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Abstract

Regeneration Through Laughter critically examines narratives about the power of US
comedy to act as an antidote to the nation’s political problems. The project explores how
post-9/11 film and television comedy develops a comedic utopianism, rooted in the
notion of a distinctly national comedic spirit, which is then positioned as a tool to respond
to major contemporary political issues, such as the degradation of democratic discourse,
national polarization, and the War on Terror. Reading this comedic utopianism alongside
political theory, national fantasy discourse, and scholarly commentary on US humor, this
work evaluates the political efficacy of comedy in forwarding a vision for redeemed US
nationhood. The analysis of comedic utopianism’s efficacy centers on the relationship
between culture and politics, as this utopianism recasts political problems in culturalist
terms and appeals to cultural forces (i.e., the aesthetic, the affective, civil society) to
propose solutions to these problems. Regeneration Through Laughter argues that the
culturalization of political problems ultimately undercuts comedic utopianism’s political
potential by producing a bind in which the activation of cultural energies is only possible

at the expense of depoliticizing the social issues this utopianism hoped to address.
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1. Introduction

This dissertation offers a critical examination of the American comedic national
fantasy, a structure of thought which positions the nation’s comedic energies as the ideal
vehicle for realizing a utopian vision of what the United States (US) could be. My aim in
this study is to attend to the utopian possibilities engendered by the national comedic
fantasy’s appeal to a “better” US, while at the same time recognizing the inherent
limitations of cultivating a political alternative within the horizon of national thought. On
the one hand, the American comedic national fantasy offers a program for a more benign
and enlightened country; on the other, this fantasy frequently reproduces and entrenches
the “bad” forms of nationalism it seeks to counteract. This project asks to what extent a
purportedly left-wing, redemptive nationalism can transcend those negative trappings.
My focus in this dissertation is on examples of US political comedy from 9/11 to the
present. | explore how these works employ structures of the comedic national fantasy to
engage with contemporary political issues, such as the degradation of democratic
discourse, national polarization, and the shifting role of the US in global politics.

The notion of culture, particularly a distinct national culture, is key to both the
utopian potential and reificatory limits of the American comedic national fantasy. The
national comedic fantasy proposes solutions to US political problems by appealing to the
nation’s vital cultural and social energies, which it sees as encapsulated by the distinctive
US national sense of humor. Within the logic of this structure of thought, the nation’s

political issues can be addressed by cultivating the right kind of culturalist ethos or



sensibility, whether through aesthetic attunement to the nation’s core principles, building
a common democratic feeling through laughter, or softening aggressive foreign policy by
reconnecting with the gentle side of US humor. In constructing these culturalist responses
to national political issues, the comedic fantasy frequently relies on the notion of a reified
“true” national cultural essence in the form of the US comedic spirit. Through appealing
to this “true” spirit, the comedic fantasy makes a case for how what the US really
represents is the kind and creative idealism embodied in the nation’s humor.

However, depending on such an essentialist notion of national identity and
national character undercuts the American comedic national fantasy’s alternative political
imaginary. While this structure of thought mobilizes the potent energies of culture—
collective aesthetic, affective, and social investments—for its political project, these
energies are frequently reinscribed within a reactionary logic of essentialist identity,
which, in turn, limits the radical political power of culture. My study tracks this interplay
between the activation of culture’s political power through US humor and its recapture
within the reactionary logic of essentialist nationalism. Ultimately, | argue that a reliance
on an essentialist view of (national) culture forecloses the political potential of the
American comedic national fantasy, confining it within the logic of the very forms of
reactionary nationalism it sought to escape.

This work, then, is primarily a study of the role of culture in US national fantasy
thought—what avenues it opens, what limits it runs up against, and what pitfalls it

unexpectedly leads to. This dissertation focuses on US comedy and the comedic national



fantasy as a privileged site for this inquiry, because of the strong historic connection
between the American comedic national fantasy (through the notion of a national sense of
humor) and appeals to a unique national culture or national character. While works of
comedy thus serve as the vehicle for this analysis, my primary argument is about the
interplay between culture and the cultivation of political alternatives within the
framework of US national fantasy thought.

In one sense, then, this work is an experiment in thinking through the often-
surprising logical implications of trying to cultivate a gentle, benign, and optimistic
nationalism, that is, a nationalism cleansed of the dark inheritances of racism,
xenophobia, and exceptionalism. The history of US fantasy thought is rife with these dark
inheritances, inheritances that, some argue, cannot be so easily discarded. In the seminal
Regeneration through Violence: The Mythology of the American Frontier, 1600-1860
(1973), Richard Slotkin makes just such a point about the indelible stains of the US past.
Exploring the history of the frontier myth, from its origins in the colonial era through to
its influence on modern US society, Slotkin argues that the central tenets of US national
fantasy are ultimately rooted in violence and destruction, a legacy that aspirations to
peaceful progress cannot simply wash away. As Slotkin puts it,

The first colonists saw in America an opportunity to regenerate their fortunes,
their spirits, and the power of their church and nation; but the means to that
regeneration ultimately became the means of violence, and the myth of
regeneration through violence became the structuring metaphor of the American
experience (5).



For Slotkin, the characteristic US emphasis on the new and the creative has its logical
counterpart in the violent destruction of what came before. Progress, in this argument,
comes at a steep price. Whatever lofty ideals the nation’s promoters may have had for it,
those ideals could never be separated from the legacy of violence that defined US
colonialism and early nationhood. Slotkin thus argues that despite attempts by
Enlightenment thinkers and founding fathers to “manufacture” a benevolent myth of US
nationhood, “the founding fathers [of US mythogenesis] were not those eighteenth-
century gentlemen who composed a nation at Philadelphia. Rather, they were those
who...tore violently a nation from the implacable and opulent wilderness” (4). For
Slotkin, this violence and this violent thinking are thus an indelible part of the US
founding legacy, and they remain influential in shaping how the nation understands itself
today.

In referencing Slotkin’s work through its own title, Regeneration through
Laughter highlights how the American comedic national fantasy represents an alternative
to Slotkin’s history. The objects under study in this work present a different vision of
regeneration, one without destruction or degradation: a vision of folk philosophers,
charming characters, and common-sense people who solve their problems with words and
wit rather than with force. In this way, the comedic fantasy serves as a mythic antidote to
the nation’s dark history, putting a lighter spin on national identity. While figures such as
Slotkin insist on the necessity of reckoning with the nation’s violent past, the American

comedic national fantasy instead emphasizes the nation’s positive energies, offering a



high-minded program for national well-being rooted in the gentle and affirming energy of
laughter.

While, in part, this work’s title thus marks a contrast against and distinction from
Slotkin’s history of frontier violence, the shared structure of these titles is also intended
to draw attention to the uncomfortable proximity between the mythopoetic structures of
Slotkin’s history and the twenty-first-century American comedic national fantasy. As |
will show, when it comes to utopian comedic nationalism, Slotkin is right to assert that
the history of violence that constitute US nationhood cannot be so easily forgotten.
Despite comedy’s best efforts to develop a benign national vision, exceptionalist and
essentialist thought frequently creep back in, ultimately compromising the comedic
fantasy’s hope for national redemption. The “regeneration” of this work is thus poised
between the notion of a productive renewal—an optimistic movement away from the
failings of the past—and the notion of a violent and regressive repetition—a deeper

entrenchment in the harmful structures of US history.

1.1 Scope and Method

This project studies works of US political comedy in film and television media
from 9/11 to 2020. Specifically, I focus on works of comedy that appeal to national
identity—particularly the idea of a distinctly US style of humor—and other nationalist
structures of thought in their engagement with major political issues in the contemporary

US, ranging from foreign affairs to national cohesion and to the state of democratic



discourse. My analysis of these aesthetic objects centers on their use of nationalist
concepts, comedic and otherwise, in how they conceive of these political issues and in
how they imagine political alternatives to help the nation overcome these problems. This
work takes the 9/11 terror attacks as its periodizing marker, because (as will be discussed
below) these attacks bring about a sea change in national fantasy, one in which comedic
optimism is frequently mobilized as an antidote to national fear, paranoia, and pessimism.

While my objects of study are all works of comedy, my analysis is not concerned
with the mechanics of comedy per se (e.g, the conventions of comedic genres, the history
of specific comedic modes, theoretical discussions about the ontological status of
laughter and the comedic); rather, my research focuses on the work that the idea of a
distinctly US style of humor and all its trappings perform in the context of a twenty-first-
century national fantasy discourse. The ultimate aim of this study is to shed light on that
discourse through a case study in comedic US optimism. The gambit of this dissertation
is that a careful examination of the American comedic national fantasy will reveal
something essential about efforts to formulate a benign and optimistic US nationalism
more broadly.

As alluded to above, I argue that this essential insight into US fantasy has to do
with how comedy makes explicit the ways that (even benign) nationalism enacts a
culturalization of key political issues. By culturalization, I mean the process by which
comedy reconceives political issues as extra-state and extra-market matters encompassing

aesthetic, affective, signifying, and imaginative ways of being. In tracking the impacts of



this culturalization on national fantasy thought and on the utopian potential/limits of the
comedic national fantasy, I apply Stuart Hall’s method for reading the political valences
of popular culture in terms of “the double movement of containment and resistance”
(“Notes” 348). Hall describes how, in this double movement,

there is a continuous and necessarily uneven and unequal struggle, by the
dominant culture, constantly to disorganize and reorganize popular culture; to
enclose and confine its definitions and forms within a more inclusive range of
dominant forms. There are points of resistance; there are also moments of
supersession (354).

For Hall, then, popular culture contains numerous efforts to imagine new political
possibilities and to escape the controlling logic of dominant social forces. At the same
time, however, dominant culture works (actively and passively) to neutralize the radical
potential of popular culture, recuperating it and rechanneling its energies within existing
social structures.

Mapped onto the American comedic fantasy, this dialectic hermeneutic can
function as a means for understanding the interplay between, on the one hand, comedy’s
efforts to create a new utopian nationalism and to present radical political alternatives
(resistance) and, on the other, the accidental re-inscription of older, unsavory national
forms and the recapture of comedic utopianism within dominant forms of nationalist
thought (containment). In this way, the containment-resistance dialectic serves as a tool
for evaluating how far the American comedic national fantasy can or cannot succeed in
preserving its utopian promises in the face of the crushing weight of the nation’s dark

national inheritances.



Throughout this dissertation, I use the abbreviation “US” to refer to phenomena
(political events, aesthetic objects, national tropes etc.) pertaining to the United States of
America to avoid the conflation of one nation with the whole of the Americas and the
subsequent subsumption of Latin America under the sign of the US.! The sole exception
to this practice is my use of the common shorthand “American” to refer to the comedic
national fantasy. | refer to this fantasy as “American,” first, to reflect the usage of
comedy practitioners and commentators (for whom the national style of humor is
decidedly “American”) and, second, to highlight how the comedic fantasy still bears the
traces of totalizing, exceptionalist, and manifest-destiny-laden tendencies in national
thought, as encapsulated in the practice of referring to a single country using the
universal name “America.” In other words, I call this fantasy “American” because it
carries with it the uncomfortable baggage and complicated history tied to the use of that

term.

1.2 On US National Fantasy

The works of comedy this project studies are all deeply concerned with the
identity of the US: what the country stands for, how to preserve its ideals in the face of
political upheaval, and—most importantly—how to protect its comedic spirit. For

example, Sarah Silverman’s series | love you, America (2017-2018) tries to understand

1 See José Marti’s Our America (1977).



how the country became so torn by polarizing interpretations of US ideals, while also
working to foster a sense of shared civic commitment through the bonding power of
comedy. In another instance, The Men Who Stare at Goats (2009) offers a lament on the
military aggression and unthinking exceptionalism that, for the film, characterized the
Bush years, while also presenting an alternative vision of the US rooted in the sense of
humor and optimism embodied by the lost hippie ideals of the 60s.

Through their engagement with questions about the meaning of the US and its
defining principles and values, these works are concerned with what Laurent Berlant calls
national fantasy. Berlant defines this term as “the images, narratives, monuments, and
sites that circulate through personal/collective consciousness” (Anatomy 5). National
fantasy, therefore, represents the shared images and narrative structures by which citizens
make sense of political events and understand their position within the nation as a whole.
Berlant notes that the concept of national fantasy is designed to recognize that “national
subjects already share not just a history, or a political allegiance, but a set of forms and
the affect that makes these forms meaningful” (4). In other words, US national fantasy is
rooted in the political and historical forms of the nation but is not reducible to these
forms. These fantasy structures are just as important as civic institutions in how one
understands one’s role as a citizen and one’s place in the collective. National fantasy,
particularly in its comedic mode, is the language through which the works of comedy

under study here make sense of contemporary political issues, and it is also the language



through which they imagine solutions to these political problems and formulate new
alternatives.

In studying post-9/11 comedy’s engagement with national fantasy, this
dissertation makes an important contribution to scholarship on this fantasy structure by
(1) applying a critical (post-New Americanist) lens to the contemporary comedic national
fantasy, (2) shedding light on the relationship between culture and politics in the broad
terrain of national fantasy through a case study in US comedy, and (3) unpacking what
effects the inheritances of older iterations of the American comedic national fantasy have
on contemporary comedy’s political utopian project.

While humor and comedic fantasy were favorite topics of early scholarship on
national fantasy, contemporary work on national fantasy has not given national comedy
its due weight. In the early years of American studies, writers in what came to be known
as the Myth and Symbol School traced the lineages of dominant US tropes such as the
frontier myth, the ideal of rugged individualism, and the nation’s egalitarian democratic
character as a means of celebrating the nation’s cultural inheritance. While these works
sometimes alluded to troubling dimensions of US history, they did so in a way that
highlighted the allure and the intrigue of these mysteries, contributing to the nation’s
grand mystique rather than seriously challenging the troubled foundation of US identity.>

As will be discussed in greater detail in the section on the American comedic national

2 See, for example, Henry Nash Smith’s Virgin Land: The American West as Symbol and Myth (1950) and Leo Marx’s
The Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in America (1964).
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fantasy below, many scholars in the early years of American studies (some even before
the consolidation of the field) studied folk humor and joking traditions, seeing humor as
the encapsulation of a national ethos. These studies tended to celebrate US comedy for
developing a distinctive national sense of humor or vernacular style, representing the
virtues of the nation in a comedic attitude.

In recent decades, however, this celebratory perspective on national fantasy has
been supplanted by a more critical and more measured approach. Following in the
aftermath of the Civil Rights movement, anti-Vietnam protests, and other social
movements, scholars in the New Americanist movement began to challenge the dominant
celebratory paradigm for understanding the nation’s fantasy structures. Questioning the
unspoken colonial and racist violence that underpinned these unproblematized fantasies
of US identity, scholars in this movement turned their attention to what these fantasies
left out and how these modes of thinking perpetuated racist ideology, exceptionalist
imperialist rhetoric, and other forms of state violence.? If the Myth and Symbol School’s
writings were a celebration of US national ideals, the New Americanists’ text were

instead a sober recounting of the harm that older jingoistic ways of thinking continued to

3 New Americanism aimed at a conscious disidentification from the state, while also attempting to connect the academy
with the social and political mass movements within the nation. As Donald Pease writes, New Americanists act “as
liaisons between cultural and public realms, they are at once within the field but external to it. Moreover, as
representatives of subjects excluded from the field-Imaginary by the previous political unconscious, New Americanists
have a responsibility to make these absent subjects representable in their field’s past and present” (“Americanists” 31).

11



inflict, a recounting that aimed at connecting the field with social movements and truly
reckoning with the nation’s violent founding.*

While New Americanist texts have critically interrogated or reoriented many
aspects of national fantasy thinking, there has been no major study applying this critical
lens to contemporary iterations of the comedic national fantasy (in spite of the focus on
the comedic in early American studies writings).> In fact, much of the current scholarship
connecting comedy and national ideals (which is often situated in media studies or
communication fields) continues to employ a celebratory style reminiscent of the Myth
and Symbol school, while also positioning comedy as the inheritor and protector of what
it means to be “American.”® This dissertation thus fills a gap in the literature on US
national fantasy by applying a critical lens, in the style of the New Americanists, to the
American comedic national fantasy, questioning assumptions about the utopian power of

an optimistic national comedic style.

1.3 Culture and Politics in National Fantasy and Beyond
In addressing this gap in national fantasy scholarship, my dissertation focuses on

comedic fantasy as a site through which to understand how employing the framework of

4 See, for example, Howard Zinn’s 4 People’s History of the United States (1980) and Donald Pease’s The New
American Exceptionalism (2009).

5 There has been some recent critical engagement with historical comedic examples, such as Amy Kaplan’s
engagement with Twain in The Anarchy of Empire (2002) and Jim Zwick’s Mark Twain’s Weapons of Satire (1992).
However, this same critical eye has not been applied to contemporary comedy.

¢ For an exploration of this trend in comedy scholarship, see the analysis of the post-9/11 era in the “The American
Comedic National Fantasy: A Brief History” section below.
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a distinct national culture impacts contemporary modes of conceiving political action. As
previously stated, the comedic fantasy’s special status in the broader terrain of national
fantasy lies in its capacity as a privileged site for thinking the relationship of culture and
politics, particularly the (depoliticizing) culturalization of political concerns. This
culturalization frequently occurs through comedy’s appeals to the US comedic spirit,
which functions as a synecdoche for the nation’s culture as a whole, as a means of
solving political problems. For example, in The Interview (2014) Dave Skylark’s
unflappable (if sometimes naive and buffoonish) comedic spirit works to humiliate Kim
Jong-Un and unsettle his regime by defeating Kim in a comedic battle of wits, achieving
a cultural shift more meaningful than diplomatic negotiation or regime change by altering
the way that the citizens of North Korea see their leader.

While comedic fantasy thus has a privileged relationship to the culture-politics
problem, the question of culturalization in US national fantasy is also more broadly
significant because of the long history of national thought that frames the virtues of US
politics and national identity as essentially cultural (i.e., social, aesthetic, or affective)
matters. In his famous revolutionary pamphlet “Common Sense” (1776), Thomas Paine
begins from the argument that “Society in every state is a blessing, but Government, even
in its best state, is but a necessary evil” (1). This framing presents the virtues of the proto-
US nation-state as essentially cultural, residing in the US’s extra-political social
organizations rather than in the domain of formal politics, as politics, on this view, can

only restrict the energies of that society. Nicole Eustace similarly argues that the US
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revolution was marked by a recuperation of emotional (cultural) forces, which went from
being seen as abject hindrances to becoming a positive force to be martialed in the
political logic of the infant US (qtd. in Reber 11).” More recently, Jimmy Carter’s
“Malaise Speech” (1979), emphasized the “rebirth of the American spirit” as the most
important political project of the time, more so than any specific policy initiative,
national crisis, or institutional change, thus positioning national spirit at the center of US
politics (Carter). In studying national comedic fantasy as a privileged site for
understanding the tradition of US thought which casts political virtue in antipolitical
culturalist terms, I thus aim to shed light on how the influences of this tradition impact
contemporary national fantasy thinking.

Beyond the long history of the culturalizing tradition, the framing of US politics
and national identity as essentially cultural issues has further intensified in recent decades
with the rise of neoliberalism, making this study especially relevant in the contemporary
moment. Lauren Berlant describes a shift in US politics in which citizenship and the
public sphere have come to be redefined in terms of national feeling and familial
intimacy. In Berlant’s own words, “During the rise of the Reaganite right, a familial
politics of the national future came to define the urgencies of the present” (Queen 1). For
Berlant, the defining characteristic of this shift was “the process of collapsing the

political and the personal into a world of public intimacy” (1). If in the prior political

7 Nicole Eustace argues that the US Revolution “was underwritten by a gradual but decisive shift in the discursive
status of emotion: from being socially abject—associated with the uncouth masses—emotion was vindicated as a
universal aspect of the human condition” (qtd. fin Reber 11).
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configuration, the private and the political, the familial and the social, were seen as two
separate, if deeply connected, spheres of life, in the contemporary US these two domains
have collapsed into what Berlant dubs the “intimate public sphere,” a space in which the
nation-state is reimagined in terms of familial belonging and aspects of intimate life
become defining political issues (4). This regime of intimate familial politics produces a
paradoxical form of identification with the nation-state, in which one expresses fidelity to
the nation by means of a disavowal of government:

The patriotic intensity of the Reaganite right works against identification with
government itself, especially in its federal incarnation. It makes citizenship into a
category of feeling irrelevant to practices of hegemony or sociality in everyday
life. We might call this antipolitical politics ‘national sentimentality’: it is
sentimental because it is a politics that abjures politics, made on behalf of a
private life protected from the harsh realities of power (11).

The developments described by Berlant represent an intensification of the culturalization
of politics in which the personal, the emotional, and the intimate become the dominant
language of social belonging, supplanting traditional categories of citizenship. This shift
also intensifies the disidentification from the state and policy makers, as the true locus of
political action is increasingly seen to be elsewhere.

The perspective of post-9/11 US national fantasy comedy, in which politics is
seen culturally and culture itself becomes a potent political force, is thus part of a larger
trend in US popular culture and national imaginative life. My project builds on Berlant’s
research in this area by exploring a left-liberal iteration of this national sentimentality

trend. If the dominant form of the politics of intimacy is conservative, in contemporary
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political comedy one finds an attempt to formulate a more benign form of this intimate
politics from an opposing—that is, liberal—vantage point. This liberal approach to
comedy is still subject to the dominant forces of Reaganite sentimentality, but it also tries
to channel this new sentimentality for a positive political project. My work aims to shed
greater light on this national-sentimental turn by attending to both the possibilities and
limitations of trying to repurpose this sentimental modality for a liberatory political
project.

The increasing culturalization and sentimentalization of political life is not
confined to a US national fantasy context, however. This shift is part of a larger sea
change in the late-twentieth and early-twenty-first centuries, in which the political has
come to be seen increasingly in culturalist terms. The context of this sea change is
important for understanding both how national fantasy comedy aims to use these cultural
energies for utopian ends and how the reduction of politics to the culture can be
ultimately damaging for such a utopian project. In turn, through its own focus on how
post-9/11 comedy mobilizes culturalist energies for political ends, my work also hopes to
unpack the broader significance of the shifting relationship between culture and politics
in the contemporary moment for national fantasy.

In the late twentieth century, culture took on a central role in political action and
political thought. Fredric Jameson elaborates on the centrality of culture to contemporary
society, describing how the late twentieth century saw “a prodigious expansion of culture

throughout the social realm, to the point at which everything in our social life—from
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economic value and state power to practices and to the very structure can be said to have
become ‘cultural’” (48). In this era, culture thus becomes an element of all aspects of
social life. This shift in the social function of culture was also reflected in trends in social
and political thought. In what has come to be called the cultural turn, scholars
increasingly turned their attention to the cultural—that is, significatory, discursive, and
expressive —dimensions of all social and political practices. In a seminal essay of the
cultural turn, Stuart Hall argues that “all social action is ‘cultural,’...all social practices
express or communicate a meaning and, in that sense, are ‘signifying practices.’”
(“Centrality” 316) Hall ultimately suggests that, in the contemporary moment, “struggles
over power increasingly take a symbolic and discursive rather than simply a physical and
compulsive form, and that politics itself increasingly assumes the form of a ‘cultural
politics.” (321) If, as Hall and Jameson suggest, social life is becoming increasingly
culturalized, then political battles will also necessarily take on a cultural character.

For this reason, scholars of the cultural turn suggest, it is essential to focus on the
cultural dimension of the social terrain in order to understand the current constellation of
political struggles. In an essay arguing for the importance of the cultural turn for social
and political thought, sociologist Kate Nash makes just such a claim:

The focus of political sociology should no longer be, as it has been traditionally,
the relations between state and society. As a consequence of the ‘cultural turn’, all
social life must be seen as potentially political where politics is the contestation of
relations of power (77).
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For Nash, the discoveries of the cultural turn entail an ethical imperative to attend to the
cultural dimensions of everyday life as part of a liberatory project. In this view, then,
culture thus becomes a necessary dimension of any radical politics.

This emphasis on culture as a powerful political force was also taken up in
emerging (post-national) trends in American studies at the turn of the millennium, as
scholars saw culture as a site for fashioning new modes of resistance and imagining
alternative political rationalities. Lisa Lowe and David Lloyd’s anthology The Politics of
Culture in the Shadow of Capital (1997) encapsulates this movement. The anthology
serves as a manifesto for this new turn towards thinking political action in the age of
globalization through the lens of culture, and it collects the perspectives of myriad
important intellectual figures in helping to formulate this new approach.

In the introduction to this anthology, the authors lay out the organizing principle
of their collection, namely, an investigation of the political function of culture in the age
of globalization:

We suggest that ‘culture’ obtains a “political’ force when a cultural formation
comes into contradiction with economic or political logics that try to refunction it
for exploitation or domination. Rather than adopting the understanding of culture
as one sphere in a set of differentiated spheres and practices, we discuss ‘culture’
as a terrain in which politics, culture, and the economic form an inseparable
dynamic (Lowe and Lloyd 1).

In Lowe and Lloyd’s reading, culture becomes a stand-in for the social totality. All
aspects of society are imbricated and interwoven as part of one unified undifferentiable

whole, including what one would have previously understood as the domain of culture.
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For Lowe and Lloyd, it is not simply that culture spreads into other domains of society
(as Jameson would suggest); rather that society itself can no longer be thought in terms of

99 ¢

separate and autonomous spheres. Terms like “economics,” “politics,” and “spheres of
life” are used in Lowe and Lloyd’s work under erasure. The authors adopt this older
framework in order to explain their perspective in a recognizable way, but they do so
only in order to demonstrate the obsolescence of this mode of thinking. They argue
against a framework of differentiated domains, suggesting instead a new schema based
on a single and inseparable terrain of society where all social aspects intermingle and
impact each other. For the authors, culture is the site of the mixing of these previously
separate and distinct domains.

For Lowe and Lloyd, the collapsing of all social relations onto a single terrain of
culture thus enables the invention of new modes of being and methods of resistance.
They describe how the collision between the political-economic and the cultural leads to
“alternative rationalities,” as the “difference and incommensurability” of these previously
autonomous domains now forced together produces spaces “for alternative practices,
alternative public spheres, unofficial countercultures, and the remaking of official civil
society and its divisions” (6-7). In this reading, the new cultural terrain of society
becomes the basis for a reimagined political project. The energies of culture work to undo
social hierarchies and artificial binaries in order to create new possibilities through the
mixing of previously separated social material. In readings such as Lowe and Lloyd’s,

culture thus becomes the potent political force par excellence. The more “cultural” a
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given social phenomenon, the more it possesses the capacity to resist existing structures
of domination and the greater its potential for creating new alternatives. In the strongest
version of this argument, culture itself becomes synonymous with radical, liberatory
politics.

Contemporary works of comedy aim to channel the radical potential of cultural
forces, as outlined by the above theorists, to help address the political problems facing the
nation: The Colbert Report (2005-2014) enacts a training in aesthetic attunement to
restore a balance between passion and reason in the nation’s democratic discourse, Sarah
Silverman sees the cultivation of a common comedic feeling as the key to building
national cohesion, and The Men Who Stare at Goats sees the US comedic spirit as a salve
against the nation’s aggressive militarism. However, as this dissertation will show, the
potential of these cultural-comedic energies is often undercut or compromised in practice.
While culture can function as a powerful political force, an overemphasis on the cultural
can equally have a depoliticizing, or even reactionary, effect.

Even as the majority of scholarship on the increasing importance of culture to
social and political life emphasizes the positive potential of this shift, there is also a wave
of scholarship that critically interrogates the limitations of a political paradigm rooted in
culture and feeling. Cultural theorist Patricia Stuelke questions the claim that an emphasis
on cultural aspects, such as the aesthetic and the affective, is necessarily liberatory. Her
work explores the limitations of a paradigm in which “feeling-as-practice” becomes the

dominant mode of political action (Stuelke 9). Criticizing theoretical and practical
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approaches that place a premium on feeling and experience, she demonstrates how “such
aesthetic and interpretive contestations eventually manifested mistaken equations of
reparative feeling with collective liberation” (4). Under this paradigm, the notion of good
feeling and aesthetic experience becomes an ersatz substitute for real political action or
structural change.®

While work like Stuelke’s focuses on the limits of a left-wing approach to politics
through culture, the majority of scholarship wary of the culturalization of politics focuses
on right-wing iterations of this cultural shift. Stuart Hall, one of the key figures of the
cultural turn, was himself cautious of how the increasing culturalization of society could
produce a right-wing culturalist backlash:

the growth of Christian fundamentalism in the US, of Islamic fundamentalism in
parts of the Middle East...and cultural nationalism in the form of reassertions of
heritage and tradition, though all very different in their detail and particulars, can
be seen, in another sense, as conservative cultural responses, part of the retreat
from the dissemination of cultural diversity by the forces of cultural globalisation.
All these factors, then, qualify and complicate any simplistic, purely celebratory
response to cultural globalisation as the dominant form of cultural change in the
foreseeable future (“Centrality” 320).

As left-wing thinkers and movements seize on the potential of culture for liberatory

political ends, many right-wing movements move to limit the destabilizing power of

8 Much of Stuelke’s analysis focuses on what has come to be called the reparative turn, a scholarly orientation
originating with Eve Sedgwick, who argued for a focus on the pleasure, positive experience, and imaginative
experience of reading against what she saw as the “willingness to dismiss pleasure, beauty, and the comfort of
“amelioration.”” (Stuelke 5) Stuelke is also concerned with how this mode of engagement extends beyond scholarly
practice to define the political horizon of activist movement and shape how these movements interact with (state and
academic) institutions.
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these new cultural forces to preserve existing social arrangements and structures of
power. These reactionary movements are why, for Hall, the increasing culturalization of
politics cannot be seen as purely positive.

Other scholarship on right-wing responses to the culturalization of politics focuses
on the co-optation of the political forces of culture for reactionary ends. Such work
examines how the right-wing employs a culturalist logic to hollow out the political and to
recast social issues in terms of reified natural relations or substantialist cultural essences.
Lauren Berlant’s discussion of neoliberal familial antipolitics explored above is one
example of a critique of the right-wing reduction of politics to culture, in which
citizenship and US political institutions are recast in terms of intimate and sentimental
familial belonging (rather than active civic engagement). Melinda Cooper makes a
similar point about the familialization of politics, reflecting on how arguments about
“natural” family structures are used to justify dismantling the welfare state, with claims
that individuals should be supported through the reified-as-natural structure of “private
family responsibility” rather than by social programs (21). By appealing to supposedly
apolitical and timeless cultural structures such as the family, conservative movements
thus aim to neutralize political opposition by framing their vision of the political order as
the natural one, with any alternative consequently framed as an unnatural aberration.

Beyond the reification of nuclear familial structures, the “there is no alternative”
logic of contemporary capitalism (Fisher 8), in which a different economic and political

system becomes inconceivable, in tandem with “end of history” arguments about the
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hypothesized permanent stability of so-called liberal capitalist democracies, also lead to a
foreclosing of politics in which all social antagonism comes to be understood in cultural-
essentialist terms (Fukuyama 136). If capitalist economies, liberal-democratic
governments, nuclear family relations etc. are presented as the only political option
available (or the only “logical” one), any opposition against these social structures must
be figured in non-political terms. In other words, those who challenge these structures are
presented not as having a legitimate grievance or interest in opposition but instead are
painted as pathological, driven by some external, apolitical factor.

The logical endpoint of this way of thinking is Samuel Huntington’s clash-of-
civilizations argument, which suggests that all major conflicts in the twenty-first century
are a result not of political or social disagreement but instead arise from the clash
between incompatible and ultimately immutable civilizational essences. Huntington
writes that:

It is my hypothesis that the fundamental source of conflict in this new world will
not be primarily ideological or primarily economic. The great divisions among
humankind and the dominating source conflict will be cultural. Nation states will
remain the most powerful actors in world affairs, but the principal conflicts of
global politics will occur between nations and groups of different civilizations.
The clash of civilizations will dominate global politics (Huntington 22).

Writing after the fall of the Soviet Union, Huntington asserts that the major ideological
and national battles of the twentieth century have been more or less settled. National
boundaries have been firmly set, and liberal capitalism has established itself as the only

dominant world ideology. Against this supposed backdrop of unanimity, any strife must
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arise out of deep-rooted civilizational and cultural differences. Although Huntington
never states this clearly, what this argument implies is that any protest against a US-led
unipolar capitalist world system is necessarily unpolitical, motivated not by a legitimate
political grievance but instead the result of an immutable civilizational essence. In
practice, this logic becomes a convenient means of writing off any dissent against the
status quo, especially from the global south or from racialized minorities, as merely
“cultural” rather than legitimately political.

While culture can function as a powerful force for liberatory politics, there is also
the danger that the culturalization of politics can lead to the neutering of opposition
through the naturalization of the status quo. This project investigates how, in its focus on
national culture, the comedic national fantasy is poised between the opposing valences of
culture in twenty-first century: culture as liberatory political force vs culture as hollowing
out of the political and reification of the current social structure. While the American
comedic national fantasy is able to mobilize much of the positive political potential of
culture discussed above, I argue that this structure of thought’s reliance on reified notions
of cultural essence ultimately hampers its political ambitions and leads it back to some of
the “bad” forms of nationalism (jingoism, exceptionalism, xenophobia etc.) it tries to

escape.
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1.4 The American Comedic National Fantasy: A Brief History

In tracing the potential and the limitations of the contemporary American comedic
fantasy’s efforts to imagine a political utopian alternative within the national horizon, my
analysis often explores how post-9/11 comedy’s approach to political issues is rooted in
longstanding tropes of national thought, comedic and otherwise. Colbert’s satirical
persona channels the rapier wit of Benjamin Franklin’s pseudonymous satirical writings,
while Dave Skylark of The Interview and Lyn Cassidy of Goats encapsulate the common-
sense, folksy comedic sensibility of a Mark Twain character. Paying close attention to
these inherited tropes helps reveal some of the lingering beliefs that are unwittingly
smuggled into contemporary comedic fantasy, showing how older, ostensibly disavowed
structures of thought are still operative in contemporary comedic optimism. As
background for the analysis of contemporary comedy in the body of the dissertation, this
section lays out the broad history of the American comedic national fantasy, focusing on
comedy and humor scholarship from the 1920s to the present. In so doing, this section
aims to demonstrate what is unique about the contemporary formulation of this fantasy,
while also showing how a belief in comedy’s power to redeem the nation by channeling
the energies of national culture continues to impact contemporary comedy.

Throughout the nation’s history, US humor and its practitioners have been major
features of US culture, and they have frequently been the focus of studies that aimed to
map major trends in the thinking of that culture. While each era of cultural production

and scholarship emphasizes a different aspect of the comedic national fantasy, there is
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nonetheless a common thread uniting them all that asserts, first, that US humor embodies
the nation’s ideals, representing the best that the country has to offer, and, second, that
this comedy—often as a synecdoche for US culture—can serve as an antidote to
whatever degradation or corruption is afflicting the nation and perverting its ideals. This
belief in the efficacy of US comedy and the accompanying belief that comedy represents
a gentler, more benign, and subdued alternative to the excesses of the nation are constant
features in the history of the American comedic fantasy.

In the early days of proto-American studies, as various disparate studies and
individual projects began to coalesce into a nascent discipline, many scholars turned their
attention to US humor and comedic tales as a means of understanding the “national
character.” Walter Blair’s Native American Humor (1800-1900) (1937) focuses on what
he considers distinctly US humor, that is, “humor which is American in that it has an
emphatic ‘native quality’—a quality imparted by its subject matter and its technique” (3,
original emphasis). Blair’s book traces the emergence of a distinctive US comedic
personality and style throughout the nineteenth century. For Blair this emergence is tied
to a shift in how the common man is treated, from being at first a “contemptuous”
character to eventually becoming one that is treated “‘sympathetically’ and then even
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‘admirably’” in US stories and folk tales (vii). The emergence of a distinctly US humor
is, then, the culminating achievement of an emerging national culture, a way of thinking,

being, and expression that is distinctly “American.”
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Janette Tandy’s Crackerbox Philosophers in American Humor and Satire (1925)
follows a similar thread of the emergence of a distinctly US comedic type but with a
focus on the wisdom of the common people embedded in national humor. She describes
how many US comedic tales and writings center on a “folk-hero, the homely American”
(Tandy 9):

This fellow, whether he be Yankee, or Southerner, or Jewish clothing merchant,
represents the viewpoint of the man of the people. With wise and rustic anecdotes
and deliberately cruel innuendo he interprets the provincial eccentricities of
American life and the petty corruptions of American political intrigue (ix).

For Tandy, the crackerbox philosopher is an integral part of US society, appearing again
and again in different guises and settings. This hero offers the wisdom of the commoners
on matters of political intrigue and national significance, a comedic and common
viewpoint against the sophistication of the state. In this sense, the US comedic hero has a
democratic import. The importance of the comedic “unlettered philosophers” speaks to
the importance of the people’s voice in US society, and the hero’s uncultured wisdom
speaks to the virtues of the people’s ordinary knowledge in cultivating a strong
democratic culture (xi).

In these readings, there is a strong correlation between US humor and the US
national character. A distinct US sense of humor emerges from the unique economic,
geographical, and political circumstances that shape the people of the nation. That sense
of humor, in turn, then serves as a living embodiment of the principles, ideals, and
practices that animate the life of the nation, expressing the strongest tendencies and ideas

in US culture. In her own monograph, American Humor: A Study of the National
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Character (1931), Constance Rourke offers the clearest statement of this connection
between US humor and US national identity, arguing that mapping the contours of a
distinctly US sense of humor is key to understanding the characteristic of national culture
as a whole. She writes that:

humor is one of those conceits which give form and flavor to an entire character.
In the nation, as comedy moves from a passing effervescence into the broad
stream of a common possession, its bearings become singularly wide. There is
scarcely an aspect of the American character to which humor is not related, few
which in some sense it has not governed (11).

For Rourke, one’s sense of humor represents a shared sensibility based on common
experience, including a whole series of practices and ways of thinking. Every aspect of
one’s life and the culture in which one lives has its impact on this sensibility. A sense of
humor is thus a reflection of the sum total of one’s way of life and world iew. In this way,
one’s sense of humor or comic attitude serves as a microcosmic reflection of society as a
whole. It is therefore inherent in the very nature of a sense of humor or comic spirit that it
should serve as a synecdoche for all of culture.

Like her contemporaries, Rourke also associates the qualities of US humor with
the nation’s values and ideals. Rourke’s study of humor focuses on three central types:
the Yankee, the woodsman, and the minstrel. While each of these types has its own
specific qualities and unique history, they are united by a common theme. Rourke argues
that the defining characteristic of the US comedic hero is its role as “a symbol of triumph,
of adaptability, of irrepressible life” in which “[1]Jaughter produced the illusion of leveling

obstacles” (35, 89). Here, as in Tandy, one finds an association between comedy and US
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ideals, now in the form of the US progress narrative. The US comedic hero is presented
as a tenacious and unconquerable force who is able to overcome any obstacle, becoming
better for the challenge. This focus on tenacity, optimism, and overcoming obstacles that
Rourke identifies remains a central element of the American comedic fantasy throughout
the nation’s history into the present.

The association between US humor and a distinctive national character or style
was further developed by the Myth and Symbol school of the 1950s as American studies
solidified into a recognized, institutional discipline. Leo Marx claims that the “vernacular
mode” of humor writing represents a US “national style,” and Marx often draws on
Twain’s writing as a representation of the US mythos (11). Marx and other writers of the
*50s thus continued the connection between US style humor and the national character
developed by the proto-Americanists of the ‘20s and “30s.

Overall, in the early era of writings on American comedic national fantasy,
comedy was seen as capturing something essential about the emerging national culture,
typifying and consolidating national essence in a US-style sense of humor. In this era, US
comedy was also seen as representing the best of the nation’s qualities: its optimism, its
resilience, its democratic spirit. In this way, the first iterations of the American comedic
national fantasy positioned US humor as a means of realizing the nation’s highest ideals
by channeling the energies of its distinct national culture. It is in this era that the notion of
comedy as shorthand for culture and the belief that comedy encapsulating the virtues of

the nation originated.
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In the ‘60s and ‘70s—the era of the Cold War, the Civil Rights Movement, and
countercultural movements—scholars and commentators again highlighted the
connection between comedy and the nation’s ideals, as well as comedy’s important role
in preserving national wellbeing. In this era, however, scholars identified a disjuncture
between the benign and utopian potential of “good” comedy and the deception,
corruption, and degradation of the “bad” existing state of affairs in US life. These
scholars emphasized comedy’s ability to criticize and stand apart from state policies that
strayed from common sense and harmed the nation’s citizens, attacking the nation for
failing to live up to its ideals. In this stance of critique, comedy also stood for a gentle
humanism that called for a democratic appreciation of the value of the individual,
pushing against the crushing weight of political conflicts and faceless bureaucracy. At
this moment, comedy was no longer taken as a sign of the national character as a whole
but instead as a means of connecting with the softer and idealistic principles of the US
nation against aggressive and oppressive impulses.

In the introduction to the anthology The Comic Imagination in American
Literature (1973), Louis D. Rubin Jr. lays out his theory of the “great American joke,”
which for him is the central conceit of all US comedic work:

Out of the incongruity between mundane circumstance and heroic ideal, material
fact and spiritual hunger, democratic, middle-class society and desire for cultural
definition, theory of equality and fact of social and economic inequality, the
Declaration of Independence and the Mann Act...between what men would be
and must be, as acted out in American experience, has come much pathos, no
small amount of tragedy, and also a great deal of humor...This, then, has been
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what has been called ‘the great American joke,” which comedy has explored and
imaged (9).

For Rubin, the “great American joke” lies in the incongruity between the nation’s lofty
ideals and its all-too-mundane reality. Rubin presents an extensive catalogue of all the
ways in which this incongruity arises, emphasizing the ubiquity and constant
reoccurrence of this problem. The task of US comedy, for Rubin, is to show exactly how
far the nation has fallen short of its hopes, how dire this incongruity has become. Comedy
is thus a means of revealing in the fullest image where and how the US has failed in its
idealistic ambitions. In revealing this shortcoming, comedy also paints a picture of a
nation that might have been—and that might still be. By pointing out this material-ideal
incongruity, US comedy calls for a return to ideals and principles, outlining a hope that
society might be recreated in line with those principles.

As with Rubin’s “great American joke,” in The Rise and Fall of American Humor
(1968), Jesse Bier also highlights the incongruous and contradictory nature of US humor.
Bier emphasizes the dual nature of humor as always both creative and destructive,
inventive and critical—poised “between exaltation and destruction” (32). Bier argues that
US humor is “sharp, biting, and critical, but, for all this, it is no less caring,
compassionate, and optimistic” (457). He claims that “our mordant, destructive, and even
most violent humorists are always a hairsbreadth away from love, as indeed they are also
from sentimentalism” (457). Striking this balance between the mordant and the
sentimental, between criticism and optimism, is, Bier claims, the unique quality of US

humor.
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For Bier, this duality of US humor is connected to the country’s democratic ideals
and ambitions. On his reading, humor’s critical impulse is “democratically irreverent,”
that is, it exhibits a common person’s suspicion of pieties, inherited traditions, and empty
ideals (32). As Bier writes, “Our humor criticizes all verities and cozy securities,
consistently idealized as these have been in America” (2). Whereas for Rubin, comedy
concentrated on the gap between ideal and reality, for Bier, humor works by exposing
absurdities and false ideals in US society, exposing empty rhetoric to the cold light of
comedic examination. However, this difference hides a deeper similarity, as Bier is not
opposed to ideals but merely to empty idols and hollow claims masquerading as virtue. In
his view, comedy works against these false ideals to bring out truer principles. This
destruction in service of a greater good is the key feature of comedy for Bier.

The “fall” in Bier’s title references the fact that, on his reading, postwar dark
humor represents a “nadir” in US comedy (468). While the critical impulse of comedy in
previous eras was balanced by a creative optimism, dark humor has given into aloofness
and pessimism, losing its faith in US liberalism. However, it is important to note that
Bier’s criticism is not of comedy in general. He remains fully invested in the positive
power of the comedic national fantasy to lead the nation to a virtuous future. This
criticism has only to do with really existing US comedy. For Bier, the fantasy of what
comedy can and should do remains wholly intact, and his book calls for a return to the

full potential of that comedic ideal.
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For critics of the ‘60s and °70s, US comedy becomes a means of negotiating
incongruity, specifically navigating the gap between the nation’s ideals and its realities.
From this vantage point, comedic laughter serves as a means of dealing with that
incongruity in a productive way, destroying old pieties and empty ideals and creating new
lofty ambitions to strive for. The ‘60s and ‘70s thus marked the beginning of a
disjuncture between the positive, though unrealized, potential of comedy and the sorry
state of the really existing nation. While comedy was still considered to encapsulate the
virtues of the nation, it did so as a hope or dream rather than as an actual embodiment and
reflection of the existing US.

| would argue that the inheritors of the lineage of the American comedic national
fantasy in the post-9/11 moment are those who write on political comedy or comedy
engaging with major national political issues. These writers exhibit just as strong a
commitment to the comedic national fantasy as earlier scholars, arguing that comedy
represents something distinct about the US, and, further, suggesting that this comedy
represents the highest ideals and principles of this nation. Further, a common rhetorical
practice in writing on contemporary political comedy (as with the writers of the ‘60s and
70s) is to juxtapose the “good” comedic perspective which upholds US values against
the “bad” actually existing state of affairs in US government. At this moment in the
history of the American comedic national fantasy, however, this fantasy takes on a more
overtly political (in the most traditional and narrow sense of the word) valence. While

previously comedy served as a national ideal more generally or represented a broad
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liberal humanism, here the comedic fantasy is invoked to respond to national political
concerns directly. The comedic national fantasy thus carries over many of its same tenets
and tropes but applies them to the problems of the nation-state. The writings that invoke
this fantasy also often discuss comedy’s potential in terms of news and media discourse,
as the transformations in mass media are, for these writers, inseparable from the
degradation of politics and political discourse more broadly.

Sophia McClennen and Remy Maisel’s Is Satire Saving Our Nation? (2014)
serves as a characteristic example of these trends. Focusing on satirical comedy, the
authors describe how this genre can “offer the public alternative avenues of information
and critical engagement” (McClennen and Maisel 4). McClennen and Maisel describe
how, in the aftermath of 9/11, news media and political discourse were subjected to
increasing deception, falsehoods, and empty spectacle, so that these institutions failed to
perform their democratic function of educating and informing the citizenry. Satire then
emerges as an alternative to fill this gap and uphold US democracy: “At a moment in US
history when both politics and mainstream media seem dangerously distant from reality,
the voice of reason and defense of democracy increasingly come from satirists” (6). For
the authors, satire has a distinctly democratic edge, and this aspect of satire makes it
intimately connected to US democratic values. McClennen and Maisel argue that “satire
has played a “central role in the shaping of our nation’s history and core values” (157).
Moreover, they insist on the importance of satire in moments of crisis, as when US values

are tested the satirical treatment of discourse can intervene to restore order. Satire is, for
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them, especially important for the post-9/11 moment, as, at that time, “much of the crisis
[of the nation] resolved around what it meant to be American” (167). In this presentation,
satire is then a decidedly democratic genre, one with ties to US history and to the nation’s
core values. For McClennen and Maisel, when political institutions fail, satire has the
power to step in and restore political discourse to preserve democracy.

While Is Satire emphasizes the US values embodied by satire through the genre’s
connection to national identity, the anthology A Decade of Dark Humor: How Comedy,
Irony, and Satire Shaped Post-9/11 America (2011) employs many of the same tropes
and fantasy structures but with a focus on the “good” comedy vs “bad” actually existing
state dichotomy. In the introduction to this volume, Gournelos and Green explain that the
work’s eponymous “dark times” represent an era of state coercion and repression of
dissenting opinions in the name of an overzealous patriotism. They explore how 9/11 was
used as a justification to demand unwavering loyalty to the US state apparatus as part of
the supposed defense of freedom. However, the anthology argues that these demands for
fealty were not absolutely totalizing and that the post-9/11 era was rich in dissent, often
in the form of comedy. The authors present

a counternarrative to 9/11 discourse, in which the past decade can be
characterized as much by dissent—often in the form of ironic or humorous
expression—as by acceptance of simplified notions of good and evil and
amplified state power (Gournelos and Green xi).

While accepted and revered political institutions failed to provide the dissent that the
authors see as crucial to US democracy, comedians and comedic writers produced a

compelling counter discourse that encouraged citizens to resist the totalizing perspective
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of the state. For this reason, the authors argue that “humor, irony, and satire were not only
shaped by 9/11 and its aftermath, but were also pivotal in shaping responses to the
events” (xii, original emphasis). In this view, comedy was a key element of dissent in the
post-9/11 that prevented the slide into monolithic, unquestioning patriotism.

Like Is Satire, Dark Times draws on many of the common tropes of the comedic
national fantasy to make an argument about the redemptive power of comedy for US
politics in the contemporary moment. In these arguments, comedy is identified with US
values and the nation’s ideals. Comedy also comes to represent the positive virtues of US
society and culture against the negative qualities of actual state practice. In this way, the
American comedic national fantasy—from its inception to the present moment—remains
a utopian narrative of how the “good” of US culture (the nation’s values, its ideals, and
the vitality of its society) can save the country from the “bad” actions of the state and
other political actors. What is unique about this twenty-first century formulation of the
comedic fantasy is the way that this fantasy is explicitly applied to political issues and
matters of state. While in previous eras, the comedic spirit was concerned primarily with
the national culture (and the wellbeing of individuals or non-governmental groups), here
the comedic fantasy takes on national politics directly. By extending the culturalist logic
of the comedic fantasy to politics, the fantasy thus assumes a culturalizing and
depoliticizing aspect. The comedic fantasy thinks in terms of character, sense of humor,
and cultural attunement—that is, in a culturalist mode—as it was originally conceived as

a means of understanding the US cultural essence. However, when this mode is applied to
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politics, it cannot help but map those same categories onto the issues it attempts to
understand. It is in this operation of transposition to politics that the depoliticization and
culturalization of national matters occurs.

In tracing the history of the American comedic national fantasy (as it evolved
from an analysis of a cultural essence, to a utopian longing, to a tool for understanding
why politics has gone wrong and how comedy might redeem it), this section has
demonstrated how it is that the comedic national fantasy comes to assume its peculiar
relationship to the culture-politics problematic and why it is that this utopian political

project often ends up producing a counterproductive depoliticizing effect.

1.5 The National Horizon, or, Why Nationalism? Why Now?

Why study national fantasy? If, as many of the theorists of culture and politics in
the twenty-first century suggest, this age is increasingly an age of globalization, why now
turn our attention back to US national identity? (Lowe and Lloyd 1) While political
comedy may still be deeply invested in the nation, what broader significance does a study
of US nationalism hold in the twenty-first century? These questions are especially
pertinent within American studies, a field that has always had a troubled relationship with
its nationalist origins.

One important reason to study nationalist thinking now is the renewed interest
(from the left and liberals) in national institutions, nationally protected rights, and

national ideals in the wake of the Trump presidency and, earlier, during the Bush years.

37



Many of the taken-for-granted, core principles of US political life have been called into
question by the growth of the security state, the stifling of dissent, the erosion of
institutions, and the resurgence of far-right movements in the last twenty years. These
changes have produced efforts to defend US institutions and formal democratic rights
(however insufficient they may be) as a reaction against democratic backsliding
(Bromwich 3). Because of all these developments, there is also a concerted effort to
reclaim national ideals and institutions for a left-liberal project. If we are to seriously
invest political energy in a renewed alternative nationalism, it is important to understand
what is at stake in national fantasy thinking.

Political theorist Wendy Brown offers one example of this effort to reclaim
nationalism. In an essay interrogating the relationship between “political love and
political loyalty,” she asks whether such notions might be made compatible and
complementary rather than merely opposed (Brown 17). In this essay, Brown is
concerned with developing a form of community love and identification that still allows
for criticism of state action. She hopes to get out of the either/or logic that forces one to
choose between contemptuous critique and blind loyalty in order to develop a more
capacious sense of citizenship. Brown’s commentary is framed as a response to the
political situation of the post-9/11 Bush years, in which “the discursive framing of all
dissent as un-American” was the dominant state approach to politics (18). Her solution to

the false dichotomy of loving fealty or traitorous critique (with us or against us) is to
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recast dissent and critique as forms of love and to emphasize the love of nation that
animates these criticisms:

What can be acknowledged here is that idealization of an eternally deferred
elsewhere, of a utopian version of one’s polity, surely animates the work of the
radical critic just as idealization of the existing state of things, or more often of a
polity’s past, animates the conservative patriot (35).

In Brown’s reading, dissent is not opposed to loyalty or love of the nation; rather critique
is itself “an act of love” (35). For Brown, true love for one’s nation means holding it to a
higher standard, clinging to the country’s ideals for itself and helping to bring out the best
possible version of the US.

A similar effort to reclaim a left/liberal patriotism gained traction in the aftermath
of the Trump years, as some scrambled to protect political institutions while others sought
to reclaim national sentiment from a rightward shift, in which the traditional trappings of
patriotism had become increasingly associated with conservatives (Bromwich 74). In an
essay for the New York Times, constitutional legal scholar and cultural commentator Jed
Purdy argues that liberal patriotism is a means of protecting the nation’s democracy, as
well as bringing out the best of what the US has to offer. Purdy claims that:

progressives need patriotism, more than ever in a time of understandable anger
and despair. We want to make the world better by our lights, and to do that we
need for a stronger democracy. Patriotism in the right spirit fosters the civic trust
and solidarity that democracy needs. Patriotism shouldn’t be an excuse for
glossing over failures and crimes — just the opposite. It adds responsibilities,
even sorrows, to our lives. But it also fosters affection and, yes, pride (Purdy).
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Purdy’s patriotic vision, like Brown’s, demands a mixture of love and critique. He sees
this loving criticism as a way of restoring US institutions and democratic virtues,
preserving and even strengthening the nation rather than turning away from it.

As seen in these two examples, post-9/11 efforts to reclaim an alternative
nationalism often rely on a love for the nation’s ideals combined with a rejection of what
is bad or corrupt in the existing state of affairs. My research into the promises and pitfalls
of efforts to reclaim a good nationalism through the American comedic national fantasy
can shed light on these efforts to cultivate a positive nationalism more broadly. Through a
case study in comedy’s approach to these issues, I hope to reveal what is at stake in such
attempts to reclaim a progressive or redemptive nationalism, meditating on what is to be
gained from such an approach, as well as where this approach can go wrong.

Another important reason to study US national fantasy and nationalist thought
now is to understand how nation-based ideas, and especially US exceptionalist notions,
continue to affect supposedly post-national modes of thinking. Even in disavowing the
national frame wholesale (vs denouncing “bad” nationalism in favor of the nation’s better
ideal), many scholars end up inscribing a new form of US exceptionalism on another
level (e.g., the exceptionalism of US cultural products or the US’s exceptional standing in
a globalized world). Any effort to escape a national paradigm thus requires sustained
attention to the ways that nationalist frameworks covertly impact all aspects of our

structures of thinking.
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American studies has a troubled history with US nationalism, the state, and the
discipline’s own inherently national framing. In its institutional inception, American
studies as a field was deeply entangled with state ideologies and the Cold War project. In
the 1950s, the US government sponsored the creation of many American studies
departments, largely with the aim of cultivating “American values” and ideals as part of
an anti-Soviet, Cold War ideological campaign. The later New Americanist approach to
the field questioned this state-affirming orthodoxy, focusing on the stories of those
oppressed by and excluded from traditional narratives of US statehood.

However, recent trends in American studies have sought to move beyond the
national framing of the field all together. The dominant approach in contemporary
American studies is to adopt a post-national (transnational, global, multinational etc.)
framing for one’s inquiry. Scholars in these post-national traditions hold that any
perspective confined within the bounds of one nation is necessarily insufficient, as to
adequately think through contemporary political or social issues requires a broader
framework that can attend to the global flows that define contemporary society. The
limits of a national perspective are especially evident when one’s purported object of
study 1s “America,” an amalgamation of peoples, histories, cultures, and geographies that
far exceeds the US nation-state for which it is often used as shorthand.

Taking up these concerns in her 2004 Presidential Address to the American
Studies Association, Shelley Fisher Fishkin reflects on the capacity of the transnational

turn in American studies to address some of the discipline’s prior shortcomings and blind
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spots. Fishkin suggests that a transnational perspective can unpack the “historical roots of
multidirectional flows of people, ideas, and goods and the social, political, linguistic,
cultural, and economic crossroads generated in the process” that go into making what we
call the US (23). She further argues that such a perspective allows scholars to “interrogate
the ‘naturalness’ of some of the borders, boundaries, and binaries that we may not have
questioned very much in the past” (23). Above all, for Fishkin, the transnational turn is an
opportunity for American studies to begin “doing justice to the transnational crossroads
that we are and, indeed, that we always have been” (44). For Fishkin, the transnational
and other post-national turns thus serve as a way of properly understanding “America,” a
method for challenging manufactured containers and revealing the various global flows
that go into constituting the field’s object of study.

The various post-national turns in American studies have served as an important
corrective to a field that was often too myopic in its strictly national focus. However, a
strong turn away from the nation-state framework can introduce a whole new set of
problems. If one is not careful, these post-national paradigms can unwittingly reinscribe
the very same nationalist and US exceptionalist inheritances that the post-national turn
intended to escape. Americanist Winfried Fluck wrestles with these potential limitations
on the post-national turn in his essay “A New Beginning?: Transnationalisms.”® Fluck

argues that what he calls aesthetic transnationalism, a transnationalism “that describes

? Although Fluck’s focus is specifically on the transnational turn, I argue that his point could equally be applied to
American studies work on the global, the multinational etc.
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transnational phenomena in terms of an enriching, revitalizing, sometimes almost
intoxicating experience,” ends up reaffirming a love of the US nation-state only now
under a different guise (367-368):

All they [i.e, aesthetic transnationalist accounts] have to do is to point out the
transnational dimension of cherished cultural artefacts, so that people realize that
they have admired transnational phenomena all along. The dominant rhetorical
mode in aesthetic transnationalism is therefore that of a revelation of things
forgotten or suppressed. This is the imaginary rebirth of a utopian America, albeit
newly, that is, ‘transnationally’ defined. In the vibrant gestalt patterns of nodal
intersections, ‘America’ itself becomes an aesthetic object with the potential to
rejuvenate and transform identities (Fluck 377).

In Fluck’s description, the primary gesture of aesthetic transnationalism is to show how
cherished objects that were once conceived in narrow national terms are actually the
product of global interchange and can thus only be properly understood in a global
context. However, Fluck claims this decentering of the US is only partial, as such
inquiries often explore the same cherished objects from the traditional US canon, only
now with the respectable veneer of transnationalism. Further, in recasting these canonical
objects as transnational, the US nation-state thus also assumes that veneer of global
respectability. In this way, the transnational turn is not a breaking away from the nation-
state but a regeneration of the US by recasting the country as itself transnational.

Fluck is sensitive to this point. He goes on to outline how this dual movement of
transnationalizing the US and subsuming all of the globe under the name of American
studies produces a new form of US exceptionalist logic:

Ironically enough, it is thus the transnational dimension that can provide
American society with a new promise, perhaps even a sense of superiority,
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because the United States has made possible forms of cultural exchange that have
not been possible to the same extent in other, less multicultural nations... America
becomes a world leader again, but paradoxically enough, no longer as the
America of American exceptionalism but as ‘Transnational America.’ (370)

The transnationalist attempt to escape US exceptionalism ends up reinstating the very
logic that it sought to escape. Through aesthetic transnationalism, the “American” is
regenerated and revitalized. The objects of focus in American studies may have been
radically transformed along with the basic methods of the field; yet, despite all this, the
US somehow emerges again as the exceptional nation, now exceptional for its connection
to global and transnational cultural flows. The post-national turn thus risks inscribing
new forms of US exceptionalism even as it disavows the nation-state.

How then can one escape this nationalist bind? At the close of his essay on
transnationalism, Fluck calls for an American studies capable of “critically analyzing
American history and culture,” turning backwards to analyze the inheritance of
nationalism rather than seeking always to escape this inheritance by inventing new forms
and methods (381). My project aims to answer that call, if only in part, by paying careful
attention to the dominant forms and narratives of national fantasy, in order to better
understand how these structures influence all aspects of our thinking, even as we aim to
break away from them. While post-national scholarship has been an important new

direction in American studies, I nonetheless argue that careful attention to the US nation-
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state is an essential complement to explicitly post-national study.'® In an increasingly
interconnected world, it remains important to reflect on how the national paradigm
continues to influence our political and social horizon, whether through a continued
attachment to this form or through lingering traces of nationalism that continue to exert

an influence on apparently post-national inquiries.

1.6 On Periodization

The 9/11 terrorist attacks had a significant impact on the dominant paradigms of
US national fantasy. Among the myriad other shifts in the structure of national fantasy,
the American comedic fantasy assumed a significant function both in state responses to
9/11 and in lines of dissent against dominant national narratives, specifically in efforts to
imagine a more benign, alternative nationalism. Moreover, in the aftermath of these
attacks, commentators and artistic creators often appealed to the comedic fantasy in order
to find solutions to problems of state politics. The 9/11 attacks thus marked an important
shift for the function and status of the American comedic fantasy within the broader
domain of US fantasy thought. In order to understand the significance of comedy’s
changing role in the national imagination, it is first important to mark the broader shifts in

national discourse to which comedy responded, as the renewed optimism and political

10 Fishkin makes a similar point about the continued importance of studies into national phenomena, even as she
advocates for transnational American studies. At the opening of her address, she says: “I don't want my remarks here to
suggest that everyone needs to do transnational work. There's important work that scholars in American studies are
doing that is not transnational - on American history, literature, race, religion, social movements, communities, gender
and sexuality, politics, material culture, and visual culture” (Fishkin 22, original emphasis).
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utopianism of the comedic fantasy were in large parts reactions against the pessimism,
aggression, and xenophobic impulses of dominant state discourse in the early twenty-first
century.

The 9/11 attacks signaled a fundamental shift in the US geopolitical imagination,
as the mythos of an optimistic frontier expansionism was supplanted by a pessimistic and
defensive fantasy structure of the national wound. Donald Pease describes how the US
state used the 9/11 attacks as an opportunity to present a founding national narrative that
justified the creation of the Homeland Security State:

the state reentered what might be described as the primal scene at which the
nation’s founding took place so as to replace Virgin Land with Ground Zero as the
foundational trope of a different iteration of the constitutive relationship between
the people and the state. The official narrative accompanying Ground Zero has
linked the people traumatized by the events that took place on 9/11 with a
Homeland Security State that emerged with the loss of the belief in the
inviolability of the Virgin Land (Exceptionalism 155).

The “virgin land” in this passage references the longstanding US fantasy trope studied by
Henry Nash Smith, a founding father of Myth-and-Symbol American studies. For Smith,
the virgin land represents the promise and opportunity of frontier expansionism, as well
as the mythical goodness of a land unspoiled by human settlement. In Pease’s reading,
state representations of 9/11 figure these attacks as a defiling and violation of the virgin
land and of the innocence of the US people. This destruction of the pure and innocent US
homeland is construed as a great national wound. Protection of the wounded nation and
the restoration of its purity are then taken as justification for domestic security measures

and a war of aggression abroad. Further, this great wound becomes a mechanism for the
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silencing of dissent, as any apparent disloyalty to the US state could leave the already
vulnerable nation in an even more precarious situation.

Amy Kaplan elaborates on the mythic significance of this shift in geographic
imagination from pure “Virgin Land” to barren “Ground Zero.” Remarking on the
prevalence of the terms “homeland” and “Ground Zero” in describing the nation in the
aftermath of 9/11, Kaplan notes that these “bounded and self-enclosed” images of US
territory “represent a departure from traditional images of US nationhood as boundless
and mobile” (“Homeland” 86). In longstanding US fantasy structures, US nationhood is
imagined in terms of ceaseless expansion against the “distinctly Old World definition of
homeland” as a fixed, limited territory (86). The post-9/11 modulation in geographical
vocabulary also suggests, Kaplan adds, a temporal reorientation from the future-oriented
frontier mindset to the backwards-looking notion of homeland as a point of origin that
must be protected. In sum, the 9/11 attacks marked a transition towards national fantasy
narratives of woundedness, loss, and pessimism. The dominant narrative became one of
shoring up borders and ensuring the security and integrity of the nation.

What did all of this mean for the American comedic national fantasy? In some
early responses to 9/11, this reconfiguration of the coordinates of US fantasy was taken as
a sign that comedic fantasy no longer had a place in the dominant US mythic paradigm,
as its gentle optimism was at odds with the logic of the homeland security state. Two
weeks after the 9/11 attacks, essayist Roger Rosenblatt published an opinion piece in

Time magazine titled “The Age of [rony Comes to an End.” Rosenblatt argued that the
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comedic and ironic attitude, which, for him, characterized the pre-millennium US,
represented a form of abstract nihilism that distracted from real political issues:

The ironists, seeing through everything, made it difficult for anyone to see
anything. The consequence of thinking that nothing is real—apart from prancing
around in an air of vain stupidity—is that one will not know the difference
between a joke and a menace. No more. The planes that plowed into the World
Trade Center and the Pentagon were real. The flames, smoke, sirens—real. The
chalky landscape, the silence of the streets—all real. I feel your pain—really
(Rosenblatt).

Rosenblatt position irony against a sober confrontation with reality, arguing that
excessive joking leads to delusional thinking in which one fails to distinguish what
matters from what does not, the real from the fictitious. In this account, 9/11 demands a
turn away from the comedic national fantasy, as only an earnest reckoning with the
somber tragedy of these attacks can put the nation on the road to recovery. Comedy
becomes a dangerous, naive distraction that must be abandoned in favor of the serious.
While positions like Rosenblatt’s downplay comedy’s national importance amidst
the shift to the Ground Zero narrative, the dominant readings of the comedic national
fantasy in this era emphasize comedy’s potential to restore the wounded nation to its
former glory. In this way, the comedic national fantasy is positioned as an optimistic
alternative to the pessimistic and paranoid dominant state logic. One way in which the
comedic national fantasy responded to these attacks was to position comedy as both a
means of fortifying the US homefront against potential threats and as a tool of cultural
warfare against the nation’s enemies. In an editorial for USA Today characteristic of this

trend, corporate humor consultant Malcolm Kushner claims that humor is the US’s
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“secret weapon” in the so-called War on Terror, and he presents comedy as a uniquely US
style of responding to hardship:

In the wake of Sept. 11, not many people have felt like laughing. And pundits
have solemnly intoned that humor is dead. They're wrong. Because when humor
is dead, America is dead. Or as Erma Bombeck put it, ‘When humor goes, there
goes civilization.” So start laughing again. View the world through that unique
frame of vision called the American sense of humor. You'll strike a blow for
freedom and infuriate the terrorists. And that's no joke (Kushner).

Kushner here positions humor as the quiddity of US civilization. This national sense of
humor is, for him, the essence of what makes the nation and its way of seeing the world
unique. By this logic, comedy becomes the means of revitalizing US society in the wake
of the tragedy of 9/11, as the comedic is an eternal wellspring of US virtue. Comedy acts
as a tool for achieving the cultural reinvigoration of the nation which Kushner sees as key
to overcoming the aftermath of 9/11.

Although Kushner’s use of the comedic national fantasy largely focuses on
foreign relations, his appeal to humor as a way to revitalize the nation can also be seen in
efforts to cultivate domestic peace and restore faith in the project of the US nation-state,
healing and uniting the nation through shared laughter. This comedic logic can be
illustrated in an exchange during Saturday Night Live’s (SNL) 27™ season opener, the first
edition of the show to air after the 9/11 attacks. In the cold opening to the show, Mayor
Rudy Giuliani appears on stage with members of the police force and fire department to
encourage the country to start laughing again. “Can we be funny?”” Lorne Michaels,

creator and producer of SNL, asks the mayor (“S27 E1” 0:00-2:00). Giuliani quips back,
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“Why start now?” (“S27 E1” 0:00-2:00) The assembling of the city’s various institutional
representatives on stage demonstrates a civic support for the work of comedy. In this way,
comedy is presented as an important part of healing the nation. Giuliani’s comedic quip
to Michaels also serves as an endorsement of the power of comedy. Even the mayor
himself engages in the funny business of SNL, and so must every citizen also find a way
to laugh again to restore and revitalize the nation. Here again one sees the appeal to
comedy as a cultural and affective solution to the country’s troubles. Comedy cannot
undo the damage of the attacks, nor can it change the structures of US political
institutions. However, comedy can help cultivate the right kind of feeling, an affective
attunement that will lead the nation back to prosperity. This power of comedy to cultivate
a particular affective position is thus positioned as an essential aspect of the post-9/11 US
political project.

In these ways, the American comedic fantasy is frequently invoked as a means of
responding to the nation’s post-9/11 political woes. The comedic fantasy is regularly
positioned as an alternative counternarrative against the pessimism of Ground Zero
attitudes and the unquestioning jingoism of Homeland Security State logic. In the post-
9/11 US, the comedic national fantasy thus offers a narrative of culturalist-nationalist

optimism against the dominant political pessimism of the era.
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1.7 Note on Positionality

I am writing this work from the perspective of a Canadian who moved to the US
in mid-2017 for graduate school. As a child and young adult, much of the news and other
media I consumed (aside from the required percentage of Canadian programming
mandated by the Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications Commission) came
from the US (Tencer). Over the years, I’ve also made many trips south of the (northern)
border for family vacations and school trips. In this way, I developed a deep familiarity
with US culture, and especially with US politics—which dominates the twenty-four-hour
news cycle even up north—before moving to North Carolina. At the same time, I always
felt a distance from US news and politics. These were events taking place somewhere
else, things happening to other people. In part, this dissertation is an attempt to make
sense of my time in the US, understanding my new relationship to US national forms,
customs, and politics since moving here. While in many ways my culture shock as a
Canadian international student is minimal (I can continue to speak my native English; my
accent is almost indistinguishable from a Midwesterner’s; as a heterosexual, cis white
man [ do not have to fear racial-, sexual- or gender-based violence), this only makes the
subtle national differences stand out more clearly.

This project is also an effort at understanding my own complicated relationship
with US comedy and with the American comedic national fantasy. As a high schooler, I
watched The Colbert Report and other satire news shows religiously. I even sported a

Wrist Strong Bracelet, a silicone wrist accessory (parodying the then-popular Livestrong
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Bracelet) developed by Colbert after he broke his wrist filming on set. While I once had
great enthusiasm for Colbert’s irreverent comedic style, exposing the absurdities of the
right and cultivating a more positive form of patriotism, I have since come to question the
efficacy of this comedic approach to politics, becoming more skeptical of both the smug
dismissal of ironic comedy and the too-easy embrace of patriotic norms.

In addition to its important scholarly contributions, this project thus also serves as
a way for me to work through my relationship to the country where I am currently living

and my relationship to a comedic style that has always been close to my heart.

1.8 Project Overview

This dissertation undertakes three case studies on the post-9/11 American comedic
national fantasy, each exploring how this fantasy has been invoked in response to a
defining national political issue of the twenty-first century.

My first chapter, “We Hold this Truthiness to be Self-Evident: Satire News,
Political Discourse, and the Limits of Aesthetic Education,” explores how comedy reacts
against the degradation of news media and political discourse. In this chapter, [ examine
how The Colbert Report uses comedy to attune viewers to the “true” meaning of US
founding principles. First, I consider how the show’s efforts to balance reason and
emotion in political discourse connect to debates around the interpretation of founding
US ideals. I then show how right-wing figures, such as Ben Shapiro, co-opt these same

comedic techniques for reactionary ends, challenging Colbert’s belief that US values are
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necessarily liberal. I argue that appealing to a single “true” meaning of US principles,
encapsulated through comedic attunement, leads to a deadlock of competing
interpretations over the nature of the national character.

My second chapter, “Feeling Democratic: Comedy and Consensus/Dissensus,”
explores how comedy engages with the problem of national polarization. Through a close
reading of I love you, America; South Park (1997-Present); and Who is America? (2018),
I examine how these shows propose to solve the country’s ideological and partisan divide
by cultivating a common national feeling through the bonding power of humor. I then
analyze how these approaches embody a national fantasy logic, which presents US humor
as a manifestation of an essentially democratic culture. I argue that the direct equation of
democracy with a culture or way of life, rather than institutions and mechanisms of
representation, obscures the political motivations behind national polarization, reducing
this polarization to a problem of sentiment.

My third chapter, “The Laugh of Civilizations: The Comedy of US Foreign
Affairs,” considers comedic responses to the War on Terror and US military aggression. |
analyze how films like War Machine (2017) and The Men Who Stare at Goats critique
overzealous militarism by claiming that this attitude is a betrayal of the US’s true
comedic nature. I then show how in other films, such as Team America: World Police
(2004) and The Interview, the identification of the US with a comedic attitude leads to a

presentation of the nation’s enemies as humorless automatons. I argue that the association
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of the US with humor produces a new form of US exceptionalism, one in which that
nation alone is granted the full humanity implied by a comedic sensibility.

Finally, the Conclusion of this dissertation offers some reflections on the bind of
US comedic nationalism, in which the activation of cultural energies for political
purposes necessarily produces a corresponding culturalization and depoliticization of
political issues. I consider other comedic forms, such as the ambivalent patriotism of
Black comedy and the Canadian comedic fantasy’s alternative approach to common-
sense wisdom, as a means of thinking beyond the limitations of the American comedic
final fantasy. The project then concludes with a consideration of the merits and

shortcomings of left nationalism as a political strategy.
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2. We Hold this Truthiness to be Self-Evident: Satire News,
Democratic Discourse, and the Limits of Aesthetic Education

More than a decade before “fake news” became a regular topic of discussion in
US politics, The Daily Show with Jon Stewart (1999-2015) embraced the epithet, touting
the show as “the most trusted name in fake news” (Gross). The Daily Show and other
satire news shows see “fake” comedic reporting as a way to critically reflect on the state
of US politics and media without being constrained by the generic limitations of a
traditional news program. Much of the scholarship on these contemporary satire news
shows equally emphasizes the capacity of their comedic approach to restore informed
citizenship, open democratic debate, and a commitment to US ideals to a media and
political climate that has succumbed to style and sensationalism over rational substance.!
Through this belief in comedy as a remedy for the nation’s discursive woes, both these
scholars and comedy practitioners participate in what I have called the American comedic
national fantasy, a structure of thought which positions the US comedic spirit and a
national sense of humor as tools for restoring an idealized version of national principles,
fighting against the corruption and degradation of real US politics. In the version of this

fantasy particular to the satire news show, what I call the aesthetic education mode of

comedic reason, Enlightenment-inflected satirical humor is positioned as a mechanism

11 See for example Geoffrey Baym’s “The Daily Show: Discursive Integration and the Reinvention of Political
Journalism,” Gray et al.’s anthology Satire TV: Politics and Comedy in the Post-Network Era (2009), and Mehnaaz
Momen’s Political Satire, Postmodern Reality, and the Trump Presidency: Who Are We Laughing At? (2021)
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for channeling the “true meaning” of US values in political discourse by striking the ideal
balance between reason and feeling.

This chapter aims to critically interrogate that comedic mode of reason, unpacking
the limits of a nationalist-comedic approach to aesthetics and political discourse. I will
demonstrate how this mode of reason’s belief in a single, necessarily liberal “true
meaning” of US principles divinable through the powers of US satire, undermines the
utopian promises of the American comedic fantasy in two key ways. First, the assertion
of a universal, liberal comedic truth is undercut by conservative uses of the US comedic
spirit for diametrically opposed political ends, creating an aporia of competing comedic
reasons. Second, the insistence on a universal aesthetic attunement to the one meaning of
US ideals produces a reificatory vision of national cultural essences that fails to account
for the material embeddedness of both political principles and aesthetic attitudes. I argue
that, because of these shortcomings, the aesthetic education mode of comedic reason fails
to deliver on its promise of restoring an idealized form of US political discourse,
foreclosing the political potential of its aesthetic tools as a result of its reliance on the
notion of a national cultural essence.

The primary contribution of this chapter is to the discourse on US national
fantasy, mapping how the utopian impulses of the American comedic fantasy—here in
the power of satire to channel US founding principles through an American comedic
aesthetic education—tall short of their lofty ideals and often end up caught in the very

nationalist traps they sought to escape. This chapter also makes a secondary intervention
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in scholarship on contemporary comedy and news media, contesting this field’s dominant
narrative about the capacity for satire news to restore lost democratic virtues. Further, in
my discussion of cultural reification and the nationalist frame, this work contributes to
conversations on the political function of aesthetic education in the contemporary
moment by 1) examining the impacts of a lingering attachment to a (US) national model
of aesthetic education in a global age, and 2) considering the significance of the notion of

aesthetic education for contemporary political and social thought.

2.1 Satire News in Defense of Democratic Discourse

In the post-9/11 United States, a new generic cluster of comedic satire news
programs coalesced. Beginning with The Daily Show, which Jon Stewart took over in
1999, and its sister program The Colbert Report (2005-2014), the satire news program
has expanded into a recognizable TV genre including shows such as Last Week Tonight
(2014-Present), The Nightly Show (2015-2016), Full Frontal (2016-2022), and Patriot
Act (2018-2020). These shows aim at mocking both the state of news media and US
politics more generally, making jokes about current affairs, political news, and the state
of contemporary reporting. The emergence of these shows can be traced, in large part, to
major shifts in both media and political environments. On the level of media

infrastructure, the 90s marked the onset of what has come to be known as the “post-
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network era” or narrowcasting era in television (Jones et al. 6).1? Since its advent,
television was dominated by the major network broadcasting model in which a few
channels aired programs designed for broad appeal to viewers nationwide. By contrast,
the post-network era saw the proliferation of television channels and programs, allowing
for niche or special-interest programming aimed at smaller groups. This shift had two
important ramifications for the satire news show. First, the abundance of new cable
channels, such as Comedy Central which was created in 1991, provided a venue for satire
news programs which would have struggled to find a slot on network television. Second,
the post-network era also gave birth to the 24-hour news network, which brought with it
new forms of journalistic sensationalism. This new style of news was a favorite target of
the satire news show, which delighted in mocking the platitudes, exaggerations, and lack
of critical reflection in this programming. In this way, the satire news show was both a
product of the post-network era and a reaction against the tendencies in news media this
era produced.

On the level of political discourse, these shows aimed to offer an avenue for
political dissent and critical reflection to fill a void left by mainstream discourse. As
discussed in the Introduction to this dissertation, in the wake of the 9/11 attacks, many
political commentators and media outlets uncritically repeated government claims and

nationalist political rhetoric in the name of loyalty to the state. Against this trend, satire

12 For more on the concept of the post-network era, see Amanda D. Lotz’s The Television Will Be Revolutionized
(2007).
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news positioned itself as a mechanism for responding to the lack of critical reporting in
the years since 9/11.

While each satire news program has its own distinctive style (with some shows
covering major headlines, some doing a deeper dive into specific issues, and others
focusing specifically on race and gender politics), these shows all operate through a
combination of reporting, comedy, and critical reflection on political events. In what
follows, I aim to unpack the workings of this genre-defining approach to news, to
highlight both its potential and its limitations as a mode of political engagement. This
chapter focuses on The Colbert Report as the paradigmatic example of the satire news
show that best illuminates the wider media and political landscape into which this genre
intervenes, and as the show that best offers a meta-reflection on how the comedy of satire
news operates. In Colbert, one finds an extended treatment of facts vs feeling, or reason
vs emotion, in contemporary political discourse, an issue which forms the crux of the
aesthetic education mode of comedic reason, making the show an ideal vehicle to

understand this structure of comedic thought.

2.2 Satire and “Truthiness” in The Colbert Report

The central conceit of The Colbert Report is a parody of right-wing pundits, news
anchors, and talk-show personalities, as seen in programming like The Rush Limbaugh
Show (1996-2021) and The O’Reilly Factor (1996-2017). The Report stars a fictionalized

version of Stephen Colbert who embodies, in exaggerated form, many of the qualities of

59



these right-wing personalities: patriotic zeal, a blustering style, and an extreme emphasis
on gut feeling and common sense. Out of character, Colbert describes this persona as a
“well-intentioned, poorly informed, high-status idiot” (Sunday Morning). The Colbert
pundit character frequently refers to Bill O’Reilly of The O Reilly Factor as his
inspiration and “papa bear,” cementing for viewers the connection between Colbert’s
performance and right-wing news (Cummings). Each night’s show presents a parodic,
conservative-style reaction to the events of the day, offering a critical liberal analysis of
both the news itself and conservative news media’s way of interpreting that news.

The Colbert Report draws attention to the absurdity of many of the conventions of
modern US discourse, highlighting the nationalistic rhetoric and fallacious thinking that
have come to dominate the media and political landscape. In the show’s first episode, the
Colbert character introduces what would become a core concept for his treatment of
contemporary news and political discourse: truthiness. Colbert defines this concept as
“what you want the facts to be, as opposed to what the facts are, what feels like the right
answer as opposed to what reality will support” (Safer). Truthiness is a gut feeling or
intuition about the way things are, ignoring—and sometimes even running explicitly
against—any facts or analysis to the contrary. Colbert captures this anti-fact attitude with
a denouncement of encyclopedias: “Well, anybody who knows me knows I'm no fan of
dictionaries or reference books. They're elitist, constantly telling us what is or isn't true or
what did or didn't happen” (“Truthiness” 0:20-0:40). Dictionaries and reference books

here function as a sign of indisputable, objective truth. By implying that the right-wing
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pundits he is parodying fail to even accept these most basic facts, Colbert aims to show
how their perspective has become completely detached from reality, lost in the domain of
gut feeling alone. The Colbert Report thus paints a picture of a news landscape that is
caught up in vitriol and emotional appeal at the expense of rational consideration.

Colbert’s satirical take on the news operates through careful scrutiny of
(ir)rational constructions and modes of argumentation. Comedy scholar John Morreall
suggests that satire of this type “often embodies the critical, imaginative attitude prized
by philosophers” (129). Morreall emphasizes the critical and rational aspects of comedy
by unpacking its connection to the operations of philosophy: “[BJoth comics and
philosophers think critically. They encourage us to be honest with ourselves, and to reject
rationalization and lazy conformism. They pay careful attention towards words, their
meanings, and their uses” (128). In Morreall’s reading, comedy functions as a form of
philosophical inquiry by other means, highlighting absurdities and logical
inconsistencies, and submitting one’s reason to the test of laughter in order to ferret out
fallacies and other forms of irrationality. This is precisely Colbert’s procedure in
deconstructing the irrational basis of truthiness. He uses humor to expose absurdities and
teaches the audience to think critically by pointing out bad rational constructions, with
the aim of restoring critical discourse and sound debate to the public sphere.

Although Colbert’s performance of the truthiness ethos focuses on right-wing
punditry, the show broadens its analysis to highlight the deleterious effects of two

dominant forms of truthiness in the post-9/11 US: 1) sensationalism, narrowmindedness,
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and a controversy-stoking attitude in news media and 2) an appeal to gut feeling and
blind patriotism among politicians.

Colbert highlights how a culture of truthiness in news media impedes critical
thinking, hampers civic engagement, and leads to a narrow US-only viewpoint. In his
“All You Need to Know” segment, Colbert parodies the presentation style of talk shows
which reduce complex political stories to simple slogans and soundbites. In the second
episode of the Report, Colbert introduces this segment:

Nation, we know the world is so complex these days with the 24-hour news
cycles and the thousands of periodicals at your subscribe command. There’s just
too much information. That’s why I want to say, ‘Shh! Daddy’s gonna tell you all
you need to know.’(“Know” 0:15-0:30)

Colbert parodies the paternalistic attitude of contemporary news, which positions the
news as a knowing “daddy” telling his naive children what to think, as well as the
dumbing down of political discourse, which together encourage viewers to be passive
consumers of a message rather than critically engaged and educated citizens. If the world
has gotten more complicated and information has become more readily available, this has
not led to a greater level of informed understanding but instead to mindless consumption
of a flow of facts and opinions. Colbert offers an example of how this mode of news
presentation works and what kind of reception it encourages with a news story about the
Bush regime’s immigration policy: “Homeland Security chief Michael Chertoff is
promising to return every single illegal alien entering this country. No exceptions. All you
need to know? The grass seed goes down in the spring, the weed killer in the fall” (0:20-

0:50). This disconnect between the state of the news and the takeaway for the viewer
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demonstrates how contemporary sensationalist news often avoids confrontation with
difficult issues, encouraging viewers to focus on yard care and home issues rather than
critically reflecting on how the Department of Homeland Security is treating immigrants.
Viewers can ignore these problems and return to purely personal (rather than political)
concerns. Colbert thus demonstrates how this brand of presentation discourages civic
engagement and disconnects citizens from political issues.

Colbert also mocks the US-centric framing and overzealous patriotism of post-
9/11 news. In his “Un-American News” segment, the Colbert character explores how
foreign news outlets are providing “unfair” coverage of the US issues, while also
highlighting what he sees as shortcomings of these news outlets. He begins this segment
with a discussion of a headline from a British paper which states that “‘ Anti-terror laws
‘could be unlawful’” (“Un-American” 0:30-0:45). Colbert then offers what his character
sees as a common-sense, US perspective on this headline: “Not only is that terrorist
coddling, it makes no sense, England. A law is always lawful. You can look that up. It
means full of law” (0:40-1:00). In this instance, the English press—critical, questioning,
attentive to the evidence—serves as an example of “bad” journalism for the Colbert
character. In contrast, the “appropriate” US response fails to meet the journalistic
standards which are presumed to still exist in other nations. Colbert’s mock interpretation
of the news 1s immediately nationalistic and defensive, denouncing any critical reflection
as “terrorist coddling” and leaving no space for informed and nuanced understanding. His

approach is also blindly patriotic and sycophantic, making the tautological argument that
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a law is lawful (and must therefore be accepted) because it is a law. By offering a glimpse
of a critical news alternative outside of a US context, Colbert demonstrates by contrast
how far US media has descended into the realm of appeals to feeling and blind
patriotism.

The “Un-American News” segment also reflects on how US media sees the rest of
the world with a caricatured viewpoint that can only understand global events in terms of
how they impact the homeland. Colbert plays a clip of a South Korean news broadcast
without subtitles and then offers a cavalier interpretation of this clip based on images and
impressions alone: “You got the North Korean Flag, a nuclear symbol, a US flag, and a
big pile of money. They’re saying they’re going to bomb us if we don’t give them cash.
It’s extortion pure and simple” (2:30-2:45). Colbert’s cartoonish and reckless
interpretation of the news mocks the self-centered mindset with which much US media
approaches the rest of the world. US news paints a simplistic picture of the happenings in
other nations, and this news can only understand these events in terms of the
consequences for the US. This kind of US-centrism leads US viewers to imagine other
nations as inherently hostile or oppositional. The phrase “Un-American” in the title of
this Report segment points to the conflation of not-US (dealing with other nation’s
media) with anti-US (oppositional to the US and its values) in the media. In this way, the
“Un-American News” segment is a criticism both of US jingoism in foreign relations and
unreasoning patriotism in the media. Through this parodic presentation, Colbert

demonstrates how such an approach to news media ultimately produces a distorted and
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limited view of the world, one where emotional response has supplanted rational
reflection.

Many scholars of contemporary media concur with Colbert in characterizing the
twenty-first century political landscape as one torn apart by the battle between fact and
feeling, between informed reporting and truthiness. In his history of broadcast news,
communications scholar Geoffrey Baym describes a sea change in news media between
the network era paradigm, which imagined journalists as “value-free experts committed
to the ideals of an objective public interest” (however dubious such claims to objectivity
may have been in practice), and the multichannel and post-network paradigms of news,
which see “the public as an assemblage of consumers, not citizens” and emphasize
“emotionally gripping, character-driven narratives” over education and information
(Cronkite 11,14). In this context, scholars of the satire news show understand the comedy
of this genre as a means of exposing and undermining news sensationalism to restore a
focus on rational discourse. From this perspective, satirical news shows would act as a
rational corrective to democratic discourse against media sensationalism and truthiness.
Gray, Jones and, Thompson offer a characteristic formulation of this position,*® arguing
that satire news can serve as a tool of democratic dissent—acting as a “critical
interrogator of politicians” and a “mouthpiece of the people’s displeasure”—while also

cultivating informed political engagement (4). They claim that satire TV can “energize

13 See the discussion of of Is Satire Saving Our Nation? and A Decade of Dark Humor in the Introduction for more on
this position.
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civic culture, engaging citizen-audiences,...inspiring public political discussion, and
drawing citizens enthusiastically into the realm of the political” (4). On this reading,
satire news provides the critical examination of politics and daily events that mainstream
news is failing to deliver, while at the same time encouraging viewers to become more
engaged with an educated on important political issues.

The position that satire news acts as a corrective to sensational news and as a tool
for cultivating political engagement is the prevailing paradigm for understanding the
genre’s political function. For his part, Baym offers a slight deviation from this
viewpoint, reading satire news shows like The Colbert Report as emergent efforts to
negotiate between the network and post-network paradigms, bringing out the strengths of
both the impassioned post-network engagement with emotion and the critical,
(supposedly) objective viewpoint of the network era. In this way, for Baym, Colbert
represents a synthesis of the two earlier paradigms of journalism, rational analysis
combined with impassioned feeling. What Baym brings out in this analysis which other
scholars ignore is the function that feeling and emotion have in the techniques of satire
news. I agree with Baym in seeing Colbert as bringing together fact and feeling, arguing
that focusing on the rational element of comedy alone misses the affective element of
how this genre’s aesthetic attunement operates. However, as will be discussed later on, I
contest Baym’s assertion that this dual focus represents a solution to the degradation of
political discourse. I will demonstrate how Colbert’s reliance on aesthetic attunement as a

mode of political engagement does not lead to a resolution of the fact-feeling problem but
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instead produces an aporia of competing claims to the “true” reason and “true” sentiment

of US founding ideals.

2.3 Truthiness and US politics

While much of the scholarship on satire news focuses on the landscape of
contemporary news, Colbert’s attack on truthiness in the post-9/11 US is not limited to
media alone. He sees truthiness as a problem afflicting the nation as a whole, a problem
that threatens to undermine the country’s core democratic principles and ideals. Colbert
positions truthiness as a defining issue of the post-9/11 moment in politics, emphasizing
how the US has become a nation divided between reason and emotion. Building from his
distrust of elitist dictionaries discussed above, Colbert elaborates:

I don't trust books. They're all fact, no heart. And that's exactly what's pulling our
country apart today. 'Cause face it, folks: we are a divided nation. Not between
Democrats and Republicans, or conservatives and liberals, or tops and bottoms.
No, we are divided between those who think with their head, and those who know
with their heart (“Truthiness” 0:40-1:20).

Colbert identifies a major divide in political discourse and news media between those
who are still interested in rational argument and those who rely on gut feeling. The battle
between fact and feeling, reason and emotion, is thus, for Colbert, not simply a quirk of
contemporary media (as Baym discusses) but rather a major problem of the present-day

political landscape.
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Colbert demonstrates how the imbalance of fact and feeling encapsulated by
truthiness has come to dominate political discourse and official government policy
through a treatment of the Iraq war :

And what about Iraq? If you think about it, maybe there are a few missing pieces
to the rationale for war. But doesn't taking Saddam out feel like the right thing?
Right here? Right here in the gut? ‘Cause that's where the truth comes from ladies
and gentlemen: the gut (“Truthiness” 1:40-2:05, original emphasis).

In this segment, Colbert parodies the sensationalist rhetoric around the US invasion of
Iraq, highlighting how politicians rely on appeals to feeling and patriotism in presenting
the war in order to distract from the facts and their underlying motivations.

Colbert expands on this criticism of truthiness in politics by demonstrating how a
focus on blind patriotism and appeals to gut feeling have taken over contemporary
political rhetoric in general. In his speech at the 2006 White House Correspondents’
Dinner—which the announcer calls “a special edition of The Colbert Report”

299

(“Correspondents’ 0:00-0:30)—Colbert, in character, draws a number of parallels
between his parodic persona and President Bush in order to emphasize the truthiness in
the President’s actions and policies. Colbert begins by proclaiming that it is an honor “to
sit here at the same table with my hero, George W. Bush,” positioning his character as an
admirer of the President (0:35-0:45). He then goes even further in connecting his
character and Bush: “My name is Stephen Colbert and tonight it is my privilege to
celebrate this President, cause we’re not so different he and I. We both get it. Guys like

us, we’re not some brainiacs on the nerd patrol. We’re not members of the ‘factinista.” We

go straight from the gut.” (1:15-1:45). In this opening, Colbert both lays out the basic
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premises of his criticism of truthiness and associates Bush with the concept. In this way,
he is able to present various positions through the mouthpiece of his character in order to
mock the illogical nature of Bush’s political stance. This technique has the added effect of
highlighting the absurdities in Bush’s logic, not simply criticizing them from outside but
showing the conclusions such thinking leads to by way of an immanent critique.

Colbert mocks how, under Bush, politics has been made into a media spectacle,
with strong ideological commitments and principles being replaced by appearance. He
says:

I stand by this man. I stand by this man, because he stands for things. Not only for
things. He stands on things, things like aircraft carriers and rubble and recently
flooded city squares. And that sends a strong message that no matter what
happens to America she will always rebound with the most powerfully staged
photo ops in the world. (6:50-7:50)

The shift from “standing for” to “standing on” marks the disappearance of principle and
substance from US politics, with the illusion of success overtaking any commitment to
real change. This joke about photo ops also exposes the meaninglessness of such public
relations spectacles, unsettling the implied link between images of the President in
disaster areas and the sense that the US is successfully dealing with the problems
depicted.

If spectacle replacing substance is one major issue with contemporary US politics,
another has to do with the disconnect between the facts and government policy. Colbert
ironically praises Bush’s unwavering commitment to what he believes: “The greatest

thing about this man is he’s steady. You know where he stands. He believes the same
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thing Wednesday that he believed on Monday. No matter what happened Tuesday! Events
can change; this man’s beliefs never will” (8:45-9:15, original emphasis). Colbert starts
from the common premise in US politics that sticking to one’s ideals is a virtue.
However, he shows how this virtue of consistency can easily be twisted into a bullheaded
stubbornness that refuses to adapt in the face of new information. Steadiness from
Monday to Wednesday initially seems like a good thing, but the emphasis on the “no
matter what happened Tuesday” implies a conscious refusal to acknowledge the changing
situation and adjust accordingly. This is not commitment to principles but instead
intentional ignorance. In contemporary politics, the principled stance that Colbert prizes
has been, on the one hand, replaced by pure spectacle and appearance, and, on the other,
contorted into ignorance masquerading as commitment and virtue.

Colbert implies that this decline in politics has led to a corruption of core US
democratic principles. As part of his White House speech, Colbert shares a series of his
character’s core beliefs:

I’m a simple man with a simple mind. I hold a simple set of beliefs that I live by.
Number one. I believe in America. I believe it exists...I believe in democracy. [
believe democracy is our greatest export, at least until China figures out a way to
stamp it out of plastic for three cents a unit... I believe the government that
governs best is the government that governs least, and by these standards we have
set up a fabulous government in Iraq (3:00-4:00).

Each of these jokes begins with a cliched maxim about US values before then contorting
that maxim into an empty or nonsensical statement: the belief in the US comes to mean

only that the nation exists; democracy is recast as a consumer good for export like any
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other product, robbed of its lofty idealism; the Thoreauian belief in small government and
independence becomes an excuse for military incompetence and administrative chaos in
Iraq. Colbert’s point in offering these humorous maxims is that these corrupted
interpretations of key US tenets are the logical end result of a Bush-style truthiness
attitude. The nation becomes absurd, losing its commitment to rational debate and
democratic ideals when ignorance and spectacle take over.

Colbert’s “I believe” statements culminate in a reflection on the partisan nature of
the truthiness problem afflicting the nation. He concludes this section of his speech with a
mock affirmation of the President’s opposition to reality:

Most of all I believe in this President. Now I know there’s some polls out there
saying that this man has a 32% 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 (4:30-5:00).

The connection of Colbert’s “I believe” statements to Bush associates the President with
the nonsense attitudes the Colbert character endorses and with the corruption of US ideals
these positions imply. With the discussion of opinion polls and how they “reflect what
people are thinking in reality,” Colbert ties this corruption back to the failure to confront
reality and to the extreme focus on guts over facts, the core problem of truthiness. Colbert
then links this denunciation of truthiness to a partisan message about the political
ideology associated with the corruption of the US. The emphasis on gut feeling and
spectacle may be general problems, but they are, for Colbert, more strongly associated

with an ardently patriotic and increasingly unreasoning right-wing of US politics. The
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right positions itself against the “liberal bias” of facts and reality, leading Colbert to make
an explicit case for a liberal attitude more in line with the facts. In this way, Colbert’s
criticism of spectacle and gut feeling takes on a partisan appeal, associating those failings
with the Republican right and positioning the liberal vantage point as means of restoring
US political discourse. For Colbert, both media and politics have been corrupted by right-
wing truthiness, and only a return to liberal reality can restore the nation’s critical

democratic ideals.

2.4 Colbert’s “American” Satire

For Colbert, satirical humor is the perfect tool for restoring these democratic
ideals. His satirical method draws on a long tradition of using comedy to tap into the
“true meaning” of US principles. Stephen Koch explores how satire “has been used at
every phase of American history to make the country and its culture what they are” (xiv).
For Koch, this connection between US values and satire lies in their common origin in
Enlightenment thought:

[S]atire...is bound to the eighteenth century as a catalyst for the great
achievements in both politics and in thought that brought about, among other
signal events, the birth of the American republic. Satire, revolution, the republic—
these three are linked, and the force that links them is the Enlightenment (xiv).

Satire, then, is a method for channeling the same energies that animated the principles of
the then-fledgling US state. If satire has been an enduringly popular genre in the US, this

is, Koch suggests, because the genre is especially adept at capturing the Enlightenment
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ethos that “shaped the thinking of the American founding fathers,” carrying forward these
ideas and updating them for a new audience and a new milieu (xiv). For Colbert as for
Koch, the satirical method encapsulates something essential about defining national
principles. This connection is why, for the Report, satire is the ideal method for revealing
the shortcoming of right-wing truthiness, protecting national principles from this
degrading force and hearkening back to the “true meaning” of these ideals. The belief
that comedy, here as satire, can tap into the “true meaning” of US national ideals is one
manifestation of the American comedic national fantasy. This belief positions satire as the
ideal means for accessing the “real” meaning of the US and protecting the US from
degraded ideals or false interpretations of its values.

In the Enlightenment understanding of satire (which influences contemporary US
understandings), the genre is especially well equipped for exposing sophistry and
unsound argument to reveal the “true meaning” beneath—an operation which
corresponds exactly with Colbert’s treatment of truthiness in right-wing arguments.
Writing in the context of the British proto-Enlightenment, Shaftesbury, makes a case for
power of comedic mockery in revealing ultimate Truth. He suggests that a well-reasoned
argument will stand up to any scrutiny, while fallacious claims will fall apart under the
scrutiny of humor:

For that which can be shown only in a certain light is questionable. Truth, it is
supposed, may bear al/ lights, and one of those principal lights, or natural
mediums, by which things are to be viewed... is ridicule itself, or that manner of
proof by which we discern whatever is liable to just raillery in any subject
(Shaftesbury 30, original emphasis).
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Satirical mockery, what Shaftesbury calls “raillery,” is thus presented as an essential tool
for exposing the flaws in any argument and revealing the underlying truth beneath. This
is the exact operation Colbert deploys to reveal the truth of (now-corrupted) US ideals
beneath the veil of sophistic truthiness. In this way, Colbert’s satire functions both to
denounce bad reasoning and overreliance on gut feeling, as well as revealing the “true

meaning” of the fundamental US values to which so many sophistic arguments appeal.

2.5 Colbert’s Aesthetic Education

In its parody of talk-show punditry and right-wing politicians, The Colbert Report
is largely concerned with exposing the shortcomings of contemporary US media and
political discourse, using comedy to demonstrate how the corruption of these institutions
is harming the country. However, this critical satirical mode, which mocks fallacious
reasoning to preserve national ideals, is only one aspect of Colbert’s comedic
nationalism. There is also a positive and creative political project in The Colbert Report
and other satire news shows. At the same time as Colbert uses reason to attack right-wing
absurdities (calling for a return to the rational), he also invokes an alternative mode of
feeling or emotion, one in line with the “liberal bias” of reality.

The Colbert Report frequently employs appeals to national identity and patriotic
investment. One example of this is the US maxims that Colbert plays with during the
White House Correspondents’ Dinner speech. Colbert’s comedy in this instance depends

on a prior investment in the ideals contained in these maxims for the audience to
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appreciate what is at stake in right-wing travestying of those ideals. However, similar
appeals to national investment are also staples of the regular episodes of the Report.
Colbert frequently addresses his audience as “nation,” encouraging them to think in a
civic frame. The show’s opening also features a multitude of patriotic images, such as the
US flag and a star-spangled eagle, as well as keywords aimed at capturing the US spirit,
such as “powerful,” “courageous,” and “exceptional” (“Intro” 0:00-0:10). In part, this
style is a mockery of the over-the-top patriotism of right-wing punditry—as is evident
from the interspersing of nonsense phrases, such as “applepious,” a portmanteau of
(American as) “apple pie” and “pious,” with these nationalistic keywords (0:05-0:10).
However, even as Colbert mocks the absurd right-wing use of US patriotism, he also
encourages his audience to think in a national paradigm. He reminds the audience of their
investment in these and other national forms before showing how truthiness has corrupted
these cherished ideals.

Further, the Report often engages in civic education projects, as in the “Better
Know a District” series, where Colbert interviews congresspeople to learn about their
ridings and discusses important political projects they are working on. Colbert begins
every segment of this “434-part series” (one for each Congressional districts at the time
of filming) with a presentation of noteworthy facts about the region (“Fudge Pt.1” 1:00-
1:05). In these openings, Colbert combines important historical civic knowledge with pop
culture trivia and humorous asides, all while patriotic-sounding classical music plays in

the background. For example, in introducing Ohio’s 11™ district, Colbert says:
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Ohio’s 11" includes the city of Cleveland, founded by General Moses Cleveland
in 1796...In 1879, Cleveland became the world's first city to be lighted
electrically. Residents were proud of that achievement, though disappointed to see
more of Cleveland. The 11" is home to the mighty Cuyahoga River, once so
polluted, it spurred the creation of the EPA after catching on fire 13 times...In
1935, the district was the birthplace of Alcoholics Anonymous, founded by Bill
Wilson and Dr. Bob Smith. Oh, shoot! I mean, founded by two guys, sorry (1:00-
2:10).

While Colbert’s normal mockery of right-wing truthiness employs biting satire against
what he sees as a threat to democracy, the humor of the “Better Know a District” segment
is better natured. This humor is the gentle ribbing of allies forging bonds and creating
endearment through shared laughter. While Colbert does poke fun at Cleveland for being
polluted and for having less than picturesque scenery, these jokes are tempered and offset
by moments of genuine appreciation for the district and its contributions. In this way,
these segments work to foster a pride and patriotic appreciation for the various regions
that make up the US.

In addition to singing the praises of Congressional districts, Colbert also uses
these segments as an opportunity to model what thoughtful, earnest, and critically minded
political discourse looks like. After introducing a district from his studio desk, the “Better
Know a Districtt” segment cuts to an interview between Colbert and that district’s
Congressperson to talk about important policy issues. Colbert begins his interview with
Congresswoman Marcia Fudge of Ohio’s 11" district with an open-ended prompt: “Tell
me about the fighting 11" (3:00-3:05). Fudge then takes this opportunity to describe

how her district has the “best orchestra in the United States” and the “best healthcare

76



anywhere” (3:05-3:30). As in his studio introduction, Colbert further discusses some of
the district’s achievements while making light jokes about these achievements. He says to
Fudge:

The Cleveland Clinic is the site of the world’s first face transplant. How do I
know you are Marcia Fudge? Perhaps someone stole your face, put it on their
body, and now is coming here to represent themselves as Marcia Fudge. The
Cleveland Clinic has made that future a reality (3:55-4:05).

Through moments like this Colbert again works to cultivate patriotic pride in the region,
while building rapport with the Congresswoman through lighthearted humor. His joke
about an impostor congressperson, for example, lacks the same sting as his takedowns of
truthiness in politics. This brief discussion of Cleveland further cements the appreciation
for the district for which Colbert lays the groundwork in his studio introduction.

After discussing the unique characteristics of the district in question, Colbert then
proceeds to a discussion of serious policy issues. While he ostensibly remains in
character for this segment of the interview, Colbert plays a more subdued version of his
persona, lobbing softball questions and serving as a foil to the serious, considered
discourse of his interlocutors. In his interview with Fudge, Colbert asks: “What do we do
about children from El Salvador and Guatemala and Honduras who are coming to our
southern border in droves?” (4:00-4:30) Fudge replies: “I think we should follow the law,
and the law says we have to give them a due process hearing and determine if, in fact,
they should be sent back, or if they can stay in this country” (4:15-5:00). Fudge’s
measured and careful response stands in stark contrast to the usual bluster of the Colbert

character, providing a model of what politics can and should look like. Colbert also
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prompts Fudge to discuss the importance of the arts and cultivating cooperation in
politics. He says: “You founded the Congressional Rock and Roll Caucus to educate
people about music and have fun in a bipartisan way” (“Fudge Pt.2” 0:30-1:00). Fudge
then reflects on the significance of this caucus: “Music transcends everything, and so we
decided it was going to be a great idea to have musicians come together” (0:30-1:00).
This brief exchange highlights the importance of bipartisan cooperation, while also
pointing to the power of aesthetics to foster political community and inculcate patriotic
feeling. If music can transcend political differences by cultivating a shared feeling,
Colbert hopes to transcend those differences in a similar way by instilling a patriotic
sentiment in his own audience through the “Better Know a District” segment. Driving
this point home, Colbert concludes the segment with a fencing match against Fudge, who
fenced competitively in her youth. This final moment of the segment works to humanize
the Congresswoman, creating a sense of connection between regular US citizens and their
often-aloof representatives.

Whether through national symbolism, appeals to US democratic ideals, or civic
education, Colbert frequently engages in projects that inspire a renewed commitment to
the nation’s ideals and drum up patriotic sentiment. He regularly mocks prominent
figures in US public life, but the show never loses touch with its investment in the nation
and what it stands for. Colbert satirizes what he sees as the harmful aspects of US
political life only so as to protect the positive virtues of this nation, virtues in which he

fervently believes. Colbert thus constructs a new patriotic sensibility to combat the
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degradations of truthiness, a sensibility in line with the principles of liberal reason and
common sense—and one deeply rooted in his comedic approach.

If Colbert’s criticism of right-wing truthiness is largely a rational operation
(debunking fallacious arguments, denouncing gut feeling, and exposing nonsensical
sensationalism), his own positive project nonetheless makes use of emotional and
spiritual investments in the nation, though in a different way and for different ends than
the right-wing targets of his satire. Colbert’s strategy of judiciously combining reason and
emotion to develop a new sensibility can best be understood through the lens of another
Enlightenment concept (alongside satire and US values), namely, aesthetic education. The
concept of an aesthetic education has attracted renewed scholarly attention in recent
years, as in the work of Gayatari Spivak. Spivak explores modes of being and feeling that
work beyond the national paradigm, imagining new political and aesthetic alternatives for
a global society, arguing that an “aesthetic education can be an epistemological
preparation” for tackling the key problems “at the heart of democracy” today (4). My
study of aesthetic education in contemporary political comedy contributes to the work in
this area by studying how lingering investments in the nation-state, even in the age of
globalization, impact the nature and the aims of aesthetic education. What does it mean to
remain attached to the national in the contemporary moment? What role can the notion of
aesthetic education play in contemporary political thought?

The concept of aesthetic education was developed in Friedrich Schiller’s 1795

“Letters on the Aesthetic Education of Man.” Writing in the context of the French
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Revolution, Schiller laments the degraded state of modern society, with the ambitions of
supposedly rational-minded revolutionaries leading only to disorder and chaos. Schiller
argues that, if they are to succeed, the new wave of political projects must develop the
moral character of the population, training the people not only in abstract reasoning but
also in principles of beauty, justice, and the good. For Schiller, an aesthetic education is
the means of developing one’s moral character in this way. Schiller begins from the
premise that, in modern society, there is a disjuncture between two fundamental human
instincts—the form drive and the sense drive—and this disjuncture is the root of many of
the ills of society. The form drive is concerned with rationality, order, and abstract
thought, clashing with the sense drive and its focus on material and sensuous interests. An
aesthetic training in appreciating and creating the beautiful is, Schiller argues, the key to
bringing these drives into harmony. Aesthetics develops what Schiller calls the play drive,
a third force that mediates between the other two. Play combines reason and sense in such
a way that it brings the two into harmony: “To the extent that it deprives feelings and
passions of their dynamic power, it will bring them into harmony with the ideas of
reason; and to the extent that it deprives the laws of reason of their moral compulsion, it
will reconcile them with the interests of the senses” (Schiller 127). Normally the worldly
and sensuous are opposed to the abstract and rational. In aesthetics, however, sensuous
materials are brought together in a beautiful and orderly way, while the principles of

reason are at the same time applied to sensuous material to give order to the work of art.
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In this way, aesthetics trains the moral character of the people by teaching them how to
strike the appropriate balance between the sensuous and the rational in political life.

This form-sensuous pairing closely parallels the reason-emotion dichotomy in
contemporary political comedy. Taking this analogy further, comedy would assume the
function of play, serving as a mechanism for striking the balance between the rational and
the affective. The play of comedy, then, would work to bring together reason and
emotion, removing their oppositional character and bringing the two forces into harmony.
Colbert’s Enlightenment-inflected satire of US society highlights how a disjuncture
between emotion (“gut feeling”’) and sound reasoning leads to political chaos, similarly to
Schiller’s own lamentations about his contemporaneous society. Colbert uses a satirical
deconstruction of right-wing arguments, demonstrating how they have become overly
blustering and obsessed only with gut reaction, while aiming to restore critical rational
thought to political discourse. In this way, Colbert presents a negative aesthetic
education, that is, an education in what not to do. His humor emphasizes these moments
of rupture between feeling and thinking in order to warn his audience away from the path.
However, as seen in the examples of Colbert’s own national civic investment, he also
provides glimpses of what a restored balance between reason and feeling in patriotism
might look like, an exemplar of how to use patriotic feeling in support of critical thinking
and democratic principles rather than pitting the two against each other. While the show
is more focused on its takedown of right-wing fallacies, these positive patriotic moments

serve as a complement to the negative to help envision what a restored vision of the
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nation might look like. In this way, satire news becomes both the vehicle for exposing
what is wrong with the nation and a tool for pointing towards a restored image of national
ideals.

In Schiller, as in contemporary satire news, aesthetic education has a specifically
political valence. Schiller concludes his “Letters” with a vision of an “aesthetic state”
(176). This state applies the principles of individual moral development to society at
large, with each citizen using their training in the beautiful and good to shape a society
organized according to the principles of balance and order. In a similar way, satire news
imagines its aesthetic education as a tool to restore reason to political discourse.
However, beyond these general concerns, satire news also aims at reinvigorating the
audience’s connection with core US ideals, combining reason and affect in service of the
national good. In this commitment to core US ideals, satire news’s education is a
specifically “American” comedic aesthetic education, one grounded in concerns over the
true meaning of national principles. This comedic aesthetic education is not simply
“American” on the level of content, that is, its focus on founding national principles and
satire’s special connection to those principles; Colbert’s satirical aesthetic education is
also “American” on the level of form, specifically in how it frames this education as a
matter of feeling vs reason. The reason-feeling problem to which this education responds
is, I argue, just one iteration of the longstanding debate over how to balance debates over
letter-of-the-law and spirit-of-the-law interpretations of founding US principles. The

comedic aesthetic education of the contemporary satire news show is therefore also an
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education in how to navigate one’s relationship to these founding principles, as Colbert’s
satire aims to guide viewers in striking the right balance between reason and affect.

The importance of the emotion vs reason debate to US values can best be
illustrated by way of a detour through Constitutional theory. Legal theory may seem a far
cry from political comedy; however, the US Constitution and disputes over its meaning
are a key part of US national fantasy discourse. As legal scholar Lee J. Strang argues,
“The Constitution of the United States is Americans’ most important civic document. It is
a source of national identity, substituting for the religious, linguistic, cultural, or ethnic
bonds that hold together many other countries” (1). Constitutional theory occupies an
important place in discourses on the meaning of US nationhood, serving as a grounding
document for national identity. While legal debates over its interpretation may appear
niche and specialist, they are nonetheless of broader importance for popular national
fantasy and can shed light on political comedy’s relationship to that fantasy discourse.

Colbert’s fact vs feeling problem maps onto two main currents in how to interpret
the US Constitution, or, in other words, two competing schools on how to understand the
meaning of core US principles. Legal scholar Bruce Ackerman argues that Constitutional
theory can be divided into two camps, which he calls the “mechanistic” and the
“organicist” approaches (1793). The mechanistic viewpoint of the Constitution holds that:
“Our Enlightenment Founders gave us the machine that might tick-tock to eternity if only
we followed the written instructions in the operating manual” (1793). This reading of the

Constitution sees it as ultimately perfect in its construction, a timeless document that
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holds the keys to prosperity for all generations. In the mechanistic view, the key to
political wellbeing is to simply adhere to the faultless principles of the founders, to avoid
deviation and keep the Constitutional machine ticking. In contrast, those in the organicist
camp see the Constitution as a living document that must adapt over time to respond to
the new needs of each US generation. While this camp has a great respect for the
founders, it nonetheless claims that they ultimately failed to account for “the unruly
dynamics of American history” (1797). As such, any reading of the text of the
Constitution must be supplemented with a close attention to “the organic evolution of
real-world patterns of authority,” that is, to the changing shape of the nation and the
interests of its people (1793-1794). If the mechanistic interpretation emphasizes the
infallibility of the Constitution as originally conceived, the organicists instead highlight
the need to update or alter the meaning of that document in order to carry forward its
principles and ideals in a way that responds to changes in US society.

I would suggest that, for satire news, the reason-emotion problem is just another
iteration of this core debate between the mechanist emphasis on the letter of the law and
its original meaning against the organicist emphasis on preserving the underlying spirit of
US principles. In this context, the comedic call for facts and reason aligns with the
mechanistic insistence on a strict adherence to the literal meaning of the Constitutional
text, while comedy’s use of affective techniques to cultivate a particular sensibility
echoes the organicist demand to recognize the deeper significance of the Constitution

over and beyond a strict interpretation of that document.

84



Colbert position satire as way to correct US discourse and restore democratic
principles. He aims to expose fallacies and bad reasoning to preserve public debate, while
also rechanneling a new positive patriotic emotion in line with reason. The belief in the
national fantasy connection between satire and founding US principles is key in this
respect. Satire, on this view, has a special power for channeling the “true meaning” of
national ideals. Using the power of comedy. Colbert aims to attune viewers to these ideals
by bringing patriotic feeling in line with rational thought, cultivating a new national
sensibility through his American comedic aesthetic education.

Colbert presents these national comedic energies as necessarily tied to a liberal
worldview or “liberal bias,” which, for satire news, is the one correct interpretation of US
values in line with the nation’s cultural essence. However, as the next sections of this
chapter will demonstrate, in practice, this comedic approach can be corrupted, being
employed by the very conservative thinkers Colbert denounces. In this way, the fantasy
vision of a nation restored through comedic attunement falls short of its lofty goals,
leading not to a redeemed political discourse but instead to an aporia of comedic claims
on US values. In the remainder of this chapter, I will unpack exactly how and why this

utopian comedic logic goes awry.

2.6 The Limits of Aesthetic Education: The Right-Wing Response
Colbert’s nationalist satire aims to strike a balance between reason and emotion

via comedic techniques, bringing these aspects together to cultivate a sensibility in line
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with the “true meaning” of US principles. In this sense, this mode of comedic reason
appears as an ideal means of cultivating an engaged and critical citizenry who are faithful
to the nation’s founding ideals. However, the utopian ambitions of this approach, which is
supposed to reveal the “liberal bias” of US principles and of the national character, can
equally be coopted for right-wing and reactionary purposes. How then can this
supposedly liberatory and redemptive logic be made to serve such antithetical right-wing
ends? And what does this cooption by the right mean for the utopian ambitions of
Colbert’s aesthetic education? My analysis of this problem focuses on two examples of
how right-wing figures appeal to the US comedic spirit to strike a balance between reason
and emotion in politics: Donald Trump’s mockery of political correctness and Ben
Shapiro’s maxim “facts don’t care about your feelings.” Through a close engagement
with these right-wing comedic figures, I demonstrate how the aesthetic education mode
of comedic reason does not lead to a single, correct, liberal conclusion but instead
produces an aporia of competing comedic reasons fighting over the true meaning of core
US principles.

For most of the post-9/11 era, there has been no right-wing equivalent of The
Daily Show, The Colbert Report, or other liberal satirical news shows. Fox News had a
short-lived program called the %2 Hour News Hour (2007), which promised a right-wing
comedic take on daily events and positioned itself as a Daily Show for conservatives.
However, this show was cancelled after only 17 episodes and this right-wing version of

satire news never achieved much traction. From a certain perspective, this asymmetry
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makes sense: Colbert and company present their mode of political comedic aesthetic
attunement as an inherently liberal political method. Colbert’s reference to the “liberal
bias” of reality implies that proper reasoning and careful attention to the uses of feeling
will lead to a liberal political viewpoint. Further, he presents US ideals and comedic
values as necessarily liberal. Yet despite all of this, there are nonetheless right-wing
comedic figures who make use of this comedic aesthetic education for their own ends.
Right-wing practitioners of this comedic mode may not be comedians or brand their
content as comedy in the same way as the liberals of the satire news show, but they
nonetheless make this mode of comedic reason a key part of their political rhetoric and
use it as a major tool for realizing their political ambitions.'*

One major instance of right-wing use of this mode of comedic reason is in the
right-wing punditry and talk shows that Colbert aims to satirize. Paul Lewis suggests that
the exaggerated vitriol and tongue-in-cheek delivery of these shows could be read as a
form of bombastic, satirical comedy. Focusing on the late Rush Limbaugh, a conservative
pundit and talk-show host, Lewis describes how Limbaugh’s argumentative attacks on the

left “work through humor to shift identification and empathy” away from liberal causes

14 |In recent years, a right-wing contender has challenged the popularity of satire news, even overtaking the viewership
of network late-night shows (Ellefson). Gutfeld! (2021-Present), the eponymous talk show of libertarian comedian and
political commentator Greg Gutfeld, provides a right-wing answer to Colbert and his fellow liberal satirists, providing a
humorous, right-wing “common-sense” take on current events. While the popularity of a one-to-one right-wing
equivalent of liberal satire news is thus a recent emergence (one that puts into question the necessarily liberal attitude
of the genre), it would be a mistake to see this as an unprecedented rise of right-wing comedic-attunement satire.
Rather, | would argue, such right-wing satire has been a staple of the post-9/11 US political and media landscape,
though it often appeared in forms that are not immediately recognizable as comedy.
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and ideals (134). Lewis also notes that Limbaugh employs a “rhetoric of reversal and
incongruity” which is often associated with comedic delivery (134).

This right-wing use of comedic aesthetic education is not confined to talk news
radio and the Fox News pundit class, however. In recent years it has been taken up by
major political figures themselves. My analysis focuses on these political figures (rather
than other conservative comedians) to demonstrate just how integral this supposedly
liberal mode of comedic reasoning is to right-wing US political discourse.

There is no clearer case of humor in right-wing politics than that of President
Trump, who intentionally used comedy as part of his 2016 campaign rhetoric in order to
win greater voter support. Like the right-wing pundits mentioned above, Trump’s comedy
involves an over-the-top gut feeling performance that seeks to recapture a “true” US
spirit, which, in his view, has been eclipsed by liberal sophistry and mainstream media
corruption. Trump’s particular focus is on political correctness and how it twists reason to
distract from the “true meaning” or spirit of the nation. As Michael Denning notes, the
term “politically correct is the contemporary equivalent of the Stalinist party line, an
emblem of the rigidity, intolerance, and humorlessness that the right has always projected
onto leftists and feminists” (123). For the right, then, political correctness represents a
form of humorless rigidity akin to that which will be discussed in greater detail in the
chapter on comedy and US foreign affairs. From this right-wing perspective, using humor
to infuse vitality into political discourse seems like the logical response to a rigid

rationalism that undermines the “true” US spirit.
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In a January 2016 Face the Nation interview, Trump diagnoses the major problem
afflicting the US as its lack of spirit, and he suggests that political correctness is the root
cause of these ills. When asked what he would change about the nation, Trump says, “I
want to rally this country, because our country has no spirit” (“too long” 0:05-0:25). He
then adds “We need spirit. We need a cheerleader” (0:35-0:55). Like Colbert, Trump sees
the political issues in the US as stemming from the nation losing touch with the spirit of
its founding ideals, though Trump’s vision of what those ideals means differs wildly from
the comedian’s. To resolve the political problems facing the US requires, Trump suggests,
restoring its spirit—and the way to do that is to remove the shackles of political
correctness. In another speech, Trump argues that:

We have to stop with political correctness. We have to get down to creating a
country that’s not going to have the kind of problems we’ve had...And unlike
President Obama where he refuses even to use the term of what’s going on. He
can’t use the term for whatever reason. And if you can’t use the term, you’re
never going to solve the problem (“Stop” 1:00-2:00).

In this reading, political correctness functions as a veil, a refusal to see things as they are.
This corruption through casuistry ultimately impedes one’s access to the true US spirit.
Comedy is a key aspect of this Trumpian call for a new reason-spirit balance.
Humor is Trump’s means of winning over support to his message through a kind of
conservative aesthetic education. Trump’s use of comedy for his political ends is apparent
in how he discusses political correctness in his Face the Nation interview. When asked
why he is so politically incorrect, he replies in terms of efficiency: “Here’s the problem

with political correctness. It takes too long. We don’t have time. We don’t have time.”
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(“too long” 1:20-1:40). This claim to efficiency and snappiness resonates with Trump’s
no-nonsense businessman persona. While contemporary politicians may become bogged
down in legalese and bureaucracy, Trump claims to embody the practicality and
dynamism of US commerce. This emphasis on economy of language is also a key
principle of many jokes, as comedy theorists since Freud have emphasized.'® Trump puts
this humor of economy into practice as he elaborates on his dislike for political
correctness. He cites the example of how he was criticized for using the phrase “anchor
babies,” which he was told is a “derogatory term” (1:25-145). He complains that instead
he was asked by a reporter to say “the babies of undocumented immigrants or... he gave
me like a seven-or-eight-word definition. I said, “We don’t have time for that.”” (1:35-
2:05) This example of why Trump refuses political correctness also exhibits an aesthetic
lesson in Trump’s pro-spirit and anti-political correctness position. As Trump imitates the
reporter he puts on a boring, droning tone to emphasize the tedium of political
correctness and to show how lifeless it is compared to his dynamic and snappy answer.
Trump continues this mockery of “PC culture” through an extended reflection on
what it means to be politically correct. Although he denounces political correctness,
Trump nevertheless insists on his ability to be politically correct, doing so in a way that
skewers (what he sees as) the shortcomings of political correctness. He says: “I can be

more politically correct than any coach that they can give me. I can be the most

15 For more on the economy of language in humor, see Sigmund Freud’s Jokes and their Relation to the Unconscious.
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politically correct person with you. I could say something at the end of this interview,

'97

you’ll say: “Wow, is that boring!” (1:10-1:35). Trump’s remarks here have the structure
of a joke. How do you know you’re the most politically correct? When you say the most
boring thing imaginable! In this way, Trump makes a case for not being politically correct
while at the same time humorously mocking the sensibility of those who abide by the
rules of political correctness.

Much of Trump’s humor and political rhetoric is concerned with striking the right
balance between reason and feeling, here emphasizing the need for a recalibration toward
spirit and impassioned feeling over empty rhetoric. For Trump this insistence on feeling
is the means of restoring the “true” US spirit. In this way, Trump enacts a right-wing
version of Colbert’s aesthetic education, using comedy to strike a balance between reason
and feeling in line with the “true” meaning of US principles. Trump, just like Colbert,
uses humor as a way of channeling the essence of the national character. However, while
in Colbert’s view, this “true” national character is necessarily liberal, Trump uses the
same comedic techniques and appeals to the same comedic notion of national character
while making a right-wing case against political correctness. Trump’s use of the aesthetic
education mode of comedic reason thus poses a serious threat to the logic of the
American comedic national fantasy in which an attunement through the US comedic
spirit would necessarily produce a left-liberal viewpoint.

Despite the many similarities between Trump and Colbert’s comedic techniques,

however, one could still argue that their contrasting engagements with reason and facts
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renders these similarities irrelevant. Yes, Trump uses comedy to strike his version of a
balance between fact and feeling. Nonetheless, the Trumpian approach denigrates empty
rationality in favor of spirit, while Colbert emphasizes the importance of centering
reason, bringing emotion in line with rationality and critical thought instead of letting the
passions run free. One could therefore claim that placing reason at the center of this
comedic mode distinguishes the left-liberal version of comedic-aesthetic education from
its right-wing imitator. Yet while the right-wing talk show personalities and Trump
emphasize feeling over fact, it would be a mistake to assume that right-wing uses of this
mode of comedic reason exclusively call for more feeling. There are comedic right-wing
commentators who place just as much emphasis on reason on Colbert, and, just like
Trump, these commentators use the supposedly necessarily liberal aesthetic education
mode of comedic reason for reactionary ends.

Ben Shapiro—conservative pundit, college-campus agitator, and founder of right-
wing media outlet The Daily Wire—has acquired a sizable following for his viral videos
in which he “DESTROYS” feminists, social justice advocates, and liberals of all stripes
(“DESTROYS” 0:00-0:05). Like many of the comedic examples so far, Shapiro’s famous
dictum—*Facts don’t care about your feelings”—works on the hinge between fact and
feeling, reason and emotion (0:05-0:15). The only difference in comedic technique is that
while other right-wing comedic figures emphasize the spirit, Shapiro paints a picture of
an over-sensitive and wildly emotional liberal left who require the corrective of an

objective, rational right-wing perspective. Shapiro’s media content is not explicitly
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positioned as comedy work, but his popularity is nonetheless largely due to his comedic
style, mocking the supposed absurdities of identity politics, trigger warnings, and the like
from a vantage point that claims to be rational and objective. For Shapiro, this project is
also connected to preserving the “true meaning” of US values. Shapiro sees his
supposedly objective viewpoint as a method for better understanding US principles,
claiming to reveal, for example, the truth that “American Was Founded on FREEDOM,
Not Slavery” (“FREEDOM” 0:00-0:30). He further presents his rational analysis as a
way of debunking so-called lies about the nation. In a speech on the dangers of political
correctness, Shapiro says: “No, you don’t get to lie about America. And, no, I won’t lie
about America even if it makes you feel better if [ do” (“Correctness” 1:30-2:00). For
Shapiro, the quest to protect objective rationality from the clouded perspective of feeling
thus has significant consequences for the battle over the meaning of US values and ideals.
Shapiro’s method involves a sober presentation of facts and logic, trying to
debunk instances where feelings, sensitivities etc. have led to irrational thinking. His
comedic method often involves pointing out the apparent absurdity of liberal claims and
working these absurdities for laughs. His presentation style is thus a training in a certain
mode of reasoning, cultivating a sensibility for finding out the facts and accurately
judging arguments. Shapiro uses this technique when fielding questions from adversarial
audience members, refuting his opponent while also using comedy to demonstrate the
superiority of his rational sensibility. When asked by an audience member why he is

against legislation recognizing the rights of nonbinary and transgender individuals,
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Shapiro replies: “I’m not going to modify basic biology because it threatens your
subjective sense of what you are” (“DESTROYS” 0:40-1:10). The exchange then
continues:

Audience Member: Ok but you’re still saying these kids should, like, not be
accepted because they don’t really fit in either place...

Ben Shapiro: I’m saying that the Boy Scouts have a standard. You must be a
biological boy to be a boy scout. You have to be a boy to be a Boy Scout.

Audience Member: Where’s that written though?
Ben Shapiro: In the name Boy Scouts.
[audience laughter and applause] (1:10-1:40)

Shapiro’s argumentative style relies on a certain common-sense, no-nonsense attitude.
Biology says what biology says. Of course, the Boy Scouts are for boys. In this way he
positions his claims as in line with the down-to-earth US humorist style,’® while also
presenting his adversary as illogical for failing to see these “basic facts.” Shapiro builds
on the above exchange, using a reductio ad absurdum: “For all of human history boy
meant boy and girl meant girl...and if I call you a moose are you suddenly a moose?”
(“DESTROYS” 1:50-2:20) Shapiro’s response suggests that if one gives up on the “basic
facts of biology” then this line of argumentation ends up arbitrarily equating humans with

animals. As a general principle, Shapiro suggests, if one accepts liberal arguments based

16 For more on this style of US humor, see the discussion of Tandy’s Crackerbox Philosophers in the Introduction.
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on feelings rather than facts, this way of thinking will necessarily lead to an absurd
society that has abandoned reason.

Shapiro works ostensibly through pure facts, but his persuasive power has as
much to do with sensibility as with reason. Further, Shapiro makes the case that a certain
sensibility leads one to adhere to the facts, while another results in irrational and feeling-
influenced thinking. In the same question session, Shapiro is asked about his audience
and whether it matters that they are largely white, male, and cisgender, especially when
his political analysis often focuses on race and gender issues. An audience member asks:
“Have you talked to a group of trans people at all instead of this group of, like, white
people?” (5:20-5:45) Shapiro then responds: “I’m more than happy to talk to a group of
any people who will have me, but usually they protest me” [audience laughter] (5:30-
6:00). In this response, Shapiro turns the criticism of his audience back on the questioner.
It is not that he desires a narrow audience but that he will only be accepted by a narrow
group. Yet Shapiro frames this lack of acceptance as a shortcoming of those who protest
him rather than a failing of Shapiro himself or his message. His joke about how certain
people protest him instead of engaging in debate is intended to signal how liberals (and
non-white, non-male, non-cis people) have departed from rationality all together, refusing
to engage in rational conversation. This joke serves as an indictment of liberal groups not
only for reasoning incorrectly (Shapiro claims he is happy to debate anyone and see who
has the facts on their side) but of how the liberal attitude has encouraged people to

abandon the rational completely. In this way, Shapiro’s call for more reason relies on the
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cultivation of a rational sensibility or attunement as much as on strict argumentation. For
Shapiro, reason may be able to stand on its own merits but turning people towards reason
requires training in the right way to think and feel.

For Shapiro, then, reason can either be cultivated or undermined by culture, and
some cultures are more aligned with rationality than others. When asked how he is able to
speak on race and gender issues as a white man, Shapiro responds:

I would suggest that my identity has nothing to do with what is right or wrong.
And this is what Western Civilization used to be about. Western Civilization used
to be about the idea that, yes, ’'m not a woman in the healthcare field, but you and
I can have a conversation about what is right and wrong because this is the nature
of human reason...the nature of right and wrong is that you and I can talk about
what is right and wrong and that I don’t retreat into my identity...if we can all
retreat into our identity...morality doesn’t exist at all. (“Supercut” 3:00-4:00)

Shapiro’s argument here rests on a curious sliding between the universal and the
particular. On the one hand, he argues for reason as a universal virtue. The basic notion of
right vs wrong and morality in general are, for Shapiro, founded on the premise that these
principles are universally applicable and can be widely agreed upon regardless of
situation or context. From this perspective, it should not matter what one’s background or
identities are. Reasoning is a universal activity that anyone can share in. On the other
hand, in an argument reminiscent of the Huntington’s clash of civilizations thesis (which
will be discussed in greater detail in the chapter on comedy and foreign affairs), this
critical universality is associated with Western civilization in particular. This one
civilization is the bearer and inheritor of the universal, The West alone provides the

necessary education in sensibility for developing one’s rational abilities.
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Shapiro has his own vision of the ideal reason-emotion balance, one where
objective rationality would play a much greater role in political discourse. Like Colbert,
Shapiro uses comedy attune or calibrate his audience to this rational sensibility by
exposing what he sees as the absurdities resulting from the clouded judgments of overly
sentimental liberals. Shapiro also sees this aesthetic attunement as the means of divining
the “true” essence of both US founding principles and, more broadly, Western values. In
Shapiro, then, one finds a right-wing equivalent of Colbert—equivalent in their comedic
techniques, in their emphasis on reason, and in their belief that comedy reveals the “true”
US national character. Although the aesthetic education mode of comedic reason was
presented as a necessarily liberal, utopian project for repairing US political discourse and
recovering the “true” meaning of national ideals, the examples of Trump and Shapiro
show how this supposedly liberal mode can equally be used for right-wing ends. Where
did this belief in the liberatory and redemptive power of comedy go wrong? What did this

utopian national vision miss that allowed it to be corrupted for right-wing ends?

2.7 An “American” Aporia

Both Colbert and Shapiro present their respective comedic-aesthetic attunements
as methods for understanding the world as it really is. For Colbert, this education
involves cutting through right-wing bluster and misinformation to recognize the “liberal
bias” of reality. In his view, to understand politics and grasp US ideals means to see them

through a liberal perspective. Likewise, Shapiro’s “facts don’t care about your feelings”
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maxim entails getting away from vision-clouding sentiment and particular identities to
grasp a universal rational truth, which for him is necessarily tied to Western civilization
and conservative beliefs. Both figures also present their respective aesthetic educations as
methods for understanding the true meaning of US founding ideals, ideals which, each
claims, have been corrupted by the other side. Yet how is it that the two can lean on the
US comedic spirit to derive such radically opposed visions from the same underlying US
principles?

I argue that both comedic approaches to aesthetic attunement rely on substantialist
notions of a national cultural essence (i.e., the “real” US) and an Enlightenment vision of
transcendental Truth as the ground for their claims. It is this national essence, this Truth,
to which the comedic attitude is supposed to have a privileged relationship. In turn, this
same national essence (accessed through comedy) is then framed as the guiding light for
recalibrating the sensibilities of post-9/11 US citizens. However, as I aim to show, in
practice there is no transcendental essence of US character, no eternal national principles
to which to attune. This lack of substantialist ground ultimately leads to an aporia of
competing claims to the “true meaning” of US principles without any clear means of
deciding between them.

The founding principles of US politics are not universal, transcendental, and
eternal political ideals, even though they are often presented as such and even though this
framing continues to hold sway in popular political discourse. In the classic of proto-

American studies An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution of the United States
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(1913), Charles Beard contested the (then) prevailing view that the US Constitution is a
document based primarily on universal and impartial political ideals. Beard writes that

the concept of the Constitution as a piece of abstract legislation reflecting no
group interests and recognizing no economic antagonisms is entirely false. It was
an economic document drawn with superb skill by men whose property interests
were immediately at stake; and as such it appealed directly and unerringly to
identical interests in the country at large (188).

Beard demonstrates how the supposedly universal political principles of the document
were actually specific class positions designed to protect the interests of money capital
and manufacturing against the landowning and farming classes, whose interests were
advanced by the earlier Articles of Confederation: “The movement for the Constitution of
the United States was originated and carried through principally by four groups of
personality interests which had been adversely affected under the Articles of
Confederation: money, public securities, manufactures, and trade and shipping.” (324).
As Beard documents through an analysis of the debate over the Constitutions and the
property holdings of those involved in that debate, principles with a universal draping,
such as free movement of goods between states and the provision of a national currency,
were actually measures designed to protect the interests of money capital and
manufacturing. These founding ideals, as captured in both the Constitution and the
Articles of Confederation, do not represent one abstract universal or “true” national ideals
but instead two competing class positions. The provisions of these documents are framed

as general rules, but they were not imagined as disinterested general principles; rather
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they were about cementing certain interests (against others) through the codification of
law.

What does this class-interested and material nature of supposedly transcendental
and universal principles mean for comedic efforts to channel the “real” national
character? Because of this interested and divided origin of national principles, any claim
to assert that one sensibility captures the “true meaning” of these ideals is doomed from
the start, as there is no transcendent Truth or essence there to rely on. Beard’s
examination of the class interests behind the Constitution and other founding national
documents is a US-focused illustration of Jiirgen Habermas’s point that all supposedly
neutral and universal claims to reason are ultimately rooted in specific (bourgeois) class
interests, which are packaged and presented as a general good. As Habermas puts it, “the
interest of the class, via critical public debate, could assume the appearance of the general
interest” (88). This is precisely the mechanism by which US bourgeois interests, through
the process of the Constitutional Convention and other founding debates, assumed the
character of hallowed national values.

Just as supposedly universal US rational principles are ultimately rooted in
competing class interests, so too are the nation’s patriotic sentiments and sensibilities,
that is, its national character or essence, tied to specific class positions. Raymond
Williams examines how ways of feeling and modes of being (the emotional counterpart
to reason in aesthetic education) are equally tied to specific group or class vantage points.

Feeling and consciousness, Williams argues, are ultimately “social and material” (131).
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Williams coins the term “structures of feeling” to describe modes of being and
experiences that capture the “meanings and values [of a society or group] as they are
actively lived and felt” (132). Applying Williams’ insight to the problem of US national
feeling, one discovers that this feeling or sensibility is not a manifestation of a singular
universal US essence or true national character; rather different groups attach various
ideas and emotions to their common national images in accordance with their own ways
of thinking and feeling. While each group tries to validate their particular sensibility
through an appeal to the “real” national essence, there is, in fact, no one singular true and
eternal patriotic essence. Instead, there are only so many competing claims on the
meaning of national ideals, each with an equal validity as there is no transcendent Truth
to which to appeal in order to decide between them.

Neither Colbert nor Shapiro nor Trump can thus capture the one “true meaning”
of US founding principles through their aesthetic education. Each version of the comedic
aesthetic education will align citizens with one possible vision of US ideals, but there is
no mechanism internal to these aesthetic techniques that allows for one aesthetic claim to
prove itself superior to the others. In short, there is no underlying national character or
cultural essence to dictate the “true” meaning of these principles. Instead, this mode of
comedic reason leads only to an aporia of competing sensibilities, each claiming to
represent the “true meaning” of US principles. Colbert’s aesthetic education is therefore
not, as it would see itself, a means of aligning oneself with critical democratic virtue and

the “true meaning” of US principles against conservative corruptions. It has no more of a

101



connection with the “true meaning” of US principles than its conservative counterparts,
as there is no underlying national truth to which to appeal. The aesthetic education mode
of comedic reason is thus not a universal salve for democracy and the US project but
simply one competing sensibility among others, with no more of a claim to legitimacy
than its competition.

While the aesthetic education mode of comedic reason thus fails to deliver on its
promise of aligning citizens with the “true meaning” of US democratic ideals, one could
still argue that this mode of reason is nonetheless a valuable rhetorical tool for left-liberal
politics. The sensibility cultivated by this mode may not have any special connection to
US principles, but the process of inculcating a certain way of thinking and feeling among
the public could still function as a means of winning over supporters to one’s political
cause. On this view, the lack of alignment with the universal and the “true meaning” of
US ideals becomes irrelevant, as aesthetic education can still serve as a powerful political
tool. The affective aspect of an aesthetic education could give political messaging a more
visceral appeal than purely rational arguments and could engage subjects emotionally in
political causes.

While aesthetics and the affective are powerful political forces, it is important to
recognize how a belief in a reified national cultural essence causes this mode of comedic
reason to imagine politics as a matter of aesthetics alone, ignoring the material and social
underpinnings of one’s sensibility. This mode’s failure to engage with the class and social

foundations of sensibility ultimately limits the impacts that its aesthetic education can

102



have. This point can be illustrated through an empirical study of how viewers interpreted
The Colbert Report’s political message. LaMarre et al. conducted a study in which
participants were asked to identify their political beliefs on a scale from “very liberal” to
“very conservative.” Participants were then shown a clip of the Stephen Colbert character
interviewing Democracy Now! anchor Amy Goodman. After viewing the clip, they were
asked to identify whom (conservatives or liberals) Colbert was making fun of and to
evaluate Colbert’s (the individual rather than the character) own political ideology. The
authors found that subjects interpreted Colbert as aligning with their own political beliefs:
“conservatives not only processed the messages as targeting liberals, but also processed
the source as being conservative, Republican, and disliking liberals. By contrast, liberals
perceived Colbert as just kidding and did not perceive the source as conservative,
Republican, or disliking liberals” (LaMarre et al. 224). While self-identified liberals were
able to identify Colbert’s political message, conservatives saw his humor as a bombastic
and playful exaggeration of conservatism but one that still endorsed a right-wing
viewpoint. This study suggests that Colbert’s aesthetic education may be effective in
refining the aesthetic sensibilities of those who already hold liberal beliefs, but it is
ineffective of when trying to win over conservatives through comedy.

What might account for this shortcoming of Colbert’s comedic aesthetic
education? In evaluating the limits of the aesthetic education mode of comedic reason as
a political tool, it is important to recall that, as discussed above, reason and emotion are

always materially and socially embedded. The satire news show’s approach to aesthetic
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education ignores this fact, attempting to enact an aesthetic education based on purely
abstract principles. Believing in the efficacy of a “true” national character that is not
really there, the aesthetic education mode of comedic reason treats aesthetics as an
autonomous political force, detached from any specific social relations. This mode’s
commitment to a “true” universal US ideal thus limits its political potential from the start,
preventing it from connecting its aesthetic politics with the material and social interests

that form the basis of how one thinks and feels.

2.8 Conclusion

Despite the genre’s lofty hopes for the nation, satire news ultimately cannot
realize its goal to redeem democratic discourse through its comedic aesthetic education.
As I have shown, this education rests on an unsubstantiated belief in a “true” national
essence that aligns citizens with the “real” (necessarily liberal) principles of the nation. In
practice, however, there is no such underlying national essence, and so appeals to the
“true” meaning of the US lead only to an aporia of competing national ideals. In this way,
satire news’s commitment to Enlightenment visions of a transcendent Truth, as well as its
belief in an underlying national essence as the way to access this Truth (a version of the
American comedic national fantasy), ultimately inhibit its political project. In clinging to
these old nationalist inheritances, this genre’s project to redeem the US ends up caught in

a bind. Satire can only mobilize aesthetic and affective investment by appealing to the
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“real” national essence. However, in this appeal, satire leans into regressive and
essentialist modes of nationalism that undercut the political force of its comedy.

While this chapter has explored the bind of the American comedic national
fantasy as it applies to political principles and discourse—that is, largely in the realm of
concepts and abstract ideals—a similar bind also colors how nationalist comedy, inflected
with the logic of the American comedic national fantasy, conceives of and responds to
more concrete and tangible national political problems. The remaining chapters of this
work explore how the American comedic national fantasy intersects with such political
problems, exploring the difficulties inherent in trying to redeem the nation through

comedy while working within an ultimately compromised framework of national identity.
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3. Feeling Democratic: Comedy and Consensus/Dissensus

If, as the old adage goes, laughter is the best medicine, can comedy function as a
salve for the ailing US body politic? This chapter explores comedic responses to the
problem of the so-called “national divide” in post-9/11 US politics, a prevalent discourse
which attributes the nation’s democratic dysfunction to the increasing polarization among
citizens and between the political parties that represent them. I consider how comedy
conceives of this divide as a matter of misaligned national feeling and examine how
comedy positions the US comedic spirit as the ideal tool for restoring the “good feelings”
necessary for the health of democracy. I explore two opposing comedic approaches to
national division, both to highlight comedy’s range of responses and to bring out the
foundational similarities between seemingly incompatible comedic perspectives. The first
approach, which I call the consensus mode of comedic reason, presents comedy as a
means of cultivating a shared feeling which serves as the basis for political unity. I
explore how this mode operates through a close reading of Sarah Silverman’s  love you,
America (2017-2018). The second approach, which I call the dissensus mode of comedic
reason, positions comedic irreverence as a tool for cultivating the diversity of
perspectives necessary for democracy. I explore how this mode operates through a close
reading of South Park (1997-Present) and Who is America? (2018). My analysis centers
on how both comedic responses are grounded in what I have called the American
comedic national fantasy, a structure of thought which positions US humor as the means

of realizing a utopian vision of US ideals in opposition to the degradation of real US
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politics. Specifically, I consider how the national-fantasy belief that US society (as
opposed to the nation’s political institutions) is inherently democratic and that this
democratic ethos can be directly accessed through comedy ultimately limits the political
horizon of these comedic modes. I argue that, while these modes offer a productive outlet
for thinking about the role of emotion in US democracy, their democratic project is
undermined by their tendency to reduce the political to a matter of feeling alone.

In addition to its contribution to scholarship on US national fantasy discourse, this
chapter also makes an important intervention in debates on the so-called “national divide”
and work on US democratic decline through its consideration of the role of emotion in
democratic politics. Further, this discussion of comedic engagement with post-9/11 US

national division is an important contribution to wider debates about the relationship

between comedy and democracy.’

3.1 The Promise of a Nation United Through Comedy

The consensus mode of comedic reason offers a vision of a nation united through
comedy. In the logic of this perspective, a common sensibility based on a shared
experience of humor is the key to galvanizing the nation and allowing US democracy to

flourish. Sarah Silverman’s I love you, America, which aired on the web streaming

17See Strange Bedfellows: How late-night comedy turns democracy into a joke (2008) by Russell Peterson,
The Comedy of Democracy (1996) by Combs and Nimmo and Representative Clowns: Comedy and Democracy in
America (1984) by Ronald Jenkins.
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service Hulu, is an exemplary case study in this mode of comedic reasoning. The show
consists of three main types of segments: a monologue or opening skit dealing with some
hot-button issue in US society, field pieces in which Silverman or her correspondents
visit with groups across the nation, and interviews with public figures who are involved
with projects to bring people together or heal the national divide. In some ways the show
is modelled after the late-night comedy news and talk shows that were the focus of the
previous chapter, but instead of dealing with current events and political mishaps, the
show is focused on talking to different groups of people throughout the US to see how
they live, what they think, and how they feel about the present state of US society. Filmed
in the wake of the Trump inauguration, this show is explicitly positioned as trying to find
common ground and heal the national divide through comedy, while also exploring a
number of key national issues ranging from the environment, to gun rights, to gay
marriage, and to the US healthcare system. The Hulu press site describes the show as
Silverman’s journey “to connect with people who may not agree with her personal
opinions through honesty, humor, genuine interest in others, and not taking herself too
seriously” (Hulu Press). The nation, as Silverman sees it, has grown divided and divisive
in the age of Trump. I love you, America is her effort to try to build bridges across the
political aisle, using comedy and earnest engagement.

Silverman sets the stage for her series with an “I love you, America” song-skit
that opens the first episode. The song expresses both Silverman’s love for the country, as

well as her frustration with the many issues that pull the nation apart. The song presents a
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litany of people, places, and things in the US that Silverman loves, but her paean to all

things “American” is frequently interrupted by a questioning voice of self-doubt. She

99 ¢¢ 29 ¢

begins by proclaiming how she loves “straights,” “gays,” “black people,” “whites and
Asians too,” but she quickly questions this pattern of listing identities (“Song” 0:50-
1:00). Reflecting on her earlier lyrics, Silverman says: “Wait a minute what am I doing?
I’m listing kinds of people. I’'m categorizing human beings and putting them into little
individual boxes. I mean, whether I mean it or not I’'m part of the problem” (0:50-1:20).
Silverman thus meditates on the difficulties of affirming different identity groups without
reducing people to that identity or pigeonholing them, as well as the challenge of
recognizing difference while also trying to produce a sense of national unity. At another
moment in the song, Silverman proclaims “I love you, police officer” before quickly
backtracking and qualifying her statement (1:20-1:30): “Oh that’s easy for me to say. |
can walk into any encounter with the police assuming they’re going to serve and protect
me” while at the same time “there’s a real epidemic of cops murdering unarmed black
teenagers” (1:20-2:00). Here Silverman poses another problem of her project to find
common ground. Sometimes affirming the viewpoint of one particular group necessarily
means discounting or attacking that of another. To affirm the police in the name of
national unity is to undermine the very real grievances of Black citizens who are
systematically victimized by the police force. After a number of similar moments in the

song dealing with other national sticking points, Silverman ends with one final statement

about the contradictions of her simultaneous love for and reservations about the US. After
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she proclaims to the country that “I love everything you do,” Silverman breaks into a
spoken aside in which she repeatedly qualifies that love (3:30-3:50):

You know sometimes I just I get really mad at you and the stupid shit that you do
and how you vote for these rich fucks that lie to your faces and then
systematically rape you of your rights and your job and your healthcare...and then
you call me Hollywood elite...and you’re mad at me for wanting the best for you
and for getting pissed when you vote against your best interest. I’m caring about
you. I’'m condescending to you (3:45-4:30).

This final moment expresses Silverman’s frustration with the nation. Even as she loves
the country and respects its citizens’ rights to choose, she cannot help but be bothered by
the way that people seem to vote against their interests and by how much of their anger is
directed against her for trying to help. However, this aside ends with a moment of
recognition of how Silverman’s own attitude appears to those she ostensibly wants to
help. Caring can easily slide into condescension, and what appears as a friendly gesture
from one perspective can be seen as paternalistic finger-wagging from another. As
Silverman speaks these last lines, her eyes light up in a moment of realization about the
pitfalls of her own project. She stands silently for a few seconds as this realization settles
in. A laugh track plays in the background as Sarah experiences her epiphany before the
scene finally cuts to black. Silverman’s song encapsulates the problems of the US
national divide. Her love for her country produces a sense of care and compassion, yet
sticking points and divisive issues frequently interrupt that caring impulse. This song
dramatizes Silverman’s vision for what a united US can be while nonetheless recognizing

the existing fault lines and divisions that stand in the way of this vision.
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Silverman is not alone in identifying the national divide as a major issue facing
the US, an issue that, on some readings, poses a threat to the health of the nation and to
the integrity of its democratic principles. This issue has been especially salient in recent
years, as many political commentators have lambasted Donald Trump for sowing division
and creating an us-vs-them mentality, while others see Trump as a symptom of a country
already deeply polarized along political fault lines. This discourse on the divide has also
given rise to a wave of academic and popular political writing on national division.
Writers on this topic almost universally agree that the nation is divided, though they
attribute a diverse set of causes to this division—the activation of latent racial tension
(Sides et al.), a division based on regional and urban-rural lines as well as identity
(Hochschild), or simply the intensification of longstanding dividing factors (Campbell).
Despite their differences, authors of works of this type generally agree on the core tenets
that 1) the nation has become divided in the Trump era, and 2) this division poses a threat
to the US’s democratic institution. In each case, the dividing principles these authors
identify is positioned as a threat to democratic cohesion. On this view, a nation divided
cannot function democratically, as democracy is based on shared beliefs and values.

Despite the common associations between Trumpism and national polarization in
contemporary discourse, it would nonetheless be a mistake to see this divide as merely a
problem of the present moment. Narratives about increasing national division were also
prevalent during the Bush era. In a 2004 book-review article for 7he New York Times,

historian and political analyst Thomas Frank reflected on the then-proliferating accounts
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of US national division. In a parallel to the Trump moment, Frank remarks that the
abundance of these division narratives is matched only by the diversity of proposed
explanations of what exactly is tearing the country apart: “That we are a nation divided,”
he writes, “is an almost universal lament of this bitter election year. However, the exact
property that divides us—elemental though it is said to be—remains a matter of some
controversy” (Frank). The article goes on to survey a number of competing accounts of
US polarization: a fissure between regional cultures, the polarizing effect of a new liberal
elite, and increasing tension between haves and have-nots. Just as in the Trump moment,
each author paints a very different picture of what has gone wrong with the country and
why, yet all of these Bush-era authors agree that there is a divide and that this divide
poses a threat to democracy. In a very different Bush-era Homeland Security State
context, narratives of division were still commonplace, and explanations of what
ultimately caused this division were as varied and numerous then as they are now. As
such, national division has thus been an intractable political problem of the post-9/11 era.
For their part, Silverman and the other political comedians who explore this issue
present the problem of national division in terms of feeling gone awry. For them, the
nation lacks the right emotional tenor or affective orientation to produce a healthy
democratic whole, and comedy is thus positioned as the ideal tool for producing the right
kind of communal feeling to make democracy flourish. This approach is already evident
in how Silverman uses comedy in her “I love you, America” song. Throughout this piece,

Silverman uses humor to try to deal with the tension between the various perspectives she
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inhabits, her love for the country balanced against her recognition of the difficulties in
trying to move beyond fraught national issues. The comic juxtaposition of Silverman’s
confident patriotic singing and her nervous spoken asides highlights the tension in
holding these various positions, while also working to dissipate some of that tension,
making the viewer more comfortable with inhabiting both points of view at once.

In an interview with Indiewire, Silverman further expounds on the importance of
feeling to her project: “One thing I really learned is that poll results, facts—those aren’t
things that change people’s minds. Those are things that tend to make people dig in
deeper into what they need to believe. Emotions and feelings change people’s minds”
(Greene). If emotions rather than facts are, in this view, the key to addressing national
division, then cultivating the right kind of feeling is the key to changing minds. In this
way, Silverman’s viewpoint resonates with Hannah Arendt’s Kant-inspired vision of
politics as a matter of cultivating a shared feeling or judgement, a “sensus communis” or
“community sense,” which serves as the basis for uniting people behind a common
political cause (Arendt 27). Drawing on Kant, Arendt describes how this community
sense 1s what allows us to “communicate our feeling to all other men” (73). In other
words, a shared communal feeling is the basis for thinking and acting towards a common
goal, the foundation of any political act. Using this logic to respond to the problem of
national division, Silverman builds from the shared feelings produced through comedy to
create a basis for opening up political discourse, beginning a discussion that might heal

US polarization.
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In this approach, the comical and the earnest are both key, as an earnest
engagement with others’ ideas is the key to beginning a dialogue, while comedy can be
used to relieve tension and unite people through laughter when dealing with difficult
material. Describing the emotional tenor of her series in the opening episode, Silverman
remarks on how the show, in dealing with difficult subject matter, will sometimes be
“super funny” while at other moments it will be “totally earnest” (“First” 0:10-0:30).
Silverman enacts these principles in how she introduces the importance of feelings to her
political project within the bounds of the show. In episode five, Silverman’s monologue
opens with a discussion of a Maya Angelou quote. However, before getting to that earnest
quote, Silverman introduces a mock Angelou quotation to relieve tension: “There’s a
famous Maya Angelou quote, and it goes ‘Show Me the Carfax’” (“Fear” 1:30-1:55).
This simplistic joke, based on the incongruity of a poetic thinker like Angelou parroting
the banal slogan of a used-car company, nonetheless makes the audience laugh together,
relieving tension and making them more comfortable with engaging the serious Angelou
quote, as well as the difficult problems of national division it is designed to address. In
this way, comedy works to prepare the audience to receive Silverman’s message about the
importance of feeling. Having thus set the stage she then offers the actual quote: “People
will forget what you said. People will forget what you did. But people will never forget
how you made them feel” (1:55-2:10). Silverman then goes on to argue that feelings are
“more powerful than anything else” in politics and that “Facts really don’t change people.

Feelings change people” (2:15-2:25). She claims that Obama and Trump were so
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successful because they were able to tap into our hopes and fears respectively. Silverman
then tries to appeal to the audience’s feelings of warmth for each other by asking them to
“try to see ourselves in each other just the best we can” (4:00-4:15). This segment ends
with a repetition of the Carfax joke, offering another instance of comedic relief from the
tension of earnest discussion. In this segment, Silverman thus both lays out her case for
the importance of feeling in addressing the national divide and sets out her principles for
how to cultivate the right kind of feeling using comedy.

Another aspect of the show’s comedic approach to healing the national divide
through feeling is the appeal to a common abject human experience through comedy. In
the show, Silverman often repeats the maxim, quoted from the children’s show icon Mr.
Rogers, that “If it’s mentionable, it’s manageable” (“Rogers” 0:15-0:25). In other words,
if US citizens can be encouraged to talk about their differences and their shared problems,
then those issues can be managed. One of Silverman’s main techniques for making these
problems mentionable (and thus manageable) is to break open social taboos through
abject humor. After citing the Rogers maxim, Silverman offers a comedic aside
describing the intricate details of her “personal masturbation style,” as a means of
bringing the taboo into the open (1:35-1:45). The logic of this sequence suggests that if
Silverman can bear the details of her intimate life, the US people should be able to do the
same with their political differences.

The appeal to the abject, a common comedic maneuver, also serves as a way of

highlighting what people have in common through comedy. One short / love you,
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America sketch shows a montage of seemingly unconnected people from of different
races, genders, and walks of life as uplifting music plays in the background. The show
poses a question to the audience, asking what common feature these people share, before
finally revealing that what unites this group is that: “All of these people have super
straight pubes” (7:30-8:20). The abject here serves the dual function of breaking the
taboo, and thus preparing people to talk about challenging political subjects, while also
reminding them of their common human embodiment. This appeal to common
embodiment acts as a method of developing the communal sense which Arendt sees as
the basis for building political community.

While Silverman’s monologues and studio sketches reflect on the power to create
a unity of feeling through comedy in the abstract, her field pieces put these principles into
practice through humorous discussions with people across the political spectrum. In these
pieces, Sarah Silverman or one of her comedian correspondents travel outside of their
comfort zone, usually to a rural and heavily conservative area of the country, to try to find
some common ground with the people they meet there by using humor. (There are some
instances where Silverman, a self-proclaimed liberal, discusses with those who share her
political allegiances—such as her friend and then-Senator Al Franken and the Black civic
engagement group “Woke Vote”—but the vast majority of these pieces center on a comic
juxtaposition between Silverman or her Hollywood-liberal correspondents and those they
visit.) In some cases, this search for commonality is implicit, as when Gil Ozeri learns

about how a doomsday prepper lives or as Tig Notaro trains as an auctioneer in West

116



Virginia. These pieces are about the comedians learning to appreciate another’s way of
life, with the comedy emerging through the incongruity of these comedians trying to
adjust to such a radically different set of circumstances. In these instances, comedy
functions as a way of managing their unease and relieving tension as they adjust to an
unfamiliar situation, coming to appreciate this new way of life. In other instances, the
search for common ground through comedy is much more explicit, as when Sarah
Silverman visits with a number of conservative families and communities, trying to talk
through political differences with them while at the same time building an emotional
connection.

In one segment, Silverman visits with a family in Chalmette, Louisiana whom she
describes as “Christian, Trump-voting, gun owners whose lives are completely unlike my
own” (“Chalmette” 0:45-1:00). The visit begins with some mutual gentle ribbing, as
Silverman attempts to say “bayou” with a proper Louisiana inflection, and the family
then mock her nasally Northeastern tone (1:30-2:00). This kind of teasing establishes
rapport and familiarity for a more serious conversation about the family’s political
beliefs. Silverman pokes fun at the family’s political views. After the family say they
voted for Trump because “he can’t do no worse than what the other ones did,” and
Obama gives too many handouts to the undeserving, Silverman points out that the
family—who rely on Medicare and health plans through the Affordable Care Act—are
direct beneficiaries of Obama’s policy, drawing attention to the inconsistency of their

position (4:25-4:35). In a conversation on gay marriage, some members of the family are
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reluctant to show support. However, Brandy, the mother of the family, does eventually
endorse marriage equality: “Love is love in all of our eyes,” she says (6:00-6:30).
Silverman then replies to her, “I hate to tell you this, but you’re a liberal” (6:45-7:00).
Silverman’s aim in these conversations is to use humor and a gentle touch to broach
difficult political matters and open conversation without devolving into argument. She
hopes to cultivate a shared feeling of camaraderie and care in spite of any difference of
opinion. After the visit to Louisiana, she says to the audience: “Did we change each
other’s minds? Umm, fuck no. But we did learn that we don’t have to be divided to
disagree. We can have fun; we can even love each other” (7:05-7:25). In this context,
humor is the mechanism by which Silverman and her interlocutors can disagree without
being divided. By laughing at their differences, Silverman and the family from Chalmette
create an atmosphere of warmth that overcomes political difference. Brandy offers a
similar reflection on the encounter: “It felt so great to talk to somebody with different
views and sit in a room and not be judged” (7:25-7:35). In diffusing tension and deflating
tempers, comedy is what allows for discussion without judgment. It acts as the catalyst
for cultivating a shared feeling.

In the language of humor theory, Silverman’s approach here could be understood
as a method for managing (political) difference by turning it into a negotiable
incongruity, which can be overcome or resolved through laughter. In the paradigm of
incongruity theory, one of the most prominent schools for understanding humor, a comic

result can be produced by joining together two unlike or incongruous elements. However,
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humor, in this theory, is not simply a matter of bringing together two disparate objects or
idea. The operation of humor lies in the transformation of initial discord into a new unity
between seemingly disparate objects. As humor theorist D. H. Monro puts it, “the
neatness of the joke will depend on two things: the degree of contrast between the two
elements, and the completeness with which they are made to fuse” (Monro 352). Both
elements—the initial contrast and the resolution—are essential to creating a humorous
effect. Silverman’s joking manner of engaging in political debate should thus be
understood in terms of the incongruity theory of comedy. Her comedy acts as a means of
taking political tension or inconsistent opinions (as with the incongruity in hating
government programs while receiving benefits) and then trying to resolve these
differences into a new unity (or at least a less threatening form of difference), with the
blow of political disagreement softened by a cushion of laughter.

Silverman employs a similar comedic technique when she visits with the people
of Mineola, Texas. However, in this instance, comedy functions not only as a facilitator
of difficult discussions but also as a way to emphasize common experiences and
emotions that unite Silverman and the townspeople. Some of Silverman’s comedy in this
segment is reminiscent of that in her visit to Louisiana. She jokes by playing with
stereotypes about the conservative South: “You’re not feeling a stand your groundiness
with me are you?” (“Mineola” 0:15-0:25) When one resident comments that he cannot
say whether climate change is real because he has “no scientific background,” Silverman

remarks “You ever heard of Google?”” (1:50-2:20) As in the Chalmette segment, in these
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examples Silverman uses comedic teasing to try to facilitate political discussion about
difficult topics. However, unlike in the segment discussed above, here she finds very little
to agree on with the people of Mineola. Yet, Silverman is still able to achieve her goal of
finding common ground with the townspeople by asking them a different kind of
question: “Have you all ever shit your pants?” (2:40-2:50). Each member of the town
shares a hilarious or embarrassing story about a time they had an unfortunate accident
with excrement. These comedic stories highlight a common human experience that
transcends politics, allowing the people of Mineola to share in a unifying feeling with
Silverman in spite of their differing viewpoints. Reflecting on her visit, Silverman
remarks: “I came here to try to connect with people who may think differently than me,
and, you know, we all are the same really: we all love our families, we all care about our
friends, and we all have humiliating stories that involve shitting” (6:00-6:30). In this way
the abject and comedic brush with feces serves as the catalyst for the people of the town
realizing what they have in common with Silverman and with the rest of the nation.
Comedy may not work as well to facilitate political discussion in this instance, but it still
allows people to think in terms of what they share and what unites them instead of in
terms of division and opposition.

Whether it is easing differences and facilitating discussion or cultivating a shared
feeling through which the citizens of the nation can recognize what they have in
common, comedy, in the vision of / love you, America, is the key to healing the national

divide. Comedy serves a powerful tool for cultivating a shared feeling, which, as
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Silverman explains, is the best way of changing minds. Silverman thus offers a vision of
a nation brought together through comedy, with citizens able to see what they share in
common, while accepting sometimes difficult differences through the proper cultivation

of comedic feeling.

3.2 Consensus Comedy and National Fantasy

Silverman’s approach to the question of national cohesion, in which a communal
feeling is positioned as key to the health of the nation and its democratic institutions, has
a long history in US national fantasy. Silverman’s consensus mode of comedic reason
should be understood in the context of the democratic consensus tradition of US political
thought. The consensus school theory of US democracy holds that the prosperity of the
US and the strength of the nation arise out of the shared values and common
commitments of its people.’® In this view, the US can function as a democracy because its
citizens all share certain key beliefs and exhibit a common commitment to the democratic
principles. Many of the contemporary accounts of division and polarization in the twenty-
first century implicitly endorse this line of reasoning in seeing unity as essential to
democracy. While the consensus school theory is thus a dominant paradigm for thinking
about domestic politics in the contemporary moment, it roots go back to at least the early

nineteenth century. In Democracy in America (1835), one of the founding works of

18 See “Testing Theories of American Politics” by Gilen and Page.
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consensus school theory, Alexis de Tocqueville argues that the US is defined by its
“equality of conditions” (290). Whereas other nations and societies are rife with hierarchy
and class divisions, Tocqueville sees the US as relatively free of these divisions.
According to Tocqueville, this generalized equality leads to a widespread and sustained
interest in preserving the existing social order. He writes:

Why in America, country of democracy par excellence, does no one make heard
those complaints against property in general that often ring out in Europe? Is there
need to say it?—it is that in America there are no proletarians. Each one, having a
particular good to defend, recognizes the right of property in principle (258).

On this reading, as each citizen has a relatively equal investment in the social order, each
is thus interested in preserving that order. This, in Tocqueville’s view, is key to the
preservation of a democratic society, as the interests of people in the wellbeing of the
system and the recognition of their shared interests are key to upholding democratic
principles. For Tocqueville, the equality of the US naturally leads to a lack of conflict
and helps democracy to prosper: “But the United States having been peopled by men
equal among themselves, there is not as yet a natural and permanent dissidence among
the interests of its different inhabitants™ (266). Equality leads to a democratic consensus
as people who are equals have no natural reason to quarrel with each other.

While equality is an integral part of this shared investment in the common social
good, Tocqueville also highlights the importance of similarities in viewpoint and
background to democratic vitality. He notes that the first inhabitants of the US share “the
same religion, the same language, the same mores, almost the same laws” (160) and “the

same blood” (313). This common heritage gives the original US citizens a unity of
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purpose and of interest which helps the democratic process, as the interests of the group
directly reflect those of the individual. Over and beyond this shared background,
however, Tocqueville also notes that a strong democratic society equally has the effect of
producing shared values. He remarks that the people of the US exhibit a great uniformity
of opinion and that they are trained to have a strong “faith in common opinion” (404).
While on Tocqueville’s reading US democracy arises out of a common set of interests,
once established that same democratic system can work to produce a renewed consensus
and cultivate greater shared interests in order to perpetuate further democracy. In
Tocqueville’s consensus theory of democracy, democratic vitality arises out of equality
and a common interest, both of which promote a shared investment in the preservation of
the social order. For Tocqueville, a people can only be democratic in so far as they are
united behind such a common purpose.

I love you, America takes up this consensus logic in its comedic approach to the
contemporary problem of the national divide. The shared feelings evoked by appeals to
common values and universal experience work to develop the kind of common interest
described by Tocqueville. By inviting people to laugh about what they have in common,
Silverman encourages a political vision based on what is shared instead of one rooted in
group differences or class struggle. At the same time, Silverman accounts for contrasting
points of view by treating difference in terms of comic disagreement rather than harsh

divisions. For Silverman, humor can reduce division to a manageable incongruity, turning
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it into an issue that can be overcome, or at least mitigated, within the bounds of a shared
consensus feeling.

Silverman’s strategy of using comedy to tap into this common Tocquevillian
democratic feeling is rooted in the logic of the American comedic national fantasy.
Jeanette Tandy, an early figure in proto-American studies, analyzes the democratic import
of what she calls the “unlettered” or “crackerbox philosophers” (xi, x). For Tandy, these
comedic thinkers, whose trade consists of wisecracks and witty remarks on US social life,
are “an integral part of [the US] social scheme” (x). As she elaborates: “With wise and
rustic anecdotes and deliberately cruel innuendo [this philosopher] interprets the
provincial eccentricities of American life and the petty corruptions of American political
intrigue” (ix). The crackerbox philosopher “represents the viewpoint of the man of the
people,” encapsulating the thoughts and sentiments of the US people in a series of
humorous quips (ix). In this way, these humorous thinkers are a deeply democratic force.
They capture and crystallize the sentiments of the US people into a humorous attitude
that reflects the worldview, thoughts, and feelings of that people. By this logic, the US
comedic spirit is thus deeply interwoven with the democratic feeling of consensus
outlined by Tocqueville.

In drawing on humor to cultivate a shared democratic feeling, Silverman calls on
the power of the crackerbox sensibility to unite people under the banner of a common
folk wisdom or community sense. Silverman’s crackerbox humor aims at both capturing

the common feelings of the nation through humor while at the same time calling into
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being an inchoate shared sensibility through the power of the crackerbox attitude to
crystallize a swirl of thoughts and opinions into a single comedic worldview. Drawing on
the tradition of the American comedic national fantasy and the consensus school of US
political thought, Silverman’s I Love You, America thus offers a vision of a nation brought
together in a common democratic purpose through comedy. Through its special
connection to the nation’s democratic sensibility, comedy functions both to diffuse
difference and to build the foundation of a common sentiment, which, for the consensus
school, is the basis of a health democracy. On this view, US comedy has the power to
heal the division’s plaguing the nation and bring about a new democratic wholeness

rooted in comedic feeling.

3.3 The Promises and Pitfalls of Comedic Consensus

The consensus mode of comedic reason offers a powerful political vision of how
shared feeling or group sensibility can be put toward democratic political ends. This
mode also seizes on the unique affective power of comedy in this respect, the ability for
laughter to bring people together and to cultivate a sense of commonality. / love you,
America shows what a comedic lens can bring to the problem of national division,
highlighting the cultural dimensions of this issue and revealing how the nation’s aesthetic
and affective energies can be employed as part of a solution to national polarization.
However, at the same time, this mode of comedic reason falters in its inability to connect

the cultivation of shared feeling to the problem of incommensurate material interests or to

125



the project of building democratic institutions. The promising political potential of the
mode of comedic reason is thus undercut by its tendency to reduce all politics to a matter
of feeling.

The promises and pitfalls of the consensus mode of comedic reason can be best
understood in terms of Gramsci’s treatment of cultural hegemony and the
base/superstructure problem. One of Gramsci’s great innovations in Marxist theory was
to emphasize the need to account for cultural forces in any adequate theory of society.
Against a vulgar Marxist reading that would see the domains of culture, formal politics,
civil society etc. (superstructure) as mechanistically determined by the economic
foundations (or base) of that society, Gramsci asserts both the relative autonomy of the
cultural domain and the efficacy or determining power of culture as a political force.
Gramsci says that the key to what he calls the “philosophy of praxis” lies in “asserting the
moment of hegemony as essential to its conception of the state and to the 'accrediting' of
the cultural fact, of cultural activity, of a cultural front as necessary alongside the merely
economic and political ones” (194). In other words, any adequate theory of society must
pay careful attention to the forces of culture and to the power of a particular dominant set
(or opposing and competing sets) of ideas, which Gramsci calls hegemony. The
dominance of certain ideas and ways of living, though these ideas may result from
existing economic conditions, carries a political weight all its own. Further the cultivation
of a new way of thinking and being along with new institutions, that is, a new hegemonic

form, is an important part of any political project. The domains of culture and feeling are
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therefore important elements on the terrain of struggle in contesting the dominance of the
existing state of affairs.

Through a Gramscian lens, Silverman’s feeling-centric approach to comedy could
be understood as an important part of the project to create a democratic hegemony. Using
comedy, Silverman highlights the cultural and affective dimensions of the problem of
national division, which are often ignored in mainstream political discourse. For Gramsci,
Silverman’s approach of cultivating the right kind of (comedic) sensibility would be seen
as a necessary factor in the fight to establish new norms and political institutions.

It is important to note, however, that Gramsci’s emphasis on hegemony does not
mean that one should replace a narrow focus on the base with an equally narrow
concentration on the superstructure. His point is rather that one must recognize the
“necessary reciprocity between structure and superstructure,” that is, the specific ways in
which each determines or acts upon the other (193). Gramsci’s claim is not that the
economic and political material underpinnings of society should be forgotten in favor of a
theory of the primacy of the culture. He writes: “it is not true that the philosophy of
praxis 'detaches' the structure from the superstructures when, rather, it conceives their
development as intimately connected and necessarily interrelated and reciprocal” (193).
Gramsci does not argue that political problems are merely cultural instead of economic.
His argument is instead that one must pay careful attention to the ways that structure and
superstructure are enmeshed, understanding the many lines of influence and mutual

determination.
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While I love you, America outlines a powerful method for engaging the nation’s
emotional and cultural forces in the service of democracy, it falls short in the crucial step
of tying this affective reading of national polarization back to the material conditions,
structural antagonisms, and political institutions underlying this divide. As Gramsci
notes, cultural hegemony is not self-sufficient, floating in an autonomous ether separate
from material conditions; rather the force of hegemony arises out of its connection to
material practices and life worlds, as well as its ability to fashion new ways of being
through the habits it engenders. The cultivation of shared feeling alone is not an end in
itself but must always be connected to some project of material transformation. Having
amicable conversations cannot be conceived as a sufficient end of a transformative
political project. Feeling may be an essential part of a larger political goal, but it would
be a mistake to act as if these elements alone were enough to solve the problem of
national polarization, as if feeling were all there were behind that issue.

The problem with I Love you, America is not that it sees emotion as a political
force but that it flattens all of politics into a matter of emotion alone, a characteristic
example of what Dierdra Reber has called the “affect-as-episteme” logic of contemporary
society (46). From Silverman’s viewpoint, the fundamental problem dividing the nation is
feeling, and so building a shared feeling or sense of community is the solution to the
animosity that is sowing hatred and division among the US people. While this approach
has the advantage of cultivating compassion for one’s fellow citizens, / Love You,

America never engages with why people disagree in the first place. The show gives no
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consideration to the antagonistic interests or points of view stoking animosity. Instead,
the problem of national division is reduced to those feelings of animosity. In this way, the
solution to national division is also reduced to a matter of feeling alone. I love you,
America never explores how the communal feeling it cultivates can be put toward the
creation of new democratic institutions or forms of political organization. In the affective-
epistemic logic of the show, the right kind of feeling is sufficient to ensure the well-being
of US democracy.

Silverman’s reduction of democracy to a matter of feeling is, I argue, a
consequence of her approach’s indebtedness to the American comedic national fantasy
and to the consensus school’s framing of US democracy. In both Tandy’s description of
US humor’s democratic impulses and Tocqueville’s description of US unanimity, the
nation’s culture and social practices are presented as inherently democratic. From this
perspective, the nation’s fundamentally democratic spirit becomes an immediate
guarantee of democracy. This direct equation of US sensibility with democracy elides the
intervening steps of building institutions and establishing a system of representation.
Other nations may be dependent on voting procedures or structures of representation, but,
in the US, the nation’s fundamental character is immediately a promise of democracy.
Democracy is thus framed as emanating from a national feeling and US way of life,
losing its association with any political forms or conventions. Within this affective
framing of democracy, comedy assumes a special function through the power of the US

comedic spirit to encapsulate the nation’s democratic impulses in a single comedic
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worldview. If national feeling is the key to US democracy, then the US comedic spirit is
the ideal tool for cultivating that feeling.

For his part, Tocqueville does discuss the material conditions that give rise to
democratic consensus, emphasizing the lack of class antagonism and the common history
of the US people. However, despite the apparent focus on material interests and class
positions in this account, the consensus school’s discussion of class and social
antagonism in US society is rooted in a fantasy narrative of national cohesion. As
Michael Denning argues, “the trouble with Tocqueville’s account is not that it ignores
material conditions, ‘the social state,” but that his account of those conditions is simply
wrong” (199). Tocqueville only evokes material conditions in order to dismiss any impact
that these conditions might have in disrupting a sense of national consensus. His work
does not offer a serious engagement with class antagonism in the US but instead a fantasy
based in a falsified history of US cohesion. Tocqueville invokes material conditions only
to write them off as irrelevant for national unity. By contrast, I love you, America does
not even offer such a bad faith engagement with class antagonism. The show does not see
the need to engage with material questions, as, in the logic of the consensus mode of
comedic reason, both the national division and the cultivation of democracy are both
matters of feeling alone.

For Silverman, democracy is a matter of feeling, and the US comedic spirit is the
ultimate tool for cultivating a consensus-based, democratic feeling in the US body politic.

While 7 love you, America’s engagement with communal feeling can serve as a powerful
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tool in the cultivation of a new democratic hegemony, the promise of the consensus mode
of comedic reason is undercut by its tendency to reduce politics (and democracy) to a
matter of feeling alone. This tendency to reduce democracy to sentiment is a consequence
of Silverman’s indebtedness to consensus-school thinking, which sees democracy as a
matter of feeling and one’s way of life, and the American comedic national fantasy, which
positions the US comedic spirit as the ideal method for channeling the nation’s
democratic sensibility. In this way, the consensus mode of comedic reason falls short of
its ambitions to heal the national divide and cultivate US democracy through comedy.

Is this failure an inherent limit of an American comedic fantasy approach to the
national divide, or is this shortcoming merely a result of consensus-school thinking’s
inability to engage with factional interests and class antagonism? The remainder of this
chapter aims to answer this question by analyzing a very different comedic approach to
the problem of national division, what I call the dissensus mode of comedic reason. In
comparing these differing comedic approaches, I will offer a reading of the promises and
pitfalls inherent to any approach to national division rooted in the logic of the American

comedic national fantasy.

3.4 The Dream of Dissensus, or, The Virtues of Division
Despite its ability to recognize the potential for comedic affective politics to
respond to the problem of national division, consensus comedy is fundamentally

undermined by its reduction of politics to feeling and its refusal to acknowledge
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structural antagonism. However, not all post-9/11 political comedy relies on a model of
building consensus through laughter. Some works of political comedy take precisely the
opposite tact, not only recognizing difference but cultivating antagonistic sentiment as a
means of responding to the problem of national division. If consensus comedic reason
fails to respond to the material differences of US society, perhaps this other approach to
comedy that thrives on disagreement, what I call the dissensus mode of comedic reason,
can offer a more productive mode of comedic engagement with these material
antagonisms, while still channeling the political force of communal feeling.

Trey Parker and Matt Stone’s South Park (1997-Present) is a characteristic
example of this kind of comedy. The show, presented in a crudely animated paper-cut-out
style, follows the adventures of four school-aged boys in the small town of South Park,
Colorado. The series is famed for its raunchy humor and its irreverent, anti-establishment
attitude, often embracing the transgressive for transgression’s sake. Each episode of the
show explores how the inhabitants of South Park deal with some topical cultural or
political issue in the news, usually lambasting politicians, celebrities, and the media in the
process.

Whereas Silverman is a self-professed Democrat-supporting liberal, Parker and
Stone’s political allegiances are somewhat murkier. Both creators have rejected
identifying with one US political party or even embracing a political position on the
mainstream right-left spectrum, and their work is keen to mock liberals and conservatives

alike. In an online forum discussion event, Stone proclaimed that “I hate conservatives
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but I really fucking hate liberals” (South Park Willie). Parker and Stone’s politics may
have a slight anti-liberal edge, but they are more interested in provocation and playing
devil’s advocate than they are in advancing a specific political ideology.

It is perhaps unsurprising that this kind of rebellious program created by two
political devil’s advocates is critical of the US party establishment and the partisan divide
that it fosters. In the “About Last Night...” episode focusing on the 2008 election, the
show pokes fun at the extreme positions held by both sides of the US political aisle.
When Obama is announced as the election winner, Randy Marsh proclaims that
“everything’s changed” under Obama (“About” 3:00-4:00). He and his friends celebrate
in the street, ignoring the police and acting with abandon. Randy also tells off his boss,
because he believes he can do whatever he wants in an Obama presidency. On the other
side, McCain supporters see Obama’s election as an absolute catastrophe, hiding in a
bunker and lamenting that “We’ll probably all be dead by sunrise” (4:00-5:00). However,
at the conclusion of the episode, Randy learns that not much has changed under Obama
and that he must face consequences for his night of wild partying. For their part, the
McCain supporters come to realize that they may have “overreacted” and reflect that
“maybe Obama will be all right” (19:00-21:00). For both sides, an extreme partisan
vision has led to jumping wholeheartedly into an ideological fervor, while, in reality, the
changing of the political guard makes very little difference in the everyday existence of

the South Park residents. The moral of this episode, then, is that both sides of the political
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divide are foolish, and which party wields power means little in the lives of ordinary
citizens.

This episode of South Park drives this message home through a subplot where
Kyle’s brother Ike is injured due to a lack of parental supervision. While the boys of
South Park seek assistance, their parents and the town’s emergency staff are all caught up
in partisan frenzy, making it impossible for Ike to get the attention he needs. Not only is
partisan division delusional and foolhardy, so South Park asserts, it is also actively
harmful, as it distracts the townspeople from dealing with real issues in their community.
On the surface, this episode’s lesson seems of a piece with Silverman’s argument for
unity and consensus. The episode presents extreme partisanship and national division in a
negative light. In contrast to the comedic-consensus position, however, South Park does
not offer a case for the common good or decency of both sides but rather demonstrates
the degeneracy and corruption of both positions. Parker and Stone’s comedic attitude is
not rooted in a unifying love for all but instead a common hatred for all partisan thinking,
making jokes about the stupidity of a partisan mindset.

The show’s hatred for both political parties is further dramatized in its
engagement with the 2016 Presidential election cycle. South Park’s twentieth season
features a season-long arc dealing with the spectacle around this election, which South
Park frames as a contest between a “turd sandwich” (Hillary Clinton) and a “giant
douche” (the show’s stand-in Trump character) (“Member” 5:00-10:00). The show refers

to the candidates using this abject language to highlight its disgust for both sides of the
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partisan divide. While in 7 love you, America, the abject functioned to overcome taboo
and true attention to the audience’s common humanity, here the comedic reference to
“turds” and “douches” works instead to distance the audience from the disgusting
spectacle of partisan politics.

The show’s election arc repeatedly criticizes the stupidity and vanity of both
candidates, painting each as harmful to US society. Like much political comedy in the
2016 election cycle, South Park is very critical of the Trump phenomenon. The show
includes several jokes about how Trump is only running as a large-scale publicity stunt,
without any investment in the outcome of the election. South Park is equally critical of
what it diagnoses as a mob mentality sweeping politics, where Trump’s increasingly
outrageous political statements only win him greater support. However, South Park also
includes numerous attacks on the Clinton “turd sandwich” character. Clinton is presented
as a mindless political shill, who only parrots empty political phrases. Before a political
debate with Trump, Clinton’s adviser tells her “Whatever he says, just respond with ‘My
opponent is a liar and he can’t be trusted’” (“Damned” 10:00-12:00). Clinton mindlessly
follows this advice, which backfires when Trump decides to confess to the public that “I
don’t know what I’m doing” and that he “should not be President” (11:00-14:00). If,
according to South Park, Trump is a corrupt political monstrosity, so too is Clinton.
Further, as the above joke illustrates, the ineptitude of the political class is, for Parker and

Stone, largely responsible for producing the Trump phenomenon in the first place.
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South Park presents the entire US political scene as morally bankrupt. Extreme
partisan commitment leads citizens to act blindly and irrationally, while, for their part,
politicians from both parties are inept, vain, and corrupt. Is Parker and Stone’s indictment
of partisan politics then a call to look beyond partisan difference to recognize what the
people of the US have in common? If this were the case, South Park’s comedic approach
would have a similar end goal to Silverman’s, though using very different means. This
vision of a unity beyond political difference is, however, a far cry from the political
attitude that Parker and Stone put forward. Their call is not for less strife but rather for
the right kind of strife. The show’s aim is not to eliminate discord in the nation but
instead to channel that discord into a productive chaos, a chaos which Parker and Stone
see as vital to US democracy.

In this way, South Park’s theoretical touchpoint is not Arendt’s sensus communis
but instead Jacques Ranciére’s model of dissensus. Whereas Arendt asserts that politics
begins with a common judgment or shared sentiment among all members of the
community, Ranciere claims in contrast that “There is politics because the common is
divided” (1). For Ranciere, political action does not consist in social cohesion but instead
in the clashing between interests and ways of understanding the world. Rather than seeing
discord as a barrier to political action, Ranciere thus positions productive strife as the
necessary motor for any political change or progress. It is this very kind of productive

strife that South Park’s raunchy and irreverent humor works to develop.
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South Park provides a blueprint for its vision of productive strife through its
engagement with domestic reactions to the Iraq War. In “I’m a Little Bit Country,” the
town of South Park is divided between pro-war advocates and those who are protesting
against the Iraq war, with each side denouncing the other as “un-American bastards” and
“redneck” morons respectively (“Country” 1:30-3:30). Each camp claims that they
represent the true US and argue that the founding fathers would endorse their position. To
complete a school assignment on this very question of the founding fathers’ opinions,
Cartman embarks on a time-traveling journey to the Continental Congress to find out
what the founding fathers really thought. There Cartman finds the nation’s founders
engaged in a debate about whether or not to go to war with England, a debate with
rhetorical positions very similar to the contemporary conversation around the Iraq War.
With the two sides deadlocked, Benjamin Franklin presents a solution. He says that the
US “cannot be a country that appears war hungry” but at the same time “it cannot appear
weak” (13:00-14:00). The solution then is for the US to be “a country that appears both”
(13:00-14:00). This allows for the country to “go to war with whomever we wished, but
at the same time act like we didn’t want to” (14:00-14:30). One member of the congress
then reflects on how this position serves as a template for “an entire nation founded on
doing one thing and saying another” (14:30-15:00). In the first instance, this summation
works as a comedic skewering of US hypocrisy. However, even as the show mocks this
hypocrisy, it nonetheless endorses this have-it-both-ways attitude, which is positioned as

central to US democracy. The episode concludes with Cartman taking this new wisdom
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back to present-day South Park where he praises the virtues of US division. Cartman’s
solution is not a compromise or middle ground that makes both sides happy. Instead, he
encourages the townspeople to see their disagreement as healthy, as a way of cultivating
the right balance between viewpoints to keep US democracy working.

In contrast to Silverman and the consensus school, which argue that unity is the
key to US democracy, South Park argues that division and argument are the essential
ingredients of the nation’s political wellbeing. In this reading, a country divided in the
right way is stronger than one united. While the majority opinion in scholarly and popular
writing on the problem of division is that unity is necessary for the health of US
democracy, there are important instances of dissent against this dominant view, that, like
South Park, see divisiveness as a potential source of strength for US democracy. Political
scientist James Campbell argues that polarization has been a longstanding feature of US
political life. In his view, division is nothing new and it is not some problem to be
overcome but rather simply a part of US politics (Campbell 1). Abramowitz differs from
Campbell in claiming that national polarization is a new phenomenon. However, he
argues that the country’s trend towards increased division is not necessarily a bad thing:
“Far from turning Americans off on politics, polarization has served to energize the
public by clarifying the stakes in elections...Today the engaged public is larger than ever
before and that can only be a good thing for American democracy” (Ambramowitz x). On
this reading, polarization is not the enemy of democracy but rather the fuel for a healthy

debate, which ultimately serves the good of the country. Although the specifics of
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Campbell and Abramowitz’s arguments differ, both ultimately see high levels of
polarization in the US as a good thing, going against the dominant grain of thinking
which asserts that a popular consensus is key to democratic vitality.

However, while South Park is similar to these works in endorsing the merits of
division, both of the above authors argue for the virtues of a two-sided polarization, often
along partisan lines. South Park does seem to endorse a two-sided hawk vs dove balance
in its treatment of the Iraq war, yet the show’s frequent denigration of partisan thinking
suggests that, for Trey and Parker, a productive national chaos must take a different form.
The lesson of “I’m a Little Bit Country” has to do with the virtues of general strife and
multiple perspectives, not with praising a partisan polarization. South Park’s
characteristic approach to national issues is less about a bipolar divide than it is a
multitude of competing perspectives combined with universal mockery. This approach is
reflected in the show’s use of humor, where no issue or position is treated as sacred, and
everything is open to grotesque lampooning. Every social issue, every viewpoint, and
every public figure is treated with the same irreverent derision. South Park’s mockery of
the two-party system, where citizens who adhere strictly to one pole are portrayed as
naive dupes and where the two dominant parties are depicted as equally unpalatable
alternatives, should be understood along these lines. Parker and Stone’s ideal vision of
US politics is a universal comedic chaos, where everyone and every point of view is open

to comedic attack. In this way, comedy becomes the key to cultivating the right kind of
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strife for US democracy. In laughing at everything, US society can attain the variety of
competing points of view that are essential to a healthy democracy.

South Park’s comic vision of the nation as a battleground for competing
perspectives, each plagued by comic foibles and failings, can be further illustrated
through another example of the dissensus mode of comedic reason, namely, Sacha Baron
Cohen’s Who is America? (2018). Each episode of Cohen’s show opens with a sharp
juxtaposition between an idealized vision of the US of old—in which the viewer sees
idyllic corn fields, images of order, and Presidents giving magisterial speeches, all while
soothing classical music plays in the background—and the present-day nation—
characterized by images of Donald Trump mocking a disabled reporter, people marching
with Confederate flags, and violence erupting in the streets. The montage sequence
captions this latter set of images with the phrase “325 million people...divided” (“101”
0:30-1:00). The show then promises to call on a number of “unique voices” to
“reveal...who is America?” (1:00-1:30) The opening sequence of Who is America? has a
lot in common with comedies like 7 love you, America. Both present the nation, once an
idyllic whole (in this fantasy projection), as torn asunder by new dividing lines. However,
Who is America? does not make any claims to heal these divisions but simply to “reveal”
them to the viewer. The show goes so far as to mock the heal-the-divide rhetoric of
liberals like Silverman. Dr. Nira Cain-N'Degeocello, one of the show’s recurring
characters, stands as a stereotype of the well-meaning yet ultimately out-of-touch liberal

elite. Nira introduces himself as a “cis-gender, white, heterosexual male...for which I
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apologize,” a jab at political correctness taken to extremes, and he recounts how he was
only able to get out of bed two weeks after the 2016 election was “stolen from President
Hillary Clinton” (7:30-9:00). Nira, the extreme liberal caricature, embarks on a mission
to engage with Republicans to try to find common ground and “heal the divide” (9:00-
10:00). However, his extreme viewpoints poison his quest from the beginning. He
describes his mission as “listening respectfully, without prejudice, to Republicans, with
the hope of changing their racist and childish views” (8:00-9:00). The obvious irony here
arises from the contradiction between Nira’s commitment to open-mindedness and his
conviction that Republican voters are infantile and bigoted. Who is America? thus reveals
a fundamental contradiction of the liberal consensus-building viewpoint. The desire for
unity arises from an ideological commitment that positions the liberal viewpoint as the
right one to unify the nation. The liberal commitment to listening and understanding
opposing views is ultimately rooted in the belief that, through conversation, conservatives
can come to see the error of their ways and join under a liberal banner. In practice, liberal
efforts to heal the divide only lead to liberals speaking condescendingly or to them
alienating their right-wing interlocutors. In this way, Cohen offers an indictment of the
comedic-consensus approach to the problem of the national division. These attempts to
unite the nation are not grounded in a shared and open dialogue; rather they are animated
by a preconceived belief that conservative viewpoints are a problem to be overcome in
order to bring the nation together under the communal feeling of liberal consensus. If in

the logic of Who is America?, a shared outlook cannot fulfill this unifying and
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reconciliatory function, what then can comedy to do respond to national division? What
alternative does the dissensus mode of comedic reason provide?

The political impetus of Cohen’s show lies in its claim to “reveal” the true identity
of the US people. The segments featuring Nira are one example of this unmasking,
revealing what really happens when high-minded liberals try to engage with Republicans.
However, the show also takes aim at right-wing bigotry and ignorance, revealing just how
deep these sentiments run. In one segment Nira, exposes the extent of anti-Islamic
attitudes when he presents plans to build a local mega mosque at a town meeting in rural
Arizona. He baits the townsfolk into airing their true sentiments. When he says that “I
didn’t imply anyone here is racist,” after discussing protections for Muslim worshippers,
one man volunteers: “I am. I’m racist towards Muslims” (“102” 15:00-16:00). At another
point, a local resident says that this town “is lucky to have black people in it” (16:00-
16:30). Nira intentionally misconstrues this remark to interpret it as being about the good
fortunes of cultural diversity, but another resident chimes in to clarify that “lucky” here
means “we tolerate them” (16:15-17:00). The show’s motive in this respect is to
demonstrate just how divided the country is, just how deep the fissures in US public life
run.

The show is equally critical of the political class, revealing the failure of
representatives to live up to expected standards of conduct and to act as guardians of
democratic integrity. Many of the show’s most notorious moments focus on the stupidity

and depravity of politicians. In an incident that later led to his resignation, Georgia state
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representative Jason Spencer was baited into charging across a gym with his pants down
while shouting racial slurs by Cohen’s Col. Erran Morad character (1:00-6:00). The same
character also convinced Dick Cheney to autograph a waterboarding device and lured the
former Vice-President into laughing at rape and torture jokes (10:00-14:00). Further,
Cohen’s Morad character was able to dupe a number of prominent Republican politicians
and major firearms activists into endorsing his “Kinderguardians” program, which
advocated giving guns to small children to keep schools safe. In an interview with the
show, Congressman Matt Gaetz refuses to put his name behind the program, telling
Morad that “Typically members of Congress don’t just hear a story about a program and
then indicate whether they support it or not” (“101” 13:30-15:00). The show then cuts
immediately to footage of a number of prominent political figures pledging their support
to Kinderguardians. The viewer might like to think, like Gaetz, that politicians are savvy
enough not to blindly pledge support to a program like Kinderguardians, but Who is
America? reveals that they are more than willing to endorse such an absurd proposal.
Like I love you, America, Who is America? makes jokes out of incongruities. The
show’s humor highlights the mismatch between politicians’ high-mindedness and their
foolish actions, the disconnect between political rhetoric and everyday life, and the
hypocrisy behind citizens’ professed political beliefs. However, unlike with Silverman’s
show, these instances of the dissensus mode of comedic reason show no interest in trying
to resolve these incongruities. Instead, they use humor to draw out and further exacerbate

political tensions, cultivating an ever-greater sense of national discord. While this
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approach runs contrary to the resolution-focused iteration of the incongruity theory of
humor presented above, there is a school of comedy theory which holds that humor arises
from the moment of incongruity itself and not from the release or resolution of that
tension (Beattie 318).1° In this view, the preservation of tension and incongruity between
terms as they are brought into one system is what creates humor. On this reading of the
incongruity theory, the comedy of South Park and Who is America? should be understood
as a technique for drawing attention to the major fault lines in US political life. These
shows use humor to reveal, or even heighten, the fundamental tensions and
inconsistencies between various points of view animating US democracy.

Over the course of the series, the viewers of Who is America? learn that high-
minded liberals are unwilling to confront the limits of their own position, conservatives
are filled with bigoted rage, and politicians are outright moronic. What then is the result
of all this unmasking? How do these revelations move the nation any closer to solving the

problem of its divide and healing its democracy?

3.5 Dissensus Comedy and National Fantasy

The comedic vision of productive strife as necessary to the well-being of the
nation also has its roots in US national fantasy logic, particularly the pluralism school of

US democratic theory. While there is a strong tradition of US political thought that

19 The eighteenth-century philosopher James Beattie—the first to use the term “incongruous” to describe humor—
argues that humor “seems to arise from the view of things incongruous united in the same assemblage” (318).
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emphasizes national homogeneity, another prominent current of thought positions conflict
as essential to the health of US democracy. In “Federalist 10,” one of the founding
documents of this theoretical tradition, James Madison argues that the key to preserving a
strong republic lies not in consensus and majority opinion but in radical diversity and
heterogeneity. Madison begins from the premise that factionalism and social division are
parts of human nature: “The latent causes of faction are thus sown in the nature of man;
and we see them everywhere brought into different degrees of activity, according to the
different circumstances of civil society” (50). On this view, one of the fundamental
problems of government is how to manage the antagonism and competing interests of
these various factions. Madison immediately rules out a majoritarian or consensus
approach to the problem of factionalism, as such efforts simply lead to one faction
(however many people it actually contains) enforcing its will over all others. Instead,
what he suggests is even more factionalism. The way to stop one group from dominating
others is to bring together so many different competing groups and opinions that no one
group will have enough sway to influence or control all of the others. As Madison writes:

Extend the sphere and you take in a greater variety of parties and interests; you
make it less probable that a majority of the whole will have a common motive to
invade the rights of other citizens; or if such a common motive exists, it will be
more difficult for all who feel it to discover their own strength and to act in unison
with each other (54).

The greater the number of opinions and the more diverse the competing factions at play,
the less likely it is for any one group to take control of the others. Madison’s democratic

theory suggests the need for a second-order unity or consensus. The people should not be
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invited to see themselves as part of a majority or to work for a common good directly;
rather, by each faction pursuing its own selfish interests, the aggregate or net result of
these competing political factors is something approximating a common interest between
factions. In this reading, US unity can, counterintuitively, only be achieved by sowing
greater division. Applying the pluralist logic to the dissensus mode of comedic reason,
this mode’s comedic techniques become the key for cultivating the health of a pluralist
democracy. This comedy’s attention to national fault lines encourages (rather than
subduing) factionalism. Further, the universal mockery of this comedic mode guards
against the overbearing dominance of one point of view by subjecting every perspective
to comedic ridicule.

Beyond these connections, the pluralism school of US democracy is also reflected
in some iterations of the American comedic national fantasy. Similarly to how Tandy’s
writings on the crackerbox philosophers outline a fantasy structure that presents comedy
as key for cultivating a communal consensus, Jesse Bier’s The Rise and Fall of American
Humor positions the US comedic spirit as the key to a pluralist democratic politics. For
Bier, the defining feature of US humor is its “democratically irreverent” quality (32). Bier
defines US humor as an iconoclastic force, challenging convention in favor of the new:
“Our humor criticizes all verities and cozy securities, consistently idealized as these have
been in America” (2). For Bier, US humor is necessarily questioning, creative, and
resistant to tradition. In this reading, comedy preserves the democratic spirit by shaking

the nation out of its old ruts and creating the space for new ideas and new ways of
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thinking. This comedic approach is necessarily tied to a vision of democracy rooted in
multiple perspectives: “Humorists exist by virtue of their own plural consciousness. That
is why they cannot ever commit themselves to a narrow absolutism about anything”
(276). What allows the humorist to be always irreverent, according to Bier, is the
commitment to pluralism. Rejecting any claim on absolute truth, the humorist sees every
issue from multiple perspectives, imagining what new possibilities a different way of
seeing might offer. By always questioning, US humor thus resists the dominance of any
single perspective and creates a space for a pluralistic democratic exchange of ideas.
South Park and Who is America? both employ the logic of the comedic fantasy
outlined by Bier. Embracing a pluralist view of US democracy, they see comedy as the
ideal means for realizing this vision through its capacity to tease out antagonisms and
submit every point of view to mockery. In this iteration of the American comedic national
fantasy, US humor is seen as necessarily irreverent and democratic, making it the perfect

vehicle for enacting a vision of democracy based on the clash of competing perspectives.

3.6 What Difference Does Dissensus Make?

Like the consensus mode of comedic reason, this dissensus approach of
responding to national polarization through comedy has the advantages of highlighting
the potential inherent in the affective dimension of politics, which is often downplayed by
mainstream US political discourse. However, the dissensus mode takes this affective

approach a step further, demonstrating how cultivating the right kind of comedic feeling
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can call into question the very configuration of political affairs. This power of dissensus
comedy arises out of the way that each moment of comedic incongruity suggests at least
two competing visions of what the nation should be. In South Park, for example, when
the townsfolk argue over the proper response to the Iraq War, they are also arguing over
the deeper questions of what it means to “American.” Does patriotism mean valuing US
interests above all else and supporting the decisions of the nation’s elected government,
even if those decisions are controversial? Or does patriotism mean being willing to
question such decisions in holding the nation to its professed ideals, even if such a stance
compromises the nation’s self-interest? This dissensus approach is not merely about
negotiating positions within a predetermined national frame but calls into question the
very foundations of US patriotism.

This kind of dissensus comedy approach to sensibility is perhaps truer to
Gramsci’s notion of hegemony than its consensus counterpart. While, for Gramsci,
cultural hegemony signifies the dominance of any particular set of ideas, practices, and
ways of living in a given political context, he emphasizes transformative and disruptive
potential of hegemony in service of a larger political project. Gramsci’s focus is on how
one can—and indeed must—mobilize the forces of culture as part of a revolutionary
political campaign. For this reason, he emphasizes the need for the cultivation of new and
alternative hegemonies that resist, or at least problematize, the status quo. The hegemonic
unity and common feeling of the consensus mode of comedic reason may enact a vision

of cultural hegemony created through comedy, but they do so in the name of buttressing a
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status quo arrangement and creating a common interest in the existing state of affairs. In
contrast, the dissensus mode of comedic reason offers a vision for a transformative
comedic hegemony, one that opens up new ways of feeling and thinking about what a
nation can be. The dissensus mode of comedic reason also has the advantage of
recognizing the diversity of factional interests in US society. Whereas the consensus
mode of comedic reason papers over difference in favor of unity, dissensus comedy takes
national antagonism as its starting point. In this way, it can more meaningfully engage
with the forces at work in the problem of US national division.

However, even as the dissensus mode provides new, productive avenues for
thinking about the power of comedic feeling for dealing with problems of national
division, it still suffers from some of the same pitfalls as the consensus mode.
Specifically, the dissensus mode falls prey to the same tendency to reduce politics to a
matter of feeling alone. While this mode does grant more legitimacy to diverse points of
view in US society, presenting multiple perspectives on equal footing rather than
dismissing opposition as “bad feelings” to be cleansed from the body politic, dissensus
comedy nonetheless ignores the material interests and class positions behind those
interest in the way that it presents feeling as an individual (rather than class)
phenomenon. The dissensus mode thus envisions politics as a vortex of swirling emotion,
unmoored from any particular group or social position.

Most of South Park’s humor focuses on individuals, highlighting their particular

foibles or idiosyncrasies. Whether in the show’s treatment of political figures (like “giant
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douche” and “turd sandwich”) or celebrities, the majority of its comedy comes from
mocking the particular eccentricities of these individuals. A similar operation occurs in
Who is America? through its treatment of “unique voices.” Each of these characters, or
“voices” represents a type in US society (e.g. the out-of-touch liberal or the security-
obsessed patriot), embodying the stereotypical traits of a larger group. However, the show
only ever presents an image of these factions in so far as they are individualized. The
viewer does not see the class positioning or political dynamics that gives rise to Nira’s
condescending attitudes or Morad’s extreme emphasis on security. Instead, the show
offers only a glimpse of how ideas manifest in one individual pulled out of their natural
social milieu. By individualizing the various viewpoints in US democracy, dissensus
comedy loses sight of what Raymond Williams has called the “structures of feeling,” that
is, the way that shared social conditions produce a group sensibility and way of seeing the
world (132). The dissensus mode of comedy does engage with diverse viewpoints, but it
never accounts for the group dynamics of how these viewpoints arise or explores what
these dynamics mean for interaction between groups. In reducing viewpoints to a matter
of personal feeling, these shows lose sight of the political dimensions inherent in affect.
As a consequence of this reduction to the feelings of the individual, the dissensus
mode of comedic reason comes to imagine safeguarding US democracy as a matter of
cultivating a tempestuous swirl of feelings. Once these sentiments are detached from their
groundings in particular group positions, they become so many free-floating affects in the

political arena. The role of democratically irreverent dissensus comedy against this
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backdrop is to keep these feelings in constant flux, avoiding the sedimentation of any
particular emotion or viewpoint. In this view, politics has less to do with negotiating
between the competing demands of various class interests than with cultivating an
always-flowing chaotic vortex of feeling. For the dissensus mode of comedy, this is the
true practice of democracy.

If, for the consensus mode of comedic reason, the sentiment of US society (as
captured in a comedic ethos) was automatically democratic, then, for the dissensus mode,
the chaotic tempest of emotion created by US irreverence is seen as equally inherently
democratic. In both instances, emotion supplants institutions and social practices as the
true measure of democracy. Although the dissensus mode explores various perspectives,
it ultimately fails to consider the specifics of class position, reducing these positions to
individual feeling. Once this reduction has taken hold, the circulation of differing
sentiments, as achieved through the democratic irreverence of universal mockery, is
equated with democracy itself. Just as consensus comedy presented the unanimous
attitude of US society as automatically democratic, without needing to consider
representation or democratic structure, so too does the dissensus mode short circuit the
intermediate step of representative institutions or political mechanisms by presenting the
tumultuous pluralism of feeling achieved through US-style comedic irreverence as

synonymous with democracy itself.
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3.7 Conclusion

Despite their drastically different approaches to the problem of national division,
both the consensus and dissensus comedic modes of political reason suffer from the same
shortcoming, in which material differences and social antagonism are reduced to a matter
of feeling. For Silverman, a healthy democracy is defined by the cultivation of a common
national feeling, while for Parker and Stone as well as Cohen, democracy is about a swirl
of tempestuous emotion that preserves the dynamism of the nation. Although these
perspectives differ on what a healthy democracy looks like, through their shared
participation in the American comedic national fantasy, both of these comedic viewpoints
ultimately conceive political division as a matter of national ethos or affect rather than a
problem of political institutions and mechanisms of representation, an instance of what
Lauren Berlant has called “national sentimentalization” (Queen 11). In this way, the
comedic fantasy sees the true political problem of the nation not as one of social
organization but as one of a reified national spirit. By trying to appeal to what they see as
the positive cultural energies of the nation, the comedies discussed in this chapter
ultimately displace the problem of polarization onto the level of emotion, obscuring the
political underpinnings of this problem and leading to a reified vision of the nation in
which spirit alone matters. As in the previous chapter, the appeal to “good” nationalism
thus produces a bind in which the attempt to redeem what is good in the nation ultimately

ends up reproducing many of the negative inheritances it sought to escape. Latching onto
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the cultural forces of the nation leads to depoliticization of the problem of national
polarization, undercutting any attempts to resolve this deeply political issue.

While the first two chapters of this dissertation have focused on matters internal
to the US (national discourse and the problem of national polarization), the bind produced
by the utopianism of the American comedic national fantasy affects not only how comedy
conceives problems within national bounds but also how this comedic mode of thinking
perceives the place of US in the world at large. The final chapter of this work thus
expands beyond the domestic horizon, exploring what happens when a distinctly national
comedic paradigm of political thought attempts to think through issues of international

affairs and global geopolitics.
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4. The Laugh of Civilizations: The Comedy of US Foreign
Affairs

As the US government embraced an aggressive and militaristic foreign policy in
reaction to the 9/11 attacks,?® comedy emerged as major avenue for dissent against this
hawkish approach to global affairs. In this context, Gournelos and Green note that
“humor, irony, and satire were not only shaped by 9/11 and its aftermath but were also
pivotal in shaping responses to the events” (xii, original emphasis). In criticizing the turn
to militaristic foreign policy, political comedy also developed an alternative version for
what the nation could be, a vision rooted in the nation’s “better nature” as encapsulated
by the US comedic spirit. This chapter explores that appeal to the comedic spirit as a
response to US foreign affairs, unpacking how the tropes of the American comedic
national fantasy were mobilized to imagine a solution to the nation’s geopolitical
problems. This chapter asks: Where does this comedic utopianism lead when its logic is
followed through to the end? Is comedy able to escape the “bad” modes of nationalism it
criticizes, or does it simply reproduce these structures of thought in a new form?

I begin with an examination of the comedic techniques employed by the comedy
of foreign affairs, both in its critique of the rigidity of US institutions and its appeal to the
comedic virtues of US society as inspiration for an alternative foreign policy. I then

explore how this comedic schema modulates when it applies a framework based on

20 As David Harvey notes, after 9/11, the Bush regime moved “towards a much more overtly imperial vision, and
towards reliance upon its unchallengeable military power” (75). This move towards aggression and away from
diplomacy was seen as a means for the US to enforce its will in a world system whose needs and interests had become
increasingly divorced from the nation’s own.
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comedic cultural essences to foreign nations and other cultures. I ultimately argue that an
appeal to US ideals rooted in the nation’s civilizational essence necessarily produces a
new form of exceptionalism, where the US comedic spirit is mobilized as a weapon of
cultural warfare. In this way, I show how a reliance on nationalist culturalist tropes
ultimately limits the horizon of comedy’s critique of foreign affairs policy.

In addition to the intervention in national fantasy discourse, this chapter also
contributes to conversations in political theory around the role of US hegemony in the
twenty-first century and to conversations around the importance of civil society to the
strength of political institutions.?! By exploring one way in which an attempt to redeem
US interventionism goes wrong, this chapter also offers a cautionary tale about the
dangers of endorsing a seemingly benevolent US hegemony. Further, while recognizing
the political import of extra-political social domains, such as civil society, this chapter
offers a case study in how an overemphasis on these extra-political areas can lead to a

depoliticizing reification of cultural essences.

4.1 Comedy Against the US War Machine

One common way in which political comedy has responded to the trauma of 9/11

is by exploring the effects of this national wounding on US militarism. The focus of

21 On US hegemony, see Arrighi’s The Long Twentieth Century (1994). On the significance of US civil society,
see Putnam’s Bowling Alone (2000) and Berman'’s “Civil Society and the Collapse of the Weimar Republic”
(1997).
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comedy of this type is not so much on the aftermath of this attack itself but instead on
tragic absurdity of the US’s efforts to reassert its greatness through force. This camp of
political comedy therefore puts forward a corrective against US military aggression,
using humor to attack the hubris, the profligacy, and the bullheadedness of the US’s latest
round of wars. As Bush tried to reassert US supremacy through unilateral military force
(and as this legacy has been carried on by his predecessors), political comedy has aimed
at revealing the foolhardiness of such an action, mocking the ignorance and
closedmindedness of the US military complex.

Comedy aimed at challenging and deflating the military apparatus can be seen in
its purest form in a film like War Machine (2017). The movie profiles General Glen
McMabhon, a fictionalized version of General Stanley McChrystal who served as
commander of US and ISAF forces in Afghanistan from 2009 to 2010. Throughout the
film, Glen is presented as an egomaniac who is comically out of touch with reality. In the
words of Sean, a journalist who acts as the film’s narrator, for Glen, Afghanistan was “A
war which, as he saw it, wasn’t being won because it wasn’t being led” (War Machine
2:00-2:30). This hubristic belief in the strength of his leadership causes Glen to plan an
invasion into Helmand province against the counsel of his advisors, resulting in
significant casualties without accruing any benefit to the US position. Glen is further
shown to be out of touch with reality when he goes into the field to try to explain
accidental civilian killings and justify the US mission to the Afghani people during the

operation. His rhetoric promising “roads and schools and then jobs” (an empty talking
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point which he repeats over and over when pressed on the US role in Afghanistan) and
his claim that “only we can help you” all ring hollow when juxtaposed against the
skeptical, weary, and battle-worn faces of the villagers who have just had their homes
destroyed (31:00-33:00). This darkly comic episode ends not with any reconciliation but
only with repeated pleas from the Afghanis to “Please, leave now” (32:00-33:00). The
general is incapable of seeing the emptiness of his own words, and so he is also incapable
of understanding why the villagers do not believe in his promises.

Glen is also comically rigid and inflexible in other aspects of his life. He runs
awkwardly and mechanically, with his arms down against his sides, and his personal
relationships are equally stunted. When with his wife, he can only talk in platitudes about
valor and the importance of his mission, while she laments how the couple have spent
“less than 30 days a year together for the last eight years” (1:05:00-1:07:00). Throughout
the film, Glen McMahon is painted as a comically tragic figure; he is a man with an
outsized sense of self importance who is overly rigid and unable to comprehend the
complexities of the political situation in Afghanistan.

Through the film’s narrative framing, Glen’s personal failings come to represent
the failings of the US military as a whole. As Glen arrives in Afghanistan, Sean remarks
that:

There are two types of general in the American military. There are those who
believe they can win in the face of all evidence to the contrary. And there are
those who know they can’t. Unfortunately for the world, it’s the believers who
climb to the top of the ladder. It’s guys like Glen who get given the keys to the
castle (12:00-13:00).
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For Sean, Glen is no accident or quick of the system. The military actively encourages
and cultivates this personality type. Glen’s many personal limitations thus speak to the
shortcomings of the US military apparatus’s limited capabilities and myopic worldview.

War Machine demonstrates how the rigid and inflexible attitude of the US
military, as embodied by Glen, ends up perpetuating a cycle of war, violence, and
destruction. When Glen is ousted from his post at the end of the film for failing to
produce results, Sean asks: “Anyway, in the absence of any real soul searching, what do
we do? Well, obviously we sack Glen and we bring in some other guy. And that guy was
Bob” (1:42:00-1:43:00). The pattern of an overconfident general trying to fix the
problems in Afghanistan through sheer willpower thus repeats. War Machine completes
this narrative cycle through a recreation of the opening shot of the film in which Glen
walks through an airport carrying a bag while rock and roll music plays in the
background, only now with Bob in his place. In War Machine’s view, the military
apparatus is thoroughly rotten, unshakingly believing in its own capabilities in spite of all
evidence to the contrary and unable to adapt to the complex challenges of occupying
Afghanistan.

What separates this film and other post-9/11 examples like it from earlier
examples of anti-war comedy,?? is its focus on how the contemporary situation of US

warfare has changed. Sean describes Glen as a product of the “madness of modern

2 See, for example, Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 (1961), which (like War Machine) takes the absurdity and rigidity of the
US military as comedic fodder.
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American war” (20:00-21:00, emphasis added). In the “good old days” of US hegemony,
so Sean’s argument goes, the US fought wars against traditional armies, but now it has
become caught up in “counterinsurgency” (21:00-21:15). Identifying the Vietnam War as
a tipping point, Sean describes how US warfare since that period has been about trying to
close down isolated insurgencies (as opposed to battling against other nation-states) and
win over the local people through military force, a strategy that has been disastrous both
for the US army and for those countries unfortunate enough to be invaded. Sean tells the
audience in an aside: “The thing about counterinsurgency is that it doesn’t really
work...You can’t win the trust of a country by invading it. You can’t build a nation at
gunpoint” (21:00-21:45). Despite these limitations of counterinsurgency, the US army, as
represented by Glen, remains committed to this strategy out of pride and a lack of
understanding. As Sean says, “For guys like Glen, however, counterinsurgency hasn’t
worked for one simple reason. Nobody’s ever done it right” (21:30-22:00). For War
Machine, the military has committed to an untenable strategy, and its institutionalized
attitude has left it too rigid and too insulated to realize that it only causes increasing
damage in its repeated attempts to help the people of Afghanistan.

In many ways, the attack on the US military apparatus put forward in War
Machine resonate with the criticism of US military overstretch put forward by former
army colonel and historian Andrew J. Bacevich. Bacevich presents a narrative of US
decline rooted in imperial excess. He outlines a triple crisis (one with economic, political,

and military dimensions) manifesting in what he calls the Long War, the state of
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permanent warfare and occupation in rotating sectors of the Middle East. Bacevich
describes how war is a sign of both economic (greedy consumerism) and political
dysfunction (a hawkish and closedminded executive):

Foreign policy has, for decades, provided an outward manifestation of American
domestic ambitions, urges, and fears. In our own time, it has increasingly become
an expression of domestic dysfunction—an attempt to manage or defer coming to
terms with the contradictions besetting the American way of life. Those
contradictions have found their ultimate expression in the perpetual state of war
afflicting the United States today (5).

For Bacevich, the nation turns to war as an escape valve to compensate for its inability to

solve economic and political issues.?® Military aggression thus comes to compensate for a
lack of firm economic and political footing. Completing this vicious cycle, Bacevich goes
on to describe how war is not only the result of the discord of US society but also further

feeds into this dysfunction:

a stubborn insistence on staying the course militarily ends up jeopardizing
freedom at home...the Long War aggravates the economic contradictions that
continue to produce debt and dependency. Moreover, a state of perpetual national
security emergency aggravates the disorders afflicting our political system...In
this sense, the Long War is both self-defeating and irrational (11).

In this way, for Bacevich, military overstretch is both the sign of and a further
aggravating cause of the decline of US power. To deal with this crisis, Bacevich argues
that the people of the US need to “reassert control over their own destiny, ending their

condition of dependency and abandoning their imperial delusions™ (13). He suggests that

2 On US expansion as an “escape valve” for domestic pressure, see Greg Grandin’s The End of the Myth (2019) and
William Appleman Williams’s Empire as a Way of Life (1980).
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the US will actually have a firmer basis for power (domestically and on the world stage)
going forward by accepting a reduced global role and working to build alliances and
coalitions rather than exerting its will through military might alone. Like War Machine,
Bacevich sees senseless wars and destruction as the result of US institutional dysfunction,
and he calls for the US to give up its military path to focus on rectifying political and
economic issues on the home front.

While War Machine thus takes up a similar position to the popular theory put
forward by Bacevich, it also offers a comedic twist on this position. The film uses the
techniques of comedy to 1) undermine the US military by showing its supposedly heroic
commanders as rigid and foolhardy and 2) by dramatizing the dire consequences that
result from following through on this rigid and foolhardy militaristic logic. The comedy
of this film, dark and often tinged with bitterness as it is, emerges from the gap between
the absurd attitudes of Glen and other military leaders and the harsh realities of war to
which they fail to respond. In this way, the film employs a Bergsonian approach to
comedy. The philosopher Henri Bergson describes humor as a function of the
“mechanical encrusted on the living,” that is, a human being falling to the level of a
machine or automaton” (6). Bergson further identifies “lack of elasticity...
absentmindedness and a kind of physical obstinacy” as common traits which provoke
laughter (4). For Bergson, one laughs when one sees a living creature acting in an
unliving way, falling into rigid and repetitive motions. Humor is, for him, a reaction to

the failure of a human being to be truly “living,” a mocking response to an organism’s
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descent into the mechanical. War Machine draws on the Bergsonian approach to comedy
by inviting the viewer to laugh at, and thus ridicule, the mechanical rigidity and hubristic
simplemindedness of the military. The film uses humor to show how this institution has
lost touch with the complexities of human reason and feeling, behaving instead like an
automated machine. In this way, War Machine functions in part as a comedic Bacevichian
critique of military failure in the twenty-first century. It takes up laughter as a weapon for
deflating military pretense and for showing the absurdity of the current US course of

military action.

4.2 The Virtues of Foolishness

While War Machine resonates with the military overstretch and excess side of
Bacevich’s argument, it has little to say about the state of US culture or how to reform it.
There are, however, examples of anti-military US political comedy that focus on the
cultural side of this problem. In this kind of political comedic film, the comedic values of
US society themselves come to function as the means to restore a rigid, overzealous
military arm that has lost touch with the US people.

The Men Who Stare at Goats (2009) also offers a critique of the rigid and out-of-
touch US military apparatus, though it employs comedy in a completely different way
than War Machine. The film is a fictionalized, narrativized adaptation of Jon Ronson’s
2004 non-fiction book of the same name, which chronicles real US military

experimentation with the paranormal and New Age concepts. Goats, the film, follows
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small-time journalist Bob Wilton in his quest to uncover the story of the New Earth Army
(NEA), a “top-secret” Vietnam-era army unit that trained “psychic spies” in the use of
parapsychological skills, such as phasing through walls, enemy mind manipulation, and
remote viewing (Goats 2:40-3:00). This unit attempted to channel the insights of the New
Age movement and hippie culture into a training program for soldiers. The idea for the
unit originated with Vietnam soldier Bill Django, who, upon seeing his fellow soldiers’
reluctance to kill enemy combatants, asked himself: “how could his men’s gentleness,
their general lack of interest in killing people, be turned into a strength? How could love
and peace help win wars?” (18:00-18:30). In the NEA manual, Bill describes the unit as
“a banner under which the forces of good can gather” (19:30). He further emphasizes
that, despite their connections to the military, the NEA’s fundamental mission is
“preventing conflict,” as they are “a force of peace not war” (21:30-21:45). The NEA,
then, represents an alternative vision for what the US and its military could be.

Bill sees this vision for the NEA as an integral part of a project of national
renewal. In a flashback to the training of the initial NEA recruits, Bill tells his soldiers:
“Vietnam has crushed our soul. We have to dream a new America, an America that no
longer has an exploitative view of natural resources, no longer promotes consumption at
all costs...we must create warrior monks” (23:45-24:30). With the trauma of Vietnam as
a crisis point, the NEA positions itself as a way to restore US values by getting the nation
back in touch with its positive, optimistic, and peace-loving potential, as encapsulated by

the hippie movements of the ‘60s. The NEA therefore represents another possibility for
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what the US could have been if the nation followed the path of New Age values that were
so popular in the ‘60s. In this way, Goats, like War Machine, also exhibits nostalgia for
an idyllic US heyday in the form of ‘60s-‘70s counterculture, even if that utopic past is
tainted by the stains of the Vietnam War.

This commitment to a better, more optimistic, and more peaceful US is also what
inspires Bob the narrator-journalist. After his wife leaves him to start a relationship with
his boss, the directionless Bob decides to travel to Iraq to report on the war, an effort to
prove himself to his ex-wife and to find new meaning as his life falls apart. As Bob
narrates his decision to travel to Iraq, he is pictured watching television, red-eyed and
alone in a dark room. In the background, a clip from George W. Bush’s 2003 State of the
Union Address plays. Bush states: “Americans are a resolute people, who’ve risen to
every test of our time. Adversity has revealed the character of our country to the world”
(Goats 6:00-6:10, Bush 161). Through this clip from Bush’s speech, Goats connects
Bob’s struggle and journey for personal change to national adversity and questions over
the character of the US as a whole. Bob’s quest for renewal thus comes to represent a
national struggle, as the nation faces uncertainty at the onset of the Iraq war. The film
implicitly asks: What can the nation—and Bob—gain by returning to the lost potential of
‘60s New Age counterculture?

Like Bill Django, Bob also comes to find renewal and a recommitment to the
good side of US values in the principles of the NEA. Initially, he is skeptical of this unit,

with his first encounter coming through an interview with Gus Lacey, a man who lives
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with his mother and makes baseless claims of having psychic powers. However, Bob’s
curiosity is piqued when he encounters Lyn Cassady, one of the original members of the
NEA mentioned by Gus, while traveling in Kuwait. Bob takes this to be a sign and joins
Lyn on his quest to reunite with a missing Bill Django in Iraq. Even after teaming up with
Lyn, Bob remains skeptical of NEA’s claims to psychic powers, such as invisibility and
mind control. However, after traveling extensively with Lyn, Bob eventually comes to
appreciate the NEA philosophy. Following a discussion where Lyn claims to have been
cursed by the “Dim Mak™ or death touch, Bob reflects: “I admired Lyn then. He believed
in something so much, he thought he could really die from it. I think that’s what I’ve been
looking for all along... something to believe in, something to give meaning to my life”
(Goats 1:05:00-1:06:00). In spite of the apparent ridiculousness of the NEA’s claims, Bob
nonetheless comes to admire their commitment to their values and their unwavering
belief in the principles they stand for. He stops seeing the NEA as something to be
laughed at, instead conceiving their goofy idealism and naive hopefulness as virtues to
which to aspire.

After a series of adventures in the Iraqi desert for Bob and Lyn—where their car
is blown up, where they are kidnapped (but quickly escape), and where they become
stranded in the desert—Bob and Lyn are eventually rescued by a helicopter that takes
them to a base run by a military contractor. The pair discover that this base is being run
by Larry, a rogue member of the NEA whom Lyn describes as an adherent to “the Dark

Side” of paranormal experimentation (1:12:40-1:13:00). While Bill and Lyn envision the
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NEA as agents of peace who work to end conflict, Larry ignores the humanist values of
this unit and attempts to weaponize the unit’s knowledge for propaganda, psychological
warfare, and mental torture. Larry describes how he has risen in prominence as a military
contractor, becoming commander of this base. He presents his mission as “rebuilding the
New Earth Army, only this time without all the hippie crap” (1:11:40). Larry also reveals
that he has recruited the aged and defeated Bill Django as a consultant in his endeavor.
While touring the facility, Bob and Lyn discover that Larry has been using the techniques
of the NEA to conduct psychological torture on Iraqi prisoners. They devise a plan to free
the prisoners by spiking the soldiers’ eggs with LSD and escaping amidst the confusion.
As their plan succeeds, Lyn and Bill fly off in a helicopter, never to be seen again,
disappearing into the sky.

Inspired by these heroic actions and by the values of the NEA, Bob reports on his
adventures upon returning home, exposing the torture perpetrated by government
contractors and praising Lyn and Bill for their heroics. Although Bob assumes his story
will be a bombshell revelation, one that potentially gets him in trouble, the only part of
his report that is covered is a joke story on the evening news detailing how “[s]ome
prisoners are being forced to listen to Barney the purple dinosaur” on repeat, which “a lot
of parents would agree” is a form of torture (1:27:00-1:27:30). The torture of prisoners is
thus written off as an unserious issue, not worthy of public attention. Reflecting on the
handling of his story, Bob says “If I ever needed proof of how the Dark Side had taken

the beautiful dream of what a nation could be and had twisted it, destroyed it, well, that
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was it” (1:27:30-1:28:00). At the end of his adventure, Bob is disheartened to discover
that his optimistic belief in a nation renewed by the values of the NEA is not shared by
his fellow countrymen. The nation has lost the kindness and optimism of that vision for a
better US, instead succumbing to the “Dark Side” of psychological torture and
manipulation represented by Larry.

Despite this sobering revelation, Bob nonetheless ends the film with a renewed
commitment to the project of the NEA. Rather than becoming apathetic and defeated, he
calls for the next generation to embrace the lost hippie values of the 1960s US. Repeating
the opening scene of the film, where a soldier trained by the NEA tries (and fails) to run
through a wall using his psychic powers, Bob charges at his office wall. In this repetition,
however, Bob succeeds in making it through the wall, signaling the real power of NEA
values. As he leaps through the wall, Bob ends with a call echoing Bill’s original NEA
slogan: “Now, more than ever, we need to be all that we can be” (1:28:00-1:28:20). Like
War Machine, Goats exhibits a circular structure. However, in War Machine, this
structure represents the comic stupidity of endlessly repeating the same approach to
warfare, while, in Goats, the final repetition makes a difference. Where the Vietnam-era
officer failed to leap through the wall, Bob succeeds, representing the possibility and the
hope for a new generation to take up the NEA mantle and make a difference where their
predecessors failed.

Goats is critical of the US military apparatus, in particular its willingness to resort

to torture and other cruel methods. However, the majority of the comedy of this film has
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nothing to do with martial rigidity or other military absurdities. (There is one joke about
the stupidity of the army in funding the NEA, simply because they want to beat the
Soviets in the race to master psychic warfare, but this is the exception that proves the
rule.) Instead, most of the film’s jokes and gags derive from the ridiculousness and zany
antics of Lyn and the other members of the NEA: their attempts to run through walls,
their belief that they can make goats drop dead with their minds, and their efforts to make
themselves invisible using psychic powers. The audience is invited to laugh at these
strange behaviours and ridiculous beliefs but without ever losing a sense of sympathy for
the film’s main characters. The NEA’s absurd point of view and comic antics represent a
source of hope, as Bob puts it, a “beautiful dream of what a nation could be” that was
“twisted” and “destroyed” by the contemporary state (1:27:30-1:28:00). While they may
begin by laughing at Lyn and Bill, Bob and the audience come to laugh with them,
embracing their comic spirit as a welcome alternative to the seriousness and cruelty of the
contemporary military-security apparatus.

Whereas War Machine presents a Bergsonian species of comic attack, laughing at
the personal failings and rigidity of US institutions, Goats takes up an Erasmian approach
to comedy as a humanizing and sympathetic force. Renaissance humanist Erasmus argues
for the virtues of a comic attitude, bordering on foolishness, against those who would
insist too ardently on the necessity of wisdom and moderation. He writes that “To know
nothing is the only happiness” (Erasmus 7). Erasmus prescribes a dose of foolishness as

the recipe for good health, as “Folly is the only thing that keeps youth at a stay and old
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age afar off” (9). In contrast to the rigidity of Bergson’s comedic characters, Erasmus’s
text sees the comic attitude as a sign of the fullness of the human spirit, with folly as a
source of joy and marker of human virtue.

Employing a similar humanist approach to comedy, Goats presents the NEA as a
valiant image of the humane comic spirit, silly and foolish yet earnest and honest, with
which the US has lost touch in its excessive commitment to crushing the nation’s
enemies. More broadly, the NEA represent the hope to reclaim the lost potential of what
the US of the hippie and New Age era could have been, if the nation had followed
through on this age’s noble commitment to principles of peace and love. Despite the
horrors of Vietnam (which the film does acknowledge), for Goats, the ‘60s represent a
moment in which a happy unity between US military apparatus and the peace-and-love
principles of the New Age movement was still possible. Yet instead of following through
on this possibility, the US has turned to using psychological knowledge as a cruel and
dehumanizing weapon. Larry’s unit represents a fallen image of the NEA ideals, just as
War-on-Terror America represents a fallen image of the peace-and-love US culture of the
1960s. Larry wants to do away with the “hippie crap” of the NEA. However, it is that
very “hippie crap” which gives the unit its comedic and humanistic vitality. Without
those New Age values, Larry’s unit is marked by its humorlessness, and especially its
lack of respect for humanizing comedy. For Goats the only comedy a nation aligned with
Larry understands is the cynical snickering at the suffering of prisoners in a torture camp

forced to listen to children’s songs. The film thus argues that there is something worth
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preserving in the simple idealism and earnestness of the NEA. The US people, as well as
the army, must recover this naive attitude represented by the comic spirit and humorous
antics of the NEA. The comedy of this film, embodied in the comic spirit of the NEA,
thus serves not as a method of critique or deflation but instead as a sign of what is best
about US culture and society. This comic spirit functions as the ideal for what the nation
could be, and so the film launches a critique of the contemporary US military by
demonstrating how far it has strayed from this ideal, how much of this comic spirit it has
lost. If in Bacevich’s diagnosis, the problem with US society is that is has lost touch with
principles of self-sufficiency and martial restraint, then in the comic diagnosis of Goats
this problem is reframed in terms of comedy (or the lack thereof): The comic spirit
represents what is best in US society, and so a break from this spirit represents the decline
of the nation, its fall from its ideals and its virtuous spirit. The shift to focusing on the
comedic also entails a shift in emphasis from institutions (Bacevich’s focus on economic
policy and politics) to the terrain of culture itself. Military overstretch is thus treated as a
function of the military (and US society generally) losing touch with the vital energies of

US society.

4.3 Comedy and US Civil Society
As discussed in the Introduction, there is a long fantasy tradition connecting US
vitality to the virtues of the nation’s culture. Here, however, Goats and Bacevich are

specifically interested in the virtues of civil society (as opposed to other cultural aspects
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of US life). In their landmark study on the history of the concept, Cohen and Arato argue
that civil society should be understood as “a sphere of social interaction between
economy and state, composed above all of the intimate sphere (especially the family), the
sphere of associations (especially voluntary associations), social movements, and forms
of public communication” (ix). Civil society then, is a domain of social life distinct from
any of the tripartite levels of state power—economics, politics, and the military.
However, in filling the space between and beyond these levels, civil society still holds
sway over the functioning of the other aspects of society and over their relations within
the social whole. In the hands of a film like Goats, civil society becomes the benchmark
against which to evaluate the various exercises of US power. Civil society, in the figure
of the NEA, represents what is good in the nation. The closer other institutions can adhere
to the values of that civil society, the more they will be able to embody US virtue. For
anti-war comedy more generally, this process of evaluation reveals how the military-
security apparatus has lost touch with the energies of US civil society and how it must
realign itself with the values of that society to restore the balance US powers.

In making the distinction between good civil society and bad government
institutions, Goats and films like it are part thus part a longstanding tradition of national
fantasy that sees the uniqueness of the US in the vibrancy of its society over and against
its political institution. What distinguishes the comedy of foreign affairs’ use of this trope,
however, is the temporal nature of the society-state disjuncture this comedy traces. Films

like War Machine and Goats present the divergence of political and military institutions
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from civil society as a fait accompli rather than as a threat or potential future danger.?*
Theirs is a postlapsarian world in which the once-held equilibrium between society and
government, with the spirit of civil society giving government institutions their proper
role, has fallen into disarray. This fall from grace is marked by the references to the
halcyon days of the ‘60s and ‘70s in both films, a time imagined as an unproblematic era
of benign US hegemony.?®

Within the schema of fantasy logic where the US can be revitalized through the
energies of civil society, humor also plays a special role. The association between
comedy and the virtuous character of the nation goes back to early writing on the
American comedic national fantasy, such as Constance Rourke’s American Humor. As
detailed in the Introduction, for Rourke, US humor gives “form and flavor to [the] entire
character” of the nation (11). On this reading, the national comedic style or sense humor
encapsulates all aspects of US civil society in its outlook and attitude. In this way, US
humor serves as a synecdoche for national civil society as a whole, a microcosm of all the
energies of that society. Contemporary comedy scholar Judith Yaross Lee arrives at a
similar position vis-a-vis the function of humor in relation to civil society in her analysis
of US vernacular culture. Lee builds from Leo Marx’s claim that the “vernacular mode”

of writing represents a US “national style” (Lee 11). She remarks on how, for Marx,

24 One could question, of course, if there ever was such a dubious happy unity between society and state. However, on
the level of mythos, with which these films engage, this unity is nonetheless taken as a given of the US past.

%5 For an extended discussion of the disjuncture between “good” US ideals and the “bad” really existing state of affairs
in the American comedic national fantasy, see the analysis of Rubin and Bier in the Introduction.
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Twain’s brand of humor was the hallmark of this national vernacular style. She then goes
on to analyze how contemporary works of comedy continue to adopt this use of the
vernacular, making this vernacular a key component of the US fantasy tradition. For Lee
and Marx, then, the association between a comedic attitude and one’s culture is especially
strong in a US context, as the US is home to a uniquely national sense of humor though
its vernacular tradition. Rourke too identifies the US configuration of the humor-society
connection as an especially strong one due to the unique character of the US people and
the exceptional role that humor plays in their culture. In drawing on one’s sense of humor
or comic attitude as a stand-in for the virtues society, Goats thus participates in a long US
lineage that recognizes a national style of US humor as representative of the cultural
whole. At the same, Goats and comedy scholars mark a special relationship between US
identity and the comedic, a relationship that may not exist for other forms of national
identity.

The political comedy of foreign affairs uses humor to criticize US foreign policy,
while also appealing to the nation’s comedic heritage as a guide for developing a new
geopolitical approach more in line with the dynamic energies of US civil society.
Whereas rigid military and political institutions have lost touch with the vital energies of
US society, comedy can serve as a corrective to restore those cultural energies and
national values to the country’s institutions. Comedy is especially suited to this task
because of the longstanding association between US-style humor and the virtues of US

civil society. In this way, the political comedy of foreign affairs presents a blueprint for a
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more humane, more peaceful, and more compassionate approach to global politics. The
genre positions a humorous worldview as a potential tool for reacting against the ills that
plague the nation’s institutions.

However, while this comedy is concerned with foreign policy, both Goats and
War Machine focus on US domestic institutions and social forces. Both films involve a
journey to a foreign nation (Afghanistan and Iraq, respectively), but they focus on the
tension between rigid institutions and the vitality of civil society in how US citizens
conduct themselves in those settings. In these films, the Middle East serves primarily as a
backdrop for the intra-national battle over the future of US foreign policy. What then
happens to the comedy of foreign affairs’ schema (of bad rigid institutions against good
vital society) when it takes other nations and other cultures seriously? What happens to
this nationalist comedic viewpoint when it tries to make sense of the US’s place in world
politics? The next sections of this chapter take up those questions, exploring how this
comedic vision for a humane foreign policy ends up reinforcing the very jingoistic, US-
exceptionalist narratives it rails against as the comedy of foreign affairs attempts to think

beyond the bounds of the national.

4.4 US Comedy on the World Stage

Team America: World Police (2004), a project by South Park creators Trey Parker
and Matt Stone, serves as a case study in how the comedic utopian logic employed by

other comedy of foreign affairs films modulates when it moves beyond the borders of the
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nation. Like the other examples discussed so far, the film begins as a comedic critique of
US militarism. However, its engagement with forces outside the nation ultimately
complicates its comedic logic.

The film follows Team America, a stand-in for the military arm of the US
hegemonic project, in their mission to stop a terrorist plot orchestrated by an alliance of
Kim Jong Il and a nameless Islamic terrorist group. The movie is staged using
supermarionation, a style pioneered by AP films in the 1960s in which characters are
played by electronic puppets with a movable lower lip. The most prominent example of
this supermarionation technique is the TV series Thunderbirds (1965-1966), which
chronicles the adventures of International Rescue, a clandestine organization that uses
futuristic technology to protect people around the world from both natural disasters and
nefarious criminal plots. In reviving this outdated televisual technique from the ‘60s,
Team America (like Goats and War Machine before it) make its own comparison to the
nation’s mid-century heyday. While Thunderbirds was produced by a British studio, its
main characters are all US citizens whose actions are depicted as being for the (apolitical)
good of the world, and Team America themselves closely mirror the ethos and the
function of International Rescue. However, by the time of Team America, this kind of
global intervention or policing has drawn greater scrutiny. The US can no longer act
unilaterally while claiming that what it does is for the good of all. By using
supermarionation as a callback to this bygone era, Team America shows how much of US

foreign policy thinking still clings to these “good old days” of US heroism, even as the
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world around them has changed irrevocably. Furthermore, by using a clunky and almost-
cartoonish puppetry technique, Team America suggests that the way this nation and its
leader sees the world is itself childish and overly simplistic. The good-vs-evil world of
Thunderbirds is no longer with us, Parker and Stone suggest, if it was ever there in the
first place, yet most of US foreign policy continues to operate through this simplistic lens.
Team America demonstrates the consequences of this simplistic worldview
through the disastrous consequences of Team America’s well-meaning interventions. The
members of the team are parodies of US action-movie heroes, self-assured and indifferent
to the trail of destruction they leave in their wake. On deployments to save Paris and
Cairo from terrorist attacks, the team is able to stop the terrorists, but they end up doing
just as much damage to the cities as the terrorists would have. In Paris they knock down
the Eiffel Tower and blow up the Louvre, while outside Cairo they explode the pyramids.
Team America’s intervention ends up being no better than the terrorist attacks they aimed
to stop. Although their motives may be noble and high minded, Team America leaves
both Paris and Cairo in ruins. In this way, the film mocks the self-assuredness of the US
military, pointing to the dire consequences of their unquestioned goal of intervening in
political struggles around the world. 7eam America also mocks the myopic worldview of
the US military and foreign-policy leaders by framing everything in the world only in
terms of its significance to the US. Whenever a new location is introduced, a brief title
card appears on screen naming that place and showing its distance from the US, such as

“Paris 3, 635 miles east of America” (Team 01:30-02:30). In this framing, the US is quite
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literally positioned as the center of the world, with other locations only being intelligible
through their relation to the homeland.

Like the films discussed above, Team America thus offers a critique of overly
simplistic foreign policy thinking. Unlike these other films, however, Team America
equally mocks detractors of US militarism, those who advocate for a gentler and more
peaceful approach to foreign policy. The most prominent critics of Team America’s
actions are the Hollywood stars of the Film Actors Guild or F.A.G., the acronym an
intentional reference to the homophobic slur. 7eam America creates puppet caricatures of
many real movie stars who present cartoonishly naive and overly idealistic viewpoints on
global geopolitics. The film’s Sean Penn character describes Iraq as a land that was a
storybook utopia before the US invaded, refusing to acknowledge any of the nation’s
troubled history or internal problems: “Before Team America showed up it was a happy
place. They had flowery meadows, and rainbow skies, and rivers made of chocolate
where the children danced and laughed and played with gumdrop smiles” (34:00-36:00).
The film suggests that criticism of US intervention in Iraq and the surrounding region can
just as easily turn into a simplistic good-vs-evil narrative as pro-war positions. Team
America emphasises this point through over-the-top fantastical elements in Penn’s
description, such as “rivers made of chocolate” and “gumdrop smiles.” While Team
America inhabit a black-and-white world, in which they are the heroes and their enemies
are evil, Parker and Stone suggest that that the blind anti-US position of people like

Hollywood stars is equally simplistic, only with the terms reversed. The film’s Alec
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Baldwin character embodies this simpleminded worldview in which all of the evil in the
world is a direct result of US action. After a terrorist attack, he says “Who is to blame for
these attacks in Panama? The terrorists? The people who supplied them with WMDs? No,
blame Team America.” (47:00-48:00). Parker and Stone thus mock criticisms of US
intervention by presenting these criticisms as devolving into simple US-bashing. The film
argues that celebrities and other media personalities are so committed to criticizing the
nation that they ignore the responsibility other groups bear for disasters around the world.
Whereas Team America exhibits a lack of self-reflection and recklessness in their actions,
these actors go too far in the pacifistic direction, putting forward a naive worldview in
which the world is a peaceful utopia, marred only by the ills of US interference.

In Parker and Stone’s nothing-is-sacred universe, both the jingoistic military and
the idealistic pacifists are subject to criticism. However, the film does not apply its comic
weaponry to these two camps equally. Although Parker and Stone mock Team America,
the members of the unit remain the film’s heroes and ultimately stop a global terrorist
plot co-orchestrated by Islamic extremists and Kim Jong-Il. In contrast, the idealistic
Hollywood celebrities are wooed by Kim’s lies and end up siding with him against Team
America. If, for Parker and Stone, both sides have their shortcomings, in the present

situation the pacifists and idealists are the ones most seriously in the wrong.?® The film

26 This view is expressed by historian Niall Ferguson, who see the decline of US hegemony as a result of US failure to
commit to the military and imperial projects necessary to sustain hegemony. For Ferguson,. the error of US leaders is
their mistaken belief that the US “could somehow be a great power without behaving like any previous great power”

(63).
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expresses this viewpoint in a deeply gendered, sexual metaphor about the three kinds of
people who make up the world. In a speech to an audience of assembled world leaders,
Gary Johnston of Team America says:

We're dicks! We're reckless, arrogant, stupid dicks. And the Film Actors Guild are
pussies. And Kim Jong Il is an asshole. Pussies don't like dicks, because pussies
get fucked by dicks. But dicks also fuck assholes—assholes who just want to shit
on everything. Pussies may think they can deal with assholes their way. But the
only thing that can fuck an asshole is a dick with some balls. The problem with
dicks is that sometimes they fuck too much or fuck when it isn't appropriate—and
it takes a pussy to show them that. But sometimes, pussies get so full of shit that
they become assholes themselves... because pussies are only an inch and a half
away from assholes. I don't know much in this crazy, crazy world, but I do know
that if you don't let us fuck this asshole, we're going to have our dicks and pussies
all covered in shit! (57:30-59:30)

In this speech, Gary reframes the hawk-vs-dove dichotomy in US foreign policy in terms
of genitalia. Both aggression and peacefulness (that is, both “dicks” and “pussies”) have
an important role to play in geopolitics. The art of foreign affairs is striking the right
balance between the two. Gary argues that the US has strayed too far to the side of the
“pussy.” The threat of the third term, in this schema, “the asshole,” demands a reassertion
of US aggression, as only a “dick,” that is military force and aggressive action, can stop
an “asshole.” The post-9/11 moment is therefore one in which the US must embrace the
“dick” tendencies of its society, as only in this way can it handle the various “assholes”
who would threaten the country’s position and undermine global security.

This message is mirrored by the film’s use of comedy, which only ever mocks the
pacifist actors, but indulges in Team America’s patriotic excess even as it sometimes

makes fun of their failings. The film’s depiction of US patriotism, as in the theme song
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“America, Fuck Yeah!”, are clearly over the top, but the film nonetheless affirms the US
mission and endorses the nation’s moral position. It is, after all, the agents of Team
America who save the world from destruction, while the film actors become unwitting
accomplices to Kim Jong II’s plot. Even as the members of Team America are sometimes
depicted as rigid and inflexible (being literally portrayed by marionettes), they also
possess some of the dynamism and vitality of the US comedic hero. Team America thus
engages in a form of cynical disavowal, by which they can at once criticize the ridiculous
extremes of US imperialism while still essentially endorsing this viewpoint. Paraphrasing
Zizek’s formulation of this logic, Parker and Stone “know very well” that US militarism
is destructive and closeminded, but nevertheless they embrace this position as essential to
protecting the world (Zizek 12). In this context, the mockery of US aggression serves not
to undermine the position but rather to provide a measure of psychic distance, where one
can hold this position without having to identify with the worst of its excesses.

Beyond Team America and the film actors, the “assholes” of Gary’s schema also
have an important role in the coordinates of Team America’s comedic landscape. From
one perspective, Team America represents the military apparatus, whereas the actors, as
influential media figures, represent the extra-governmental realm of civil society. In
presenting “dicks” and “pussies” as two sides of a coin, the film’s message is about the
need to achieve the appropriate balance within US society for the country to take on its
role as the world police force. In this way, the film employs the same logic as the anti-

war comedy of foreign affairs, just arguing in the opposite direction. The comic sword
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can cut both ways, using culture to reign in the military or realigning the two to give the
military more power.

However, the introduction of a third term via the “assholes” complicates this
duality of society vs institutions. In the world of Team America, the appropriate
orientation or balance of US society can only be judged in relation to an external factor:
the “assholes.” In Gary’s sexual and scatological schema, both “dicks” and “pussies”
have their virtues (even if they are unevenly distributed). The “assholes,” however, have
no redeeming qualities. These “assholes,” in the character of Kim Jong Il and the
unnamed terrorist organization he employs, represent the radical other to US society, the
threat which prompts a recalibration of the US social balance so that the nation may take
up its role in restoring world order. The nature of the comic jabs directed at Kim and the
terrorists reflects this distinction. Whereas the jokes about Team America and the actors
still preserved a core of sympathy for each (Team America’s commitment to global
security and the actors’ belief in their ideals), there is nothing sympathetic about Kim or
the terrorists. The terrorists are portrayed as Bergsonian rigid automata who communicate
through garbled nonsense and repeated keywords. The only thing they say ever say is
some variation of “Durka durka” or “Mohammed Jihad” (1:45-3:00). Similarly, the
egomaniacal and delusional Kim (who speaks in a stereotyped Korean accent) can only
lament on how “ronery” he is because “nobody erse seems to rearize” how wonderful he
1s (55:30-57:30). These characters assume a role similar to the army men of War

Machine. They are the rigid and out-of-touch pathetic foil to the US comedic ideal. Team
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America thus presents a dual comedic division, as marked in the film’s use of different
styles of comedy, with one comedic schema internal to the US and one that maps the
relationship between the US and its enemies. Team America’s “dicks” vs “pussies” divide
puts forward an argument for culture to rise to the task of US military action, making use
of the energies of national culture to buttress the US imperialist project. However, the
“assholes” introduce an external element, and one that shifts focus from the arrangement
of the levels of US power to the problem of how US society relates to other cultures and

what this means for US foreign affairs.

4.5 Humor Against the Humorless

Whereas the other examples of comedy surveyed so far have focused mainly on
the balance between military-security institutions and civil society within a US context,
Team America introduces a new division between the US as a unified whole and its
cultural others. In this context, the nation’s enemies (the rigid terrorists and pathetic
dictator) fulfill the role of the comedic target, with those from the US themselves taking
on the role of the good comic spirit. By taking up this cultural opposition, Team
America’s pro-military position thus also shifts into a comic depiction of a zero-sum
cultural war between US values and those of its enemies.

In this sense, Team America puts forward a comic version of Samuel Huntington’s
clash of civilizations argument. In an influential 1993 article for Foreign Affairs,

Huntington writes that, in the post-Cold War world order, the “great divisions among
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humankind and the dominating source of conflict will be cultural...The clash of
civilizations will dominate world politics” (22). Huntington argues that, historically,
conflict has been driven by various factors—dispute between sovereigns, national
conflicts, a battle of ideologies. While the Cold War was a period driven by ideological
principles, the so-called post-ideological world of the new millennium would be a world
in which major conflict was driven by cultural and civilizational differences. In
Huntington’s view, culture is the last remaining marker of real difference and the most
insoluble, as civilizational differences are deep-seated and speak to fundamental aspects
of personal identity. Although Huntington outlines a number of possible arenas for
conflict between what he identifies as the eight civilizations of the contemporary world,
he insists that the “central axis of world politics in the future is likely to be...the conflict
between ‘the West and the Rest’” (41). Huntington argues that much of the so-called
globalization movement has been undertaken with the interests and values of the West at
its core, so much so that, the term “world community,” he suggests, “has become a
euphemism to give legitimacy to the West” (40). In this context, the major global
conflicts are likely to arise where non-Western civilizations rebel against the prescriptions
and restrictions imposed by the Western powers. Among the mostly likely to resist the
West are, on his reading, the Islamic and Confucian civilizations. Huntington argues hat
these two cultures have formed a power bloc to resist Westernization, what he calls the
“Confucian-Islamic connection” (45). Thus, for Huntington, the major conflict of the new

millennium will likely be one between Western powers and the Confucian-Islamic bloc.
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The battle between these two blocs is precisely the conflict presented in 7Team
America, where a united jihadist and North Korean alliance takes on the US. Yet although
Huntington does not make explicit value judgments about each culture (even as he
exhibits a tacit preference for the West), the film depicts the proponents of the Confucian-
Islamic front as rigid and pathetic. In this way, the film suggests that one culture
possesses the good comedic spirit, while the other “asshole” culture has no redeeming
qualities. Team America thus serves as a cultural argument for US supremacy and active
military intervention, as only Western culture (as embodied by the US) can save the
world from the humorless and destructive attitudes of the “asshole” coalition.

As Paul Lewis argues, employing comedy as a marker of US identity and as a
means of defending US way of life have been prominent rhetorical moves in US public
discourse since the 9/11 attacks (204). In an editorial for US4 Today characteristic of this
trend, corporate humor consultant Malcolm Kushner claims that humor is the US’s
“secret weapon” in the so-called War on Terror, and he presents comedy as a uniquely US
way of responding to hardship (Kushner). He equates US cultural vitality with comedy,
claiming “when humor is dead, America is dead’” (Kushner). Kushner’s article depicts
humor as a defining feature of US civilization and argues that only the pro-comedy
values of that society can guarantee US political freedoms. He describes a world in which
the key battle lines are drawn between “the humorous vs. the humorless” (Kushner). In

this civilizational standoff, the US stands for comedy against the humorless, who in the
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logic of Team America are opposed to Western culture and the political order it
represents.

Marking cultural differences through divergences in sense of humor is not a new
phenomenon. The early American studies ethnographies on humor that sought to define
the nation’s national character implicitly constructed these definitions against competing
notions of national identity and senses of humor for other states. US comedy has itself
also played on these imagined national differences. Mark Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee
in King Arthur s Court, for example, juxtaposes the fast-talking and down-to-earth US
Yankee sensibility with the British focus on hierarchy and propriety. The shift in the
tradition of comparing nations comes in how twenty-first-century US comedy absolutizes
cultural difference. The comparison is no longer a matter of different styles of humor, an
array of various attitudes or sensibilities, but instead, as Kushner puts it, an absolute and
oppositional divide of “the humorous vs. the humorless.” In this formula, humor in
general (rather than a particular brand of humor) becomes the marker of US cultural
vitality, while the humorlessness of other civilizations signifies their spiritual and moral
bankruptcy. Here US (Western) culture is separated from the rest of the world by an
absolute humor barrier. The US possesses the capacity for humorous adaptability, while
its enemies do not. Following the Huntingtonian logic of this division, the humor divide
is an ingrained characteristic of a civilization, and as such it cannot be easily changed.

The only solution is a battle between the humorous and the humorless.
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By embracing the Huntingtonian schema of West vs Isalmo-Confucian axis, Team
America reproduces a logic of total cultural division through humor. Both sides of US
society (the social and the institutional, or the hawks vs the doves) have their vices, but
each also has certain redeeming qualities. They both have a role to play in striking the
right balance in US geopolitics. By contrast, the “assholes,” that is, the enemies of the US
are irredeemable. This divide is cast in absolutist cultural terms and reified through the
dichotomy of the humorous vs the humorless. In this way, the comedic fantasy logic
which affirms the US comedic spirit and mocks Bergsonian rigidity becomes a tool of
civilizational discrimination. Humor is no longer simply a defining characteristic of the
US; instead, it becomes a unique property of that nation and the West alone, with an
uncrossable humor gulf separating them from the rest of the world. Team America’s
comedic schema thus reinforces a Huntingtonian logic where civilizational essences
replace political motivations, reifying difference as a matter of humor-based cultural
essence.

In a strange turn of events, the redemptive comedic logic, which positioned the
benevolent energies of US society as a comedic counterbalance to the nation’s rigid
military and political institutions, has thus modulated into a form of racist exceptionalism
when applied beyond the country’s borders. When this comedic mode of reason tries to
think in terms outside of the nation, it goes awry, reproducing the same kinds of US

exceptionalism and myopic viewpoints that its comedic approach is intended to diffuse.
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4.6 Comedy as Cultural Warfare

Team America depicts a world in which the US possesses the virtues of humor,
while the rest of the world does not. How does this comedic logic play out in practice?
What happens when this comedic mode of thinking is employed in the name of US
imperialism? The Interview (2014) is a case study in the real-world consequences of this
originally anti-war and critical comedic mode misfiring. The film takes the logic of
civilizational difference defined through comedy a step further, weaponizing the US
comic sensibility as a tool to enforce US aims and political ideals around the world, that
is, a means of waging cultural warfare.

The Interview dramatizes this comedic cultural warfare through the arc of its plot,
where North Korean leader Kim Jong-Un is ultimately unseated by the power of laughter.
The film follows Dave Skylark and Aaron Rapaport, host and producer respectively of
the popular tabloid-style TV show Skylark Tonight. Aaron discovers that Kim Jong-Un is
a fan of the show, as he is described in a fictionalized profile as “an avid consumer of
American entertainment... [whose] favorite shows are The Big Bang Theory and Skylark
Tonight” (Interview 12:30-12:40). Attempting to capitalize on Kim’s love of the show,
Aaron and Dave then try to arrange an interview with the dictator. However, they are
intercepted by agents of the CIA who tell the pair that, in order to protect US interests
abroad, they must use their meeting to assassinate the North Korean dictator.

The film’s two heroes are dim-witted and inept comedic characters. When CIA

Agent Lacey tells the two that they have to “take out” Kim Jong Un, they respond by

187



asking “Like for drinks?” or “for dinner?” (24:50-25:10) They also make fools of
themselves by missing hidden meanings and subtleties in everyday speech. After Dave
finds out he is to administer a ricin tablet to Kim while shaking his hand, he tells a
reporter, “Let's just say I'm going to give him a little something extra with my hand”
(34:57-34:59). Dave fails to notice the sexual connotations of this phrase. Further, when
Kim tells Dave his family’s tank was a gift from Stalin, Dave replies “In my country, it’s
pronounced Stallone,” demonstrating his ignorance of international politics and history
(52:40-52:50).

The comic stupidity of these characters (quite expectedly) interferes with the plan
to assassinate Kim Jong Un, as the two friends repeatedly bungle instructions and fail to
follow through on their orders. However, these failures actually prove beneficial as the
pair devise a more effective way to get rid of Kim and bring about regime change in
North Korea. In a conversation with Kim Jong-un’s dissatisfied communications director
Sook, Dave and Aaron realize that if they can undermine the godlike image of Kim, the
people of the nation will reject the established social order and rebel:

Sook: Killing Kim won’t change anything... The people need to be shown that he
is not a god, that he is a man. Then they will be ready for change.

Dave: Yeah, how?
Sook: Interviewing him...

Aaron: You get Kim Jong-un to fucking cry like a baby in front of all North
Korea. They’ll know he’s not a god (1:17:10-1:18:00).
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Sook proposes that Dave and Aaron have the greatest chance of unseating Kim by relying
on US cultural superiority rather than force. Turning Kim into a laughingstock, that is
revealing him as a Bergsonian automaton worthy of ridicule, is presented as a more
effective option than simply assassinating him. US humor thus has an important role to
play in the nation’s foreign actions.

During his interview with the North Korean leader, Dave starts asking Kim about
his father and probing into his personal life in an effort to make him break down. Kim
manages to hold composure until Dave starts to sing Katy Perry’s “Firework,” a
cherished song for Kim Jong-un:

Dave Skylark: [singing] Just own the night! Like it's the 4th of July!
Kim Jong-Un: [crying] No, not the chorus, please!

Dave Skylark: [singing] Cuz Kimmie you're a firework! Come on let your colors
burn! (1:32:00-1:33:00)

At this point, Kim breaks down in tears and defecates in his pants. As Kim farts into a
microphone, a soldier watching the interview remarks: “He’s no God! He has a butthole!”
(1:33:15) Kim Jong Un is thus deflated in a moment of bathetic disgrace. He becomes yet
another version of the Bergsonian comic target. Kim’s image as a great dictator and
supreme being is undermined when he cannot withstand gentle questions and emotional
probing from Dave.

After a chase scene in which the North Korean dictator is killed in a fiery

explosion, the film concludes with the beginning of democratization in the country. In a
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press conference advertising his new tell-all memoir, Dave summarizes the moral of the
film: “This was a revolution ignited with nothing more than a camera and some
questions, questions that led a man once revered as a god among mortals to cry and shit
his pants” (1:47:05-1:47:25). In this way, The Interview depicts comedy as a powerful
weapon for cultural warfare, one able to upend dictatorships where regular regime change
or assassination cannot. Here the comedic barbs of US humor are turned not against the
nation’s military institutions but against another nation instead. Kim and his regime
become the Bergsonian automaton to be laughed at, the robotic other to the US comedic
hero.

The key to understanding the function of comedy in The Interview’s depiction of
foreign affairs lies in the difference between the comedic roles of Kim and the US duo in
the film. All of these characters are targets of mockery. For while Kim’s national
humiliation is the film’s culmination, Dave and Aaron are deflated at many instances
throughout the film (some of which are outlined above). The Interview also goes to great
lengths to outline the similarities between Dave Skylark and Kim Jong-Un. When the pair
first meet, they become fast friends, as Dave is impressed by the dictator’s lavish wealth
and many possessions (such as his car collection and Russian tank). Further, they bond on
a deeper emotional level, expressing a shared love for margaritas and Katy Perry, while
also forging a connection through their shared trauma with overbearing fathers who were

perpetually “disappointed” in their sons (58:00-58:30).

190



These similarities are also key to how Dave deflates Kim Jong-Un’s godlike
image, as Dave leverages knowledge of Kim’s sensitivities to make him cry. When Dave
deviates from the state-approved script of innocuous questions and starts to challenge
Kim, the dictator initially holds his ground with rebuttals against US sanctions and
denunciations of US military policy. Kim then gloats over the reporter: “Face it, Dave,
you have failed. You’ve made wild allegations, but you have proven nothing. ...You are
incapable of conducting a real interview. You’re a joke!” (1:30:10-1:30:25). Dave then
replies: “Maybe you’re right. Yeah, it sucks. Because I need people’s approval.
Desperately... But I see a lot of the same thing in you, Kim. Your father deprived you of
life’s simplest pleasures” (1:30:30-1:31:00). From here Dave moves into the
aforementioned discussion of Katy Perry that ultimately causes Kim to break down. In
this moment, it is Dave’s similarity to Kim Jong-Un that allows Dave to unsettle the
dictator’s image. Where an assault through facts and figures fails, Dave’s deep emotional
understanding of Kim is what eventually achieves his objective.

If Dave Skylark and Kim Jong-Un are so similar, why is one the film’s hero while
the other is its villain? What separates these two characters who are alike in so many
ways? The US talk show host and the North Korean leader represent two different comic
types and serve two different functions. The former possess a comic resilience, while the
latter is only a target of mockery and ridicule. This principle is best summed up in the
exchange where Sook discovers that Dave and Aaron are planning to assassinate Kim

Jong-Un:
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Dave: Kim must die. That’s the American way.

Sook: How many times can the US make the same mistake?

Dave: As many times as it takes (1:17:00-1:17:10).
While this joke mocks Dave’s stupidity in his blind commitment to a failed plan and his
failure to re-evaluate tactics, the joke also speaks to Dave’s comedic resiliency. The
willingness to fail again and again, to be humiliated, and to face hardship until it is
overcome are the defining characteristic of the traditional US comedic hero, as defined by
Constance Rourke.?” While the comedic hero may appear stupid, this figure nonetheless
possesses an indominable will. It is precisely this resiliency and force of will that the
Korean leader lacks. Dave and Kim are both insecure characters, desperate for approval
and recognition. However, Dave is able to shake off frequent criticism from media
colleagues with his repeated motto: “They hate us ‘cause they ain’t us” (58:40-59:00).
Despite his insecurities, Dave, as a US comedic hero, exhibits strength of will in the face
of criticism and remains committed to his goal. By contrast, the fragile Kim can be
unsettled by the smallest sign of criticism, reacting either in a fit of rage or a sobbing
breakdown. In this way, The Interview draws on the resilience of the comedic character as
a definingly US characteristic, now mobilized in the context of cultural difference. The
division between the comic spirit of US society and the comical failings of institutions

(employed by anti-war comedy) is displaced onto the national and civilizational level,

27 See the discussion of Constance Rourke in the Introduction. For Rourke, US humor stands as “a symbol of triumph,
of adaptability, of irrepressible life” in which “[1]Jaughter produced the illusion of leveling obstacles” (35, 89).
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with the US as a whole represented by the vibrancy and dynamism of the comic spirit,
while the Kim regime represents the rigidity of the pathetic target of mockery. The ability
to take a joke thus becomes a marker of US cultural superiority. The US way of life is
adaptable, flexible, and resilient while the rigidity of the North Korean regime cannot
hold up to even light teasing. The film suggests that, in the battle between cultures, the
resilient humorous will always prevail against the rigid humorless.

The Interview’s use of US humor as a weapon of cultural warfare is not contained
within the bounds of the film, however. This battle of cultures, between the US comic
sensibility and the inflexible North Korean way of thinking, also played out in the real-
world media spectacle surrounding this film. In the leadup to the release of The Interview,
North Korean officials denounced the film as a “dishonest and reactionary movie hurting
the dignity of the supreme leadership of the DPRK and agitating terrorism” (BBC). These
officials also claimed that the film should be viewed as “an act of war” (Reuters). Sony
Pictures, the studio behind the film’s distribution, also suffered a hack shortly before the
movie was scheduled to release, and US sources said this attack could be traced back to
North Korea. Just before the film was scheduled to arrive in theaters, it became the object
of further controversy as its release had to be cancelled because of a number of threats

against theaters showing the film.
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In these circumstances, The Interview became a rallying point for free speech
advocates and defenders of US values.?® President Obama himself became involved in
the controversy, chastising Sony’s leadership for yielding to the pressure:

We cannot have a society in which some dictator some place can start imposing
censorship here in the United States. If someone is able to intimidate folks out of
releasing a satirical movie, imagine what they’ll start doing when they see a
documentary that they don’t like or news reports that they don’t like (qtd. in
Sanger et al.).

Obama presents comedy as a litmus test for freedom of speech and other cultural
liberties. If a nation cannot tolerate the ribbing of a satirical movie, Obama argues, then
that nation is already on a slippery slope to limiting other forms of expression. In this
way, a culture that cannot laugh is depicted as incommensurable with the US way of life
and the freedoms that life entails. Here again humor stands in for the virtues of US
society as a whole, the foremost expression of that society’s freedoms. A nation that can
tolerate and even welcome the US comic spirit is one that is capable of supporting an
environment in which the US ideal of a free society can flourish, while a nation incapable
of accepting such humor poses a threat to those same ideals. Here the problem of political
alliance is displaced onto the level of culture. Those who can appreciate US humor are
US allies and bearers of US political ideals, while those who are humorless or reject the

US approach to humor are the country’s natural enemies. US freedoms and ideals may

28 1t is worth noting that Matthew Alford and Tom Secker, authors of National Security Cinema (2017), speculate that
The Interview was filmed with input by (or at least the sanction of) the CIA. Alford and Secker claim that the film
would only have had permission to use some of the official agency buildings featured if the CIA had vetted and
approved the script. In this sense, The Interview is, in a very real way, a state-sanctioned weapon of cultural warfare.
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ostensibly be available to all, but it is only the US cultural legacy, as represented by
humor, that can guarantee these values. In this way, political differences (battles over
control, disagreements over how to organize a society) are recast in cultural and moral
terms. The appeal to US humor becomes a racist tool to denigrate the nation’s enemies,
while also denying them political agency. For if US political virtues are rooted in the
nation’s cultural identity, then any country or culture that lacks the humorous worldview

associated with this identity must also lack US democratic ideals.

4.7 Conclusion

In the arena of foreign affairs, the American comedic national fantasy creates a
dichotomy between the “good” adaptable and optimistic comedic hero and the “bad”
rigid and fragile target of comedic mockery. For War Machine and The Men Who Stare at
Goats the “good” comedic hero is represented by the comedic virtues of US civil society,
which are positioned as a potential antidote to the inflexibility and myopic worldview of
military-political institutions. For Team America: World Police and The Interview, the
virtuous comedic hero functions as a stand-in for the whole of the US and for the values
of Western civilization, while the nation’s enemies are portrayed as humorless objects of
ridicule. As with all instances of the American comedic national fantasy, in these films,
the virtues of US comedy are presented as a means of restoring the nation and resolving
the political problems it faces. For War Machine and Goats, this comedic restoration

entails rebuilding the connection between civil society (as represented by the synecdoche
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of US humor) and the nation’s institutions, as a means of reimbuing these institutions
with the gentle and optimistic energies they have lost. However, in Team America and
The Interview, this seemingly benign schema for national regeneration through laughter
modulates into a weapon of cultural warfare. Here the embrace of US humor implies an
offensive against other nations and other cultures, which, have been deemed humorless.

This final instance of the American comedic national fantasy going awry
represents perhaps the greatest threat to US comedic utopianism. In the realm of foreign
affairs, the comedic fantasy does not simply fail to deliver on its promise or
unintentionally undercut its radical political potential; rather, the comedic fantasy here
becomes actively harmful. Following the zero-sum cultural logic of the humorous vs
humorless opposition, this fantasy entrenches some of the most pernicious forms of US
exceptionalism, xenophobia, and imperialist cultural logic. In other words, this fantasy
comes to reinforce the very “dark inheritances” of US nationalism it sought to counteract.
If the seemingly benign American comedic fantasy can end up feeding into such
reactionary political tendencies, where does that leave the search for a redemptive
comedic utopianism? What do the findings of this chapter mean for the broader project of
trying to reclaim nationalism for liberatory political ends? The Conclusion of this

dissertation offers some reflections on these and other problems.
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5. Conclusion: The Bind of Comedic Nationalism

Taking post-9/11 US comedy as a case study, this dissertation has demonstrated
the limits of appealing to a comedic, redemptive nationalism as the basis for a liberatory
politics. While the American comedic national fantasy is able to mobilize potent cultural,
aesthetic, and affective forces, in each instance, the utopianism of this fantasy is
ultimately undercut by the dark inheritances of national thought it could not so easily
discard. The relationship between culture and politics has been a key factor in each of
these cases. Comedy gains a mass appeal and powerful rhetorical tools through its
engagement with national cultural forces. However, in recasting politics in terms of the
cultural, the very basis for comedy’s wide and powerful appeal comes to undermine its
political vision. The American comedic national fantasy thus produces a bind in which
the mobilization of cultural forces for its political ends necessarily comes at the cost of
culturalizing and thus depoliticizing what are essentially political issues.

One way this bind manifests is in the deadlock of competing aesthetic
interpretations of the “true” meaning of the national character. In the first chapter of this
dissertation, I explored this deadlock through an analysis of the comedic-aesthetic
postures of Stephen Colbert, Donald Trump, and Ben Shapiro. In providing an alternative
national vision for democratic ideals and political discourse, Colbert is able to channel
the investment of his audience in national ideals to reroute them towards a more positive
patriotism. Colbert is deeply critical of contemporary news and political figures, but his

criticism is always complemented by a reinvestment in these political forms, a
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reinvestment that uses comedy to aesthetically attune the audience to what he sees as the
“true” (necessarily liberal) meaning of US values. However, this aesthetic approach can
equally be mobilized for right-wing purposes, channeling the same emotional and
aesthetic investment for reactionary ends. For Colbert, activating national aesthetic
energies can be a powerful political method, but this aesthetics-based strategy leaves the
same avenue open to his right-wing adversaries, without any way of asserting the
primacy of his approach over his opponents’.

Another way this comedic bind appears is in how the appeal to democratic feeling
can rally diverse groups and cultivate a sense of unity only at the expense of turning
democracy into a matter of sentiment (rather than political organization). The second
chapter of this work examined how Silverman, Parker and Stone, and Cohen’s efforts to
heal the national divide through comedy were caught in this manifestation of the comedic
bind. Sarah Silverman cultivates a common national feeling through the bonding power
of humor. However, in doing so, she disregards any material basis or difference in
material interest driving ideological disagreements. Similarly, South Park and Who is
America? present visions of rich democratic pluralism, but that pluralism is based on
individual feeling divorced from its social moorings. In this way, the American comedic
national fantasy’s direct equation of democracy with feeling, rather than institutions and
mechanisms of representation, is able to politically motivate and cultivate a national
ethos only at the expense of obscuring the political motivations behind national

polarization and distracting from actual mechanisms of political representation.
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The final way that the bind of comedic nationalism manifests is in how appealing
to a vision of a benign US comedic character to reign in militarism and develop a gentler
approach to foreign relations unintentionally produces a new form of cultural
exceptionalism. In the third chapter, this dissertation considered the ramifications of such
a cultural logic, in which the US is seen to possess the virtues of comedic adaptability,
while the nation’s enemies are presented as rigid, humorless automata. 7he Men Who
Stare at Goats contrasts the benign humorous attitude of the counterculture ‘60s and ‘70s
with the cruel aggression that characterizes post-9/11 foreign policy, suggesting US-style
humor as an antidote to the country’s wayward approach to engaging with the world.
However, in the hands of Team America: World Police and The Interview, this virtuous
vision of US humor becomes a weapon of cultural warfare. These films appeal to the
uniqueness of US humor as a justification for intervention abroad and present this humor
as a means of subduing the nation’s humorless cultural opponents. In this way, the appeal
to US humor produces a bind in which the cultural energies of benign humor can be
evoked to present an alternative to jingoistic foreign policy within the US, only while at
the same time allowing this culturalist notion to be weaponized as part of a new form of
imperialism.

In mapping out these binds of comedic nationalism, my dissertation makes a
number of important contributions to ongoing scholarly conversations. First, this project
makes an important contribution to the study of national fantasy by exploring

manifestations of the comedic American fantasy in the twenty-first century, detailing how
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this fantasy modulates when its culturalist-nationalist schema is directly applied to
national political issues. Second, this project challenges dominant narratives in comedy
studies, which too often leave the genre’s assumptions about the nature of US political
life and the political efficacy of comedy unchecked. In this domain, detailing the bind
produced by comedic utopianism serves as a corrective to overly celebratory scholarship.
Third, this dissertation offers a case study into one element of the culture-politics
problematic, mapping how, in the context of redemptive US nationalism, the activation of
culture’s political energies produces a parallel culturalization and subsequent
depoliticization of social issues, revealing the complexity inherent to this problematic and
questioning arguments that would either simply extol the virtues of culturalization or

denounce its vices.

5.1 Beyond the Bind: Black Comedy and Ambivalent Patriotism

What would it mean to escape this bind of the national comedic fantasy, in which
national imagery offers mass appeal and mobilizing power but necessarily comes with the
negative inheritances and depoliticizing force of nationalist history? In other words, is
there a way of preserving the mobilizing power and popularity of national tropes without
succumbing to the negative side effects of using these tropes? What might such a comedy
look like? While I can only offer limited, speculative remarks here, this question could be

a productive opening for future research into comedy and US nationalism.
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The body of this project focused on works that wholeheartedly embrace
nationalism. [ wanted to look at the best possible case for left nationalism on its own
terms, undertaking an immanent critique of this position by carefully studying its
strongest proponents rather than critiquing it via an external standard. In practice, this
meant looking at (mostly) White comedy practitioners (though including Catholic and
Jewish perspectives as well as the hegemonic Anglo-Saxon and Protestant views).
However, not all left-wing comedy engaging with national tropes has such a rosy view of
the US and its ideals as the objects of my study.

Anthropologist Lanita Jacobs explores a more measured approach to nationalism,
what she calls “ambivalent patriotism,” in an essay on how Black comedians responded
to aftermath of the 9/11 terror attacks (60). Jacobs describes how:

Many [Black] comics maintained an unabashedly critical stance toward American
foreign policy, presidential rhetoric, and frenzied flagwaving. Their jokes evoke
an ambivalent patriotism—indeed, a pervasive DuBoisian ‘double consciousness’
still felt by many African Americans. In merging observations of everyday culture
with the political, these jokes offer important, racially nuanced perspectives on
what it means to be an American in the aftermath of the terrorist attacks (60)

Drawing on W.E.B. DuBois’s notions of double consciousness, in which Black citizens

identify as US citizens and yet feel estranged from the nation because of their race,?

Jacobs outlines the complex relationship of Black comedians to the upheaval around

2 Defining the term, DuBois writes: “It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking
at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused
contempt and pity. One ever feels his two-ness,—an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled
strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder” (2).
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9/11. These comedians are healthily suspicious of the intense patriotism and quashing of
dissent that characterized the period. At the same time, they still identify (at least in part)
with the US, feeling the wound of the attacks and longing to protect certain US ideals,
even as they remain critical and somewhat distanced from the nation.

In some instances, this ambivalent patriotism manifests in de-exceptionalizing the
attacks, as when one comedian quips: “I’ve been dealing with [White] terrorists all my
life!” (61) This joke serves as a reminder of everyday violence endured by Black citizens,
challenging narrative of exception and drawing attention to other victims. Jacobs also
outlines how one comedian “evoked contentious relations between African American
passengers and Middle Eastern cab drivers in New York City,” highlighting the shifting
terrain of race relations in the US, while also drawing attention to the way that this racial
hierarchy pits minorities against each other (61). In this scenario, the comedian relishes
his improved social position and belonging while still noting how it comes at the expense
of another group. Other jokes in Jacbos’ survey explore the shifting role of racial
stereotypes in the new conjuncture. In one joke, a comedian suggests that “first-class
passengers now gladly welcome rap artists into their exclusive cabin space” seeing them
as potential protectors (61). For Jacobs, this development suggests that “the harrowing
events of 9/11 did not necessarily absolve Black men of the stigma of being dangerous so
much as it temporarily recast them as potential allies in America’s new war on terrorism”

(61). Jokes like this one highlight the tension of achieving a new level of acceptance in
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the nation but only in a way that perpetuates existing stereotypes and structures of
oppression.

Each instance of ambivalent patriotism in Jacobs’ study uses comedy to
problematize simplistic nationalist narratives, highlighting especially how an analysis of
race (specifically Blackness) complicates these narratives. These jokes are not intended to
simply mock or ridicule the US, but they do point to contradictions in national logic, even
as they maintain their investment in the nation and what it (supposedly) stands for. With
this shift in political positioning, the logical structure of the comedy in these jokes also
changes. The humor of these jokes is no longer the humor of the unflappable optimist
who overcomes any obstacle through plucky wit, a humor for which there are no
obstacles and no boundaries—that is, the standard humor of the American comedic
national fantasy. Instead, the humor of these Black comedians is a humor of incongruity,
a humor highlighting moments of contradiction in how the national imagination responds
to the 9/11 attacks.

Perhaps, then, this ambivalent-patriotic approach to comedy represents one way
out of the bind of the comedic national fantasy: maintaining one’s investment in national
tropes but doing so with a critical eye. This critical eye must be applied not only to the
actual policies of the nation’s but also to the limitations of its ideals and the troubling
events of its history. In questioning US ideals which other works wholeheartedly
endorsed, the comedy of ambivalent patriotism goes a step further than the American

comedic national fantasy. If the comedic fantasy tries to escape the dark inheritances of
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the national past by doubling down on utopian optimism, the comedy of ambivalent
patriotism instead tackles these dark inheritances directly. This mode of comedy uses
humor to tease out and explore national contradictions rather than trying to avoid them.
Ambivalent-patriotic jokes do not deliver a purely optimistic statement of exuberant
nationalism but instead a more grounded and qualified patriotic position.

While a more detailed study would be necessary to substantiate these
speculations, this limited engagement with post-9/11 Black comedy suggests that
escaping the bind of the comedic national fantasy would have to involve interrogation of
naive comedic optimism, dismantling the mythos of US humor. Jacobs’ examples all
interrogate this comedic optimism indirectly. However, the animated series The
Boondocks (2005-2014) engages with questions related to comedic optimism, Black
ambivalence, and US humor head-on. The episode “...Or Die Trying” centers on the
release of Soul Plane 2: The Blackjacking, a fictional sequel to the 2004 comedy Soul
Plane, which trafficked heavily in Black stereotypes. Soul Plane 2 continues with the
aeronautical premise of the original but adds a plotline in which the cast humorously foils
a hijacking attempt by Islamic extremists. The trailer for this imagined film invites
viewers to “Come see why Black incompetence is our funniest weapon in the War on
Terror” (“...Or Die Trying” 1:00). This trailer explores the mobilizing of Blackness and
Black stereotypes in service of US international hegemony, pitting minority groups
(Black vs Arab) against each other. In this way, The Boondocks’ engagement with these

racial hierarchies is reminiscent of the ambivalent patriotism jokes explored by Jacobs.
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However, Boondocks also offers broader commentary on the mobilization of these
stereotypes and on the limits of humor, both optimistic and ambivalent, in general. When
Hughie and his Granddad (two of the main characters of the show who are both Black)
are walking to the theater to see Soul Plane 2, Granddad comments on how he found the
original Sou/ Plane to be so funny and how he is looking forward to the sequel. Huey
replies that the film was “[a]bout as funny as a lynching,” implying he does not condone
humor rooted in harmful racial stereotypes (4:00-4:10). Grandad retorts: “I’ve seen funny
lynchings... Roscoe Patterson’s lynching was funny” (4:10-4:20). The show then cuts to
a flashback of a rural Southern scene, where Roscoe mocks the White people in town for
threatening him, claiming there is no real danger. A group of angry White men with
weapons then enters and chases Roscoe off screen. At the end of the flashback Granddad
comments, “It wasn’t so funny after that.” (4:30-5:00). This scene highlights the limits of
laughter to overcome racism and other social issues. Grandad’s claim that lynchings can
be funny signifies an effort to ignore the violence and trauma of those events (and of
negative stereotypes), focusing instead on entertainment. In other words, he argues for
forgetting the history of racist oppression through the positive energy of humor. However,
The Boondocks demonstrates the failings of this approach through the intrusion of
violence into Granddad’s flashback. A memory designed to serve as evidence of the
power of comedy to overcome racism, violence, and trauma instead reveals the
impotence of comedy, as laughter is interrupted by real racial violence: “It wasn’t so

funny after that.” In this way, The Boondocks offers not only a critique of Black comedic
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stereotypes but also a more generalized critique about the limits of comedic optimism in
the face of real social problems. Comedy may be able to pretend that certain problems do
not exist, but it cannot simply make those problems go away by doing so. Instead of
trafficking in the American comedic national fantasy, this show highlights the contrast
between the naive optimism of that fantasy and the harsh reality, a point it drives home
using the humor of incongruity.

This brief engagement with the comedy of double consciousness and ambivalent
patriotism suggests that a thorough study of these forms could open up new ways of
thinking about the status of the American comedic national fantasy, whether that means
disrupting that fantasy or finding more realistic and less naive forms of nationalist
investment. The above section also suggests one limitation of this present study, namely,
its limited engagement with race. While this work did not intentionally ignore the work
of non-White comedians, the focus on works that wholeheartedly embrace the US
comedic fantasy meant that, in practice, the practitioners studied here were mostly White.
The works under consideration here had very little to say about the intersection of race
and the comedic fantasy, except in the case of foreign affairs where the fantasy became
the basis for a renewed cultural racism. A future study could thus consider, alongside
works by Black comedians, what it means for race to be such a glaring exclusion from
the hegemonic iterations of national fantasy. Such an exploration would be especially
salient given the long history of Black stereotypes being used in comedy (Rourke’s

minstrel character, for example) and given that comedy was one of the few areas
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(alongside other entertainment industries and sports) where Black citizens were historical

allowed to be successful.

5.2 Other Nations, Other Comedies

This project’s exclusive focus has been on the national fantasy of the US,
exploring how a species of comedic utopianism interacts with that country’s political
imagination. The limited focus of my study leaves opens questions about other nations:
How far are the phenomena described here exclusive to the US? Do other national
traditions promote the idea of a distinctly national humor? If so, do they put their humor
to the same use in the national imaginary? Through consideration of these questions,
future research could expand the work started in this project into an exploration of the
intersection between humor, culture, and national political forms more generally.

To begin answering these questions, it may be fruitful to examine different species
of nationalism, emphasizing what is unique to the US as well as what it shares with other
nations, as a way of mapping the uniqueness of US comedy. Famed scholar of
nationalism Ernest Gellner argues that the culturalization of political forms, which I
highlighted as a salient feature of the American comedic national fantasy, is an essential
aspect of all nationalism. Gellner defines the nation as “an anonymous, impersonal
society, with mutually substitutable atomized individuals, held together above all by a
shared culture,” suggesting shared culture as the basis for national belonging (57). He

further argues that, under a system of nation-states, “cultures now seem to be the natural
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repositories of political legitimacy” (55). Perhaps the culturalization of politics discerned
in the comedic national fantasy thus merits greater consideration to shed light both on the
nature of US nationalism (especially given the country’s history of culturalizing politics)

and on the nature of all nationalisms.

Despite Gellner’s insistence on the shared importance of culture for all species of
nationalism, it would nonetheless be a mistake to see all forms of nationalism as
synonymous or structurally homologous. An investigation into the various species of
nationalism and how they relate to the culture-politics problematic (in comedy and
beyond) could thus be one productive avenue for future research. Erica Brenner outlines
three competing conceptions of nationalism that were all operative in the nineteenth
century before the term took on a fixed legal and political meaning. In this era, popular
sovereignty concepts (nation as people, nationhood tied to democratic rights and self-
determination), ethnic concepts (nation as a group with shared cultural and linguistic
heritage), and statist concepts (nation as synonymous with the state and defined by the
reaches of state power) were all operative (Brenner 16-20). Similarly, Benedict Anderson
argues for a distinction between European nationalisms, which were based on a shared (if
manufactured) linguistic foundation, and other non-linguistic nationalisms: “What
distinguishes European nationalism (from its new world form) is that it was based on a
distinct print-language” (66). A consideration of how these different notions of
nationalism relate to the idea of a national humor and to the culture-politics problematic

could be a productive way of expanding the research in this work. How, for example,
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does the comedy of a linguistic- and ethic-based nationalism differ from US comedy, the
humor of a country founded on a popular sovereignty and non-linguistic nationalism? I
would speculate that the lack of linguistic and ethnic basis of settler-colonial
nationalisms, as in the US, could put more pressure on the country’s political and cultural
forms to serve as foundation for national cohesion. For countries of this type, identity
would have to be defined strictly by cultural and political principles rather than blood or
common heritage. This pressure could potentially explain the strong emphasis on a
distinct national culture and politics, with the emphasis on a national style of humor as a
subcategory of this emphasis.

While an extensive comparative analysis of other nations is beyond the scope of
this study, a case study in the nationalist comedy of Canada (a fellow settler-colonial
nation founded on political principles) may nonetheless be instructive here. Like its
southern counterpart, nationalist comedy in Canada often draws on the common-sense
wisdom of ordinary people. This wisdom frequently takes the form of a rural or
wilderness sensibility. The Canadian rendition of this sensibility is encapsulated by 7he
Red Green Show (1991-2006). The show chronicles the misadventures of the eponymous
Red Green, a middle-aged man and amateur handyman who is president of an outdoors-
centric men’s club just outside of Possum Lake, a fictional small town in northern
Ontario. Most of the show’s plotlines involve Red and his friends trying to fix problems
and devise new (supposedly) labor-saving contraptions with their handyman know-how.

These handyman solutions often involve copious amounts of duct tape, which Red
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frequently calls the “handyman’s secret weapon,” with the results of their projects
ranging from mixed to outright disastrous (Red Green).

At first glance, Red’s handyman persona seems akin to the common-sense attitude
and nature-based wisdom of the Yankee and backwoodsman characters in Constance
Rourke’s study of US humor. Red differs from these characters of the American comedic
national fantasy, however, in his much humbler and more realistic outlook. While the
Yankee and the backwoodsman are defined by their comedic triumphalism, Red lives a
more modest life. At the end of every episode, he signs off with his iconic catchphrase:
“Keep your stick on the ice.” This hockey-based expression (appropriate enough for
Canadian national fantasy) is an injunction to take things easy, to relax, and to not be
bothered by the turmoil of life. If the Yankee and the backwoodsman are characters of
grand adventures and impossible deeds, Red is instead the comedic avatar of ordinary,
laid-back living. He relies on some of the same comedic tropes (common-sense,
backwoods wisdom) as his US counterparts, but he puts these comedic tools to very
different ends.

This distinction between the fantasies of Canadian and US humor is supported by
renowned Canadian author Margaret Atwood who, in what would become a founding text
of Canadian literary and cultural studies, argues that the Canadian national mythos is
defined by survival and victimhood. Contrasting this position with the frontier
expansionism of the US, Atwood argues that: “The central symbol of Canada—and this is

based on numerous instances of its occurrence in both English and French Canadian
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literature—is undoubtedly Survival, la Survivance” (32). Through the lens of Atwood’s
study, Red Green’s humor could be read as the humor of survival, of just getting by and
living a simple life, in contrast to the grand existence of the Yankee or backwoodsman.
This, for Atwood, would be what makes Red’s humor quintessentially Canadian. This
brief comparison suggests that nations as similar as the US and Canada—despite their
geographically proximity, shared wilderness imagery, and historical similarities as settler
colonies of Britain—may put humor to very different uses in their fantasy constructions
of national identity.

The reference point of frontier expansionism and eternal US optimism also draws
attention to another important point for comparative evaluation of national humor,
namely, the exceptional status of US exceptionalism. In certain respects, the US
conceives of itself in a fundamentally different way than other nation-states. Beyond the
problem of federalism, by which the US imagines itself as a collection of distinct states
rather than as a total entity, there are also importance differences in how this country
conceives of its territorial boundaries and it how it defines sovereignty. Anderson asserts
that nations are “imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign” (6). Further, he
claims, nations are always plural, as none equates itself with the whole of humankind (7).
However, the US deviates from this typical pattern in both its territorial outlook and its
universalizing ambitions. As opposed to the European model of the nation as a fixed and
limited territory, the US concept of territory is distinguished by its expansionary

dimensions. As Hardt and Negri argue, US-style political sovereignty is defined by its

211



“tendency toward an open, expansive project operating on an unbounded terrain” (165).
In practice, this approach to sovereignty implies the outlook of Manifest Destiny and the
ever-expanding western frontier, which have been key features of the US project since its
inception. Such an idea of continuous expansion is clearly at odds with the notion of
limited and fixed territorial boundaries employed in most national definitions. Further,
the US has a greater tendency to see itself in universal terms than most other nations.
Nineteenth-century US intellectual Orestes Brownson suggests that the frequent
conflation of the US with America speaks to the unique status of the nation:

The proper name of the country is America: that of the people is Americans.
Speak of Americans simply, and nobody understands you to mean the people of
Canada, Mexico, Brazil, Peru, Chile, Paraguay, but everybody understands you to
mean the people of the United States. The fact is significant and foretells for the
people of the United States a continental destiny (435-436).

For Brownson, the slippage between the US and America is not merely a linguistic
accident but rather a sign of the country’s special standing and universal import. By this
logic, the US can stand in for the whole of the Americas because it is the rightful inheritor
of these continents, and its values are the universal law to be applied across these lands.
This notion of the special status of the US is still prevalent today, though in a more subtle
form, in discourse positioning the country as the indispensable nation or world police,
suggesting the US as the natural guarantors of the world order. While more research
would be necessary to substantiate the point, these unique inheritances of the US’s
particular nationalism suggest that its national humor, which emerges out of these

inheritances, is also unique. The defining qualities of so-called US humor are, in fact, the
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very features of the country’s expansionary and universal attitude: an unmitigated
optimism to match the tendency to continuously grow alongside a common-sense,
democratic sensibility embodying universal political principles.

The considerations of this section suggest that a comparative analysis of national
comedies could be a productive area of inquiry for expanding the research of this
dissertation. Such an inquiry could shed light on the relation between national form and
cultural expression, highlighting what is unique about national comedies and other
national modes of expression, while also providing some explanation for why these

modes take on the forms that they do.

5.3 Nationalism as Political Strategy

To conclude this dissertation, I want to return to the problem of nationalism as
political strategy. One of the central questions of this project was: What are the effects of
appealing to comedic nationalism as a vehicle for realizing a liberatory politics? As
discussed at length above, the consequence of operating through the schema of the
American comedic national fantasy’s utopianism is a political bind in which this fantasy
can mobilize powerful cultural energies only in so far as it also depoliticizes the social
issues it addresses. Moving beyond the narrow scope of this project, what else might the
findings of this research have to say about liberal and left-wing efforts to reclaim

nationalism more generally?
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Another way of framing this broader question would be to ask about the relative
merits of employing national tropes as a political strategy. While most of the comedy
practitioners studied here appear to be ardent believers in the national values they
champion, one could still ask whether or not their nationalism-centered approach is
expedient in achieving their political ends. This framing would put questions about the
“true” meaning of US values and what the country really stands for aside to soberly
evaluate the usefulness of national fantasy tropes as a political tool. Rather than starting
from the premise that the nation is good and worth saving because it stands for
democracy, cohesion, a gentle foreign policy etc., this instrumentalist approach to
nationalism would start from a belief in those same political goods (though decoupled
from the US) and ask how far nationalism is helpful in achieving them. What then
happens to the political calculus if patriotism becomes no longer an end in itself but only
a means or political tool? How might this change how we think about engagement with
national fantasy?

Through this lens, the works of comedy under study here could be evaluated as
trying to make opportunistic use of nationalist tropes to achieve an outside political end:
seeing the intensity with which right-wing partisans channel investment in national
ideals, perhaps Colbert saw an opportunity to use those same energies for a liberal
purpose; seeking unity and cohesion, perhaps Sarah Silverman saw an appeal to
democratic feeling as a useful common denominator for bringing together opposing

viewpoints; and, perhaps, the creators of The Men Who Stare at Goats saw hippie-era
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comedic ideals as a useful vehicle for conveying their anti-war message to a popular
audience. Given the popularity of these comedic media (and of right-wing uses of
patriotic messaging) these comedians may have good reason to see national tropes as
potent political weapons. National tropes do have a wide appeal, speaking a common
language familiar to most US citizens. Using nationalism this way is also an effective
means of channeling emotional investment, getting people invested by using images and
ideals to which they already have a strong visceral attachment.

All that being said, even if the use of nationalist tropes in these works of comedy
is purely strategic, this approach still brings with it many of the dark inheritances of US
nationalism. Even if used in a strategic way, these national tropes produce many unsavory
side effects: depoliticization, the reification of national essence, a new exceptionalism,
and a clash-of-civilizations logic. In offering a critique of left-liberal nationalist comedy,
my argument in this dissertation is not that the comedians in question are necessarily
naive dupes who fall under the spell of nationalist fervor; rather my claim is that, even if
their use of nationalism is entirely calculated and opportunistic, trying to repurpose this
language of nationalism for liberatory ends necessarily leads to certain pitfalls that
undermine this nationalistic approach.

Because of the political bind that comedic utopianism and other efforts to redeem
nationalism produce, this dissertation suggests that nationalism is not the most expedient
way of achieving liberatory political goals. While national forms can channel powerful

cultural forces and emotional investments, this study has shown the importance of

215



looking beyond simply repurposing national tropes for different ends. Looking beyond
these tropes might mean finding a more qualified and critical way of engaging with US
nationalism, as in the comedy of ambivalent patriotism, or it could mean finding a new
political language, one entirely outside the realm of the nation-state, that can engage the
same cultural and emotional energies without the negative trapping of US national

fantasy:.
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