolically as “the death of the mass audience.”48 As viewers spread themselves across an ever-widening array of programming options, the audiences of each individual program shrink. Joseph Turow explores the consequences of this “media fragmentation” in his book Breaking Up America, positing that because the economics of television relied so heavily on advertising revenue, it was the advertising industry in this “fragmented” media world that came to dictate what programming began to look like.49 Yes, cable technologies—and digital technologies in the late 1990s and 2000s—increased the number of outlets and opportunities for new programming, but as Turow explains, the deliberate segmentation of audiences according to demographics and psychographics was driven by advertisers and media executives.

With hundreds of new media outlets, the question of how and where to advertise to a promising market became exponentially more complicated than it had been in the days of ABC, NBC, and CBS. Advertisers couldn’t count on the efficiency of a national or local ad campaign the way they could in the 1970s. Since the products bought and sold in media economics are the audiences sold to advertisers, cable technologies rattled the economic underpinnings of the entire television industry. Advertisers scurried to find their customers across this diffuse new landscape. Media executives were stymied as well. The existence of their networks was contingent on advertising revenue. How do you sell advertisers on the idea of marketing to your cable network’s really tiny audience?

According to Turow’s research, media executives sold the desirability of their smaller audiences to advertisers using two claims: “the claim of efficient separation” and “the claim of a special relationship.”50 The claim of efficient separation suggested that media outlets could promise advertisers a small, homogenous audience, without the advertisers having wasted money on anyone they didn’t want to try to reach. And the claim of a “special relationship?” This is the notion that because these new outlets were programmed with specialized “niche” content designed for a “specific kind of person,” their audiences were loyal, engaged, and eager to receive everything that came to them through that trusted outlet—including advertising.

The resulting media and advertising content effectively “signaled divisions” between Americans—based on hobbies and interests, yes, but also on race, class, lifestyle, and culture.51 These “efficient separations” of distinct subgroups with whom networks cultivated “special relationships” certainly helped the specificity and efficiency of advertising campaigns but also contributed to cultural and even political divisions. While programming executives figured out how to put sports fans in one box (ESPN) and home décor hobbyists in another (HGTV), they also figured out how to segment news-obsessed partisans into boxes, by means of ideologically driven 24-hour news networks that provide news and “analysis” all while supporting a particular worldview. Meanwhile, astute program developers at a new network called Comedy Central realized that young, politically knowledgeable, largely male viewers were up for grabs, too. For them, Comedy Central offered foul-mouthed “puppets making crank phone calls,”52 as well as cutting—largely left-leaning—political satire.

Cable television was not created with the explicit purpose of dividing audiences into socially, culturally, and politically distinct enclaves. Those outcomes were merely a by-product of the economics of the new technology. But cable’s emergence against the backdrop of low public trust in news and an increasingly polarized electorate positioned it well as the place where media producers could develop new programming genres that would satisfy their audiences’ political information needs: outrage on the right and satire on the left.
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 Outrage and Satire as Responses and Antidotes


just as the first generation of irony and outrage—the counterculture comedy on the left and the “hate clubs of the air” on the right—occurred concurrently in response to the political upheaval of the late 1950s and early 1960s, the second generation of irony and outrage have a parallel history as well. The outrage programs that rose to prominence in the 1990s (radio shows like The Rush Limbaugh Show and cable news shows like The O’Reilly Factor) came on the scene at the very same time as satire shows such as The Daily Show and Politically Incorrect on Comedy Central. Both outrage and satire were articulated as reactions to perceived problematic aspects of the political information environment. Both genres were fueled by the rising political polarization and media distrust that had exploded in the last third of the twentieth century. And both genres were made possible by new media technologies of the late 1990s. In the face of political polarization and a reduction of trust in journalism, conservative talk radio’s Rush Limbaugh and Fox News’s Roger Ailes created programming to deconstruct the ideological bias they perceived in mainstream news. Meanwhile, comedians worked to deconstruct the bias that they saw in the profit-driven news of that era; not an ideological bias but a bias in favor of strategy, spin, and partisan jargon. In response, shows like The Daily Show and Politically Incorrect offered their own “antidote” to the artificial mediated political world. Using satire, parody, and irony, they would deconstruct the “political spectacle.”1


Response Option A: Outrage

“Outrage programming”: noun. Political commentary, typically presented on television, radio, or the internet, that is guided by the spirit of anger and indignation. In their 2014 book The Outrage Industry, Jeffrey Berry and Sarah Sobieraj chronicle the growth of a new genre of political programming through the 2000s; programming that places a charismatic host at its center and employs tactics like hyperbole, sensationalism, ad hominem attack, and extreme language to “prove” that political opponents are hypocrites and like-minded viewers are morally superior.2

In their exploration of the roots of the so-called outrage industry, Berry and Sobieraj detail some of the same technological and regulatory changes I outlined in chapter 2. They write: “outrage has been propelled by a synergistic confluence of economic, technological, regulatory, and cultural changes that converged to create a media environment that proved unusually nurturing for outrage-based content.”3 In other words, outrage programming did not just appear out of nowhere in the 1990s. It was made technologically possible by cable and media fragmentation. It was made economically viable by political polarization and a drop in public faith in news. And was made permissible by regulatory changes that arose during that same era.

Chief among these regulatory changes that facilitated the rise of outrage was the repeal of the fairness doctrine in 1987. That act of deregulation removed the FCC’s requirement that broadcasters had to present multiple points of view in the presentation of issues to the public. Rush Limbaugh’s nationally syndicated radio show was (not coincidentally) launched in 1988.4 Having been a radio DJ and politically minded radio talk show host since the 1970s, Limbaugh was well-positioned to take advantage of the FCC’s ruling. The Rush Limbaugh Show immediately became radio’s most listened-to program. For 30 years, it has retained that spot (photo 3.1). In 2018, Limbaugh continues to attract about 14 million listeners per week.5 And he was doing this long before Fox News commentators expanded the outrage genre to television. Hemmer writes: “for the better part of a decade, from his national syndication in 1988 to the launch of Fox News in 1996, conservative media was Limbaugh.”6


[image: image]
photo 3.1 Rush Limbaugh addressing, via satellite, the Conservative Political Action Conference, Washington, DC, February 19, 2010. Courtesy of Gage Skidmore via Wikimedia Commons.
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 The Psychology of Satire


in chapter 3 i proposed that outrage and satire both emerged as responses to the political, technological, and regulatory changes of the 1990s. In this chapter I dive deep into the content and psychology of the satire genre, to delineate what it is, how it works, and why it is so frequently expressed through irony. According to humor scholar George Test, satire is defined by four characteristics: aggression, play, laughter, and judgment.1 “Aggression” is the notion that satire embodies the spirit of attack. “Play” refers to the fact that humor operates like a riddle that must be solved, often including allusions to silly or strange constructs (think: giraffe, spatula, Chihuahua, rutabaga). “Laughter” captures the mirth anticipated by, and derived from, a satirical message. “Judgment” is the notion that satire presents a valenced, evaluative argument aimed at a target—usually an institution, a policy, a practice, or society as a whole. According to Test, aggression and judgment are the two criteria that distinguish satire from other kinds of humor: “satire ultimately judges, it asserts that some person, group, or attitude is not what it should be. However restrained, muted, or disguised a playful judgment may be, whatever form it takes, such an act undermines, threatens, and perhaps violates the target, making the act an attack.”2 The targets of satire, and the judgments it levels, are broad—aimed at society, systems, and the audience itself. Rachel Caufield proposes that “most political humor is aimed to entertain the audience by poking fun at outsiders—political candidates, government officials, or public figures. In contrast, satire’s target is broader—it is meant to attack political institutions, society’s foibles, or public vices. Put simply, conventional political humor is often geared at making the audience laugh at others, while satire is designed to make the audience laugh at itself as well as others, therefore allowing the audience to realize a larger set of systemic faults.”3 In other words, jokes that mention political topics and people might be satirical, but it’s just as likely that they are not. If a political joke doesn’t critique policies, institutions, or social convention—if it doesn’t make its audience think about how they themselves, as a society, need to do better—then it’s probably not satire, according to this definition.

Underlying the two criteria of “play” and “laughter” is the broader concept of humor itself. Digging into the logic and psychology of humor is a bit like trying to track and predict the path of wild squirrel. It’s difficult to impose order and rules onto something whose entire modus operandi violates order and rules. Yet for more than a century some very serious people who have referred to themselves as “humor scholars” have tried to do just this. At the center of all of the scholarly definitions of humor is the notion that humorous texts are themselves incomplete without active participation by the audience. Henri Bergson, writing in 1911, emphasized that humor results from two incompatible ideas that the listener recognizes as overlapping in some way. “A situation is invariably comic when it belongs simultaneously to two altogether independent series of events and is capable of being interpreted in two entirely different meanings at the same time,” he wrote.4

Perhaps the most exhaustive (and exhausting?) consideration of such “incongruity” in humor comes from the writer and journalist Arthur Koestler. In his 1964 work The Act of Creation Koestler considers various aspects of the imagination and the human need to create—music, art, fiction, and humor.5 He argues that humor is created when a text (like a joke) activates one frame of reference in a person’s mind, which is then followed by the introduction of a totally different frame of reference that seems fundamentally at odds with the first. To understand what the humorous text means, it is up to the listener to bring something to bear on the gap in between the two frames. Only then can the listener reconcile the incongruity. Humor involves perceiving “a situation or idea, L, in two self-consistent but habitually incompatible frames of reference, M1 and M2. … The event L, in which the two intersect, is made to vibrate simultaneously, on two different wavelengths, as it were. While this unusual situation lasts, L is not merely linked to one associative context, but bisociated with two” (see fig. 4.1).6


[image: image]
figure 4.1 Graphic visualization of Arthur Koestler’s concepts of incongruity and bisociation. Adapted from Arthur Koestler, The Act of Creation (London: Hutchinson, 1964).



5. Who Gets the Joke?








5

 Who Gets the Joke?


about 20 years ago, I had just moved to the Philadelphia area from New Hampshire. A neighbor, Rob, asked if I’d tried a local dish called “Scrapple.”

“What on earth is scrapple?” I asked.

“It’s a loaf of leftover pork parts that you can cut into slices, fry in a pan, and then eat.”

“Ah-ha. So, it’s a low-fat healthy dietary choice,” I joked.

“No. Quite the opposite. It actually contains huge amounts of fat and sodium. “

Blink blink blink.

“Oh. OK,” I said, looking at unflinching Rob, “I’ll probably avoid it then. Thanks.”

We’ve all met folks like this. The woman to whom you say, on a dreadfully cold and rainy day, “Great weather we’re having, huh?” and she looks at you quizzically, as if to say “Do you not see that it’s pouring rain?” The student who asks, “Professor, I was out all last week and was wondering if you covered anything important in class?” You tilt your head and tell her, “Nope. Not a thing. Since you were absent all week, I decided to only teach the class things that are useless and irrelevant to the course.” The student responds, “Oh, good. Thanks,” and leaves your office.

Why is it that some people just do not grasp irony—or even humor in general?

Believe it or not, entire subdisciplines have been dedicated to the study of humor comprehension and appreciation. Linguists and psychologists, communication scholars and neuropsychologists all have tried to figure out how people understand and appreciate humor and why some people just don’t get or appreciate a joke. As described in chapter 4, understanding and appreciating humor requires quite a heavy lift in working memory—especially in the case of satire and irony. The more I studied the psychology of satire, the more interested I became in what kinds of people might be more able, or less able, to comprehend and appreciate humor at all. Equally fascinating, I’ve learned, is the question of who might be more motivated to comprehend and appreciate humor. The questions at the heart of this research are: Which kinds of people can get the joke and which kinds can’t? And which kinds of people want to get the joke and which kinds do not?

First, some key terms. “Humor” (defined and explicated in chapter 4) is the broad category under which satire and ironic satire both fall. “Humor comprehension“ refers to the understanding of a humorous text. “Humor appreciation refers to whether—and to what extent—a person finds a humorous text funny. Everyone knows that you can understand a joke and still not find it funny. This, of course, is humor comprehension without humor appreciation.


Why did Cinderella throw the clock out the window?

Because she wanted to see time fly.



I can understand the play on words “time flying” versus time literally flying through the air, and still just not find this joke funny, much to my eight-year-old daughter’s dismay. But can you appreciate a joke if you don’t understand it? In most cases, the answer is no: you generally need to comprehend a joke to find it funny.1 What makes this proposition challenging, however, is that the harder a joke is to understand, the funnier people tend to find it.2 As the incongruity requires more and more cognitive work, the payoff gets bigger. Zhihui Wu summarizes it this way: “complexity seems to increase the degree of perceived humor so that if a joke contains several hidden violations, and claims for more reasoning efforts, it will be funnier than if fewer are noticed and less intellectual efforts are devoted to the incongruity resolution.”3 But this only works up to a point. Research in the 1960s and 1970s concluded that the relationship between humor complexity and humor appreciation could be represented by an “inverted-U shape”: the more difficult the joke, the funnier people find it until the joke becomes too difficult to comprehend, at which point, appreciation decreases.4 A team of experimental psychologists at Oxford University confirmed this inverted-U finding.5 After examining participants’ reactions to popular stand-up comics, they concluded: “[our findings] seem to suggest that professional comics cannot afford to tell jokes of such complexity that they leave the audience baffled.”6


Attardo’s Criteria for Humor Appreciation (“Funny Factors”)


Humor scholar Salvatore Attardo outlined key criteria that determine how funny a humorous text will be perceived to be by an audience.7 He writes: “all other things being equal, a humorous text will be perceived as humorous if the incongruity/resolution is: non-threatening, not too complex or too simple, based on available scripts/knowledge, unexpected, surprising, and occurs in a playful mode (the situation must be framed as humor).”8

But wouldn’t these criteria depend an awful lot on the person listening to the joke? Different kinds of people might be more able, or less able, to perceive a joke in a way that meets each of Attardo’s criteria. Different kinds of people might also be more willing, or less willing, to perceive a joke in a way that meets each criterion. I will discuss several of Attardo’s “funny factors” (my words, not his) and explore the kinds of audience characteristics that might affect each.


Not Too Complex or Too Simple

While the inverted-U shape between humor complexity and appreciation sets up a framework for predicting how funny a joke will be based on how hard it is to understand, the mere concept of complexity depends on who is listening to the joke. What is complex to some may be simple to others. What is too simple or obvious to some may be daunting to others. At dinner recently, my kids and I were coming up with jokes based on puns. I was pretty proud of the one I came up with: “A glass of milk, an ice cream cone, and a stick of butter go to a slumber party. What game do they play?” My son said immediately, “Truth or Dairy!” Since he was able to predict the punchline himself, my son barely found it funny at all. My eight-year-old daughter, who took a few seconds before it “clicked,” thought this joke was hilarious. The role of cognitive ability here is obvious. If someone doesn’t have the working memory processing capacity to reconcile an incongruity, the joke will remain incongruous, and no humor will result. If someone is able to reconcile the incongruity with little to no effort, perhaps predicting the punchline before it even arrives (as my son did here), very little humor will result.

Studies from neuroscience show that the right hemisphere of the human brain plays a key role in the reconciliation of humorous incongruities. Patients with damage to the right frontal lobe are significantly less likely to comprehend or appreciate humor.9 This lack of appreciation stems from their inability to reconcile the incongruity at all, a finding that is consistent with the role of the right frontal lobe in inference-making, or drawing conclusions from incomplete information.10 Based on Koestler’s outline of how a joke is understood in the brain, it seems that “drawing conclusions from incomplete information” is at the heart of joke comprehension.

Perhaps the most complex humorous texts are those that utilize irony. In the case of irony, the audience must be able to properly identify ironic intent and then reconcile that incongruity. And here, the reconciliation of the incongruity itself is quite complex, as understanding irony requires that listeners process the literal meaning of a text first (“Gorgeous weather we’re having!”) before using context clues to signal the need for an ironic inversion (it is pouring rain outside, so the speaker must actually mean the opposite).11 And none of this process will happen properly if the ironic intent of the speaker goes unrecognized.

Several ability factors that predict successful comprehension of irony relate to the listener’s social and communication abilities. Individuals with autism spectrum disorders have been found to have significantly more trouble in identifying speakers’ ironic intent.12 Especially in the context of face-to-face communication, in which nonverbal cues such as facial expressions and vocal patterns are used to subtly signal ironic intent, individuals with autism spectrum disorders show reduced brain activity “in those regions that respond selectively to face and voice,”13 illustrating how and why an autism spectrum disorder would reduce an individual’s ability to comprehend—or even recognize—irony.

Together these studies, on patients with right frontal lobe damage and individuals with autism spectrum disorders, illustrate how perception of humor complexity relates to the audience’s processing abilities. But research on individual personality and psychology suggests that your motivation to process certain kinds of information might shape your perceptions of complexity, as well. One such trait is need for cognition. Developed by John Cacioppo and Richard Petty in the early 1980s, “need for cognition” captures people’s enjoyment of thinking.14 Need for cognition isn’t about how intelligent you are but how much you actually enjoy the process of solving problems and working through information.15 According to Cacioppo and Petty, high need for cognition signifies a high motivation to engage in effortful processing, whereas a low need for cognition signifies little motivation to think too hard.16 Put simply: individuals high in need for cognition are more motivated to process complex information and form complex judgments. They also tend to engage thoughtfully in message processing, mentally elaborating on incoming information more than people with lower need for cognition do.17

People with different levels of need for cognition tend to differ in countless other ways as well.18 People low in need for cognition are more likely to be dogmatic and are more aware of social comparison cues. They are more likely to place a high value on attractiveness or popularity; more likely to engage in processes of selective attention, perception, and avoidance; more likely to be high in need for closure (a psychological trait indicating an aversion to ambiguity and uncertainty); and more likely to prefer order and predictability. People high in need for cognition tend to be more curious, more willing to dedicate long periods of time to a dedicated task, more open to new ideas, and more likely to see social and political issues as affecting them personally.

Based on the correlates just outlined, it will likely be unsurprising to learn that need for cognition is related to humor appreciation. People who enjoy thinking are more likely to appreciate humor than those who don’t.19 Given that joke comprehension is akin to a playful form of riddle-solving, the notion that people who enjoy thinking are more appreciative of jokes makes sense. Recent work by Mark Mayer, Plamen Peev, and Piyush Kumar, however, places an interesting condition on this relationship.20 They found that the link between need for cognition and humor appreciation works when the humor is predominantly rooted in incongruity resolution (which, as I’ve discussed, is cognitively taxing). However, when a joke is disparagement-oriented (making fun of someone or something, as in the “Yo mama” jokes discussed earlier), the effects of need for cognition disappear. It seems that when incongruities are high, as they are in ironic texts, need for cognition is an important predictor of enjoyment.

Along with my colleague Ben Bagozzi and graduate students Shannon Poulsen, Abigail Goldring, and Erin Drouin, I conducted an experiment to understand the predictors of appreciation for ironic and exaggeration-based jokes. We attempted to isolate which psychological traits explain the types of jokes people generally find funny and which traits predict appreciation of humor overall. When responding to both ironic jokes and hyperbolic (or exaggeration-based) jokes, need for cognition was a significant, positive predictor. People who enjoy thinking are more likely to appreciate jokes than people who don’t. The same was true of the generic “sense of humor” measure.21 People who scored high in their appreciation for—and use of—humor in general were more likely to be high in need for cognition.22 Given that humor is inherently complex and requires cognitive investment on the part of the audience, these findings are not surprising.

Where things get downright fascinating, though, is in the connections between humor appreciation and another category of psychological traits: tolerance for ambiguity and its converse traits, need for closure and need for order. In 1993, Willibald Ruch and Franz-Josel Hehl explored how the psychological trait of need for order relates to appreciation for various kinds of humor.23 As defined in their study, need for order captures how concerned an individual is with keeping personal effects neat and organized, developing ways to keep materials organized, disliking clutter and confusion, and disliking a lack of organization. Ruch and Hehl hypothesize that “appreciation of the incongruity-resolution structure in humour is a manifestation of a broader need of individuals for contact with structured, stable, unambiguous forms of stimulation, whereas appreciation of the nonsense structure in humour reflects a generalized need for uncertain, unpredictable, and ambiguous stimuli.”24 In other words, Ruch and Hehl wanted to test their theory that people who like order in their lives also like order in the humor they consume. They proposed that people who needed order would be more likely to appreciate the incongruity-resolution jokes: jokes in which “a recipient first discovers an incongruity which is then fully resolvable upon consideration of information available elsewhere in the joke or cartoon.”25 In these kinds of jokes, the reconciliation of the incongruity doesn’t require as much cognitive effort on the part of the listener, as the information necessary to solve the riddle is present in the joke text. In contrast, the nonsense jokes “1) provide no resolution at all, 2) provide a partial resolution (leaving an essential part of the incongruity unresolved), or 3) actually create new absurdities or incongruities.” What I find most interesting about the Ruch and Hehl study is its effort to link audience psychology to the appreciation of humor—not based on what the joke is about or who it targets—but based on the structure of the humor in the joke. Ruch and Hehl write: “the tendency to keep personal surroundings and personal effects neat and organized extends to liking of punch lines in which the surprise induced by the incongruity can be overcome completely.”26


Nonthreatening and Operating in a Playful Mode

Additional criteria Attardo proposes as necessary for humor appreciation are that the humor occurs in a playful mode (framed as humor) and that the joke resolution is nonthreatening. Humor, in general—and satire more specifically—won’t work if the audience won’t play along. For any form of humor to be appreciated and bring about mirth, it must be experienced in what psychologist Michael Apter refers to as the “paratelic” mode.27 According to Apter’s reversal theory, humans encounter the world through various motivational states. Apter suggests that people vacillate between states depending on their personalities, their psychological profiles, and cues in their environment. For example, sometimes people operate in a more serious, goal-driven, “telic” state and other times in a more playful, spontaneous, “paratelic” state. It is in the paratelic state that people are able to experience and appreciate humor. In order to enter the state of play, Attardo argues, the audience must perceive the environment and the joke itself as nonthreatening. Since people have different values and opinions, what they consider threatening will most certainly vary. In determining whether someone will consider a joke or joke topic nonthreatening, it is key to understand the joke target and the audience’s in-group/out-group alliances.28

First rule of comedy: know your audience.

Dozens of studies have examined how people will find humor that targets their own “in-group” to be less funny than humor that targets their “out-group.” Democrats find jokes about Republicans funnier than Republicans do, and vice versa.29 But jokes that contradict one’s values or belief systems (regardless of in-group status) may be rejected as well. Caroline Thomas and Victoria Esses studied how men responded to sexist humor disparaging women.30 “Results revealed that men who were higher in hostile sexism were especially likely to report that they would repeat the female-disparaging jokes, and rated these jokes as funnier than did men who were lower in hostile sexism.”31 Dolf Zillmann and Joanne Cantor’s “disposition theory of humor” helps to account for humor appreciation that is shaped not only by one’s own reference-group status, but by one’s antipathies and sympathies toward various groups.32 The theory posits that “humor appreciation is facilitated when the respondent feels antipathy or resentment towards disparaged protagonists and impaired when he feels sympathy or liking for these protagonists.”33 So, while I myself might not be Black, Latino, Muslim, LGBTQ, or Jewish, my feelings of empathy for, and liking of, members of these communities will most certainly shape how funny I will find jokes made at their expense.

I experienced this as an undergraduate at the University of New Hampshire, where I performed in an improvisational comedy group once a month. One night, while playing a game called Worst Movies That Were Never Made, I blurted out the line “Schindler’s Pissed!” An acquaintance of mine at the time, who was president of our university’s chapter of Hillel, was in the audience. He stood up in the middle of the show, angered by the fact that I had referred to a film about the Holocaust in the context of a comedy show. The joke didn’t make any statements about the Holocaust. It didn’t issue any judgment or identify any targets. It wasn’t sophisticated. It wasn’t even funny, to be honest. It was a play on words: rhyming “List” with “Pissed.” But my classmate considered the mere activation of this construct in the context of a comedy show inappropriate and offensive. I had violated Attardo’s criterion.

Obviously, most people are unwilling to entertain certain ideas in the state of play, but might there be ideas that are perceived to be so threatening or offensive that one might be psychologically unable to consider them in a playful way? On Friday, July 28, 2017, addressing an audience of police officers in Suffolk County, New York, Present Donald Trump joked about how law enforcement shouldn’t be so careful about the physical comfort and safety of alleged criminals: “when you see these thugs being thrown into the back of a paddy wagon, you just see them thrown in, rough. I said, ‘Please don’t be too nice,’ Like when you guys put somebody in the car and you’re protecting their head, you know, the way you put their hand over? Like, don’t hit their head and they’ve just killed somebody. Don’t hit their head? I said, ‘You can take the hand away, OK?’”34 Following his address, various police departments publicly renounced Trump’s sentiments, including the Suffolk County Police Department, who had hosted the address: “as a department, we do not and will not tolerate ‘rough(ing)’ up prisoners. … The Suffolk County Police Department has strict rules and procedures relating to the handling of prisoners, and violations of those rules and procedures are treated extremely seriously.”35 When asked about Trump’s comments during a White House press briefing the following week, Press Secretary Sarah Huckabee Sanders replied: “I believe he was making a joke at the time.” But for members of the public wary of police brutality aimed at people of color and for members of law enforcement trying to earn the trust of various minority communities, this “joke” posed an actual threat—in large part because it was made by the president of the United States. For many, the fear and anger ignited by this statement precluded any possibility of humor appreciation. And this might not be a result of people not wanting to see the joke as nonthreatening. This might stem from certain people not being able to see it in that light. In retrospect, perhaps my classmate’s reaction to the “Schindler’s Pissed” joke was about ability, too. For a person whose identity or safety is threatened by the activation of a certain construct in memory, maybe it really is about not being able to consider a certain topic in the state of play at all.

Not only must a person be willing and able to consider an idea in a paratelic or playful mode, but she must be able to recognize the humorous intent of the speaker. Recognizing that someone is operating in a playful mode is especially important when dealing with irony. Recall that irony is a two-step process that requires a listener to first access the joke’s literal meaning. Irony comprehension requires the listener to recognize the speaker’s ironic intent, in order to know that they must invert the valence of the speaker’s statement. The literal meaning is what is processed first in the brain, before the ironic inversion.36 The complexity of this processing task is illustrated by the fact that ironic texts take longer to process in the brain than do literal ones.37


Based on Available Scripts/Knowledge

Since jokes require that people activate two incompatible schemas, or mental networks of information, people must have those networks available somewhere in long-term memory to get a joke at all. Without the requisite knowledge structures, a joke will remain incongruous and unfunny. In a classroom exercise with my university students, I ask them to map out the psychological process of joke comprehension and appreciation for various political jokes. In 2016, I gave them this joke by Seth Meyers: “Hillary Clinton campaigned in Florida today with Al Gore. You’re making Al Gore go back to Florida? That’s so cruel. That’s like making Joe Frazier go back to Manila.” Many students understood the relevance of Florida to Al Gore (the unresolved 2000 election, which he ultimately lost to George W. Bush after the Supreme Court decision on vote tabulation). However, the second frame of reference activated by this joke, Joe Frazier and Manila, might as well have been delivered in another language. First, who is Joe Frazier? Second, where is Manila? Third, what is the relationship between Joe Frazier and Manila? Other than the one or two boxing fans in the room, the rest of the students had to Google the punchline, where they learned that Joe Frazier was a famous boxer who lost to Mohammed Ali in the 1975 heavyweight championship, held in Manila (the “Thrilla in Manila”). Needless to say, the students who had to Google the punchline didn’t find the joke funny.

The availability of scripts and knowledge structures also explains the difficulty in getting jokes to translate across cultures. Without shared cultural understandings, popular culture references, or stereotypes, the appropriate knowledge structures simply do not exist. During my junior year studying abroad in France, I found myself at a loss when French people made jokes. I quickly learned that there was one kind of joke that I had to get on board with relatively quickly: “stupid Belgian” jokes. In France, Belgians are the source of endless comedy for their supposed stupidity. I don’t know why. I never tried to figure it out. But I quickly learned that if I wanted to get the jokes that my host family often made at the dinner table, I had better recognize the French cultural rule: Belgians are stupid. To make this easy for myself, I simply took my existing American knowledge structure labeled “dumb blondes” and superimposed “Belgians” on it. As a blonde myself, I am exceptionally familiar with this particular stereotyped knowledge structure.

A fitting example of a Belgians-are-stupid joke comes from author Romain Seignovert:

Two Belgians are driving a truck and arrive at a bridge with a warning sign: maximum height 4 meters. They get off and measure their truck. It’s 6 meters high.

—What shall we do? asks the one.

—I don’t see any police, says the other one, so let’s drive on.38

For French people who are familiar with the stupid Belgian stereotype, the mere mention of “two Belgians” in the lead-in to the joke triggers an entire mental network related to the stereotypes of Belgians as stupid. Without that requisite knowledge structure, the listener is instead activating information related to bridges, and perhaps math. Four meters. Six meters. Four minus six equals negative two. By the punchline, the non-French listener might conclude through implication that the drivers weren’t very bright, but it wouldn’t result in the same kind of “Aha!” moment as it might for people who already have that stupid Belgian schema readily available in memory.

When appreciating a political joke, having requisite knowledge structures available depends heavily on the cognitive habits of the audience. Knowledge structures that are rarely used are buried (difficult to access) and disorganized. Knowledge structures that are used frequently are salient (easy to access) and well-organized. For instance, critics of President Trump are frequently activating aspects of his administration and presidency that are less than flattering. Their mental models associated with Trump include many well-rehearsed negative traits, unflattering quotations, and problematic policy positions. Partisans tend to bask in the comfort of homogenous social networks in which their opinion is the majority opinion.39 This leads to the reactivation of belief-confirming ideas through conversation, creating an interpersonal “echo chamber” effect. Partisans also tend to self-select into partisan media audiences where like-minded programming constantly reminds them of all the things they hate about the other side and all the things they love about their own side.40 This, too, creates an echo chamber, but in a mediated context instead of an interpersonal one. These behavior patterns, and their chronic reactivation of partisan ideas, mean that the kinds of knowledge structures Republicans have about Democrats are entirely different from the ones Democrats have about Democrats. So, not only might my willingness to appreciate a joke at my own political party’s expense be diminished due to my allegiances; I might literally not have the right ideas readily available in my mind to get the joke. Think: Democrat trying to access the “Hillary Clinton responsible for deaths at Benghazi” proposition. Or Republican trying to access the “Republicans want to strip healthcare from millions of Americans” proposition. They’re just not as easy to get to.


Can You Ever Appreciate a Joke without Comprehending It?


The Strange Case of Irony

Earlier I alluded to the fact that people must comprehend a joke in order to appreciate it. However, comprehension doesn’t necessarily mean comprehension in a manner consistent with what the speaker or writer intended. People often make sense of jokes on their own, based on whatever information or knowledge structures they have available—and based on their own motivations. It’s possible that this process could result in a person “getting” a joke but not “getting it right.” So yes, I can still find something funny even if I comprehend it in a way that is inconsistent with what the speaker intended.

Perhaps the most well-known academic example of this comes from a study of how audiences interpreted and appreciated Norman Lear’s popular 1970s sitcom All in the Family. “Lovable bigot” Archie Bunker (played by Carroll O’Connor), an aging patriarch, was reluctant to adapt to the increasingly progressive era of the early 1970s. The foil to Archie’s character was his live-in son-in-law, Mike Stivic (portrayed by a young Rob Reiner), a liberal Democrat who was especially liberal on social issues related to race and gender. While patriarch Archie was portrayed in a sympathetic light, as personally morally decent, his bigotry, prejudices, and fear of social and political change were the target of the show’s jokes, often revealed through exchanges with Mike and Mike’s wife, Archie’s daughter, Gloria.

Archie referred to England as a “fag country.” He lamented increasing racial integration, declaring: “the coons are comin’” and “equality is unfair!” Lear wrote the character Archie as an opportunity to poke fun at such a provincial belief system. As Lear stated in a 2012 interview with journalist Roger Rosenblatt: “Archie was afraid of tomorrow. He was afraid of progress. Things had been moving too fast for him. Having grown up in communities where he never saw a black person, a black family moving in next door was anathema to him. The world was falling apart. So, he came at that out of fear more than … hatred.”41 Perhaps aware of the risks inherent in satirizing bigotry in such an implicit form, CBS sought to distance itself from the controversial nature of the programming through a disclaimer. Before the first episode, the following text scrolled up the screen: “The program you are about to see is ALL IN THE FAMILY. It seeks to throw a humorous spotlight on our frailties, prejudices and concerns. By making them a source of laughter, we hope to show—in a mature fashion—just how absurd they are.” As stodgy as the disclaimer may have seemed, the folks at CBS were smart to include it. As it turns out, concerns over how viewers might comprehend and appreciate All in the Family were well founded. In 1974, social psychologists Neil Vidmar and Milton Rokeach studied perceptions of All in the Family among American teenagers and Canadian adults.42 While only 10 percent of the Canadian sample believed that the liberal son-in-law, Mike, was the most mocked character in the show (instead seeing Archie and his wife as the main target of the jokes), among the teenage American respondents, almost half saw Mike as the main target of the jokes. When the samples were split into “low-” and “high-prejudiced” respondents, the phenomenon of selective perception was clear. Among those high in prejudice, 38 percent reported admiring Archie, compared to only 24 percent of those low in prejudice. Among those high in prejudice, 29 percent believed that Archie won the most arguments in the show, compared to only 13 percent of those lower in prejudice.

Vidmar and Rokeach concluded: “we found that many persons did not see the program as satire on bigotry and that these persons were more likely to be viewers who scored high on measures of prejudice. … All such findings seem to suggest that the program is more likely reinforcing prejudice and racism than combating it.”43 People across the samples enjoyed the show, but those on the left saw the show as supporting their own worldview, and those on the right also saw it as supporting their worldview. Vidmar and Rokeach describe this process in terms of the audience’s motivation to avoid cognitive dissonance. People in general do not want to feel challenged in their belief systems, especially when in the context of play and entertainment. But I would suggest that audiences’ selective readings of the show also stem from their ability to engage certain constructs in memory. Understanding and appreciating All in the Family in the spirit Lear intended would have required that viewers have certain beliefs accessible in their mental models related to politics and society. These beliefs included: “racial equality is good and natural”; “racial segregation is bad”; “women are equal to men”; “diversity is good.” And “people who reject these belief systems are backward and worthy of derision.”

Without those beliefs already accessible in memory, a viewer would not be able to make the appropriate cognitive contributions to reconcile the incongruity between Mike’s view of the world and Archie’s. Notice my term “appropriate cognitive contribution.” Viewers who did not have these liberal tenets accessible in their memories would still be able to access other information that would help them get the joke. For these folks, the scenarios intended to reveal and mock Archie’s bigotry would instead serve to activate in their minds the race- and gender-based stereotypes central to the insults and epithets that Archie casually throws around: “England is a fag country.” “The coons are comin.’” “Equality is unfair!” “Men are worth more than women.” As a result of these differences, liberals saw Archie as the butt of the joke and Mike as the hero. Conservatives saw Mike as the butt of the joke and Archie as the hero. Yet they all found it funny.

More recently, in 2009, Heather LaMarre, Kristen Landreville, and Michael Beam documented a very similar phenomenon in the context of ironic political satire.44 They studied how college undergraduates perceived the humor and intent of Colbert’s performance as a conservative, blowhard political pundit on The Colbert Report. After watching the segment, students in the study were asked to what extent they believed Colbert was himself a social conservative or a Republican. They were also asked if they thought Colbert really meant what he said in his ironic interview of Amy Goodman, the host of Democracy Now.

The first thing I should note here is that the students who reported having watched Colbert’s show in the past were more likely to identify the irony in the show. So, at least for those people with a history of watching it, they were most likely getting it right. But, controlling for prior viewing and other factors, conservative students assigned to watch the Colbert clip in the study were “significantly more likely to get it wrong.” That is, conservative students believed that Colbert really meant what he was saying in the segment with Goodman and that he personally didn’t like liberals. These students were also more likely to believe that Colbert himself was socially conservative.

Most important, though, is the place where conservative and liberal students agreed—and that is in how funny they found the clip. Liberal and conservative students, in spite of their significantly different interpretations of Colbert, all found him funny. Perhaps the students had a vested interest in the meaning of the humor coming from an affable, confident comic. They wanted Colbert to be on their side, and so their self-serving biases served as a filter through which they processed the joke. And without clear irony markers to denote that Colbert didn’t mean what he was literally saying, those students who were unfamiliar with the show or the comic would be left to their own devices to determine what he really meant. And one’s own devices usually operate to make one feel good and right.

While this is certainly true, I would argue that how we interpret ironic humor is about more than just “seeing what we want to see” (as LaMarre and her colleagues explain it). It’s also about “seeing what we are most able to see.” The availability of certain constructs or ideas in working memory will determine how people interpret ironic information. In the clip used in the study, Goodman discussed how many of the soldiers fighting in Iraq saw the war as unnecessary. She argued that embedding journalists with soldiers was preventing journalists from being critical and independent in their war coverage. She pointed to the story of an army medic who went to Iraq, applied for conscientious objector status, was denied, and turned himself in. Colbert interrupted, “He broke the law. We have laws for that. That’s settled. What he did is against the law. You accept that. He disobeyed an order. We’re not fighting for guys to not fight. We’re fighting so guys will fight.”

Just as viewers’ ability to see Archie Bunker as the butt of the jokes depended on the presence of certain constructs in their working memories, viewers’ ability to see Colbert’s statements as ironic was contingent on the accessibility of certain assumptions and constructs in the mind of the audience. Without having these—markedly liberal—arguments and assumptions accessible in memory, the audience would go with other accessible information to make sense of the joke. Conservatives, equipped with networked information in memory that contains the same arguments and assumptions that Colbert is literally stating, will read Colbert as mocking the left, not the right. After all, he is saying these things aggressively and hyperbolically, and these words map directly onto the very things they believe to be true and often think about. So, liberals saw Colbert as mocking conservatives. Conservatives saw Colbert as mocking liberals. Yet they all found him funny.

As a postscript, it’s worthwhile to reflect on Colbert’s own admission that he had grown nervous about the possible influence of his ironic character. In 2016, about two years after leaving The Colbert Report, he explained his departure to Fresh Air’s Terry Gross. “It wasn’t because I didn’t like it anymore—I still liked it—but I just thought ‘I’m not sure if I can actually keep this up without hurting someone.’”45

Gross pushed him on this phrasing and asked for clarification: “hurting someone? What do you mean?”

Colbert replied slowly and deliberately: “I don’t know. It’s a feeling. I thought maybe I would make some big mistake with the character. Because he says—he would say—terrible things. And I got away with some of the terrible things he would say or do because it was all filtered through his mask, but if I didn’t maintain the mask, it would just be me being terrible and he would say hateful things or hurtful things. And I thought if I don’t play this tightly … If I didn’t maintain this discipline … I would simply slide into being like the thing I was mocking.”46 Based on the research, I would say that Colbert’s fears were well founded.

Satire is most likely to be appreciated by people who—due to personality, psychology, and aspects of the environment—can get it and are willing to get it. These are people who possess the requisite knowledge to reconcile the incongruity. Their openness to and enjoyment of thinking increase their motivation to try to get the joke. And they are willing and able to entertain the topic in the state of play. As I’ll show in chapter 6, regardless of the topic or target of the humor, many of these general criteria for humor comprehension and appreciation are indirectly related to political ideology. In other words, satire and irony as modes of political expression might actually have an inherent liberal bias.
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 The Psychology of the Left and the Right


The Psychology of Aesthetic Preferences

When it comes to artwork, my friend Amy enjoys abstract designs with blended colors and blurred lines. Annie on the other hand likes paintings that look like photographs: realistic and true to life. People like to think of such preferences as stemming from a highly personal, almost spiritual place. (“This painting just speaks to me.”) Yet research indicates that these preferences reflect deep psychological characteristics. Psychologists and philosophers have tackled the question of aesthetic preferences for centuries, dating back to Gustav Fechner in the late 1800s.1 These scholars sought to understand how people’s preferences for images, shapes, and artwork reflect their underlying psychological traits, which make some aesthetic forms more appealing than others to them. As Stephen Palmer, Karen Schloss, and Jonathan Sammartino summarize it: “aesthetics is the study of those mental processes that underlie disinterested evaluative experiences that are anchored at the positive end by feelings that would accompany verbal expressions such as “Oh wow! That’s wonderful! I love it!” and at the negative end by “Oh yuck! That’s awful! I hate it!”2 But people’s preferences for art are not the only preferences these underlying mental processes shape. In fact, aesthetic preferences “occur anywhere in response to seeing any sort of object, scene, or event.”3

Could this mean that these aesthetic preferences shape how we respond to humorous incongruities? Political satire? Or even in response to the genre known as outrage?

Yes.

And might these preferences be driven by “underlying mental processes” that derive from people’s psychological—even physiological, biological, or genetic—predispositions?

Indeed.

Recall the psychological trait need for cognition—how much some people enjoy thinking—and how it contributes to their appreciation for complex jokes. People high in need for cognition are more appreciative of humor in general, likely because it requires cognitive work to reconcile the incongruity.4 Need for cognition also shapes how people process different forms of information and hence what kinds of information or aesthetic forms they appreciate, seek out, and enjoy. When consumers respond to advertisements, for example, people who enjoy thinking (that is, are high in need for cognition) tend to evaluate the arguments in the ads more extensively than people who don’t. Among people high in need for cognition, the strength of the arguments made in an advertisement tends to be a stronger determinant of their overall opinion of the ad and of the product it is advertising than it is among those who are lower in need for cognition. Meanwhile, among those lower in need for cognition, their opinion of the ad and its product will be determined more by surface-level characteristics, like the attractiveness of the message source, music, and visual cues.5 This means that different kinds of people end up liking—and being persuaded by—very different kinds of ads.

Need for cognition also shapes aesthetic preferences captured through people’s recreational habits—like reading. It turns out that how much people enjoy thinking plays a role in influencing the kinds of books they read. Those higher in need for cognition are more likely to report reading complex works of fiction than those lower in need for cognition.6 Mia Stokmans, a professor at Tilburg University, found that the participants who were lowest in need for cognition reported the highest proportion of pleasure reading in the genres of romance (least complex) and mystery (moderately complex), while those high in need for cognition were the most likely to report the highest proportion of pleasure reading in the genre of complex works of literature. These relationships are undoubtedly shaped and reinforced by social cues and context. People who think of themselves as intellectually curious and thoughtful will gravitate toward the kinds of books they think people like them ought to be reading. But at least some of these patterns stem from psychological characteristics.

Need for cognition also tends to be high among people who are tolerant of ambiguity. Tolerance for ambiguity is another key trait that contributes to artistic and aesthetic preferences. Tolerance for ambiguity, also known in association with its converse, need for closure, refers to how comfortable an individual is with novelty and uncertainty.7 People who are high in tolerance for ambiguity adapt easily to new situations, are open to new experiences, and tend to reject structure, order, and predictability. Those low in tolerance for ambiguity, who are high in need for closure, are less comfortable with new experiences and tend to prefer routines, order, structure, and predictability.

The psychological battery of questions used to measure need for closure includes 47 items relating to one’s comfort with and preference for certain kinds of experiences over others.8 Developed by Arie Kruglanski and his colleagues, the measure involves asking respondents to what extent they agree or disagree with statements such as these: I don’t like situations that are uncertain. I dislike questions which could be answered in many different ways. I find that a well-ordered life with regular hours suits my temperament. I usually make important decisions quickly and confidently. The measure also includes agreement with items which denotes lower need for closure: I tend to struggle with most decisions. When considering most conflict situations, I can usually see how both sides could be right.9

As is clear from the items listed here, the need for closure scale includes several different underlying dimensions, including need for order, need for predictability, need for decisiveness, intolerance for ambiguity, and closed-mindedness. In spite of these unique underlying dimensions, people who score high in one tend to also score higher in the others. This means that need for order, predictability, decisiveness, and intolerance for ambiguity tend to work together. They coexist. Which explains how and why this trait—which seems mostly about one’s comfort with social situations and life routines—also shapes people’s preferences for certain kinds of information and art.

In studies of people’s artistic preferences, people low in tolerance for ambiguity have been found to reject abstract art in favor of more realistic work.10 Justin Ostrofsky and Elizabeth Shobe, for example, found that when it came to highly realistic paintings, people with varying levels of need for closure showed little variance in how much they understood them or liked them.11 But in the case of nonrealistic paintings (more abstract work), people high in tolerance for ambiguity liked them more than people lower in tolerance for ambiguity. Ostrofsky and Shobe explain that participants who were less tolerant of ambiguity didn’t want to look at the nonrealistic paintings for very long, so they cut their time short compared to people without such need for closure. In a massive study of artistic preferences using over 91,000 participants from the United Kingdom, Tomas Chamorro-Premuzic and his colleagues found that openness to experience (a dimension of tolerance for ambiguity) was “the strongest and only consistent personality correlate of artistic preferences, affecting both overall and specific preferences, as well as visits to galleries, and artistic (rather than scientific) self-perception.”12

Tolerance for ambiguity shapes preferences for the performing arts as well. Daphne Weirsema and her colleagues at the University of Amsterdam examined the link between need for closure and aesthetic preferences in the context of abstract paintings and theatrical productions featuring plots that remain unresolved at the end.13 Appreciation for both the abstract paintings and the open-ended plays was highest among those who scored highest in tolerance for ambiguity. The people who needed cognitive closure preferred realistic art and plays that resolved all of their plot points at the end. Again, these findings support the idea that those high in need for closure have less appreciation of ideas that do not provide explicit conclusions. As the authors write, “individuals high in need for closure are less attracted to art forms that do not satisfy their need for clarity, meaning, and quick answers.”14


For Some People, an Ellipsis Is Not OK

In 2004, I sat in a Philadelphia movie theater to watch the romantic indie movie Garden State with my husband. In the film, Andrew (portrayed by Zach Braff) returns from his life as an aspiring actor in Los Angeles to his hometown in New Jersey to attend his mother’s funeral. For two hours, we watch a traumatized and neurotic Zach Braff and a quirky and beautiful Natalie Portman spend four strange, intense, and oddly romantic days together. Against the backdrop of a familiar and angst-inducing suburbia, and set to the melancholy music of The Shins and Coldplay, the film is a portrait of two flawed people, Braff and Portman, falling in love.

Spoiler alert (although if you haven’t seen a 2004 film by now, chances are, you’re safe). In the final scene of the film, Braff is scheduled to return to his life in Los Angeles. Portman escorts him to the airport to see him off.

So, will they stay together? Are they breaking up?

They sit at the bottom of a stairway, and Portman asks Braff pointedly, “You’re not coming back are you?”

He then delivers the most frustrating line in the history of movie lines:

“Look, this isn’t a conversation about this being over. It’s … I’m not, like, putting a period at the end of this, you know? I’m putting, like, an ellipsis on it …”

An ellipsis?

I remember turning to my husband at this very moment in the theater, tears streaming down my face, and angrily whispering,

“An ellipsis is not OK.”

As Braff leaves Portman and runs away to his gate, audiences fully expect him to turn around and run back to her. After all, that’s what happens in romantic movies. But he keeps running. He gets on the plane. We see him sitting on the plane. And then we see Portman sobbing in a phone booth in the airport.

At this point, I was ready to demand a refund. Because not only am I already someone who is relatively high in need for closure … I was also six months pregnant with our son. I didn’t go to the theater to get jerked around and left not knowing what was going to happen next as I was about to bring a child into the world and was especially high in need for order, closure, certainty, and predictability.

But then … all of a sudden … Braff barges into the phone booth where Portman is sobbing! He came back!

He pulls Portman out of the phone booth. “You remember that idea I had about working stuff out on my own and then finding you once I figured that stuff out?” he breathlessly asks her.

“The ellipsis?” she wipes her tears away.

“Yeah, the ellipsis. It’s dumb. It’s dumb. It’s an awful idea, I’m not going to do it, OK? And like you said, this is it. This is life. And I’m in love with you, Samantha.”

Need for closure, indeed.


The Psychology of Political Ideology

Where all of this is heading, of course, is to a discussion of the unique psychological profiles of liberals and conservatives—unique psychological profiles that contribute to people’s aesthetic preferences and so might help explain the abundance of satire on the left and the lack of it on the right. Dating back to Theodor Adorno and others’ work on The Authoritarian Personality,15 written in the wake of World War II, political psychologists have explored how psychological and personality traits are correlated with political attitudes. More recent work in neuroscience and cognitive psychology has helped to establish these important links, explaining how and why people’s psychological profiles relate to their political preferences.

Before getting too deep into the psychological correlates of political ideology, let me first be clear that these correlations are about probabilities, not deterministic relationships. Research on the “psychology of the left and right” does not assert that “conservatives are always this way” and “liberals are always that way.” Rather, it explores the probability that people will have certain traits given their political preferences and, conversely, the probability that people will have certain political preferences given their psychological traits. Social science never involves propositions in the form “If this is true then that is necessarily also true.” If it did, then studying social science would be a lot easier that it actually is. Instead, that pesky phenomenon known as “free will” gets in the way. People can choose to believe whatever they want, do whatever they want, and respond to external stimuli however they want.

People can choose to do any of these things. … However, people tend to organize their beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors in patterns, making them somewhat predictable.

And this is the underlying logic of social science.

So, what are some of the psychological traits that correlate with political ideology? Conveniently, for the purposes of the argument I’m crafting here, they are the exact same traits that shape information processing and aesthetic preferences: chief among them being need for cognition and tolerance for ambiguity (and its converse, need for closure). A number of surveys and experiments have demonstrated that need for cognition (enjoyment of thinking) tends to be higher among political liberals than among political conservatives.16 These studies show that individuals who enjoy thinking also tend to be more politically liberal, both when measured as self-described political ideology and when measured in terms of policy preferences. Several studies have sought to understand how this link between ideology and psychology plays out in the context of specific political judgments. For example, Michael Sargent explored people’s opinions on the use of harsh responses to criminal acts and confirmed that people high in need for cognition “were less supportive of punitive measures.”17 This phenomenon can be attributed to the fact that low need for cognition contributes to judgments that are made based on gut reactions and heuristics: cues that do not involve as much effortful processing and hence lead to quick, reflexive, and often emotional responses.18 Another study, by Chadly Stern and his colleagues, used gender cues to assess how liberals and conservatives determined someone’s sexual orientation—that is, how do people decide if they think a person is gay or straight?19 Conservatives were more likely than liberals to make determinations of strangers’ sexual orientations based on existing stereotypes about gays and lesbians.20 Such findings are consistent with a model in which conservatives’ lower need for cognition drives a reliance on heuristic cues that lead to quick, emotional responses.

Second, across numerous studies and various methodologies, conservatives have been found to be higher in need for closure than liberals.21 This association is especially pronounced when examining the link between need for closure and social/cultural conservatism, in contrast to economic conservatism.22 Strong cultural conservatives demonstrate lower tolerance for aspects of social change that may present uncertainty or pose a threat to the existing social order.23 A recent study I conducted with my colleagues at the University of Delaware examined the link between need for closure and opinions about transgender people and transgender rights.24 Our results confirmed our suspicions that need for closure would predict more negative feelings toward transgender people and rights. Thus, we argued that “individuals with a high need for cognitive closure [will] be uncomfortable with the ambiguity inherent in the concept of a gender identity that does not match the sex assigned at birth.”25 Indeed, this lack of comfort with ambiguity correlated with more negative opinions of transgender people and lower support for transgender rights.

John Jost and his colleagues at New York University completed a metaanalysis of 88 unique samples that explored this link between political conservatism and various dimensions of need for closure.26 This mammoth “study of other studies” included over 22,000 respondents in data sets from 12 countries. All told, the analyses confirmed a strong consistent relationship between political conservatism and measures of tolerance for ambiguity. The authors conclude: “conservative ideologies, like virtually all other belief systems, are adopted in part because they satisfy various psychological needs. … We regard political conservatism as an ideological belief system that is significantly (but not completely) related to motivational concerns having to do with the psychological management of uncertainty and fear. Specifically, the avoidance of uncertainty (and the striving for certainty) may be particularly tied to one core dimension of conservative thought, resistance to change.”27 In recent years, some political psychologists have been publicly critical of this so-called rigidity-of-the-right literature, arguing that some of the studies have methodological and conceptual flaws.28 Of concern to scholars like Ariel Malka and Yphtach Lelkes is the fact that the questions sometimes included in the need for closure scales may contain subtle political themes, hence making it all but certain that researchers will find that these “psychological traits” correlate with political conservatism. Another critique is that scholars in this area have not gone far enough to highlight how these linkages are less pronounced in the context of economic or fiscal conservatism. While the link between need for closure and social and cultural conservatism (immigration attitudes, beliefs about gay marriage and abortion) are robust and consistent, the connections between need for closure and attitudes toward taxation and regulation, for example, are less clear. I highlight these critiques simply to say that the literature is not without its critics. For my purposes, though, the consistent finding that the psychological profile of social/cultural conservatives is distinct from that of social/cultural liberals is most important. And while individual studies may have used psychological items that conflate political ideology with need for closure or openness, I remain convinced that, taken as a whole, the unique psychological profiles of the left and the right are not wholly attributable to an artifact of measurement.

Mounting evidence suggests that these psychological differences are real and that they stem from distinct physiological characteristics. Studies conducted in the emerging field of political neuroscience point to differences in brain structures between liberals and conservatives—differences that map onto their unique psychological traits and orientations to the world. For instance, studies of the neurological structures of conservatives’ brains indicate that conservative individuals have larger amygdalas—the region of the brain that responds to threat.29 The size and activity in your amygdala predicts your likeliness to react in a more emotionally charged way when responding to threatening situations.30 This evidence from brain science fits with the finding that conservatives report high “mortality salience,” that is, they are significantly more cognizant of their own deaths. They also report greater fear of threat and loss than liberals do.31

In contrast, liberals have bigger anterior cingulates—the region of the brain involved in conflict monitoring.32 Conflict monitoring is the process through which you determine whether your automatic response matches with the response that would be most appropriate for the situation at hand.33 Hence, with a larger anterior cingulate, liberals are more likely to change how they react to certain events, as they tend to devote cognitive resources to choosing the most suitable responses to various situations.34 Whereas conservatives are commonly monitoring their environments for threats, liberals are evaluating information and verifying that the data coming in matches their attitudes and judgments. Jost and Amodio conclude: “given that the ACC [anterior cingulate] is associated with conflict monitoring and the amygdala is centrally involved in physiological and behavioral responses to threat, this neuroanatomical evidence appears to lend further support to the notion that political ideology is linked to basic neurocognitive orientations toward uncertainty and threat.”35 Over the past decade, Jost has worked to develop a thorough account of the cognitive psychology and neuropsychology behind political ideology. His work is rooted in the premise that people are guided by social cognitive motives—socially related motivations that are shaped by people’s psychological traits.36 In other words, people are motivated to engage with the world and the people in it in ways that are shaped by their own psychological profiles. These motivations then affect the kinds of things they see as correct, appropriate, or desirable in their society and around the globe. By thinking of political ideology as motivated social cognition, Jost suggests, political preferences can be viewed as just an outcome of people’s underlying psychological tendencies.

According to this logic, we humans have innate psychological traits—maybe we are open to new experiences and enjoy thinking, or maybe we prefer certainty and structure and do not enjoy thinking—and these traits inform the ways we approach the world around us. People who prefer to rely on heuristics (mental shortcuts), rather than cognitively investing in the processing of new information, will be more likely to resist change and will continue to support existing policies and social practices. Indeed, the two traits of need for cognition and tolerance for ambiguity are very closely related. People who enjoy thinking are, on average, more likely to be open to new experiences, particularly in the realm of aesthetics, actions, ideas, and values.37 And these people, based on their underlying orientations to the world, tend to be politically liberal.

In Prius or Pickup, political scientists Marc Hetherington and Jonathan Weiler summarize the distinct psychological profiles of the right and left as “fixed” (signaling a high need for closure and order) and “fluid” (signaling a high tolerance for ambiguity), respectively. Using four parenting-related questions, Hetherington and Weiler measure “how people impose order on a dangerous and potentially chaotic world.”38 The questions are framed as follows.

Although there are a number of qualities that people feel children should have, every person thinks that some are more important than others. I am going to read you pairs of desirable qualities. Please tell me which one you think is more important for a child to have.



1. Independence versus respect for elders


2. Obedience versus self-reliance


3. Curiosity versus good manners


4. Being considerate versus being well-behaved.39






Hetherington and Weiler present a detailed empirical case that the two different worldviews captured by these items relate not only to political ideology, party, attitudes, and beliefs but also to seemingly apolitical aspects of lifestyle and consumer behavior. Everything from people’s choice of occupation and where to raise a family to brand allegiance and the types of cars they drive are related to whether they fall into a “fixed” or “fluid” worldview.

And these tendencies go deeper than people’s value systems and even deeper than their cognitive motivations. Research from political psychology points to the existence of a “behavioral immune system”40 that guides people’s interactions with the world through the lens of disease-avoidance and hygiene. Laboratory research shows stronger and more visceral physiological reactions from conservatives (compared to liberals) in the face of threatening nonpolitical stimuli.41 In a controlled experiment, Douglas Oxley and his colleagues prescreened people via telephone to identify 46 adults who held particularly strong political attitudes.42 These participants completed questionnaires about their attitudes and beliefs on a range of political issues. Two months later, the same people were brought into a laboratory where they were hooked up to physiological equipment to measure their heart rates, blink rates, and skin conductance (sweating) in response to various images and sounds. Participants were exposed to nonpolitical pictures and sounds of varying threat potential—that is, some were deliberately peaceful and pleasant and some were deliberately threatening (e.g., an image of a large spider sitting on a frightened person’s face; an image of an injured individual with a bloody face; an image of an open wound with maggots in it; unexpected unpleasant loud noises). The researchers found that those participants who supported capital punishment, patriotism, defense spending, and the Iraq War (conservative positions) were significantly more physiologically aroused (sweating and blinking) by the threatening stimuli than those who favored liberal policies (e.g., liberal immigration policies, foreign aid, pacifism, and gun control). In addition to these experimental studies, large-scale survey research has also confirmed the link between disgust sensitivity and conservatism.43

Disgust captures one’s physical and emotional aversion to potentially harmful substances, environments, and people.44 People experience it in response to rotting foods and human excrement, but also in response to perceived violations of social and moral contracts.45 Conservatives are significantly more easily disgusted than liberals and significantly more concerned about pathogens and communicable disease than are liberals. Lest you think these linkages are isolated or spurious, Yoel Inbar, David Pizarro, and Ravi Iyer looked at the link between conservatism and disgust in a sample that included participants from 121 countries.46 Their work, and the work of others, confirms that people who report the highest concern with pathogens and communicable diseases tend to be socially and culturally conservative.47 This certainly sheds new light on the classic conservative insult “dirty hippy,” doesn’t it? Or Trump’s 2014 tweet (fig. 6.1) insisting that Americans who had contracted Ebola abroad should not be allowed to return to the United States?


[image: image]
figure 6.1 Donald Trump, tweet, August 1, 2014 (two years before he was elected president).
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comedian marc maron, in an episode of his podcast WTF with Marc Maron, interviewed television producer George Schlatter, known for his role as cocreator of NBC’s 1970s comedy variety show Rowan & Martin’s Laugh-In.1 Maron asked Schlatter about the eccentric 1950s television comic Ernie Kovacs, with whom Schlatter’s wife had performed in the 1950s. “What was [Ernie Kovacs] like?” Maron asked Schlatter. “’Cause he was such a, like, abstract thinker …”

“We used to argue all the time,” Schlatter replied, “because my whole life was punchlines. He never did a punchline. I would say ‘Ernie, you’re so close to a joke. … Just one more thing at the end. A punchline.’ He’d say ‘I don’t want to do punchlines.’”

Maron replied, “Yeah, who needs closure?”

As I’ll show in this chapter, these questions—of whether jokes need punchlines and whether audience members need closure—are answered differently by liberals and conservatives.


Aesthetic Preferences of the Left and Right

Given that psychological traits shape people’s aesthetic preferences and those same traits correlate with people’s political ideologies, it shouldn’t be surprising to learn that liberals and conservatives like different works of art. Studies of how liberals and conservatives interact with various apolitical stimuli, such as artwork, paintings, and plays, indicate that the psychological characteristics of the left and right inform their distinct aesthetic preferences. A study by Glenn Wilson and his colleagues linked liberals’ higher need for cognition and higher tolerance for ambiguity to their greater appreciation for complex abstract art.2 Meanwhile, the conservatives in the study preferred simple, representational art. Using a sample of college students, Gregory Feist and Tara Brady studied the link between different art forms, such as representational and abstract, and political orientation. They found the same pattern: conservative students in their sample reported significantly less appreciation than did liberal students did for abstract art.3 In the same study, respondents high in “openness” (a dimension of tolerance for ambiguity) appreciated the abstract art more than the realistic art. The authors conclude: “those with attitudes more tolerant of political liberalism and drug use preferred abstract art the most.”4

Those pot-smoking, hippy Picasso-lovers.

The notion that psychological traits, aesthetic preferences, and political orientations come together as a package is an observation that political psychologists increasingly embrace. Political psychologists John Hibbing, Kevin Smith, and John Alford write: “bedrock political orientations just naturally mesh with a broader set of orientations, tastes, and preferences because they are all part of the same biologically rooted inner self.”5 In their book Predisposed, Hibbing, Smith, and Alford make the case that innate biological and physiological differences between conservatives and liberals contribute to distinct lifestyle and aesthetic preferences.6 Based on years of research conducted at the University of Nebraska, these authors outline the many differences between liberals and conservatives, most of which seem to have nothing to do with politics at all. For example, conservatives are more able to smell certain odors than are liberals. They keep their living spaces tidier than liberals do. They are less likely to try new foods than liberals. Summarizing their extensive survey research of hundreds of participants, the authors conclude that

across a range of topics, the mean responses of liberals consistently favored the new experience, the abstract, and the nonconforming. Conservatives just as consistently favored traditional experiences that were closer to reality and predictable patterns. Conservatives, for example, preferred their poems to rhyme and fiction that ended with a clear resolution. Liberals were more likely to write fiction and paint, or attend a music concert. Experimental arrhythmic verse, amorphous story lines, and ambiguous endings just do not trip the triggers of many conservatives and, perhaps relatedly, they are less likely to be performers, a fact that is all too apparent from the announced political affiliations of comedians, rock stars, and Hollywood actors.7

Remember my extreme dissatisfaction with the scene in Garden State when Braff tells Portman “I’m putting, like, an ellipsis on it”? As it turns out, I’m not the only person high in need for closure to feel frustrated by a story with an ambiguous ending. Studies confirm that in general, conservatives’ low tolerance for ambiguity contributes to their experiencing more dissatisfaction with ambiguous story endings than liberals do.8

Conservative media critic Kyle Smith illustrated this very sentiment in a review of another Natalie Portman film, the 2018 sci-fi thriller Annihilation. In his assessment of it for the conservative National Review, Smith wrote: “Annihilation is one of those mystery-cloaked movies in which so much depends on the final resolution that you can’t really assess it until the end. But there is no final resolution: Questions simply remain unanswered, or only partially answered, and after spending much of the movie enthralled I walked out of the theater deflated.”9 The plot of the film was not altogether off-putting to Smith. Rather, it was the vague ending, which left the audience unsure about the identity and fate of Portman’s character that he found troubling. As he put it, he didn’t just experience dissatisfaction at the lack of plot resolution but actually felt that the filmmakers did not “finish their job.”10 This kind of assessment extends beyond mere comfort with ambiguity to inform the way one comes to define successful storytelling. “In the end, the viewer is left to judge for himself exactly what has happened and what it means. Making movies steeped in vagueness these days is proving to be an excellent way to earn critical praise, but being artfully ambiguous strikes me as a way to cover for not being able to finish the job.”11 Compare Smith’s opinion of the film’s ending to that of Nerdist columnist Lindsey Romain, who wrote: “the film is intentionally ambiguous about the real answer here—but in a way that makes it everlasting, the sort of sci-fi possibility we’ll be questioning forevermore.”12


Boundaries in Conservatives’ Minds (and on Their Borders)

A creative contribution to this body of research on aesthetic preferences and political ideology comes to us from Belgian psychologists Alain Van Hiel and Ivan Mervielde, who looked at correlations between “openness to experience” and political ideology.13 They integrated into their models a novel construct that psychiatrist Ernest Hartmann called “boundaries in the mind.”14 For years, Hartmann had studied the characteristics of people who suffered from recurring nightmares. According to his work, nightmare sufferers are different from the rest of us in terms of their psychological traits, personalities, and habits. Van Hiel and Mervielde describe Hartmann’s main findings regarding the unique traits of these nightmare sufferers:

their jobs were mostly in artistic and creative fields; they were unusually open and tended to share their problems with other people; they failed to isolate thought from feeling, letting themselves get too emotionally involved; and some were reported to be unusually sensitive to perceptual stimuli and were easily upset by bright lights or noise. In short, when we tried to describe these people globally, [these were] some of the words [that] kept coming up: “unguarded,” “undefended,” “fluid,” “artistic,” “vulnerable,” “open.” The term that seemed best to encompass all this was that they had thin boundaries in many different senses.15

Inspired by Hartmann’s creation and measurement of this construct, Van Hiel and Mervielde incorporated the trait “boundaries in the mind” into their work on the psychological correlates of political conservatism.16 Working with a large sample of participants from Flanders—the northern, Dutch-speaking region of Belgium—the researchers sought to understand how these characteristics might correlate. Given the intuitive parallels between boundaries in the mind and tolerance for ambiguity, Van Hiel and Mervielde suggested, perhaps incorporating “boundaries in the mind” into analyses of political psychology would offer unique insights that existing measures had not yet captured. As they put it, “to date, not a single study or theory about conservative ideology documents or predicts a preference of conservatives for solid frames, straight lines, and particular clothing styles. … Hence, the study of the relationship between [boundaries in the mind] and conservative beliefs could bring us novel insights in the psychology of the conservative mind and offer us unexpected and less obtrusive indicators of conservatism.”17

Van Hiel and Mervielde’s measure included a total of 103 items, divided into 12 subscales or dimensions of boundaries in the mind. Below are the twelve subscales and an example of the type of items used to measure each. Participants were asked to what extent each statement described them.



Sleep, wake, dream: “I have daymares.”


Unusual experiences: “I have had deja vu experiences.”


Thoughts, feelings, moods: “My thoughts blend into one another.”


Childhood, adolescence, adulthood: “I am very close to my childhood feelings.”


Interpersonal: “When I get involved with someone, we sometimes get too close.”


Sensitivity: “I am very sensitive to other people’s feelings.”


Neat, exact, precise: “I keep my desk or worktable neat and well organized”—reversed.


Edges, lines, clothing: “I like paintings or drawings with soft and blurred edges.”


Opinions about children and others: “I think that a good teacher must remain in part a child.”


Opinions about organizations and relationships: “In an organization, everyone should have a definite place and a specific role”—reversed.


Opinions about peoples, nations, groups: “People of different nations are basically very much alike.”


Opinions about beauty, truth: “All important thought involves feelings, too.”18






Van Hiel and Mervielde were also careful to use multiple measures of conservatism to capture political ideology—measures including self-reported ideology, right-wing authoritarianism, and political party preferences. The researchers also explored cultural conservatism versus economic conservatism as they related to different dimensions of boundaries in the mind.

The results are startling in their strength and consistency. Conservatism, measured all different ways, is negatively associated with “blurred boundaries” of all kinds. Conservatives tended to reject the notion that people from different countries were basically the same (opinions about peoples, nations, groups) and were more likely to believe that people in organizations should operate within specific fixed roles (opinions about organizations and relationships). Conservatives rejected the blurring of emotions and cognition in matters related to “beauty and truth” (e.g., “All important thought involves feelings, too”) and, perhaps most centrally related to the conversation here, showed a reduced preference for blurred edges, lines, and clothing patterns (e.g., “I like paintings or drawings with soft and blurred edges”).

The more conservative the participants, the higher the likelihood that they would prefer solid edges and lines—and pictures in frames. Conservatives were literally more likely than liberals to agree with the sentiment “Good solid frames are very important for a picture or a painting.” To extrapolate to today’s political reality, it seems that the same people who support the building of a physical boundary (a literal wall) along the United States’ southern border to keep out illegal immigrants probably also want a physical boundary (a frame) to visually separate their artwork from the drywall around it.

In a related area of research, a decade earlier two humor scholars were beginning to think about how traits like need for closure related to appreciation for various forms of humor. In 1993, Willibald Ruch and Franz-Josef Hehl looked at how need for order (part of the need for closure scale) affects appreciation for different kinds of jokes.19 By considering how humor structure, rather than targets or subject matter, affected humor appreciation, Ruch and Hehl were opening the door for scholars to think of humor structure as a kind of aesthetic preference. Ruch and Hehl found that people who were high in need for order were more likely to appreciate jokes with simple incongruity resolution, while those who were low in need for order were more appreciative of the jokes that required the listener to draw information from outside the joke text in order to make sense of it.

Using a sample of Italian respondents, Giovannantonio Forabosco and Willibald Ruch completed a related study, also exploring appreciation for jokes that reconciled incongruity and jokes that did not.20 Here, though, they examined sociodemographic factors as predictors of humor appreciation—things like age, political ideology, and even specific policy positions. Consistent with everything that I have shown thus far, older, conservative respondents preferred the jokes with readily reconciled incongruity (e.g., jokes with easy-to-get punchlines). This finding was replicated when conservatism was operationalized through specific policy positions and with self-reported ideology. That is, people who opposed mixed marriage, euthanasia, abortion, and smoking pot showed a preference for readily reconciled jokes over the more incongruous, complex ones.

So if you vote Republican, you not only want frames for your artwork; apparently, you also want your jokes to have really clear punchlines.


Irony Is Extremely Ambiguous

Inspired by this work on psychology, political ideology, and aesthetic preference, I decided to explore appreciation for satire as an aesthetic preference. My goal was to determine whether the liberal roots of satire rested in the fact that appreciation of irony (a preferred vehicle for satire) requires a tolerance for ambiguity and need for cognition that are simply greater on the left than the right.

I identified and defined two different kinds of humor: one relying on ironic inversion and the other relying on a simple heightening of the comic’s actual point of view. The former is simply the concept of “irony” as described in chapter 6. The second is “hyperbole” or “exaggeration.” Hyperbole is “a description of the state of affairs in obviously exaggerated terms.”21 Whereas irony requires that the listener invert the literal valence of the speaker to infer what the speaker actually means, in hyperbole/exaggeration, the listener has much less cognitive work to do. The assumption underlying this work, which has been confirmed in various studies from neuroscience, is that irony as a form of communication is inherently ambiguous and, as such, is cognitively taxing. Given that, and given conservatives’ lower tolerance for ambiguity and need for cognition than liberals’, I thought that perhaps the unique complexity and ambiguity of irony make it less likely that conservatives would enjoy it.

In my first attempt to study this in 2012, my research assistant Nicole van de Vliet and I found preexisting clips of stand-up comics who used either irony or exaggeration. On the irony side were Louis C.K., Sarah Silverman, and Dave Chappelle.22 On the exaggeration side were Dane Cook, Kathleen Madigan, and Mike Marino. Using a sample of undergraduate respondents and a second more diverse sample of Americans, we used an online survey to randomly assign respondents to view various clips and asked them their perceptions of each (e.g., was the clip funny, interesting, boring, offensive, enjoyable). They were then asked an open-ended question about what they thought the comic’s main point was in the clip: “What do you think was this comic’s intended argument or point (if any)?” Participants were also asked to complete various political and psychological scales, including the right-wing authoritarianism scale and assessments of postmodern values, traditional values, need for cognition, and tolerance for ambiguity.

As we began analyzing the data, we found that many of our hypotheses were confirmed. Liberals appreciated the ironic clips from Louis C.K., Dave Chappelle, and Sarah Silverman significantly more than conservatives did, and so did those who scored highest in postmodern values and lowest in traditional values. And people higher in tolerance for ambiguity and need for cognition reported significantly greater appreciation of the ironic clips than people lower in those traits, a pattern that was not true for the exaggeration-based humor.

But there was a huge problem.

The ironic clips used in the study all made liberal arguments in an ironic way. So of course the liberal participants appreciated them more. The problem was that irony and liberalism are such a natural pairing that we actually could not find any ironic clips that made conservative—or even ideologically neutral—arguments. As a result, we had created a systematic confound between irony and liberal argumentation.

Take, for example, this clip (from our experiment) of Louis C.K.:


I’m a lucky guy I got a lot going for me. … I’m white, which … thank god for that shit. That is a huge leg up, are you kiddin’ me? Oh god I love being white. … Seriously if you’re not white you are missing out because this shit is thoroughly good. Let me be clear by the way, I’m not saying white people are better. I’m saying that being white is clearly better. Who could even argue? … Here’s how great it is to be white. I can get into a time machine and go to any time and it would be fucking awesome when I get there. That is exclusively a white privilege. Black people can’t fuck with time machines, a black guy in a time machine would be like “Hey anything before 1980 no thank you.” But I can go to any time, the year 2. I don’t even know what was happening then but I know when I get there, “Welcome we have a table right here for you, sir.” … I can go to any time … in the past. I don’t want to go to the future and find out what happens to white people because we’re gonna pay hard for this shit, you gotta know that. We’re not gonna just fall from number 1 to 2. They’re gonna hold us down and fuck us in the ass forever … and we totally deserve it. But for now … “wheeeeee!”

This is a difficult one to unpack, as Louie literally states that it is great to be white. He also literally states: “I’m not saying white people are better. I’m saying that being white is clearly better.” But, by offering his example of the time machine, he is illustrating Bergson’s contrast between “what is and what ought to be.”23 What Louie is stating literally is what actually is: “it is better to be white than not.” What the audience derives from his bit, though, is what ought to be: “it shouldn’t be ‘great’ to be white. Life’s goodness should be the same for everyone regardless of skin color.”

Now consider this ironic clip from Dave Chappelle that we used in our experiment:

I was in Mississippi doing a show and I go to a restaurant to order some food and I say to the guy, I say “I would like to have …” and before I even finished my sentence he says “the chicken!” I said “What the fuck?” I could not believe it, could not believe that shit. This man was absolutely right. I said “how did he know that I was gonna get some chicken?” I asked him I said, “How did you know that? How’d you know I was gonna get some chicken?” He looked at me like I was crazy, “Come on, come on buddy, everybody knew soon as you walked through the goddamn door you were gonna get some chicken. It is no secret down here that blacks and chickens are quite fond of one another … Then I finally understood what he was saying and I got upset. I wasn’t mad. I was just upset. I wasn’t ready to hear that shit. All these years, I thought I liked chicken because it was delicious. Turns out I am genetically predisposed to liking chicken. I got no say in the matter.

Irony is defined by saying the opposite of what the speaker literally means. Or to remind you of my definition from earlier chapters: “irony is a relevant, context-specific form of judgment, aimed at a target; and its literal and intended meanings are at odds with one another.” Chappelle literally states that up until that moment, he thought that he liked chicken because it was delicious. Were it not for that restaurant employee, he would never have learned the “truth”: that he only likes it because of the color of his skin. What Chappelle is offering here is a wonderful example of irony, in that he is issuing a subtle inverted judgment. While his literal expression targets his own naiveté, the inverted meaning tells the audience that the actual target of the joke is the absurdity of the race-based stereotype itself.

By the way, if you think the point of Louie’s bit is that it is great to be white and there is nothing wrong with that fact, then I fear that this book is not really for you. Similarly, if you think the point of Chappelle’s bit is that he actually thinks black people like chicken because they are black, this book is not really for you, either. Unfortunately, by the looks of our open-ended responses to these clips, it seems that lots of people do misinterpret the intended meaning of these ironic jokes. Remember LaMarre and her colleagues’ study about “Seeing what you want to see in Colbert,” in which conservative students interpreted the show as though Colbert were actually targeting liberals?24 And remember the famous 1974 Vidmar and Rokeach study that showed that people with racially prejudiced views enjoyed All in the Family and saw Archie as the hero of the show?25 It turns out that people “see what they want to see” all over the place. Like a 24-year-old participant in our 2012 study, a self-described “conservative independent” with a high school diploma who wrote in response to Louie’s time machine bit: “I think the comic’s point was that being white is awesome.” Or the 36-year-old self-described “conservative Republican” with some college experience who wrote that Louie’s main argument was that “being white is awesome, compared to being black.”

There were some who did understand Louie’s bit as intended but used it as an opportunity to disagree with the ironic premise and reveal their controversial attitudes in the process, like the 52-year-old “independent moderate” with a bachelor’s degree who wrote: “Louis C.K. doesn’t need a time machine. He should just get in a plane and go to Africa to find a place where white people are not number 1. Maybe he is confusing the number 1 race with the number 1 country, which is America. It is very nice to live in America, for everyone, compared to living in Africa. How many Americans migrate to Africa, or anywhere else?” Other respondents interpreted Louie’s irony as intended. A 35-year-old “very liberal independent” with a master’s degree wrote: “he’s saying that being white is, and has been for a long time, an institutional and social advantage. He’s saying that even if there is no overt individual racism, institutional racism has created a society where being white is a personal advantage.” A 34-year-old “somewhat liberal-leaning Democrat” with a bachelor’s degree wrote that Louie’s argument was that “white people really have it good and need to realize how lucky they are compared to the oppression and negative histories of other races.”

Now, before I get charged with cherry-picking self-described conservative respondents to illustrate ironic comprehension gone wrong, let me highlight two misinterpretations of Dave Chappelle’s sketch (about “blacks liking chicken”) that come from liberal respondents. First is the 21-year-old “somewhat liberal Democrat” in our sample who wrote that Chappelle’s main argument was that “blacks are fond of chicken.” Or the “very liberal Democrat” who wrote: “I think he was trying to say that stereotypes are sometimes true and it’s best just to laugh at them.” Of course, some respondents identified the ironic meaning in Chappelle’s bit, too. A “very liberal, strong Democrat” with a bachelor’s degree wrote that Chappelle’s intended argument was that “racism can show in ways that are so blatant and in-your-face that it’s almost EASY to dismiss them and not see them for what they really are. But we should fight and acknowledge this racism just as much as any other kind.”

Side note here for comedy geeks. When Dave Chappelle infamously walked away from a $50 million contract at Comedy Central for his popular sketch show Chappelle Show, people said he went “crazy”; that he “ran away to Africa”; that he had a nervous breakdown. But in interviews with Oprah and with Time’s Christopher Farley, Chappelle explained that what influenced his decision to leave his sketch show was primarily a concern about how his humor was being received and interpreted—especially by white audiences.26 He was worried that his metaracist humor was being used by whites to confirm their racist beliefs. As defined by Katie Brown and William Youmans, “meta-disparagement humor adds a layer of irony to create the multi-level targets of ironic satire.”27 In metaracist humor, the comic adopts a racist view ironically in an effort to highlight the hypocrisy or illogic of racist beliefs. The problem is that such “meta-disparagement” humor, if misinterpreted, can serve to undermine the comic’s point and reinforce the problematic beliefs it sets out to critique. Chappelle discussed this fear in the context of a particular metaracist sketch from his show. In it, he played a tiny pixie in blackface. The pixie appeared as a figment of life-sized Dave Chappelle’s imagination, teasing him to behave in ways that were “stereotypically black.” Appearing to Chappelle on an airplane, the pixie goaded him to “order the fried chicken.” The sketch is similar in ironic premise to that of the stand-up act we tested in our experiment. Farley writes: “Chappelle thought the sketch was funny, the kind of thing his friends would laugh at. But at the taping, one spectator, a white man, laughed particularly loud and long. His laughter struck Chappelle as wrong, and he wondered if the new season of his show had gone from sending up stereotypes to merely reinforcing them. ‘When he laughed, it made me uncomfortable,’ says Chappelle. ‘As a matter of fact, that was the last thing I shot before I told myself I gotta take f—— time out after this. Because my head almost exploded.’”28 As indicated by the responses we saw in our experiment, Chappelle’s fears were well-founded. Irony is a complex rhetorical form and, if misinterpreted, has the potential to reinforce the very societal ills and stereotypes it sets out to challenge.

I mentioned that even though my 2012 experiment benefited from the use of real-world comics and stand-up acts, it had a fatal flaw. Since the ironic clips were more liberal in argumentation than the exaggerated clips, we had to go back to the drawing board to find a way to separate the ideological argument from the type of humor being used. To isolate the humor structures (irony versus exaggeration) from the underlying ideological bias of a joke (liberal versus conservative), we realized we had to actually create custom “stimuli.” In other words, we had to write jokes. Working with a professional comedy writer and performer, Don Montrey, my coauthors and I identified nonpolitical news headlines we could use as fodder for joke scripts. The goal was to write a set of jokes that advanced a particular point of view—that made an argument aimed at a target—through irony on the one hand and exaggeration on the other. However, the point of view advanced through the joke had to be as nonpartisan and ideologically neutral as possible. We needed the jokes to make the same argument but through two different kinds of humor. If ironic satire leans to the left in part because of how tolerance for ambiguity and need for cognition relate to political ideology, we should be able to create jokes that have no political content whatsoever, and just by virtue of the varying complexity and ambiguity of irony versus exaggeration, we should find different levels of joke appreciation from people on the left and on the right.

Take for instance the following jokes we crafted based on a news article about a US Forest Service announcement from 2014:



Ironic: The US Forest Service issued an advisory to park goers warning them to stop taking selfies with bears. Well, excuse me, US Forest Service! How am I supposed to enjoy my vacation if I can’t document every moment leading up to my own mauling?


Exaggerated: The US Forest Service issued an advisory to park goers warning them to stop taking selfies with bears. This would be a helpful advisory to the .001% of the population who would actually want to take a photo of themselves with a bear. If only those people could read.






Both jokes make the argument that taking a selfie with a bear is a dumb thing to do. It’s unsafe, and the people who do it are unwise. However, the first one makes the argument in a Colbertesque ironic persona—requiring that the audience recognize the ironic intent of the speaker. The speaker feigns outrage that the Forest Service is prohibiting him from taking a selfie with a bear. Once he acknowledges that he would want to livestream his own death, it cues the listener to realize that this statement is in jest. The second uses hyperbole to suggest that (1) very few people would want to do this, and (2) those who would are not smart—not even smart enough to read.

After pretesting the jokes using a group of trained coders who rated how “ironic” and “exaggerated” they found the jokes, we were left with eight pairs of jokes to test. We obtained a national sample of 305 participants through Qualtrics, a national survey company that recruits study participants with consumer rewards like gift cards and coupons. We specified that we needed a sample with 45 percent self-reporting a conservative ideology and 45 percent a liberal ideology (and 10 percent moderates). The participants watched the eight short joke videos, each of which was randomized to show each participant either the ironic or exaggerated version. If our baseline assumptions were correct, we would find that the conservative participants were lower in tolerance for ambiguity and in need for cognition than liberals. If our hypotheses were correct, we would find that conservative participants appreciated the ironic jokes less than liberals and that this relationship was explained in part (statistically speaking) by the lower tolerance for ambiguity and need for cognition among the conservative respondents. We also believed that the converse would be true of the exaggerated jokes; that conservatives would appreciate them more than liberals, and this result would again be explained by lower tolerance for ambiguity and need for cognition.

After analyzing the data with my colleague Ben Bagozzi, I learned that we were half right (or half wrong, depending on your mood—and ideology). The conservatives in our study were indeed significantly lower in tolerance for ambiguity and need for cognition than the liberals; and the conservatives were significantly less appreciative of irony than the liberals. But the conservatives were also less appreciative of the exaggerated jokes than the liberals.

The mechanism we hypothesized wasn’t quite right either. Conservatives’ lower need for cognition helped account for some of their lower humor appreciation, but tolerance for ambiguity was not a significant factor. Unfortunately, the measure of tolerance for ambiguity we used didn’t have great statistical reliability, so we may have underestimated the role of that construct. Yet one additional finding was important. In addition to measuring how funny participants found the specific jokes they watched, we also measured the general psychological trait “sense of humor” using a nine-item scale adapted from the work of James Thorson and F. C. Powell.29

What we found was that conservatism was a strong and significant negative predictor of the general trait “sense of humor.” Conservatives scored significantly lower on “sense of humor” than liberals—even when controlling for tolerance for ambiguity and need for cognition. And this measure of “sense of humor” helped explain the lower joke appreciation we found among conservatives in our study. Before you get angry at me for saying that Republicans have no sense of humor, let me be specific about what this scale is actually measuring. I like to think of this scale as a measure of the extent to which people value the production and reception of humor in their lives. The scale requires people to say how much they agree with the following statements: “Other people tell me that I say funny things.” “I use humor to entertain my friends.” “I can ease a tense situation by saying something funny.” “Humor helps me cope.” “I like a good joke.” The scale also asked questions that were coded as indicating a low sense of humor: “Calling someone a ‘comedian’ is a real insult.” “I dislike comics.” “People who tell jokes are a pain in the neck.” “I’m uncomfortable when everyone is cracking jokes.” And yes, some people do actually “strongly agree” with these last three items. And these people are more likely to be conservative than liberal.

Our results indicated that the role of your political ideology in shaping how funny you find a joke might have very little to do with the explicit political content in that joke. Our jokes were designed to avoid explicitly political issues, people, or events. Yet conservatives still found the jokes (both ironic and exaggerated) less funny than did liberals—due in part to the conservatives’ lower scores than their liberal counterparts on both need for cognition and “sense of humor.” In addition, need for cognition and the general sense of humor scale were found to be strongly correlated with one another. This says that enjoyment of thinking is central to appreciation of humor and that this may be putting liberals at a “laugh advantage” when it comes to finding jokes funny. It also suggests that sense of humor and need for cognition are fundamentally related and help account for appreciation of specific humorous stimuli, such as jokes.

Considering the extensive research on conservatives’ high mortality salience, active monitoring for threat, and high need for certainty and closure, the negative correlation between conservatism and “sense of humor” makes sense. But I don’t see this as particularly insulting to conservatives, though Fox News might frame it as such. Humor is a deliberately inefficient form of communication. Rather than explicitly communicating information with the goal of being clear and understood, humor transforms the act of communication into a game—a riddle. The fact that the people who appreciate this rhetorical form the most are those least likely to be monitoring the environment for threats could be interpreted as a sign of their own naiveté rather than enlightenment. As conservatives might say, “of course you liberals can joke around all the time. You’ve got us conservatives doing the hard work to keep society safe and free from harm. This gives you the luxury of creating and enjoying abstract art, ambiguous sci-fi films, and ironic TV shows. So, sure … go have fun with your silly jokes.”


Could Humor Production Be Political Even If the Joke Is Not?

So far, the bulk of this discussion has centered on humor comprehension and appreciation by the audience. While this might explain differences in humor appreciation between liberals and conservatives, it doesn’t explain ideological differences among the kinds of people who produce humor. Research has shown that the personality traits that predict appreciation of jokes do overlap with the traits that predict production of jokes. People who enjoy receiving humor and people who enjoy making humor share some traits. However, they are not identical.

Daniel Howrigan at the University of Colorado at Boulder sought to understand the relationship between general intelligence, personality traits, and humor production: What kinds of people are funny?30 To a sample of undergraduate participants from two colleges in California, Howrigan and his colleague Kevin MacDonald administered questionnaires that measured various personality traits, including extravertedness and openness. The researchers also used a complex measure—Raven’s Progressive Matrices Test—to capture general intelligence.31 To measure participants’ “humor production,” Howrigan and MacDonald created three separate humor production tasks. These tasks—which look really fun to do, quite frankly—allowed students to fill in the punchlines to illustrate their humor production abilities. Participants were told that the goal of the tasks was to be funny in their responses, and that these responses would be judged by anonymous raters.

One task, for example, provided participants with a picture of a person and asked the participants to come up with the person’s name, occupation, hobbies, and a typical day in that person’s life. The anonymous raters of the students’ responses included 28 undergraduate and graduate students who worked independently to rate how funny they found each participant’s contributions. These scores were then used as the measure of “humor production” for each participant. The results showed that general intelligence is a strong predictor of humor production. Smart people are funnier than not-smart people. In view of the complexity of humor as a form of implicit and incongruous communication, this makes a lot of sense. The findings also point to an important social dimension that factors into humor production: extraversion. Extraverts are more adept at the production of funny jokes. Finally, and consistent with other work in this area, Howrigan and MacDonald did find support for the idea that openness (a dimension of tolerance for ambiguity) is related to humor production as well.

While “general intelligence” is about ability rather than motivation, it would seem that in order to craft and create humorous juxtapositions, comics probably also “enjoy thinking” more than the average person—that is, they are higher in need for cognition than other people. In my conversations with comedy writer David Misch, he put it this way: “there is no question there is one thing that is distinctive about comedians. They think about things a little more. You see a napkin on a table—Jerry Seinfeld can do a 10-minute routine about it. They think about things and what they could mean; they look at them askew, from different vantage points.” He then emphasized: “but that’s true of every artist: painting, music, dance. …”32

While the study by Howrigan and MacDonald helps explain the kinds of people that are funny,33 it doesn’t necessarily shed light on the kinds of people who are professional comedians and comedy writers. There are other factors that determine the kind of profession one seeks out, aside from one’s own raw talent. For goodness’ sake, I could be the funniest person in the city of Philadelphia (I’m not, by the way), but if I have a desire for financial stability or predictability in my life (which I do), becoming a professional stand-up comic is probably not going to be my first choice. Political scientist Alison Dagnes writes: “the poverty-paved road to thespianism is riddled with tricky potholes that serve as obstacles from continuing in a profession with wildly uneven work schedules and paychecks.”34

In her book A Conservative Walks into a Bar, Dagnes explores the political and psychological characteristics of political satirists through qualitative interviews with comedians and comedy writers. Her sense throughout the book is that the liberal nature of satire is a function of the personality of the satirist as “unconventional,” “artsy,” “freethinking,” and “unpredictable,” traits that are more prevalent among liberals than conservatives. “It is not fixed that these people are liberals,” Dagnes suggests, “but given their education and training, it is likely that they are.”35 After dozens of interviews with professional political comics and writers, Dagnes found that none of them had majored in political science in college—instead they steered toward artistic majors like theater and the humanities. They also had a certain expectation of unemployment and financial hardship early in their careers—and while they certainly weren’t “OK with that,” they tolerated it well enough for that lifestyle to sustain them for a while. Dagnes writes: “all put together, the profession itself may attract a certain type of individual: someone with a predilection for free thought, a desire to explore a variety of viewpoints, and a willingness to work odd hours with unpredictable schedules alongside people whose lifestyles Pat Robertson thinks were the real reason for the September 11 attacks. Performers and writers are used to the unpredictability of their careers while others in different professions are not.”36

Echoing Dagnes’s observation, David Misch posits that the lifestyle of the professional comics and comedy writers is consistent with the ethos of comedy itself. “Being a comic,” he argues, is about “comfort with ambiguity and chaos.”37 Ashley Black, a writer for Full Frontal with Samantha Bee,38 agrees with the underlying premise: “in order to get good at [comedy] you have to be part of a community. And that community is very much centered on hanging out and drinking, and not having children. Having children is a huge barrier to entry. A lot of things conservatives want to do like get married early, have kids, show up early, go to church on Sundays … there’s none of that [in comedy].” Instead it’s “get a shitty job that you know is shitty and beneath you so that you can devote every working hour to your jokes, staying up until 3 in the morning.” She pauses for emphasis—“Your actual job ends at 3 a.m.”39

I’m reminded of a scene from Lenny Bruce’s autobiography, How to Talk Dirty and Influence People. Bruce describes being on the road, performing a show in Milwaukee. After his set, a couple, about 50 years old, invites him over to their table to chat and then invites him to their house for dinner the very next day.

That night I go to my hotel—I’m staying at the local show-business hotel; the other show people consist of two people, the guy who runs the movie projector and another guy who sells Capezio shoes—and I read a little, write a little. I finally get to sleep about seven o’clock in the morning.

The phone rings at nine o’clock.

“Hello, hello, hello, this is the Sheckners—the people from last night. We didn’t wake you up, did we?”

“No, I always get up at nine in the morning. I like to get up about ten hours before work so I can brush my teeth and get some coffee. It’s good you got me up. I probably would have overslept otherwise.”40

But the lifestyle of the comic is not the only aspect of the work that requires comfort with ambiguity. “I think certainly in the doing of it, the only way to do comedy is to get comfortable in ambiguity,” says Black, “and that is extremely difficult to do.”41 Black’s background, before being hired as a writer at Full Frontal, was in improvisation, working for many years at The Second City in Chicago. In improvisation, Black points out, ambiguity and uncertainty are central. And while there are “rehearsals,” you’re not rehearsing specific lines or scenes. “You’re rehearsing being open. You’re rehearsing being OK with not knowing. In improv, the goal is to step out in front of however many people with your scene partner and figure out what the scene is together. It’s just a level of openness to ambiguity that is insane … and that your body physically fights against.”42

As Ashley said this to me, I felt like a light went on. While I have never earned a living through comedy, I have been doing improv for 25 years. I started performing in TheatreSports at the University of New Hampshire in 1994. Since 1999 I have been performing regularly with ComedySportz Philadelphia in a short-form structure in which two teams “compete” against each other by playing iterations of Viola Spolin’s theater games. When I started performing in ComedySportz, my relatively high need for closure was most certainly limiting my performance. When Black described improv as “figuring out what the scene is together,” I reflected on my tendency, in my early days of improv, to “declare” things rather than “discover” them collaboratively with my scene-mate. My own desire for certainty caused me to push against the not knowing. Instead my inclination was to declare who we were, where we were, and what we were doing and find some kind of trouble to drive the scene ahead. It took years of training and practice to unlearn these habits, to just listen to the last offer made by my scene-mate and build only on that offer. My default setting was to feel uncomfortable with the ambiguity and to try to fix it. But with practice and experience, I came to embrace that “not knowing” as the place where remarkable truths would have room to reveal themselves.

Dating back to the early writings of improvisational theater guru Spolin, comfort with ambiguity has been central to improvisation. Spolin’s theater exercises and philosophies (including the still central concept “yes, and …”) require performers to listen, accept their scene-partner’s offer (be it verbal, emotional, or physical), and then (without hesitation or planning) build on that offer. This practice requires a degree of psychological and emotional openness—and a tacit assumption of equality between performers.

Interestingly, Spolin’s writings make frequent mention of the need to discourage the spirit of authoritarianism from entering into improvisational techniques and teaching. In the preface to the second edition of her book Improvisation for the Theater, Spolin writes: “my years of working with the games have shown that this living, organic, non-authoritarian climate can inform the learning process and, in fact, is the only way in which artistic and intuitive freedom can grow.”43 Later she states: “the language and attitudes of authoritarianism must be constantly scourged if the total personality is to emerge as a working unit.”44

For Spolin, the climate of nonjudgment and equality is what enables artists and improvisers to thrive. In her view, the codified roles of teacher and student should be reconsidered in order to discourage students from actively seeking “approval” and from trying to avoid doing something “wrong.” “Eliminating the roles of teacher and student helps players get beyond the need for approval or disapproval, which distracts them from experiencing themselves and solving the problem,” she writes. “There is no right or wrong way to solve a problem; there is only one way—the seeking—in which one learns by going through the process itself.”45 And in perhaps the most explicit reference to the essential role of tolerance for ambiguity in improvisational theater, Spolin urges her readers to remember that “the teacher cannot truly judge good or bad for another, for there is no absolutely right or wrong way to solve a problem.”46

These observations open up an empirical question that can be addressed through social science: what are the links between psychological traits, political traits, and the lifestyle of the comic? Gil Greengross and Geoffrey Miller, an anthropologist and psychologist, respectively, from the University of New Mexico, sought to answer this question in 2009.47 They surveyed 31 professional stand-up comics, 9 amateur comics, and 10 comedy writers, along with 400 undergraduate college students at the University of New Mexico. Using the well-documented “Big Five” personality measure, the researchers looked at how openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism differed between professional and amateur comics and their graduate student sample.

In contrast to the work of Howrigan and MacDonald showing that funny people tended to be more extraverted, Greengross and Miller found that comics are not. Instead, the professional and amateur comics were significantly more introverted than the general student sample. Of most relevance to my line of inquiry here, it seems that openness to experience, just as it is a predictor of humor appreciation, is key for successful humor production as well. Comics (professionals, amateurs, and writers) are significantly more open to experience (tolerant of ambiguity) than noncomics. This relationship was particularly noteworthy among comedy writers, among whom openness was the highest of all the participants in the study.

In sum, professional comics and comedy writers are more open to new experiences than noncomics. The process of creating humor itself involves complex cognitive processing. As discussed earlier, tolerance for ambiguity, openness to experience, and need for cognition are all correlated with a more liberal ideology (particularly on social and cultural issues). So, just as appreciation of complex humor—like satire and irony—ought to be greater among political liberals than among political conservatives, successful humor production ought to be greater among political liberals than political conservatives.


Trump: A Case Study in the Noncomic

In writing this chapter, I keep coming back to the trouble President Trump seems to have with jokes: saying that statements are jokes when they are offensive or simply not funny (like suggesting that police not protect people’s heads when tossing them in the back of a “paddy wagon”); delivering jabs (meant to be jokes) constructed without capitalizing on the implicit nature of incongruity to get the audience on his side (“Hillary Clinton is so corrupt”). Journalists have also commented on the infrequency with which Trump laughs, pointing to a lack of appreciation of humor in addition to the trouble he seems to have with humor production.

Referencing Trump’s behavior in the contentious September 26, 2016 general election debate against Hillary Clinton, the Atlantic’s Alex Wagner writes: “among the many remarkable exhibitions of abnormal behavior on stage Monday night, one of the most peculiar was that Donald Trump never once displayed a sense of humor.”48 Chuck Todd, host of NBC’s Meet the Press, has noted this same phenomenon after having interviewed Trump several times over the years. “[It] drives me crazy,” he told Politico’s Glenn Thrush. “Do you know what? I’ve never seen him laugh, I challenge somebody to find him laughing, and that person has yet to find an example, in my opinion. … Watch him at the Al Smith dinner [discussed in chapter 4]. He doesn’t really laugh. He looks for others to laugh. It is just weird.”49

In the Atlantic, Wagner goes on to describe Trump’s unique angle when trying to make jokes: “this isn’t to say that Trump can’t get laughs,” Wagner writes. “It’s simply that when he gets them, he’s humiliating people—whether ‘Low Energy’ Jeb Bush, ‘Lyin’’ Ted Cruz or ‘Little’ Marco Rubio. Humor borne out of cruelty happens to be the easiest and therefore lowest form of comedy.”50 Given what I have already reviewed here about the way “Yo mama” jokes—scalar humor—are processed in the brain, I can’t say that I disagree.

One fascinating glimpse into Trump’s relationship with humor comes from comedians’ accounts of Comedy Central’s Roast of Donald Trump in 2011. Comedy Central’s roasts, which premiered on the network in 2003, are held annually. The subject of the vicious, humorous insults is often a celebrity or musician (think: James Franco, Rob Lowe, or Pamela Anderson). In 2011, after some negotiations, the network actually got Trump to agree to be roasted on national television.

According to an account by the Huffington Post’s Daniel Libit, the Trump team prohibited any jokes about Trump’s bankruptcies and forbade “any suggestion that he was not as wealthy as he claimed to be.”51 In addition to outlining the kinds of jokes comics weren’t allowed to make about him, Trump engaged in extensive edits of the comedians’ drafts of his “rebuttal,” the part of the program in which the roastee gets to roast the comics in return. His edits were fascinating. He deleted entire sections from the script and added new jokes in the margins, including this comment aimed at the comedians (the roasters) on stage: “Their [sic] all losers and I like associating with loser [sic] because it makes me feel even better about myself.”52 Perhaps most intriguing, though, is an observation Jesse Joyce, one of the writers, made to Libit. Libit writes: “After the writers went through numerous drafts of Trump’s rebuttal, they forwarded a version to him in early March. He responded a week later with his first set of edits, handwritten in black Sharpie. ‘I have done this a long time and nobody blacks out punchlines,’ said Jesse Joyce. … Scrapping punchlines represents ‘a classic lack of an understanding of how a joke works.’”53 Just as psychologists and psychiatrists abide by the 1973 Goldwater Rule, which prohibits them from diagnosing a public figure without having examined that person, I’m pretty sure I can’t say whether someone is high in need for closure or low in need for cognition if I’ve never actually measured where he or she falls on those scales. However, let me itemize several observations that are interesting in light of the argument I’ve advanced throughout this chapter: (1) Trump campaigned on a promise to ban people from predominantly Muslim countries “until we figure out what the hell is going on.” (2) Five months into his first term in office he issued a directive to prohibit transgender people from serving in the military. And (3) he campaigned on a promise of building a wall—a physical boundary—between Mexico and the United States in an effort to keep out illegal immigrants. This is one individual for whom “closure” and “boundaries” seem to play a central role in both his aesthetic preferences and his political policies.


Ideology as an Aesthetic

The psychological account in this chapter of political satire’s ideological “bias”—on both the side of the audience and the side of the creators—has important implications for how scholars, journalists, and citizens think about the genres and rhetoric used by the left and the right. In contrast to explanations that are tied to the targets and content of satire—for example, the notion that humor is poking fun at the status quo or people in positions of power—this psychological and epistemological approach suggests that political genres and rhetorical styles should be thought of as aesthetic forms.

Consider the possibility that in the context of political information and messaging, liberals and conservatives are naturally inclined to respond to distinct aspects of content. Given the vast differences in the psychological profiles of the left and right and given the unique internal logic of humor, it stands to reason that the left and the right should be asymmetrical in their preferences for humor as a mode of expression in the realm of politics. And it seems that, even outside the world of televised political information, they are. In an examination of the most successful political posts on Facebook, scholars at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem analyzed how various aspects of the content of Facebook posts (the presence of emotions, anger-evoking cues, first-person point of view, in-group and out-group references, humor, visuals) might predict a post’s success (likes and shares). When looking at the overall sample, the most successful posts were those that included implied emotional content. But the researchers also looked to see if the most successful posts of right-wing and left-wing political actors were substantively different. And they were. The most successful left-wing posts were those that used humor. The most successful right-wing posts were those that made reference to an explicit out-group. The scholars conclude: “these findings therefore suggest that these features of humor and out-group reference are distinctive to left-wing and right-wing settings, respectively.”54

It stands to reason that the aesthetic forms most appreciated and produced by liberals—high in tolerance for ambiguity and need for cognition—ought to be complex, ambiguous, and nuanced. One should expect liberals to gravitate toward—and produce—political information and political genres that invite multiple layers of processing by audiences; are ambiguous by design; and have unclear intent and varied meanings. In other words: ironic satire. If the intent is too clear, the argumentation too strident and explicit, liberals might be less likely to enjoy it. In fact, not only might they enjoy it less but they might be more likely to actively resist it. In addition, need for cognition predicts how thoughtfully and critically people engage with information. Armed with higher need for cognition, liberals should be actively scrutinizing claims and offering counterarguments when claims are weak. Obviously, one wouldn’t expect liberals to actively resist all messages of this kind (after all, ideologically motivated reasoning is a powerful thing), but they might roll their eyes at claims they feel are weakly argued or rooted too heavily in emotional appeals rather than evidence. Particularly when faced with explicit, didactic, emotion-based efforts at persuasion (“Think this way, not that way!”), liberals might prove to be a particularly tough crowd.
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i ended chapter 7 with the proposition that one should expect liberals to be drawn to “political information and political genres that invite multiple layers of processing by audiences; are ambiguous by design; and have unclear intent and varied meanings.” But what about conservatives? What should one expect conservatives to be drawn to? Based on the research covered thus far, the aesthetics conservatives most appreciate should have hard lines—both literally and figuratively. One should expect conservative political commentary to say what it means and mean what it says. It should offer clear, explicit, descriptive, and prescriptive arguments about the way the world is and the way the world should be. And it should do this not through ironic implication or subtlety but through direct, unambiguous, emotionally charged argumentation. This would satisfy conservatives’ high need for closure and tendency toward heuristic (instinct-based) processing. Think: Clarence Manion, Dan Smoot, H. L. Hunt in the 1950s and 1960s, or … Rush Limbaugh, Sean Hannity, or Bill O’Reilly today.

In The Outrage Industry, political scientist Jeffrey Berry and sociologist Sarah Sobieraj identify and describe what constitutes “outrage” programming.1 They identify outrage as a function of such programming’s tone, content, and tactics. The tone of outrage is emotional, angry, and fearful. The content is “personality centered, with a given program, column, or blog defined by a dominant charismatic voice.”2 And the tactics? Simultaneously engaging and ruthless. The specific tactics of outrage include hyperbole, sensationalism, ad hominem attacks, ridicule, extreme language, and “proving” that an opponent is a hypocrite. Writing in 2014, Berry and Sobieraj proposed that the outrage genre was exemplified by partisan hosts such as Sean Hannity and Bill O’Reilly at Fox, Rush Limbaugh on talk radio, and Rachel Maddow and Keith Olbermann, then at MSNBC.

Drawing from the literature on the psychology of conservatism reviewed in the previous chapters, it’s easy to make the case that the central characteristics of this outrage genre ought to appeal to the psychological profile of conservatives more than liberals. Outrage as a genre is focused on “unveiling enemies.”3 It does this explicitly by pointing out institutions (media), individuals (Hillary Clinton), and policies (Obamacare) that are threatening. Since conservatives have a higher threat and mortality salience than liberals, one should expect them to be drawn to information that monitors for threats. Outrage typically identifies and constructs enemies and threats symbolically, through juxtaposition. “So that the audience is perfectly clear who the villains are,” Berry and Sobieraj write; “hosts and bloggers use semiotic shortcuts, attempting to symbolically pollute their enemies by linking them to the groups most reviled by American audiences.”4 Some of the most popular references used to create these linkages? Communists, socialists, Nazis, and of course, Adolf Hitler. Constructing and demonizing enemies through symbolic association is an efficient way to capitalize on conservatives’ efficient heuristic processing. It is known that conservatives are more likely to make use of such cognitive shortcuts in memory. Among viewers high in need for closure and low in need for cognition, one should expect that decisions driven by gut instinct, implicit associations, and emotions will dominate.

Outrage appeals to people not because of the information it delivers but because of the experience it provides. Outrage helps viewers feel validated in their opinions and allows them to avoid belief-disconfirming points of view. It seems reasonable to assume that for people who are low in tolerance for ambiguity, it would be far more comfortable to swim in a sea of like-minded opinion than to have to entertain the possibility (that exists when viewing mainstream news) that occasionally your side may be incorrect. Outrage also helps audience members feel like they are part of a clear like-minded in-group. “Whereas political conversation generates fears of social exclusion,” Berry and Sobieraj write; “outrage programs incorporate and include viewers and listeners. The host presents as a kindred spirit who ‘gets you’ even when other folks don’t.”5 Outrage hosts make viewers feel smart—especially compared to all those dupes out there—as though their “fans are more intelligent than the idiotic others who don’t ‘get it.’”6

These shows purport to give the “real” story, the one that has been hidden by the other side or by mainstream media, typically in a way that assigns blame and responsibility to certain individuals or entities. These strategic appeals would seem to speak to a mind inclined toward closure and certainty, as they reduce complex situations and processes to readily understandable narratives with easily identifiable antagonists. It seems somewhat ironic that in reality, these shows don’t provide the “real story” at all. What they often provide are stories constructed through deliberate misrepresentative exaggeration, designed to give viewers a strong valenced impression of a policy, person, or institution. These evaluative presentations help people make even more efficient use of their heuristic-dominant inclinations and minimize the need for internal debate or scrutiny. All told, it would seem that fans of outrage programming would probably agree with statements like “It’s annoying to listen to someone who cannot seem to make up his or her mind” and “I feel uncomfortable when someone’s meaning or intention is unclear to me” (two of the items used to measure need for closure). They would also be the same kind of people who would likely disagree with statements like “when considering most conflict situations, I can usually see how both sides could be right” or “I prefer interacting with people whose opinions are very different from my own” (two items used to measure tolerance for ambiguity).

As Berry and Sobieraj outline, both liberals and conservatives produce and consume outrage, with hosts like Maddow occupying the space on the left and hosts like Hannity and Limbaugh the space on the right. Berry and Sobieraj do not describe outrage as an exclusively conservative genre. However, they do provide empirical evidence that conservative outrage programming is “more outrageous” than liberal outrage programming. Even within the genre of outrage, Berry and Sobieraj found that conservative outrage shows included more “incidents of outrage” than liberal outrage shows including more insulting language, name-calling, emotional displays, emotional language, misrepresentative exaggeration, and ideologically extremizing language. The authors conclude: “those shows with the highest levels of outrage are far more likely to be conservative than liberal.”7, 8

This means that MSNBC programs like The Rachel Maddow Show, All In with Chris Hayes, and The Last Word with Lawrence O’Donnell all constitute outrage programming according to the definitional criteria, but based on their actual content, the “outrage” on MSNBC doesn’t run quite as deep as it does on Fox. Maddow, the most successful of the liberal outrage hosts, typically uses long drawn-out segments to explain boring and convoluted events and details underlying political stories. Forbes’s Mark Joyella described a 27-minute segment in which Maddow “slowly and methodically tied together thread after thread in the messy confusing and complicated story of Donald Trump and Russia.”9 So, while Maddow’s show is “personality centered … defined by a dominant charismatic voice,”10 and while it is working to expose perceived hypocrisy and wrongdoing of the other side, she performs it in the spirit and tone of an engaging but incredulous college professor rather than with the fire and brimstone of an evangelical minister.

In her 2015 book In-Your-Face Politics: The Consequences of Uncivil Media, Professor Diana Mutz of the University of Pennsylvania presents the results of dozens of experiments exploring the audience and impact of the kind of emotionally charged debate common in outrage shows. Assessing the levels of negative arousal that result from exposure to this “in-your-face” media, Mutz found significantly higher negative arousal among Republicans than Democrats, regardless of a show’s content. She also found a greater preference for this kind of programming among conservatives and Republicans than among liberals and Democrats. She concludes that “conservatives and Republicans are particularly likely to expose themselves to in-your-face programs” and “are especially likely to react once exposed.”11

Given that conservatives are more negatively aroused by the kinds of content that defines the outrage genre, it makes sense that Berry and Sobieraj found conservative outrage programming to be more “outrageous” than liberal outrage programming. If outrage is a genre that disproportionately appeals to the right (which is the case I am trying to make here, just in case that’s still not clear), one should also find that the ideological leaning of conservative outrage audiences is more extreme than that of liberal outrage audiences. To explore this, I analyzed 2010 data from Pew that included respondents’ political ideologies and what specific programs they reported watching (table 8.1). The results show that conservative outrage audiences (of Beck, Hannity, O’Reilly, and Limbaugh) self-identify as more conservative than liberal outrage audiences (of Olbermann and Maddow) self-identify as liberal.


Table 8.1 Average political ideology among regular viewers of outrage programs.



	Show host
	Mean ideology of “regular” viewers/listeners





	Olbermann
	0.42



	Maddow
	0.22



	Beck
	−.94



	O’Reilly
	−.88



	Hannity
	−1.04



	Limbaugh
	−1.06



N = 3,006. Range: −2 = very conservative; 0 = moderate; 2 = very liberal.

Source: Pew Research Center, Media Consumption Survey, 2010.



So conservative outrage audiences are far more conservative than liberal outrage audiences are liberal. Yet, as illustrated by Berry and Sobieraj, the genre—defined by its tone and tactics—exists on both sides. Even so, Berry and Sobieraj concede that conservatives especially dominate the talk radio landscape of outrage, referencing the work of Marc Hetherington and Jonathan Weiler on the psychology of authoritarianism.12 They propose that the conservative dominance of outrage media could stem from the “authoritarian divide” between personalities of the left and right. In fact, they conclude, “individuals who embrace [an authoritarian personality style] are more attracted to aggressive rhetoric in political commentary, which narrates the world in black and white.”13


Irony and Outrage: Left and Right

Before starting to test how tolerance for ambiguity or need for cognition relate to consumption of satire and outrage, it would be worthwhile to test the major assumption underlying this book’s argument thus far: that satire is watched by liberals and outrage is watched by conservatives. Data from the Pew Research Center’s 2014 American Trends Panel (March 19–April 29, 2014; N = 2,901), clearly show that Limbaugh’s, Hannity’s, and O’Reilly’s audiences skew more conservative and Republican, while Colbert’s and Stewart’s audiences skew more liberal and Democratic (see figs. 8.1 and 8.2).14 The audience of the liberal outrage shows, The Rachel Maddow Show and All In with Chris Hayes, looks an awful lot like the audience of Stewart and Colbert in terms of party and ideology. The major difference between the audiences of liberal outrage and those of liberal satire, at least from 2010 to 2015, was audience size. Notably, in 2012–2013 Maddow’s ratings hit all-time lows, with less than 750,000 nightly viewers,15 at the same time that The Daily Show with Jon Stewart and the Colbert Report were scoring all-time highs,16 averaging 2.5 million and 1.9 million nightly viewers, respectively. Pew data dating back to 2010 show this same trend (table 8.2): Democrats making up the majority of the audiences of satire shows on Comedy Central and Republicans making up the majority of audiences of Beck, O’Reilly, Hannity (on Fox), and Limbaugh (on the radio). And while Democrats have also made up the majority of the audiences of Olbermann and Maddow (liberal outrage hosts on MSNBC), their regular viewers were consistently fewer in number than those of Stewart and Colbert.17



[image: image]
figure 8.1 Party identification of people who report “getting news” from each source in the past week.

Data source: Pew Research Center, American Trends Panel, 2014.
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Parallel Functions and Impact


the last few chapters have focused on the fundamental differences between ironic satire and political outrage—in their logic, aesthetics, and epistemology. However, there are important parallels between the history, functions, and impact of these two genres have converged over the last several decades. In chapter 2, I discussed how political changes in the United States in the 1980s and 1990s contributed to political polarization and the commercialization of news, which contributed to sensationalism, the erosion of investigative journalism, and a reduction in trust in the media. Television satire and outrage both emerged as responses to these complex phenomena, and both genres were able to capitalize on technological developments through the 1990s—developments that created an increasingly fragmented and vast media landscape. Despite the divergent aesthetics and market positioning of satire and outrage as entertainment and news, respectively, both genres can be conceptualized as consequences of the same set of factors.

But this is not the only way these genres converge. Remember Berry and Sobieraj’s justification for excluding satire from the outrage genre? They argued that satire is not the same as outrage because of its market positioning. I argued that the genres should be defined not by “their channel” but by the functions and outcomes of exposure to their content. And Sobieraj agreed. She explained that the main distinction between the two lies in the ways each conceptualizes and represents its own “moral certainty” and “truth,” an observation that was particularly useful as I explained how the two genres relate to the psychology of the left and the right.

By arguing that these genres ought to be defined not by what they look like or where they air but, at least in part, by their functions and impact, I have introduced yet another question that can be explored empirically with social science data. If satire and outrage are serving similar roles for liberals and conservatives, respectively, one should be able to point to evidence illustrating parallel outcomes of exposure for both audiences. Such functions or outcomes might include political knowledge, trust in government and media, political efficacy (confidence in one’s ability to understand and navigate the political world), and political participation, as well as distinct political attitudes or beliefs.

I use the terms “functions” and “outcomes” to highlight two different kinds of constructs. Functions are the reasons why audiences use the shows, explored both through self-reported viewing motivations (why people say they watch a certain program) and viewing orientations (whether audiences categorize that program as news, entertainment, or something else). Outcomes on the other hand are the effects of exposure: the consequences of viewing these shows.

Viewing outcomes can be studied through controlled experiments but are also frequently explored through correlational data obtained through cross-sectional survey research. While controlled experiments are especially good at isolating the causal effects of exposure (e.g., viewing this content causes this effect), their findings are sometimes difficult to generalize to the real world. In addition, experiments are a lot of work and are very expensive to conduct. Thus, much of the research on “outcomes of exposure” is based on cross-sectional survey data obtained at one point in time. That is, scholars have survey participants complete a questionnaire that asks how often they watch satire or outrage and asks questions to measure their political knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors. While nonexperimental studies like this can point to associations between viewing a program and having these other characteristics (knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors), they cannot definitively isolate causality between exposure and the proposed outcome. However, using statistical methods, researchers can control for the influences of other factors that might be responsible for correlations found in the data. While not ideal, these statistical methods at least provide researchers with a sense of the relationships between exposure and the proposed outcomes in a real-world context.


Functions: Who Watches and Why?

In the 1960s and 1970s, media scholars began studying the reasons why people consume certain media content. The subfield that emerged from these studies, dubbed the “uses and gratifications perspective,”1 takes the view that media audiences are deliberate and thoughtful in their selection of media content. This approach characterizes the audience as active and discerning in their engagement with media. Viewers seek out media programming to satisfy certain needs or obtain certain gratifications, including diversion, information acquisition, or identify formation.

I’ll admit that early in my career as a graduate student I found uses and gratifications literature neither interesting nor useful. People watch TV for different reasons. OK. So what? But more recently I’ve applied this theory to explain how different audience members might be differently affected by media content in different viewing contexts. For example, people who use media to attain certain goals or categorize programs a particular way (e.g., entertainment versus information) cognitively process that content differently as a result.2 Therefore, if researchers are to understand whether irony and outrage serve similar functions for their audiences, researchers will need to understand why people tune in to these genres and how they categorize them.

In 2010, the Pew Research Center conducted a national survey that asked people why they turned to various information sources, including The Daily Show, The Colbert Report, and several outrage programs from the left and the right (see fig. 9.1).3 Overwhelmingly, Daily Show and Colbert viewers reported watching for “entertainment.” Meanwhile, audiences of the outrage programs rarely cited “entertainment” motivations, instead indicating that they watched these programs for “interesting views and opinions.”



[image: image]
figure 9.1 Percentages of regular program viewers who reported turning mostly to the eight information sources indicated, for the five reasons indicated.

Source: Pew Research Center, Media Consumption Survey, 2010 (N = 3,006).
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 Playing against Type

Liberal “Outrage” and Conservative “Satire”


at precisely noon on March 31, 2004, stations across the country were greeted with the voice of Al Franken, former Saturday Night Live comedian (and now former Minnesota senator fallen from grace), broadcasting from the newly formed Air America studios in New York City:

Broadcasting, from an underground bunker 3,500 feet below Dick Cheney’s bunker, Air America Radio is on the air. I’m Al Franken and welcome to the O’Franken Factor. Today is both an ending and a beginning. An end to the right wing dominance of talk radio and the beginning of a battle for truth, a battle for justice, a battle indeed for America itself. Folks, you and I know that the radical right wing of the Republican Party has taken over not just the White House, the Congress, and increasingly the courts, but even and perhaps most insidiously, the airwaves. And we know they are lying, lying without shame. Lying with impunity. Safe in the knowledge that there is no watchdog with a platform large enough to call them on their willful untruths. Someday we will find that watchdog. Until then, I will have to do. Now some people have asked me why the name “The O’Franken Factor?” Well, for one reason and one reason only. To annoy and bait Bill O’Reilly.


Air America: Liberal Outrage Can’t Escape the Comedy

The corporate story of Air America is a complicated one, featuring a check-bouncing CEO who was eventually arrested on unrelated charges of theft, fraud, and money laundering.1 And while this financial drama was unfolding backstage, the network was trying to do something without precedent. Historically, successful political talk radio shows had started small, in one or two markets. Once the shows had a sizable listenership, they were then picked up by other networks across the country. This is how talk radio icon Rush Limbaugh got his start, as did many successful radio hosts after him. But instead of a radio model, Air America seemed to be inspired by a cable news model: the creation—from scratch—of a 24-hour network, including all of the original programming necessary to fill those hours with content. Now there are many factors that contributed to Air America’s struggles and ultimate cancellation. But at least part of what limited the network’s success as an “outrage machine” can be traced to production and staffing decisions made at the outset. These decisions violated some key features of outrage, and illustrated—yet again—the qualities of a liberal aesthetic.

From its inception, Air America was infused with comedy. From its comedian hosts and comedy writers to its tongue-in-cheek parody and mocking of the right, the left’s “outrage” radio network couldn’t escape its own penchant for humor. The first talent the station’s founders, Sheldon and Anita Drobny, secured was comedian Al Franken. After almost 20 years writing and performing on Saturday Night Live, in the late 1990s Franken had become a bestselling author of satirical books, including Rush Limbaugh Is a Big Fat Idiot in 1996 and Lies and the Lying Liars Who Tell Them: A Fair and Balanced Look at the Right in 2003. He was increasingly recognized as a liberal political activist and a thoughtful and entertaining critic of Republican policies. Once Franken was secured, Air America executives pursued two other well-known comics: stand-up comedian and liberal activist Janeane Garofalo and comedy writer and Daily Show cocreator Lizz Winstead. Franken, Garofalo, and Winstead then brought comedy writers and stand-up comics on board, including writers from Winstead’s early days at The Daily Show and from the San Francisco stand-up comedy scene.2 At the start, Franken worked with a large team of politically minded college interns, but by 2005 he had hired comedy writer and producer Billy Kimball as executive producer of his radio show.

Not all of Air America’s big names or writers came from the comedy world, of course. Some were holdovers from WLIB, the New York station whose studios Air America called home. Others who had been brought in on the “news” side of the operation included reporters like Jo Ann Allen, Bill Crowley, and Wayne Gillman.3 When these news personalities were reserved for news breaks and straight headlines, the cooperation of the comedy and news staffs was a success. But when news staff were asked to team up with comics and provide shared commentary on the same program, the awkward mixture of journalists and comics revealed the limits of the liberal aesthetic of “hybridity.”

At the network’s debut, the incendiary comic Marc Maron was partnered with former WLIB radio host Mark Riley and former BBC correspondent Sue Ellicott to cohost a three-hour commentary and call-in morning show, Morning Sedition. Just days before the launch of the network on April 1, 2004, Maron, Riley, and producer Jonathan Larsen were reviewing scripts when Maron’s frustrations began to mount. In a scene captured in the HBO documentary Left of the Dial, Maron said to Larsen: “I don’t feel prepared, man … I’m not ready. If it’s just him [Riley] and I talking, I think that’s great, but these [his hand shaking the papers loaded with news stories] are the kind of things we should be trying jokes on … I have expectations of myself.”4 Maron complained that his cohosts “stepped on” his jokes. They sometimes interrupted him, filling in the punchlines he was intending to deliver. Exasperated, Maron once huffed: “I don’t know if I can even figure out how to f**king integrate into this thing.”5 Apparently neither could the network. Ellicott was out by June, and by the end of 2005, Morning Sedition was canceled and replaced by two solo-hosted shows, one with Mark Riley and another with the young Rachel Maddow.

Recall that according to Berry and Sobieraj, one of the main features of outrage programming is the central role a show’s solo host plays.6 The host drives the show. The host’s personality and perspective are the show. Yet from the start, Air America execs and programmers seemed to treat the question “Who’s hosting?” as an afterthought. When early teams of comedy writers were brought into the studios in the late fall of 2003, former Air America writer Barry Lank recalls, they were writing bits for no one in particular.7 At that point, it was not even clear who would be hosting the shows, other than Franken and some other heavy hitters. And when the individual programs began taking shape in January and February 2004, they were constructed around teams of hosts—two or three people per program,8 which often led to tensions like those between Maron and his not-so-comedy-minded cohosts Ellicott and Riley. Given that outrage as a genre is defined by the personality, passions, and perspective of a show’s host, it seems that—from the start—Air America had the whole “outrage” thing upside down.

The one exception to the “team-of-hosts” concept in the early days at Air America was Randi Rhodes. Rhodes was best known for her 12 years at WIOD in Miami as a brazen talk radio show host who reached millions of listeners each week.9 Her tone was unapologetic, in-your-face, and often uncivil. She was angry more than she was playful or funny. She used her show to highlight perceived injustices and enrage the audience. As writer Barry Lank recalls, “Randi was the person at the network who was really doing outrage. The thing she is good at is being angry for people and she did outrage better than anyone else at the network.”10 Time’s Barry Corliss writes: “the one solo flyer, Randi Rhodes, in the afternoon drive-time slot, showed the network how it’s done. Braying and abrasive, funny and whip-smart, Rhodes had what Limbaugh had: a distinctive voice that made people tune in for her next insight or outrage. She built a large, loyal audience—Air America’s only show with more than 1.5 million listeners.”11 Rhodes’s success in the solo format might explain why Air America’s programming lineup soon integrated other solo hosts, including Maddow, Thom Hartmann, Jerry Springer, and Ron Reagan (son of the former president). Rhodes’s show remained one of the network’s most successful programs until her termination in 2008 for “inappropriate statements.”12 At an event in San Francisco, Rhodes had called Hillary Clinton and former congresswoman and Democratic vice-presidential candidate Geraldine Ferraro “big f**king whores.”

Well, at least somebody at Air America knew how to do outrage right.


The ½ Hour News Hour: Conservative Comedy Can’t Escape the Outrage

On February 18, 2007, Fox News introduced its viewers to a new show—a new genre of programming for a network dedicated to conservative news and analysis. The ½ Hour News Hour was styled as a news parody show in the spirit of The Daily Show and was designed to offer humorous conservative takes on political issues. The show was created by Joel Surnow, creator of the popular Fox thriller 24.13 In the mid-2000s, 24 was the television show to watch and the television show to beat. It was an action-packed thriller that followed counterterrorist agent Jack Bauer (played by Kiefer Sutherland) in real time. Each episode gave you one hour of Jack Bauer frantically racing against the clock to diffuse bombs, foil terrorist plots, and rescue innocent people and loved ones. It was hailed by critics;14 it was also a ratings bonanza, regularly attracting between 10 and 15 million viewers per episode.15

Given 24’s tough-on-terror plot lines and unapologetic depictions of violent (and always successful) interrogation techniques,16 it is not surprising that Surnow leaned more to the right than the left. It is also understandable that someone with such a successful track record in television programming would want to “try to stake out some new territory” and “do something that’s not out there,” as Surnow described his news parody project to conservative radio host Hugh Hewitt in 2007.17

In his talk with Hewitt, Surnow called the project a “conservative comedy show, something like The Daily Show.” Hewitt gently suggested that writing for a comedy show might be more difficult than writing drama, telling Surnow, “a drama that remains interesting for six years is hard, but funny is really hard. I mean, Colbert is really funny, Stewart is really funny.”

“They’re great,” Surnow agreed. “They’re really brilliant … and the reason they’re successful is not because they have a liberal bias, or that they tilt one way or another, but because they’re funny.”18

Unfortunately for Surnow, it seems Hewitt was right about the fact that “funny is really hard.” The ½ Hour News Hour was canceled after just 13 episodes and, as the Atlantic’s Oliver Morrison delicately noted, “has remained the worst-rated show of all time on Metacritic.”19 Vulture’s Matt Schimkowitz wrote: “looking at The 1/2 Hour News Hour objectively, one would be hard pressed to give up a snort to what constitutes as [sic] a joke on this show.”20 The Philadelphia Inquirer’s Jonathan Storm wrote: “The ½ Hour News Hour is slow torture all by itself.”21 Meanwhile, Barry Garron at the Hollywood Reporter was apparently writing my book for me back in 2007 when he assessed the show this way: “a look at the first episode suggests that, just as A.M. radio is the unassailable province of the right, TV might better be left to the left.”22

Alluding to the fact that Fox’s viewers are typically far older than a typical late-night audience (68 years old compared to Stewart’s 36-year-old median viewer), Jeremy Griffin of Pop Matters surmised that the show’s failure wasn’t just due to the fact that it wasn’t that funny. Instead, “The ½ Hour News Hour was a comedy program chasing an audience that wasn’t interested in comedy.”23 I imagine that Griffin is partly right. But it’s not because Fox viewers are old. It’s because Fox viewers are conservative and thus are endowed with all the psychological traits that make people less comfortable with and less appreciative of political satire as a mode of political expression and argumentation.

The other reason for the show’s failure, though, was not about the audience at all but about the writers—and the way those writers approached the formulation of the show’s jokes. Just as liberals at Air America fundamentally misunderstood the central role of the solo host in the articulation of outrage, the conservatives at The ½ Hour News Hour in their articulation of satire fundamentally misunderstood humorous incongruities in their articulation of satire.

Remember how the magic of satire is that the judgment—the critique that is advanced through satire—is not explicitly made in the text itself? Instead, humorous juxtapositions invite the audience to draw conclusions so as to be able to “see the joke.” In drawing these conclusions, we the audience issue the judgment. We advance the critique. The ½ Hour News Hour’s sketches routinely abandoned the concept of incongruity altogether, instead featuring, for example, a joke about Nancy Pelosi’s bad facelift or a parody prescription drug ad for liberal voters suffering from “Hillary Ambivalence Syndrome.” Other times, the bits would start with a decent joke “setup,” only to fail in their execution.24 Host Kurt Long (in character as coanchor Kurt McNally), for instance, aimed this joke at then Democratic candidate for president Hillary Clinton: “dispelling reports that she would staff her White House with longtime cronies and political appointees, presidential candidate Hillary Clinton vowed that if she becomes president, she will surround herself with a diverse, multi-ethnic, multi-generational group … of angry lesbians.” The setup here is perfect. But there is no logical incongruity juxtaposed with the concept of cronyism. It’s missing the logical gap that could be woven together by the audience. For instance, the text could have said: “dispelling reports that she would staff her White House with longtime cronies and political appointees, presidential candidate Hillary Clinton vowed that if she becomes president, she will … hire people she doesn’t even really know or like. To which Bill replied: ‘Sorry, honey, I’m too busy.’” This version of the joke would have posed a question the audience would have had to answer. It would also have encouraged the audience to issue a judgment: “Hillary doesn’t really know or like her own husband,” or “Even when she vows to not engage in nepotism, she does it anyway.” Here is another example of a ½ Hour News Hour joke that fails the humorous incongruity test: “according to the latest polls, only 8 percent of Americans are bothered by the fact that Barack Obama’s middle name is Hussein. However almost two-thirds of voters were disappointed to learn that his nickname in college was ‘gassy.’” Gassy has nothing to do with Hussein. There is no logical overlap between these concepts, hence no reconciliation of incongruity for the audience to discover. And the joke doesn’t issue a substantive judgment and so isn’t even technically “satire.” Imagine if instead the joke had read: “according to the latest polls, only 8 percent of Americans are bothered by the fact that Barack Obama’s middle name is Hussein … and in unrelated news, 92 percent of Americans want the U.S. to convert to sharia law.” What could be more incongruous or require more of a cognitive contribution than an actual math problem that invited listeners to equate support for Obama with support for Islamic religious law?

Not all the show’s jokes fell flat, of course. Some were well-crafted in terms of incongruity. But those jokes often punched down (at marginalized groups) instead of up (at people in positions of power). And when comedy punches down, it runs the risk of activating empathy or even a threat response, which prohibits some audience members from entertaining an idea while remaining in the state of play. Coanchor Jennifer Robertson told one such joke: “During this week’s Miss Universe Pageant in Mexico City, Miss USA Rachel Smith was booed by a mostly Mexican audience. Probably because, for the pageant’s talent competition, she built a 700-mile fence.” McNally then chimed in: “three more of those and we’re good.”


Life under Trump: Is Comedy Getting Outrageous?

Over the last two decades, Americans have become accustomed to their late-night comedians temporarily abandoning humor in the face of tragedy. In September 2001, a week after the 9/11 terror attacks, late-night hosts returned with emotional opening monologues that sought to acknowledge the tragedy and bring the country together in grief and resilience. On The Daily Show, Stewart engaged in a tearful monologue about the resilience of New York City and its residents. “To see these guys, these firefighters, these policemen and people from all over the country, literally, with buckets rebuilding. That’s extraordinary. That’s why we’ve already won. It’s light. It’s democracy. We’ve already won.”25 Stewart’s monologue that day set the tone for how late-night comedy hosts would respond to tragedy—with increasing frequency—for years to come. Following terror attacks, mass shootings, and hate crimes, late-night hosts use their monologues to mourn and to remind Americans “who we are.” “We need to get back to being brave enough to accept that we have different opinions and that’s OK because that’s what America is built on,” said Jimmy Fallon after the June 2016 nightclub shooting in Orlando, Florida.26 After the 2017 white supremacist rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, when a white supremacist drove his car into a peaceful protest, killing 22-year-old Heather Heyer,27 Fallon implored his audience: “we cannot do this. We can’t go backward. We can’t go backward.”28

In the aftermath of tragedy, dropping the mask and acknowledging our collective pain seems necessary. It helps to establish the comedy as a respite from events that make the world seem cruel and chaotic, without pretending that everything is normal and fine. But in the years following President Trump’s election, for many progressive comics, it seems that nothing is perceived as normal or fine.

At first, when Trump announced his bid for the Republican presidential nomination in June 2015, comedians were giddy. Stewart opened his show: “like many of you, I heard some interesting, let’s call it ‘news,’ about a certain, let’s say, ‘gift from heaven’ entering the presidential race.” As Stewart showed footage of Trump descending the escalator of the Trump Tower to announce his candidacy, Stewart feigned tears of joy, gesturing up toward the heavens and squeaking out an emotional “I’m just really happy right now!” But comedians’ reactions to the Trump presidency have contrasted markedly with their initial reactions to his candidacy. While most liberals assumed that Hillary Clinton would win the 2016 presidential race, on the evening of November 8, 2016, half of the country quickly had to come to terms with a very different political, social, and cultural reality.

Trump’s victory signaled a seismic shift for many liberals. In the post–November 8 world, progressive ideals that were assumed (by many on the left) to be shared societal goals—like social and cultural diversity, feminism, and environmentalism—all suddenly seemed under threat. Instead of conservatives feeling muzzled by “political correctness” or criticized by “social justice warriors,” suddenly it was liberals, with their values of tolerance, equality, and social justice, who perceived themselves to be under attack. In chapter 5, I mentioned that humor appreciation requires a willingness to enter a “playful mode.” If you feel threatened or aggrieved, if your ego is involved, if your empathy is activated, you will be less willing—and able—to operate in a playful mode. My own sense is that when an event or issue activates a comic’s own threat response, coupled with empathy, that comic will likely avoid that topic completely, or treat it without any humor at all.

Take Jimmy Kimmel, for example. In May and September 2017, in response to Republicans’ efforts in Congress to repeal the Affordable Care Act, Kimmel opened his show with emotional stories of his infant son Billy’s battles with a congenital heart defect. Kimmel discussed how, without the Affordable Care Act, thousands of children like Billy would be uninsured due to their “preexisting condition” and so might not survive. He did so without any humor at all: “let’s stop with the nonsense. This isn’t football. There are no teams. We are the team. It’s the United States. Don’t let their partisan squabbles divide us on something every decent person wants. No parent should ever have to decide if they can afford to save their child’s life. It just shouldn’t happen. Not here.”29 Following the February 2018 shooting at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida, that killed 17, Colbert did not employ humor in his assessment of solutions and blame. Referring to the students at the school who had launched a gun reform movement called #NeverAgain in the wake of the shooting, Colbert suggested that these young people would be the ones to act on the issue of gun control because “the adults aren’t cutting it anymore.” And he said: “I hope these kids don’t give up, because this is their lives and their future. Someone else may be in power, but this country belongs to them. … This is an election year. So if you want to see change, you have to go to the polls and tell the people who will not protect you that their time is up.”30

While feeling threatened may make it difficult for comics to operate in a “playful mode,” threat is exceptionally compatible with the anger and moral seriousness of outrage programming. When Berry and Sobieraj first wrote about the characteristics of outrage, they argued that the genre is fueled by a palpable sense of threat.31 And for conservative outrage hosts, these perceived threats have loomed large for many years: they feel that traditional social values are under threat from policies like gay marriage, cultural values are under threat from immigration, and fairness is under threat from government entitlement programs.32 For conservative audiences, these perceived threats have been coupled with fears of being labeled as bigoted or racist. In Berry and Sobieraj’s study, when they talked with respondents about their experiences discussing politics, all of the nine viewers of conservative outrage whom they interviewed mentioned their fear of being called a racist—without even being asked.33

Thus far, I have argued that liberals’ and conservatives’ distinct preferences for engaging in political expression through humor versus outrage stem from underlying psychological—even physiological—characteristics. However, political psychologists have been careful to acknowledge that these underlying psychological predispositions interact with your social and cultural context to affect your ultimate attitudes and behaviors.34 For example, even though it is known that conservatives are more physiologically reactive to perceptions of threat,35 the extent to which they feel threatened is certainly shaped in part by the political climate of the moment. Similarly, whether or not liberals’ high tolerance for ambiguity and uncertainty can itself be maxed out is also contingent on context (a Trump presidency, for example). As a scholar of political psychology, my inclination is to explain this in terms of psychological causes. But in my discussions of these issues with my friend the sociologist Sarah Sobieraj, she has challenged the notion that these are exclusively psychological phenomena. She wrote to me: “perhaps the left is not altogether immune to the impact of threat. Maybe they become less comfortable with ambiguity if they perceive their values and way of life to be under siege.”36 And maybe this is why, just as Fox’s ratings increased in the early years of Obama’s presidency, so did Maddow’s in the early years of Trump. Threat might make play more difficult, but it does wonders for outrage.

In the era of Trump, progressives have found their core beliefs, value systems, and social identities challenged—by executive orders and legislative outcomes and even by the nature of political discourse itself. In such a climate, it shouldn’t be surprising the country’s left-leaning comics, in a state of existential threat and armed with political beliefs and a microphone, occasionally exited the state of play and began adopting some of the tropes of outrage. No, not all comics. No, not all the time. But frequently enough that political and cultural commentators—and comics—have started to take note.

Vulture’s Jesse David Fox has described Trump’s impact as “one of the worst things ever to happen to comedy.”37 Alluding to the negative interaction between threat and play, Fox writes: “Trump, because of the feeling of constant danger he projects, makes us more vigilant. But comedy needs room to fail, and these days, we’re less likely to afford it the time to be ambiguous or complicated.” Writing in the Scotland Herald, stand-up comedian Sara Schaefer has described the trouble this way: “comedians are now struggling to get the distance needed to make something awful hilarious.”38 Describing how she and her fellow comics are struggling to deal with Trump in their work, she explains: “we’re too angry and scared to find the funny in Donald Trump’s rule. For me, dark material has to incubate for a really long time before it can make its way to the stage.”39 Referring to the role of the comedian during times of tragedy or injustice, comedian Mindy Kaling tweeted after the Las Vegas massacre: “our late talk show hosts are now de facto activists, not because they want to, but because it would be incomprehensible to not be.”40

And some satire hosts in the age of Trump are getting angry and becoming more like the outrage hosts they often mock. On the May 30, 2018, episode of Full Frontal on TBS, Bee made headlines with her criticism of the Trump administration’s “zero-tolerance” immigration policy and the resulting forced separation of immigrant children from their parents at the US-Mexico border. In reference to a tweet from Trump’s daughter, Ivanka, which featured a picture of Ivanka and her young son, Bee exclaimed: “You know that’s a beautiful picture of you and your child, but let me say, one mother to another. … Do something about your dad’s immigration policies, you feckless cunt! He listens to you. Put on something tight and low cut and tell your father to fucking stop it. Tell him it was an Obama thing and see how it goes.”41 The live studio audience responded with a combination of shrieks and applause. But outside the studio, the blowback against Bee was immediate. Media personalities from the left and the right criticized her use of such a “gross” and “distasteful” insult against the president’s daughter. The president responded to Bee’s vitriol, tweeting: “why aren’t they firing no talent Samantha Bee for the horrible language used on her low ratings show?” (photo 10.1).


[image: image]
photo 10.1 The set of Full Frontal with Samantha Bee, 2018. Courtesy of Olivia Nyce Roth.



11. Irony and Outrage: A Wild Raccoon Versus a Well-Trained Attack Dog








11

 Irony and Outrage

A Wild Raccoon Versus a Well-Trained Attack Dog


“Why is there no satire on the right?”

“Why do liberals fail at talk radio?”




in writing this book, I have highlighted the ways irony and outrage are the logical extensions of the psychology of liberalism and conservatism. I have proposed that the two genres have parallel histories, encouraged by the same technological and political transformations, and serve similar political functions for their audiences. But make no mistake: satire and outrage are not the same. They look, feel, and sound different because—in keeping with the distinct values and psychological profiles of their audiences—they serve different needs and gratifications. However, rather than thinking about satire and outrage as occupying two divergent spaces in the media landscape, this book argues that these two genres should be thought of as natural expressions of the psychologies and personalities of the left and right.

There is no conspiracy to keep conservatives out of the world of satire, just as there is no conspiracy to keep liberals out of the outrage business. Instead, liberals, comfortable with ambiguity, rumination, experimentation, and hybridity, gravitate toward and appreciate aesthetic forms that are themselves incomplete or messy. Abstract art. Stories without a clear ending. Improvisation. Irony. Combinations of the serious and the playful, the informative and the entertaining. The Committee. Lenny Bruce. John Oliver. Liberals see these forms as invitations to participate, to think, and to play. And conservatives (most notably social and cultural conservatives), with a strong desire for certainty and order, are drawn to aesthetic forms that follow the rules and emerge “fully cooked.” Realistic art. Stories with a clear ending. Texts that are literal and didactic. Conservatives make efficient use of heuristics and are acutely affected by negative and threatening stimuli. They appreciate and gravitate toward aesthetic forms that are themselves unambiguous, didactic, firm, and clear. They also prefer political sources that “stay in their lane,” abiding by the boundaries that “ought to exist” between politics and play. Dan Smoot. Rush Limbaugh. Sean Hannity.


To Hell with the Other Side? Not So Fast.

After several years studying the psychology, physiology, and aesthetic preferences of the left and the right, I am not convinced that a liberal aesthetic preference is objectively “better than” a conservative one. Liberals’ rejection of categories and boundaries—their penchant for hybridity and experimentation—can be chaotic, messy, and unfinished. And as conservatives, with their high need for closure, have always known, watching a painter capture—with photographic realism—the contours of a landscape with only a paintbrush is truly awe-inspiring. Who hasn’t seen an abstract “masterpiece” on exhibit in a modern art museum and thought: “this looks like something my two-year-old could do?” Indeed, as the National Review’s film critic Kyle Smith might argue, liberals can’t even seem to provide a satisfying ending to a story, instead opting for ambiguity and untied ends.

The United States’ political climate is so toxic that liberal and conservative opinion leaders would have each side believe that if the other side just disappeared, things would be fine. But unpacking these differences between the left and the right reveals how these ideologies might reflect distinct and necessary psychological and physiological systems that contribute to the healthy functioning of the larger organism: democratic society. In fact, reflecting on the very different psychologies, lifestyles, and values of the left and the right invites a thought experiment: is it possible that conservatives manage those aspects of society that make it possible for artists, musicians, and comics to enter the state of play and experiment with hybrid aesthetic forms in the first place? Perhaps liberals’ comfort with uncertainty and ambiguity is a luxury made possible—in part—by the fact that those higher in “need for closure and order” are minding the store. And maybe regular artistic expression is facilitated by a society that has some semblance of stability—maintained by vigilant individuals whose need for order and certainty helps make it so. On the other hand, perhaps a world without liberals would be so driven by vigilance and threat-monitoring that it would leave less room for music, art, or comedy. Taken to their extreme, societies that are focused exclusively on law and order would certainly lack play and experimentation—ultimately slowing the kinds of innovations that contribute to cultural enrichment and economic growth.


The Limits of Satire and the Dangers of Outrage

The proposition that the aesthetics of the left and the right stem from psychological predispositions is an argument about people’s natural tendencies—their innate inclinations. However, the increased popularity of the genres of satire and outrage—the fact that they are no longer relegated to dark smoky comedy clubs or the far end of a radio dial—is what happens when media executives capitalize on these psychological predispositions in a splintered media environment. With journalism decimated by profit motives, trust in institutions at historic lows, and political polarization at its peak, satire and outrage have become viable vehicles for political information. Media executives and political strategists, having come to understand the unique ways the left and the right orient to the world, have made it their goal to use this knowledge to create messages and content that serve their political and financial interests. In the process, they push the nation’s citizens farther apart. This is the heart of the business model that creates enormous profit for 21st Century Fox through programming at Fox News (and to a lesser extent for Comcast through its programming at MSNBC). It is also how Russian intelligence tried to exploit Americans’ ideological divisions in their effort to undermine America’s democracy in the 2016 election.1 By persuading Americans on both the left and the right to frame their differences as fatal flaws of the opposing side rather than necessary features of a cohesive system, these entities and others seek to destabilize American society in an effort to obtain power and financial reward.

Yet the potential for outrage and satire to be strategically employed for such political and financial gains is not symmetrical. Politicians, political parties, and political strategists might want to use both of these genres as attack dogs that they can sic on enemies or trespassers. But because satire requires staying in the state of play, downplaying its own moral certainty and issuing judgments through implication rather than proclamation, political elites’ ability to harness satire and use it to their own ends is by definition compromised. I would contend that satire is far more difficult than outrage to exploit for attaining large-scale political influence. Argumentation through play and insinuation through irony are hard to use for political gain. Any form of organic, hybrid artistic expression with radical or political themes is intrinsically difficult to employ purposefully. It’s experimental. It’s messy. And it’s not conducive to goal-driven propaganda.

When Ellul wrote about hate as the most profitable resource of agitation propaganda,2 he certainly was not talking about ironic segments praising the humanity of the death penalty or radical performance art with antiwar themes. Ellul was talking about didactic, emotion-filled (typically hate- and anger-filled) speech. Speech that explicitly identifies out-groups and threats and that proposes specific courses of action. Speech that is cloaked in moral certainty and purports to present an unequivocal truth. Ellul described such propaganda as producing “rapid and spectacular effects” and as the preferred propaganda of elites seeking war or social upheaval. “Propaganda of agitation unleashes an explosive movement; it operates inside a crisis or actually provokes the crisis itself.”3 Satire and irony on the other hand are more akin to Ellul’s concept of “sociological propaganda,” a form of diffuse, spontaneous messaging that is not created by elites seeking to mobilize the public toward a political goal but originates organically from the culture and people themselves. Sociological propaganda operates “in reverse,” such that “existing economic, political and sociological factors progressively allow an ideology to penetrate individuals.”4 It is aimed at an entire “style of life” rather than at “opinions or one particular course of behavior.”

The underlying logic and aesthetic of outrage make it an ideal mechanism for tactical, goal-driven political mobilization. Importantly, though, it is the symbiosis between outrage and the underlying psychology of social and cultural conservatism that renders conservative outrage especially fruitful as an avenue for strategic political persuasion. It’s why it worked well for Dan Smoot and Clarence Manion with their (admittedly small) audiences in the early 1960s and why it’s working well for Limbaugh and Hannity today.

But just as it is the symbiosis between outrage and conservatism that lends itself to strategic persuasion and mobilization, the symbiosis between the aesthetic of irony and the underlying psychology of liberalism render liberal satire especially fruitful as a forum not for mobilization but for exploration and rumination. Consider one of the most critically acclaimed and influential pieces of satire of the past decade: Colbert’s 2011 creation of an actual super PAC, Americans for a Better Tomorrow, Tomorrow. As discussed in chapter 9, Colbert’s coverage of super PACs and Citizens United influenced public opinion and knowledge of the topic. But, according to Colbert, he didn’t create his super PAC with political or persuasive intentions at all. He didn’t push the limits of campaign finance in an effort to fuel activism on the issue of campaign finance reform. Rather, the whole thing came about by accident. After having mentioned a fictional super PAC at the end of a political parody on The Colbert Report, Comedy Central expressed resistance to the idea of an actual Colbert super PAC. “Are you really going to get a PAC?” a network representative asked Colbert. “Because if you actually get a PAC, that could be trouble.” To which Colbert replied: “well then, I’m definitely doing to do it.”5 And so began the largely organic and experimental process of launching and raising funds for an actual super PAC and learning about the (nearly nonexistent) limits of campaign financing. As Colbert explained, “at every stage of [the super PAC], I didn’t know what was going to happen next. It was just an act of discovery. It was purely improvisational. People would say ‘what is your plan?’ My plan is to see what I can and cannot do with it.”6

This is the essence of the liberal aesthetic: experimentation. An act of discovery. Not knowing what is going to happen next. I can see how this would be extremely frustrating to liberal political strategists. Whereas the preferred aesthetic form among conservatives is perfectly suited to elite strategic persuasion, the preferred aesthetic form among liberals is absolutely not. Satire especially, when functioning at its best, is not explicitly goal-driven but is exploratory. And it remains outside the system, not beholden to political interests or parties. Last Week Tonight’s John Oliver has even argued: “a comedian is supposed to be an outsider. He’s supposed to be outside looking in. I don’t want to be at parties in D.C. with politicians. Comedians shouldn’t be there. If you feel comfortable being in a room like that, there’s a big problem.”7

When satirists do step into the realm of organized politics or political activism, it doesn’t seem to go particularly well. In October 2010, after Stewart and Colbert hosted the Rally to Restore Sanity and/or Fear on the National Mall in Washington, DC, journalists asked them how successful they thought the rally had been. They laughed at the frame surrounding such questions. “Our currency is not this town’s [Washington, DC’s] currency,” Stewart replied. “We aren’t running for anything. We don’t have a constituency. We do television shows for people who like them.”8

Some of the most uncomfortable interactions among satirists, politicians, and the press in American politics have come at the annual White House Correspondents’ Association Dinner. When the Association invited Colbert to serve as the featured speaker in 2006, he performed in his ironic persona, “praising” then-president George W. Bush: “most of all, I believe in this president. Now, I know there are some polls out there saying that this man has a 32 percent approval rating. But guys like us, we don’t pay attention to the polls. We know that polls are just a collection of statistics that reflect what people are thinking in ‘reality.’ And reality has a well-known liberal bias.” In 2018, comedian Michelle Wolf used her speech at the dinner to invite the audience to question the integrity of White House press secretary Sarah Huckabee Sanders, saying: “I actually really like Sarah. I think she’s very resourceful. Like she burns facts, and then she uses that ash to create a perfect smoky eye. Like ‘maybe she’s born with it, maybe it’s lies.’ It’s probably lies.” In response to the backlash against Wolf’s comments, the Association’s president, Margaret Talev, issued a statement in which she said: “last night’s program was meant to offer a unifying message about our common commitment to a vigorous and free press while honoring civility, great reporting and scholarship winners, not to divide people. Unfortunately, the entertainer’s monologue was not in the spirit of the mission.”9 In an interview, the comedian, author, and former Colbert Report writer Frank Lesser described getting roped into the world of political activism in 2017. In response to White House spokesperson Kellyanne Conway suggesting that “people don’t care” about President Trump’s tax returns, Lesser tweeted: “Trump claims no one cares about his taxes. The next mass protest should be on Tax Day to prove him wrong.”10 The tweet went viral, and suddenly the Tax March was an actual event. As the author of the tweet, Lesser found himself at the center of the organizing. “This was the only time I actually got sort of involved in actual politics,” he admitted, “and I was frustrated by the experience and met some very unpleasant people.”11 “I’m thinking of making a mockumentary about the whole thing, inspired by the protest chant, called This Is What Democracy Looks Like? with a question mark at the end. It was all so very frustrating.”12

Compare these uncomfortable partnerships between satirists and the political establishment to the exceedingly comfortable partnership between conservative outrage hosts and the Trump administration. At a rally in Cape Girardeau, Missouri, on the night before the 2018 midterm elections, the conservative crowd was greeted by the familiar voice of Limbaugh. He quickly hit all the classic markers of outrage, warming up the crowd with dire talk of “risk,” “danger,” and “hanging on by a thread”: “We are a great nation at risk in a dangerous world. We are hanging by a thread. Do you realize, folks, there is nobody … who would do what Donald Trump has done—nobody who would buck the system? Who among anybody in politics, who could you have glommed onto that would have this kind of chance to make America great again?”13 Once on stage, President Trump acknowledged the support of “a few people” he described as “very special”; people who “have done an incredible job for us. They’ve been with us from the beginning. … Come on up, Sean Hannity” (photo 11.1). At the microphone before the raucous crowd, Hannity campaigned for the president’s agenda: “the one thing that has made and defined your Presidency more than anything else: Promises made. Promises kept. 4 and a half million new American jobs. 4.3 million Americans off of food stamps. 4 million Americans out of poverty. And we’re not dropping cash loads, cargo planes of cash to Iranian mullahs who chant ‘death to America.’ Mr. President, thank you.”14
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photo 11.1 Presidential candidate Donald Trump and Sean Hannity at the Conservative Political Action Conference, National Harbor, Maryland, February 27, 2015. Photo courtesy of Gage Skidmore via Wikimedia Commons.
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CNN agrees: “Trump World and WH
sources dancing in end zone: Trump wins
again...Schumer and Dems
caved...gambled and lost.” Thank you for
your honesty Jim!
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