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Introduction

Popular Culture and Post-9/11 Politics

—Ted Gournelos and Viveca Greene

When one looks back on the events of September 11, 2001, after almost a decade of social unrest teeming with political humor and satire, it seems more than a little strange that editorials and commentators initially called for an “end of irony.” In its September 24, 2001, edition, for instance, Time magazine ran an article by its editor Roger Rosenblatt titled “The Age of Irony Comes to an End.” Lambasting what he regarded as a thirty-year reign of ironists who in “seeing through everything, made it difficult for anyone to see anything,” Rosenblatt bitterly asked his reader, “Are you looking for something to take seriously? Begin with evil.” The world had been, reportedly, “forever changed,” and others echoed Rosenblatt’s prediction; Vanity Fair editor Graydon Carter remarked, “I think it’s the end of the age of irony” (Allis 2001), and even a spokesperson for Comedy Central announced that “irony is dead—at least for the moment” (Hibbs 2001). Not only are these comments reminiscent of Theodor Adorno’s suggestion that to “write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric,” but they also sound suspiciously like the neoimperialistic desire for an “end of history,” originally described by Fukuyama (1989) and developed by advocates of what are now known as “neoliberal” and “neoconservative” ideologies, and pursued through the myopic policies of the Bush administration.

There is, however, 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 of amplified state power. From this perspective, far from being an end to anything, 9/11 represents the beginning of a reinvigorated opposition movement to dominant media, industry, political, and economic interests. A moment after Rosenblatt advocated the “end of the age of irony,” David Beers (2001) responded on Salon.com with a call for an “irony of engagement.” Reflecting back on 9/11 five years after the attacks, Kevin Dettmar noted that “it now appears that 9/11 and the subsequent ‘war on terror’ may have shaken irony out of the lazy cynicism into which it had settled and, rather than rendering it obsolete, has made ironic critique more urgent than ever” (2006, 139). The chapters in this volume demonstrate 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—especially as their practitioners combated the foreclosure and silencing of discourse and (re)opened and reinvigorated an active, contested public sphere.

Many humorists initially hesitated to critically address the 9/11 attacks and, in particular, the Bush administration’s framing of them. The response of long-time New York City media landmark Saturday Night Live (SNL) offers an interesting case study. Although the failings and merits of the show are up for debate, and a number of cable programs are better known for offering harder-hitting political commentary, it is certainly the case that SNL has been a staple of network television and political humor since it debuted in 1975, and thus is a useful example of mainstream commentary and the politics of critique humorous programs offer.

Viewers who tuned in on September 29 to the first show that aired after the attacks found New York City mayor Rudolph Giuliani opening the night surrounded by city firefighters and police officers. After an earnest discussion of the attacks and the nature of heroism, followed by a musical performance by Paul Simon, SNL’s executive producer Lorne Michaels joined Giuliani on stage, and the mayor affirmed the significance of SNL to New York City as “one of our great New York City institutions.” After an awkward pause, Michaels asked Giuliani, “Can we be funny?” The audience laughed anxiously, perhaps in anticipation of a restored play frame. Giuliani responded to Michael’s question with one of his own: “Why start now?” Seemingly relieved, the live audience laughed again, harder, at the political comedian and the comedic politician.

It is significant that in seeking the mayor’s permission, SNL rescripted Giuliani—a frequent target of lampooning on the show during his administration—as a credible authority. For those who support the unrepentant transformative social power of political satire, this introduction—as well as the political sketches SNL offered early in its 2001–2002 season—were troubling moments of compromise. As scholars as diverse as Joseph Boskin (1990) and Jeffrey Jones (2009) argue, humor divorced from engagement with divisive policies or structural inequalities reflects an older style of political humor in which the satiric aim of shows like SNL is political style rather than substance.
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1.1 Tina Fey (left) imitating Sarah Palin (right).

Interestingly enough, seven years later it was a series of SNL episodes that reminded the country that there has been a real, tangible shift in social and political discourse in the United States from the period immediately following 9/11 to that of the present day. This shift does not reflect changes in the U.S. political system itself, but instead foregrounds an increasingly media-saturated and heavily managed and branded political atmosphere, one in which a president landing on an aircraft carrier to declare the end of a war and a speech at a political party’s national convention are as meticulously choreographed as the Academy Awards and the Olympics. When logos, theme songs, and photo ops are as prevalent in politics as they are in sports and entertainment, attacking the constructed brand identity of a politician is a meaningful political act. And, just as importantly, due to the changed media and industrial climate of the digital age, political performances— humorous or otherwise—can iterate from a few thousand viewers to tens of millions. There are many instances of such performances. Will.i.am’s Yes We Can video is in some ways paradigmatic of this shift, as are the YouTube primary debates, and Tina Fey’s renditions of Sarah Palin on SNL became some of the most unforgettable moments of the 2008 campaign.

The Fey/Palin sketches also exemplify the power of irony and humor in a political climate. Fey’s first parody of the vice presidential hopeful appeared in the 2008 season premiere on September 13, which garnered the highest ratings since the post-9/11 premiere discussed above (Seideman 2008a; 2008b), and this time SNL’s producer did not request anyone’s permission to be funny. The sketch was largely considered a success, and even Palin herself (who allegedly watched it without sound) considered the parody to be spot on. Fey appeared as Palin five more times before the November election; however, it is the second of these appearances that most clearly illustrates the shift from 9/11 politics to post-9/11 politics.

The second Fey/Palin sketch, from the September 27 episode, was viewed on YouTube more than six million times within a week (as opposed to the first sketch’s five million views, itself a massive number for SNL). The premise of the sketch was a parody of Palin’s disastrous interview with Katie Couric on CBS, in which Palin betrayed, among other things, that she did not understand basic geography or the premises of Bush administration policy. Although some of the sketch was hyperbolic in true SNL fashion, it was largely faithful to the original transcript, even to the extent that some of the responses were repeated verbatim. After the sketch, other major news outlets, which had generally avoided overt criticism of the charismatic Palin, were suddenly eager to—and, by the weight of public opinion and the viral spread of the sketches over the internet, effectively forced to—address her shortcomings via stories on the parody.

Commentators at ABC, CBS, NBC, CNN, Comedy Central, and Fox News discussed the sketch, some showing it in its entirety, and some airing clips back-to-back with corresponding segments from the original interview. In many cases journalists used the sketch as a frame through which they could discuss Palin’s (un)suitability for the White House. By praising the Couric interview sketch (and others involving Fey’s Palin) for its verisimilitude as well as its humor, and by discussing the extent to which the unflattering portrayal could influence the election, mainstream news networks became complicit in SNL’s critique of Palin’s brand image. As a result, the sketches essentially offered a source of anti-Palin commentary, often as short bursts following coverage of Palin, and provided bias in a form inaccessible to “legitimate” journalists that did not follow the O’Reilly Factor model of infotainment.

[image: image]

The significance of the Fey/Palin story does not only derive from the sketch itself, or even its coverage in mainstream news outlets, but also from its place in a specific cultural-industrial climate in which digital media production, distribution, and consumption have largely shifted. As Henry Jenkins (2006) argues about the significance and circulation of media texts in the contemporary mediascape, such a sketch’s place in mainstream media and accessibility to the public was made possible by the convergence of the original interview with the ability of audiences to see it online, the subsequent negotiation of the text by SNL, audiences watching the SNL clip, and its continued life on news outlets, blogs, and comedy shows. The Fey/Palin sketches do not reflect a different form of political engagement on the part of the show itself; in fact it is not substantially different from other SNL parodies of politicians. We argue, however, that it is characteristic of the rise of what we call post-9/11 politics: the increased importance of negotiated media, image, and discourse through a rapid and complex interaction between politicians, media sources, texts, and audiences, wherein political action and activism are quantitatively and qualitatively different from simpler concepts of performance and consumption.1

What we should remember, however, is that the post-9/11 political climate may have been facilitated by these industrial and cultural shifts, but that it also indicates a new political reality that manifested in large part due to anger and fear in the United States. Corrupt industry (e.g., Halliburton and Enron), a failing economy, illegal domestic policies like warrantless wiretapping, a decreased standing in the world community, government lies that led to an unnecessary war (or two), an influx of hyperconservative judges and politicians, and Newscorp’s increasingly powerful right-wing media conglomerate all contributed to this discontent. In a time of social unrest accelerated by an increasingly participatory mediascape, humor and irony can potentially organize—and disorganize—that anger and fear, as well as political discourse. Today humor, satire, interpretation, bias, entertainment, journalism, and activism blend together in increasingly active media practices. The contemporary social and media climate, in the United States at least, is largely defined by the movement towards convergence that is fundamentally changing the way in which we think about politics and everyday life (Jenkins 2006). The success of YouTube, the increasing use of Photoshop and advanced video editing programs by lay users, the rise of the blogosphere, and the omnipresence of recording devices have made “alternative” and “amateur” media as ubiquitous and politically relevant as the corporate media, and they are now far easier to place in the public sphere. The unstable relationship between mainstream and alternative media producers, distributors, and consumers is a crucial part of the increasingly fragmented, contested, and cacophonous world of post-9/11 politics, and makes it more difficult for public figures to manage their brand images, for the news industry to effectively manage information flows (i.e., through the “gatekeeping” and “agenda setting” functions of news), or for special interests to mask or hide their machinations.

Significantly, convergence culture does not just rely on something being newsworthy; instead, it relies on the intersections between power and pleasure that are the focus of cultural studies. Humor, satire, and irony are important concepts through which we can understand the post-9/11 world because their popularity in the public sphere is directly connected to their ability to impact audiences. The Sarah Palin parodies by Tina Fey warrant attention not only because they were a fascinating method through which to critique a seemingly untouchable political figure, but because the parodies reached tens of millions more viewers online than they did via the original television broadcast. The news stories generated by their popularity reached tens of millions more, and suddenly the image of a powerhouse candidate was inseparable from the image of her as a ridiculous, ignorant, cynical media construction—at least in the minds of many viewers.

This movement towards convergence is not politically choosy, however. A video on YouTube or a blog post can expose a racist comment by a senator during a campaign (e.g., the George Allen “Macaca” controversy) or a trip to a lesbian bondage nightclub sponsored by the Republican National Committee. Citizens scanning the airwaves and posting clips online can also expose similarities between two supposedly unlike politicians (e.g., The Daily Show’s montages comparing Bush administration and Obama administration rhetoric) or differences between a politician’s contemporary rhetoric and past rhetoric, and nonprofit or clandestine Web sites like Wikileaks can reveal cover-ups like prisoner abuse in Iraq or a massacre of Afghani civilians by U.S. and NATO forces. However, while convergence media often speaks to power, it does not always speak honestly. It has also provided in some ways an ideal venue and format for so-called “astroturf” movements, and reactionary activists rely heavily on it to spread misinformation, organize protests, and in many cases air extremist messages.

On television there is also ample evidence that the shift to a convergence culture is not an unequivocally progressive one, as the rise of Glenn Beck demonstrates. Yet, as the powerful parody of Glenn Beck’s incoherent rage and unhinged mannerisms in the March 18, 2010, episode of The Daily Show demonstrates, neither is it unequivocally reactionary. And, as the chapters in this volume suggest, it is precisely this ambivalence that marks the increasingly socially active overall landscape of humor, irony, and satire in the post-9/11 United States. In fact, the theories through which scholars explain these tools suggest that ambivalence is integral to their nature and thus nearly inescapable, even at the level of the individual text.

When we look back on the moments in media that characterize the past decade, therefore, it is not 9/11 alone that we remember, nor is it the staged moments of the Bush administration, either as a president in front of a “Mission Accomplished” banner or as a controversial political attack ad questioning a veteran’s right to the medals he earned in Vietnam. It is also the moment when Jon Stewart broke the back of CNN’s Crossfire by appearing on the show, the moment Stephen Colbert spoke at the White House Correspondents’ Dinner, the moment Dave Chappelle inhabited George W. Bush in his sketch “Black Bush,” and in the subsequent media viruses each of those moments engendered. What is so important about humor, irony, and satire for an understanding of post-9/11 politics, therefore, is that they show us the moments of instability, of potential change, and of pleasure that have transformed the U.S. political climate. They put on display for consideration our culture’s sites of power, regimentation, and contestation—or, in other words, the very symbolic order that holds political structures in place. The annihilation of the World Trade Center towers and the enormous holes in the Pentagon and a rural Pennsylvania landscape created a space for reflection as unprecedented moments of crisis in which America might have been open to radical redefinitions of its political, social, and economic foundations. Some of that space was filled with vital comedic critique, but elsewhere humor recuperated hegemonic practices.

THE POLITICS OF HUMOR, IRONY, AND SATIRE

Humor scholars traditionally begin their analyses with a review of three dominant theories of how humor works to produce a social effect or an experience of mirth (Apte 1992; Berger 1995; Davis 1993; Martin 2007). In incongruity theory, humor results from the unexpected but appropriate juxtaposition of two or more frames of interpretation usually not associated with one another (e.g., a word play or an altered drawing). Superiority theory, by contrast, suggests that people laugh at those they find to be inferior to themselves (whether that is a person, a race, a class, or even a place or experience), and in catharsis theory humor comes from a momentary eruption of relief of psychological and/or social tension (e.g., laughing during a funeral or at a faux pas). These three approaches to understanding humor can also complement or lead to one another, and many forms of contemporary humor rely upon all three strategies to arouse audiences to laughter (Davis 1993, 7). In times of political instability, however, the question is not so much how humor works, but rather what it accomplishes in the social world—or, more precisely, what people accomplish through humorous performances. As Paul Lewis argues in Cracking Up (2006), “humor can help us cope with problems or deny them, inform or misinform, express our most loving and most hateful feelings, embrace and attack, draw us to other people who share our values or fallaciously convince us that they do when they don’t” (7). Since much of humor’s rhetorical power lies in its ability to delight others and move them to action (or inaction) through pleasing forms, its implications for undermining or supporting a political system should not be underestimated.

James English (1994) posits that “humor and laughter have no politics— that is to say, they have no automatic hegemonic or oppositional trajectory, no global connection with practices of either domination or subversion” (17). Humor is “never innocent,” however, because it is grounded in “an assertion of group against group … a form of symbolic violence.” Because of “the inescapable heterogeneity of society” in which multiplicity and desire lead to “the ceaseless conflict of social life,” laughter functions as a way to negotiate the dangers and pitfalls of community (9). Thus, while late-night comedians may consider themselves “equal opportunity offenders”—because they are supposedly as likely to mock a Republican as a Democrat, feminist as antifeminist, or racist as antiracist—this does not in any way make their practices neutral.

Humor is thus a highly complex rhetorical, social, and political tool. Moreover, we can never be quite certain who is laughing, how they’re laughing, or why they’re laughing (if indeed they are; just because you get the joke doesn’t mean you think it’s funny). In an illustrative example of how this political ambivalence functions, a “humorous” cartoon that surfaced eleven weeks prior to the 2008 presidential election both spurred outrage in the U.S. and testified to a fundamental difficulty with dismissing (potentially) humorous or ironic texts as harmless. With a title that was ultimately more polysemic than its creator may have intended, “The Politics of Fear,” which appeared on the cover of the July 21, 2008, issue of The New Yorker magazine, featured Democratic presidential candidate Barack Obama clad in a turban, robe, and sandals, “fist-bumping” his wife, Michelle, who is depicted with an Afro, combat boots, and AK-47 assault rifle thrown over her shoulder (see figure 1.2). Standing in the Oval Office, the couple smiles coyly as a portrait of Osama bin Laden hangs on the wall above a fireplace, in which the American flag burns. “The Politics of Fear,” according to its Canadian-born and Connecticut-based artist, Barry Blitt, was intended to illustrate “the idea that the Obamas are branded as unpatriotic [let alone as terrorists] in certain sectors is preposterous” (brackets in original, as quoted in Pitney 2008). In a country that is decidedly neither postracial nor postethnic, however, the meaning and appropriate response to Blitt’s cartoon are complex. It is obvious in this case (and, we argue, in most cases) that attempts to use humor to respond to racially or politically charged imagery often result in fallout that is, in Michael Pickering and Sharon Lockyer’s (2009) terms, “beyond a joke.”

It isn’t as if some people won’t find “The Politics of Fear” funny. In fact, many people that saw Blitt’s image probably did find it funny. If we consider it in terms of incongruity theory, the cartoon certainly brings together elements that supporters of Barack Obama would find silly, absurd, or hyperbolic in combination. Casting two centrists as Black Power militants or as Islamic terrorists is absurd, and it does indeed point out several different irrational assertions by those who did not support Obama (e.g., the “fist bump” between Barack and Michelle being called a “terrorist fist jab” by Fox News commentator E. D. Hill). Superiority theory could similarly cast those who don’t support Obama as paranoid, racist, cynical, or fear-mongering. However, it could also explain how those on the political right could find the image funny. If one did not consider the elements to be incongruous, bringing them together could just as easily become a caricature that exposes the “truth.” As catharsis, the image is also politically ambiguous. It could provide a release in which audiences feel relieved that we do live in a “postracial” society (e.g., “thank God we’re past all that!”). However, other audiences could feel catharsis because the stereotypes and irrational fears they have hidden can now be openly discussed through the cover, without implicating themselves as believers.

This political ambiguity extends through a fourth theory of humor. In “ambivalence theory,” humor is generated when an audience finds a text to be both attractive and repulsive; that pairing builds tension, which is released through laughter. As several commentators have noted, Barack Obama’s appeal (and his ability to rouse incredible anger) lies in part in his own contested, multiple, and amorphous image. This image is at once a mobilization of racist rhetoric and history, as David Ehrenstein argued in his 2007 “Obama the ‘Magic Negro’” article, and a construction of a sophisticated “lifestyle brand,” as Naomi Klein (2010) has suggested. It is significant that “The Politics of Fear” is not too far from either right-wing or left-wing portrayals of Obama. In figure 1.3, we have the famous Shepard Fairey poster derived from popular imagery of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and Che Guevara (two figures who were far more progressive than Obama himself). In figure I.4, we have the infamous Obama-as-Joker image initially adapted from a Time magazine cover by bored college student Firas Alkhateeb and later decontextualized for use in right-wing protests.
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1.2 Cover image for the July 21, 2008, issue of The New Yorker by Barry Blitt, entitled “The Politics of Fear.”

[image: image]

1.3 Iconic images of Che Guevara and Martin Luther King, Jr., on which Sheperd Fairey’s paintings drew.
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1.4 Image of Barack Obama on the cover of Time; edited image of Obama as the Joker; and repurposed Joker image for a protest poster.

It wasn’t through humor, however, that The New Yorker and other commentators chose to defend the cover; instead its defenders looked to irony. Blitt told The Huffington Post’s Nico Pitney (2007) that he assumed “depicting the concept would show it as the fear-mongering ridiculousness that it is.” Blitt’s ironic intentions were insufficient to win widespread support, however, even from politically like-minded people. As a Pew Research Center study found (2008), among those who saw Blitt’s cover (51 percent), 70 percent of Democrats thought it was “offensive,” compared to 41 percent of Republicans. Overall reactions in the mainstream media to Blitt’s cartoon were strong, but some, including Democratic strategist James Carville and journalists for USA Today and the San Francisco Chronicle, dismissed the significance of the cartoon and instructed rattled audiences to “lighten up” (Mooney 2008; “Satire” 2008; Meyer 2008). On The Daily Show, Jon Stewart made an explicit connection between “The Politics of Fear” cover and twelve editorial cartoons, most of which depicted the Islamic prophet Muhammad, that were published in the Danish newspaper Jyllands-Posten on September 30, 2005, triggering an international controversy. Addressing the Obama staff and its statement that Blitt’s cartoon was “tasteless and offensive,” Stewart said, “Really? You know what your response should’ve been? It’s very easy here, let me put the statement out for you: Barack Obama is in no way upset about the cartoon that depicts him as a Muslim extremist. Because you know who gets upset about cartoons? Muslim extremists! Of which Barack Obama is not. It’s just a fucking cartoon!”

Others (including graphic artist Art Spiegelman and the publisher of The New Yorker, David Remnick) defended the cartoon as forcing a dialogue. Steve Brodner argued in The Nation, for instance, that this “outrage of the day” was a false one, but it still functioned to put the “truth about Obama” on the table (as cited in vanden Heuvel 2008). Still others (including CNN’s Wolf Blitzer and Carol Costello) lamented that people—other people— would miss the cover’s satirical intent and that, by implication, their inability to grasp it would have political consequences. A recurring theme in such concerns was that there was a “sophisticated” audience of New Yorker readers who “get it” and a strangely coded audience who does not, one defined in geographic (southern or midwestern) or negative terms like “non-New Yorker” or “not sophisticated.”

Each of these defenses is flawed: Jon Stewart’s comment ignores the institutional and structural issues that made the Jyllands-Posten controversy so vitriolic, as well as overlooks America’s long history of circulating demeaning cartoons of African Americans; Art Spiegleman, David Remnick, and Steve Brodner seem blissfully secure in their view that irony will educate by exposing a debate (as if this particular debate were not already over-exposed); and the elitism inherent in the last argument is, we think, self-explanatory. Each defense overlooks or at least downplays larger relations of power, even as they rest on a similar foundation: that irony is a way to mobilize or intervene in political discourse because it relies on a multiplicity of available meanings.

This view of irony is largely in concert with dominant theories of irony in a cultural context. Fittingly, the only thing that irony theorists seem to agree on is that there is no set definition of irony, no set way to tell if something is in fact ironic, and no clear path to understanding its potential impact beyond the fact that irony is, by definition, ambivalent. The establishment of irony as a tool of political discourse goes all the way back to Plato’s narratives of Socrates. In Socratic irony, individuals are brought to an understanding of an event through extensive questioning, in which their point of view is slowly expanded to include (and be more sympathetic to) the speaker’s own. It is, therefore, grounded in the idea that individuals have different interpretations of the world, and that those interpretations are malleable (this is the basis for arguments like Brodner’s).

Later discussions of irony preserve this basis, more or less. In rhetorician Wayne Booth’s A Rhetoric of Irony (1974), he attempts to codify irony for the purposes of persuasion, but has difficulty doing so because of the slippery nature of discourse. The assumed superiority on the part of the ironist indicates that there is a certain amount of desire and pleasure inherent in the act of using irony, but it also comes with a pedagogical or community aim. Thus, texts like “The Politics of Fear” might indeed be intended to bring new topics to the table, inform the uninformed, or suggest that we “get over” our allegedly antiquated hang-ups (like discrimination, oppression, or exploitation) and instead embrace, for example, a postracial ideology. However, often such texts just as strongly alienate, anger, or further oppress or exploit those for whom or to whom they claim to speak.

That discursive tension, that dangerous aesthetic, is what Linda Hutcheon (1994) calls “irony’s edge,” in which “the ‘scene’ of irony involves relations of power based in relations of communication” and “unavoidably involves touchy issues such as exclusion and inclusion, intervention and evasion” (2). Perhaps more importantly, irony always “plays between meanings, in a space that is always affectively charged, that always has a critical edge” (105). There is “nothing intrinsically subversive about ironic skepticism,” she argues, and in fact irony has often been “used to reinforce rather than to question established attitudes” (emphasis in original, 10). However, because it is often a part of “tension-filled environments” (12), irony functions to “complexify” rather than to “simplify” discourse (13). Irony is therefore a potentially useful tool by which one can open up new ways of speaking about an issue, even though the possibility of it being offensive and foreclosing discourse is always present. This foreclosure was certainly present with “The Politics of Fear,” though one had to look beyond both mainstream and progressive media outlets to see such perspectives. As Anthony Asadullah Samad argues in the Chicago Defender, one of the nation’s oldest Black newspapers:

In the most extreme demonstration of xenophobia meets Negro-phobia, every anti-white, anti-patriotic and anti-Christian cue that could be used, was used. The message, the Obamas could be America’s worst nightmare, Black radical, unpatriotic Muslims, living in the White House. The cover reminded us that America will do anything to Black people and will do anything to retain political power.… And some people think that was humorous.… I don’t know many people that would laugh at having themselves portrayed as the things the nation hates the most, in a time of war, where fear of being attacked is the highest. But then, this is a country that used to laugh at lynching too—and still tries to tell lynching jokes from time to time. (2008, 14)

Samad’s article draws attention to how various discursive communities evaluate the appropriateness of subjecting some issues to humorous treatment, and it complicates an assumption about what it means to “get it” that underlies both popular understandings of jokes, irony, and satire, as well as much scholarly work on satirical texts that take up issues of race, ethnicity, and/or politics.

Some of the best-known studies on satirical media use quantitative data to explore the phenomenon by which some audience members “miss” the irony of a given text (e.g., Vidmar and Rokeach 1974; LaMarre et al. 2009). Although these studies occupy an important place in the field, especially as they draw attention to the significance of selective perception and assumption bias to interpretive practices, they also run the risk of reinscribing the myth of the “correct” reading (almost without exception what we imagine to be the author’s intended meaning). If we buy into the logic of there being only two alternatives—getting it or not—whereby one is correct and one (or more) is incorrect, it becomes all too easy to fixate on who “gets it” and who does not. Even cultural studies scholars, who are, in theory, well aware of textual polysemy, tend to privilege our own readings over others. Privileging our readings because we believe they are sophisticated entails running the risk of tuning out alternative readings we may not have considered, however. To dismiss any reading other than our own as “incorrect” is in many cases to shut down larger discussions, or at least to deny the fact that someone can “get” irony (or an ironic intention) without finding the text or performance funny or appropriate.

In an interesting (albeit relatively unknown) twist to “The Politics of Fear” controversy, while many white commentators worried that “unsophisticated,” “rural,” “non-New Yorker” readers would miss the cartoon’s satirical intent, many African American commentators expressed substantial concern about the self-proclaimed sophisticated community of New Yorker contributors and readers, and, in particular, that community’s ability to, in a different sense, “get it.” In several African American newspapers as well as blogs devoted to issues of race and popular culture, Blitt’s cartoon was not celebrated for satirizing conservative paranoia, or generating a discussion. And in a variety of media outlets, many nonwhite journalists, comedians, and artists in fact took The New Yorker and its liberal audience to task for being “clueless” and “arrogant” about the nature of racism and historical representation. As Thea Lim (2008), who labeled the cover “quintessential hipster racism,” argued on the blog Racialicious, “At the heart of much satire and all bad satire is something snarky and holier-than-thou, the belief that when someone (allegedly) enlightened articulates the exact same thing as someone unenlightened, it’s different.” Although mainstream and progressive media commentators on “The Politics of Fear” cartoon often sought to distinguish themselves from other readers, we might ask how great the difference is between racism and ironic racism. Such questions warrant serious consideration and discussion. As Paul Lewis thoughtfully argues in chapter 12 of this volume, readings and judgments of humor and irony are related to the interpretive communities of which one is a member. He demonstrates the need for a heightened awareness of humor’s ambivalent politics, especially as jokes, cartoons, and videos are exchanged across national, ethnic, and religious lines.

Cartoons such as “The Politics of Fear,” in which discourse about a presidential election runs headlong into a maelstrom of social change, histories of opposition, racial and ethnic representation, and a polarized (and increasingly extremist) political climate, are thus indicative of the tension and stakes in post-9/11 politics. The Danish cartoons of the Prophet Muhammad and ensuing controversy resulted in more than one hundred deaths and protests of millions of people; as both the anger over The New Yorker cover and the Jyllands-Posten cartoons show, the past decade has been marked by deep conflicts over war, surveillance, abuse of power, and widespread cynicism and dishonesty among government and business interests, all of which manifest continually in a convergence culture of information, speed, and entertainment. Examining this time period through the lens of humor and irony might seem strange, or even grotesque, when compared to other scholarly works on 9/11 and its aftermath. We argue, however, that this lens in fact places post-9/11 politics in a new focus, away from assumptions of cultural determination or stasis and towards a vision of our time as one of change, internal conflict, and a burgeoning movement of opposition.

CONSTRUCTING (AND DECONSTRUCTING) “9/11” AS DISCOURSE

The earliest scholarly responses to 9/11 and post-9/11 politics (before the term was widely used) came largely from European philosophers. Their perspectives are understandably diverse, but to a large degree they share the assumption that 9/11 marks a radical shift of some sort, or that it is a “trauma” of national as well as personal proportions. This evaluation is interesting both because it might be the only claim on which these philosophers would agree, and because it mirrors popular accounts of 9/11 as a “national tragedy” on par with Pearl Harbor. As we leave aside the accuracy or political/social charge of the connection between 9/11 and trauma, which is dealt with more extensively in chapter 5, it is important that we recognize 9/11 as not necessarily a moment that changed the world, but perhaps more a moment in which changes that were already occurring manifested spectacularly.

The first coordinated scholarly response to the attacks was published by Verso for 9/11’s one-year anniversary, and represented three of the most important contemporary European philosophers: Jean Baudrillard, Paul Virilio, and Slavoj Žižek. Baudrillard’s The Spirit of Terrorism argues that the attacks were an “absolute event,” brought upon the towers by the arrogance of the neo-imperial powers of globalization and late capitalism. He suggests that what distinguishes the attacks from earlier acts of terrorism is in fact their masterful mobilization of the strategies and techniques of the systems they attempted to destroy: “money and stock-market speculation, computer technology and aeronautics, spectacle and the media networks” (2002, 19). Moreover, he argues that the terrorists “won” precisely for the reasons the Bush administration claimed; the attacks questioned the “whole ideology of freedom, of free circulation, and so on, on which the Western world prided itself, and on which it drew to exert its hold over the rest of the world” (32).

Baudrillard has been roundly critiqued, most notably by Bruno Latour (2004), for his arguments being too Manichean in their logic, and by Wolin (2004) and Merrin (2004) for daring to suggest that the United States might have courted disaster with the hubris of its cultural and economic imperialism. The other two books in the series, Virilio’s Ground Zero (2002) and Žižek’s Welcome to the Desert of the Real! (2002), to some degree repeat Baudrillard’s arguments despite the fact that the three philosophers have radically different perspectives on the world. Virilio’s piece is more about his dystopic vision of contemporary social systems than 9/11 itself, although he culminates his discussion of that vision with 9/11 as, again, a demonstration of a cultural limit event—this time of “total war” in which we see the “rise of a global covert state” (82). Rather than blaming the United States per se, Virilio blames what he calls “progress” and understands as an increasingly pornographic vision of day-to-day life, filled with exploitation and horror.

Žižek, by contrast, argues that the attacks of September 11 can only be understood within the framework of simulation, as Hollywood films and the various dramas in U.S. television have already explained to us what events like this are, what they mean, and so on. This was not a new concept, of course, as many commentators on (and victims of) the bombings related their experience to movies like Independence Day (1996), The Matrix (1999), and The Siege (1998), and films like Spiderman (2002) and Collateral Damage (2002) were changed or delayed due to the attacks. Although, as Jamie Warner argues in chapter 4, The Onion’s response to the attacks includes a similar argument about accepting responsibility for the underlying causes of the attacks, in The Onion it was accompanied by discussions of other perspectives on the attacks. This points out the difficulty with Žižek’s argument. Although he argues that the United States in some fashion simply received a sort of misdirected fantasy fulfillment in the attacks, and that the United States largely succeeded in making itself the victim of unprovoked sadism, rather than an aggressor fighting a rebellion or participant in a broader war, he fails to acknowledge that the symbolic events of 9/11 were copresent with the “real” events of 9/11, and certainly by the “real” events that followed the attacks.

This exclusive focus on the attacks and the “trauma” that “they” caused “us” was somewhat tempered as commentators had more time to think. Susan Sontag’s Regarding the Pain of Others (2003) is expressly against the division of “us” and “them,” and strongly critiques the mainstream claim of 9/11’s exceptionalism (35–37). Moreover, she suggests that responses to 9/11 as both “victim” and “aggressor” are problematically reminiscent of the scopophilia that we find in responses to lynchings, torture, fistfights, pornography, and of course war (40–41). The beginning of the “shock and awe” campaign in Iraq, the censoring of flag-draped coffins returning from the war, and (as Paul Lewis [2006] argues) the photos of torture taken by U.S. military prison guards at Abu Ghraib have certainly made her argument more persuasive.

Others have directly addressed the multiplicity and fragmentation in U.S. public discourse after the attacks. Judith Butler’s (2004) work Precarious Life connects the events surrounding 9/11 to other social issues: the misused privilege of the postindustrial world, confrontations between those who claim victimization in order to achieve political ends and those who contest those ends, and the desire to act out trauma and pain through violence and recrimination rather than through the communal interdependence of mourning and acceptance. Similarly, the interviews in Philosophy in a Time of Terror (conducted with Jacques Derrida and Jurgen Habermas by Giovanna Borradori [2004]) represent a shift away from an uncritical acceptance of 9/11 as traumatic, since its corresponding status as an exceptional “limit event” forecloses discussion of its politics and its political use. Instead, they suggest that we rethink life itself as sacred beyond the boundaries and concepts of “state,” “nation,” or ideology in order to more fully understand and critique how it is so often used in the service of hegemonic power.

Jenny Edkins’s (2003) Trauma and the Memory of Politics, Wendy Brown’s (2006) Regulating Aversion, and Susan Faludi’s (2007) The Terror Dream all also seek to problematize the explicit (and implicit) connections made by neoconservative, neoliberal, and hawkish interests between the “trauma” of 9/11 and the goals and actions of the nation. Attention to post-9/11 politics rather than the events of 9/11 themselves is a hallmark of these works, especially as the war in Iraq loomed in 2003 and escalated for the next five years. Edkins argues that after 9/11 “trauma time” (the feelings of shock, pain, and grief felt by many after the attacks) “collided with the time of the state, the time of capitalism,” allowing the state to “take charge” of psychological responses to the attacks (233). In Regulating Aversion, Brown focuses on how the discourse of “tolerance” served to make people unable to understand or react to 9/11. She argues that the use of tolerance discourse to pacify the population allowed for crisis to be immediately co-opted into the state system of propaganda and used to, first, increase commerce, second, displace fear and grief into uncritical anger, and third, mobilize that anger into nationalism aimed at eliminating (not tolerating) those who are not tolerant of us (e.g., “hate our freedom”) (103). In Faludi’s The Terror Dream, she connects this process to a history of misogyny and the use of women to justify oppressive military or cultural policy, and like Butler and Brown encourages us to search for community outside the “virile illusion” of American power (296).

Several scholars of 9/11 take an approach similar to the authors in this volume: they examine the processes of cultural production that produced the climate of post-9/11 politics themselves. In David Simpson’s 9/11: The Culture of Commemoration (2006), he examines the “culture of commemoration” that flattened post-9/11 discourse into a series of justifications and rationalizations for all sorts of things, from war to censorship to reactionary domestic policy (“if we don’t do this, the terrorists win”). Similarly, Dana Heller’s edited volume The Selling of 9/11 (2005) provides a broad look at the ways in which anxiety, fear, grief, and anger were turned to the service of capitalism, as well as how genuine political interest was displaced into consumption (both of images and of products). Common to both works is their refusal to conceive of 9/11 as an event, and their desire to instead frame 9/11 as a constructed element of discourse that connected the physical event to broader trends in domestic and geopolitics, in capitalism, and in media.

Jeffrey Jones’s analysis in Entertaining Politics (2009) continues that process, documenting a shift in media, policy, and politics in which the three tend to not only blur, but also to create feedback and disturbances during those processes of convergence. He points to television news and satire in particular, as do several of the chapters in this volume, to suggest that news parody functions to destabilize the ideological ground of the dominant and subvert the control of information by mainstream news media. Other works, like the edited volume Satire TV (Gray, Jones, and Thompson 2009) foreground humor, irony, or satire as evidence of a fundamentally progressive shift towards audiences that become increasingly (self-) critical and informed as they consume satirical media. Paul Lewis’s Cracking Up (2006), which he updates in chapter 12 of this volume, charts humor in post-9/11 politics as a binary between the utopian rhetoric of “healing” humor and the dystopian rhetoric of “killing” or sadistic humor. He convincingly argues that post-9/11 politics are often framed in terms of allowing unacceptable discourse because it is “just a joke” (e.g., the Jyllands-Posten cartoons of the Prophet Muhammad) or conversely in terms of laughable situations that should be taken seriously (e.g., the torture of Iraqi prisoners at Abu Ghraib prison). In Popular Culture and the Future of Politics (2009), Ted Gournelos argues that popular culture can often contain, mystify, and mythologize reactionary or conservative ideologies, from war to racism to homophobia. However, he also suggests that we are seeing a shift in popular culture in which digital technology allows for more expanded, sustained, and immediate explorations, critiques, and destabilizations of that same rhetoric, turning from an “opiate of the masses” to a discursive arena that can mobilize or give voice to oppositional politics (as we saw with Tina Fey’s parodies of Sarah Palin). He does not, however, suggest that most media do this, or that even programs we consider to be oppositional (e.g., South Park, The Boon-docks, or The Daily Show) are always so, or that (as Paul Lewis argues about humor and Linda Hutcheon argues about irony) oppositional discourse is even always progressive.

RETHINKING POST-9/11 POLITICS

A Decade of Dark Humor: How Comedy, Irony, and Satire Shaped Post-9/11 America is a volume dedicated to the multifaceted ambivalence of oppositional voices. Its authors concentrate on the ways in which specific cultural and media productions (from stand-up comedy to television to political cartoons) often function to destabilize and reinforce the status quo at the same time. This trend has accelerated in recent years, as industrial processes of media convergence, social processes of active protest, and political processes of what often seem the acts of an insane (or at least absurd) system have come into repeated conflict with one another. The election of Barack Obama, the rise of the Tea Party movement, and the battle over health care are all manifestations of a changing political climate based in media processes that have become extremely sophisticated (as well as extremely decentralized) in the past decade, and demonstrate the lasting impact not of the attacks of September 11, 2001, but of the discourse they made possible.

Part 1 of the volume, “First Responders,” addresses the instability of political discourse after 9/11 and the attempts by humorists to deal with the events and jingoistic responses to them. It begins with David Gurney’s overview of late-night comedy programs, which discusses the reasons why the format largely failed to address the complexity of 9/11, either at all or with humor. In the second chapter, noted humor scholar Giselinde Kuipers looks at alternative narrative forms, particularly Internet-based jokes circulated through e-mail, to explain the various ways in which people (as individuals and groups) came to terms with the attacks and ensuing hawkish rhetoric. In chapter 3 Lanita Jacobs explains how, even in the immediate aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, many African American stand-up comedians evinced an ambivalent patriotism; they were sympathetic to the victims of 9/11, but their jokes called into question the clarity of the “us vs. them” distinction that white America largely embraced after 9/11. In her discussion of The Onion’s brilliant response to the attacks and their immediate aftermath in chapter 4, Jamie Warner argues that irony can serve to destabilize dominant binaries and frameworks of public or media events before (and even after) the mainstream media and political parties have cemented them. By mobilizing the discourse of “legitimate” news and turning it against the rapid machine of Bush administration spin, Warner argues that The Onion was a valuable voice of dissent that stands as a rare success story in a time of manufactured consent.

Part 1 thus lays the groundwork for understanding competing 9/11 discourses. In revisiting the victories and failures of humorists in the weeks and months following September 11, 2001, we can better understand the ways these “first responders” challenged official framing of the events. Such a review also allows us to understand the rise of what are now known as “post-9/11 politics”—including the Iraq War, the ascendancy of aggressive media pundits, the “culture wars,” the 9/11 Commission Report, and the 9/11 Truth Movement—and popular culture’s ongoing attempts to not only provide catharsis but alternative counterhegemonic narratives and frameworks of understanding those politics.

In part 2, “Enter the ‘War on Terror,’” we begin with Ted Gournelos, who argues that, against the grain of dominant understandings and explanations of 9/11 as a “traumatic” event, we should understand it as a violation of everyday life that was quickly co-opted into a cynical project to cement the attacks as a nationalist landmark. Through a discussion of Art Spiegelman’s use of irony in In the Shadow of No Towers (2004), Gournelos suggests we rethink how the concept of “trauma” in post-9/11 and prewar discourse largely turned the events into an ephemeral consumer product that might best be approached through the lens of an ironic community that destabilizes the ethos and pathos of that product. In chapter 6, David Holloway uses a variety of post-9/11 texts, in particular Michael Moore’s controversial documentary Fahrenheit 9/11 (2004) and Matt Stone and Trey Parker’s puppet film Team America: World Police (2004), to explore the state of republicanism—commitments to citizenship, participatory democracy, and civic virtue—and the ratcheting up of the “culture wars” in popular culture in light of the war in Iraq. He charts an increasing lack of conceptual complexity in politics as such, and describes the importance of humorous political discourse to both furthering and stemming the tide of this process. Similarly, Viveca Greene examines irony as a mode of critique in chapter 7, reworking the theories of unstable and stable irony first detailed by Wayne Booth (1974), and arguing that irony has the greatest potential to transform politics when it makes its ideological commitments apparent. Comparing a South Park episode that aired on the eve of the war in Iraq to Stephen Colbert’s appearance as the White House Correspondents’ Dinner keynote in 2006, Greene contends that directed gestures of stable irony offer the more radical challenges to the power structures that have arisen in the wake of 9/11. Lastly, in chapter 8 Michael Truscello provocatively illustrates how 9/11 skeptic movements tried (and largely failed) to use humor to question the mainstream account of the events, while the movement’s opponents were more successfully able to use strategies of ridicule to discredit the movements, silencing any voice outside the official narrative.

The contributors to the last section of A Decade of Dark Humor, “Rethinking Post-9/11 Politics,” draw on the uncertainty of popular culture uses of irony, humor, and satire to provide us with alternative readings of 9/11. In chapter 9, “Laughing Doves: U.S. Antiwar Satire from Niagara to Fallujah,” Aaron Winter provides a valuable historical frame for political discourse in the public sphere, and argues that satirists navigate between the “twin accusations of triviality and treason.” In chapter 10 David Monje contributes to the discussion through his analysis of the leftist political cartoons of Jeff Danziger, who, like the satirists Winter examines, often challenged dominant discourses by both inhabiting and operating outside them. Gavin Benke further draws on that duality through a historical look at the humor surrounding an almost-forgotten event: the 2001 Enron scandal. Here Benke argues that early critiques of big business served not only to undermine capitalist interest, but also their champions in the Bush administration. However, he argues that the rhetoric of 9/11 and the Iraq War finally silenced such critiques, leaving them curiously out of place and empty when reborn in the very different world of 2004. Finally, our concluding chapter by Paul Lewis brings to a close (and compellingly expands) the potential extensions of humor and irony in the contemporary political climate. Lewis offers the Danish Jyllands-Posten Prophet Muhammad cartoons and Jeff Dunham’s “Achmed, the Dead Terrorist” as case studies to discuss: (1) what internationally powerful mass humor scandals/stories suggest about new directions for empirical humor research, and (2) the need for a new kind of approach to humor studies in the digital age.

A Decade of Dark Humor closes with a coda in the form of an afterword by noted popular culture scholar Arthur Asa Berger, who addresses the importance of humor in cultural studies and its place in pedagogy, cultural domination, and dissent. He argues, as do we, that there is no “final word” on how popular culture can challenge and reinscribe dominant ideologies and discourses, but rather can be used to foment discussion between fields about one of the most important events in our nation’s history. The volume, like humor, irony, and satire themselves, seeks to open more questions than it closes, to point out more areas of incongruity than areas of clarity or consensus, and to suggest that instead of understanding 9/11 and America’s reaction solely through the dominant frames of fear, anger, and sadness, we look at how those frames can be broadened, opened, fragmented, or broken through a raised eyebrow, a quirked smile, and sometimes even an uncontrollable laugh.

NOTES

1. See Baym (2005; 2007), Gournelos (2009), Jones (2009), and Achter (2008) for a discussion of this process in post-9/11 popular culture and news media.
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PART ONE First Responders


CHAPTER ONE
EVERYTHING CHANGES FOREVER (TEMPORARILY)

Late-night Television Comedy after 9/11

—David Gurney

Stand-up comedians are among the most visible practitioners of the comedic arts in contemporary American culture. Small communities have long had their own humorists to lampoon local people and topics, and in the contemporary mass mediated public sphere, successful stand-up comics do this for an audience of national and, in some cases, transnational scale. Although many critics and scholars dismiss comedians as either politically insignificant or as opportunists exploiting social idiosyncrasies for cheap laughs, many of these humorists serve at least two critical public functions: first, they comment upon and reveal potential failings or hypocrisies of American society, especially those perpetrated by individuals in positions of political and/or economic power; second, and less overtly, they function as supplemental gatekeepers and framers in the agenda-setting work of the media.1 This work has become particularly important in post-9/11 media and politics. As traditional news outlets have in many cases failed to represent and inform, late-night comedy shows have become favored locations for political debate and announcements.2

By choosing to satirize particular stories and events from the already parsed field of news media, comedians play a crucial role in determining which news items become more widespread topics of conversation. Stand-up comedians are not confined to further delimiting the range of topics under public discussion though; with a playful and irreverent approach, they can also introduce alternative perspectives on a given topic. The most significant purveyors of this discursive work are late-night television hosts.

Late-night television has been an important site of topical comedy for the past fifty-plus years, but in the immediate pre- and postmillennial era the political nature of this comedy has become much more pronounced. Television broadcasted between roughly 11:30 p.m. and 1:30 a.m. (EST) is now one of the best cultural forums in which to learn the issues and events at the forefront of the collective (i.e., mainstream) American mind. David Letter-man, Jay Leno, Conan O’Brien, Jon Stewart, Bill Maher, and their late-night brethren have become high-profile critical commentators, using humor to show the public that the major events and players of the day are not beyond reproach, and that, in fact, the foibles of the powerful are in dire need of the exposure and critique that a cutting joke can bring. Their near-daily responsibilities force them into necessary topicality, which makes them part of the leading edge of social commentators who contextualize news events. Their responses are thus key to understanding the ebb and flow of public sentiment and the role of humor in the immediate aftermath of the events of 9/11.

This chapter will sketch roughly the contours of the discursive formation constituted by American broadcasting’s late-night talk show comedians prior to, during, and just following the 9/11 attacks. After outlining the general parameters of their comedic practices, I will set a context for consideration of their varied, though largely unified, reactions to the events and the call to approach news topics more “seriously.” Finally, a meditation on the long-term (non)effects of the 9/11 attacks on late-night talk show humor will provide some insight into just how adaptable and resilient this form of mediated political comedy is. Ultimately, I argue that while late-night television comedy has become a more pluralistic space in which potentially divisive opinions are, under some conditions, allowed to enter broader public discourse, because of that possibility external forces are more primed than ever to police that space.

COMEDIANS ON TELEVISION

American comedy of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries has been dominated by stand-up comedians—whether on the club stage, as television hosts, or as the stars of sitcoms.

As Joanne Gilbert (2004) points out, by identifying themselves as entertainers pursuing humorous ends, stand-up comics open up a space of “play” and are given license to be pointedly critical towards society with significantly reduced risks for repercussions. In this play space, the comedian creates a tacit social contract with her/his audience that implies the stakes are not the same as in earnest discourse. Jerry Palmer describes this necessary condition for the audience as “comic insulation”:

It is precisely because [comedy] is absurd, more implausible than plausible, that we “don’t take it seriously,” that we have the emotional certainty that all will be well immediately after. In other words, it is not a question of us feeling free to laugh at something that might otherwise be nasty because we are “emotionally insulated” from it by some mechanism that is separate from what we laugh at: it is the very mechanism of humor itself that insulates us. (1988, 56)

Such insulation means that normally taboo topics can be, and usually are, fodder for the comedian’s gristmill. Although Palmer is outlining the expectation generated upon the basis of a singular comedic bit, the comedian can take advantage of these expectations and speak in ways that may be more plausible than implausible—more sensible than absurd—with the audience still retaining a degree of insulation.

For the stand-up comic, the result of building an audience’s emotional insulation by making taboo topics into jokes is used to construct a measure of immunity against serious backlash. As part of this economy of comedy, the comic’s own personal identity is often a starting point for humor; by using her/his persona as a target, the stand-up “seems to know no fear of humiliation and thus appears to be dangerously outside the boundaries of social control … he indicates to the audience that he is a psychological daredevil capable of saying things that most of them would not consider saying in public” (Marc 1997, 15). It is by emphasizing their own personal traits such as body type, gender, race, or ethnicity that stand-ups situate themselves in subjugated positions within the culture. In Gilbert’s estimation, “a comic’s marginality and performance context grants him or her the authority to subvert the status quo; in this way, deviance from social norms and dominant cultural traits serves as a license for social criticism” (2004, 18). Jewish comics Milton Berle and Sid Caesar and famously overweight comic Jackie Gleason are among the numerous television stars who built their early careers as stand-ups operating from such marginal positions.

Although many television comedians stay away from political subject matter, there have always been a few who use the medium to voice dissent. Through the 1950s, ’60s, and ’70s, the primetime variety format enjoyed significant popularity and offered a platform for many stand-up comics to ply their trade.3 In this context, Tom and Dick Smothers were highly visible progenitors of contemporary late-night comedy’s mixture of sociopolitical commentary and comedy. Through their variety program The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour (1967–69), they and their guests offered slyly critical and comically coded opinions of government policies during the Vietnam War. Following many disagreements with CBS censors over material considered too politically provocative, CBS pulled the plug on the comedy duo; however, for over two years, their program gave voice to the frustrations of a segment of American counterculture that was struggling to be heard in the mainstream (Bodroghkozy 1997).

In American television’s earliest days, late-night comedy programming was defined by the talk show, the most enduring and successful example being The Tonight Show (1954–present). Usually scheduled after nightly news broadcasts, these programs typically feature an opening monologue, with the comedian host offering a number of jokes and comic observations about the day’s news and events. The emergence of the second late-night comedy format came in sketch-based programs like Saturday Night Live (1975–present), which continues to provide a space for stand-up comedians to achieve name recognition while parodying various television conventions. One constant point of parody has been Saturday Night Live’s “Weekend Update” segment, which directly mimics the format of the nightly news. Like the talk show host’s monologue, it offers humorous commentary on current events, but by parodically taking on the conventions of news programming it also becomes a site for critical commentary on the modes in which those events are selected and reported. In the early 1990s Bill Maher’s Politically Incorrect blended these approaches.

BILL MAHER AND THE GENESIS OF A HYBRID TELEVISION FORMAT

Maher began his career as a comic in the New York club scene of the late 1970s, positioning him well to benefit from the subsequent comedy-club boom of the 1980s. Maher’s early routines emphasized his background as the son of an Irish Catholic father and Jewish mother, placing him within a distinct and uncommon hybrid minority group. This condition helped him gain the immunity necessary for his politically charged brand of humor.4 Following the success of several comedy specials on HBO, its fledgling sister network, Comedy Central, gave Maher the opportunity to develop a series.5 Struggling to draw consistent ratings, Comedy Central offered little more than syndicated reruns of programming originating on broadcast channels and was in desperate search of original content that would help define its brand (Dempsey 1994). Growing from Maher’s propensity for political humor, he and his small production staff developed a hybrid program called Politically Incorrect that premiered in 1993.6

Like “Weekend Update,” Politically Incorrect took a preexisting form of television news as its starting point, but rather than working off the standard news broadcast, it drew from (and parodied) political panel discussion programs like The McLaughlin Group (1982–present) and Washington Week in Review (1967–present), bringing an invited panel of guests to sit with Maher and discuss various political or social topics that he presented to them. However, The McLaughlin Group most often features guests with direct ties to the political or news communities, whereas Maher’s parodic take on the format mixed typical news panelists with a wider range of guests, including fellow comedians, actors, and other celebrities.7 The regular inclusion of comedians with established news pundits and politicians of course made the show marketable for Comedy Central, but it also served to open up the panel discussion as a play space with a level of comic immunity similar to a stand-up comic’s monologue. As the title of the program suggests, the resulting discussions were often provocative, with the guests not intimately tied to the political establishment being allowed to voice more marginal viewpoints, suggestions, and questions to traditional political figures. Maher set both the tone and topics for each episode in a brief monologue, and in so doing, retained a connection to his role as a late-night comedy host and established the identity of the show as primarily entertainment rather than as news.

Politically Incorrect quickly became a flagship program for Comedy Central and was expanded from airing one night per week, to having reruns throughout the week, to finally, in its second year, airing new episodes Monday through Thursday. Near the end of its third year on the cable network, Maher struck a deal to bring the program to ABC’s late-night schedule. On ABC, the program retained its basic structure, allowing Maher’s panels to continue pushing the boundaries of discourse on a variety of topics, but by airing at 12:05 a.m. (EST) immediately following the news program Night-line, this move from cable to broadcast television shifted the demographic and institutional dynamics of the program (Stanley 1997). Though little actually changed in form, style, and tone, its bigger audience and more visible corporate relationships significantly increased the cultural, economic, and symbolic capital of the program.

Yet, audience presumptions regarding Politically Incorrect and other programs like the more recent The Daily Show (1996–present) that wed news topicality and formats with comedic intentions are fraught with contradictions. The level of immunity granted to comedians and comedy conflicts with expectations for formats that have a close, albeit mainly parodic, relationship with news programming. When exaggerated opinions safely expressed within a comedian’s monologue begin to interact with more accepted, hegemonic positions in a deliberative mode, typical strategies of audience decoding are challenged. To recall Palmer’s formulation, the audience may feel less insulated by comedic tonality if the plausible/implausible balance of comic discourse is weighted more towards plausible when it includes, even parodically, earnest political opinion and punditry

The inconsistency of Maher’s own words expresses this tension during an interview in Rolling Stone two years into Politically Incorrect’s run on ABC. At one point, to counter a claim that the show is a model for democracy, Maher insists that “Politically Incorrect is proudly part of the problem and not the solution. But, God, we’re just an entertainment show. I’m a comedian.” Then later, in response to whether or not the show is good for America he states, “Yeah. I think if America could get back to wit, it would be a better country” (Wild 1999). The two statements highlight Maher’s ambivalence over comedy’s relationship to democracy, as well as demonstrate the conflicted space Maher and his ilk occupy: wanting to expand discursive bounds but still retain comic immunity, contemporary late-night comedy continually negotiates the desire to be taken seriously with the defense of “just kidding.” The move to ABC put Politically Incorrect in even closer proximity to the serious news—especially as it followed Nightline—and thus the show became more closely associated with (and constrained by) the expectations associated with network news. Despite its precarious mix of comedy and news, for its first seven seasons Politically Incorrect was largely able to maintain its status as both a play space and political forum; however, in the wake of a major change in social climate, this balance was put into serious peril.

THE POST-9/11 FIELD

The events of 9/11 had an instantaneous impact on American culture on every level, and nowhere was the impact more immediately or publicly evident than on television. Narrowcasting had already splintered the cultural forum of precable television, making it more analogous to a library or warehouse than an active sphere of collective debate (Newcomb 2005, 110); nevertheless, “for a moment the nation returned to something very much like the old three-network system” (Spigel 2004, 257). Television’s return to a more unified mediated public sphere was a significant experiential shift for the average American. As Lynn Spigel describes the televisual aftermath:

The everydayness of television itself was suddenly disrupted by news of something completely “alien” to the usual patterns of domestic TV viewing. The nonstop commercial-free coverage, which lasted for a full week on major broadcast networks and cable news networks, contributed to a sense of estrangement from ordinary life, not simply because of the unexpected nature of the attack itself but also because television’s normal routines—its everyday schedule and ritualized flow—had been disordered. (2004, 237)

This disruption of flow was nearly impossible for television viewers to avoid, and it caused many political and cultural commentators to openly question if things could go back to how they were before the attacks, especially with regard to the operations of irony and humor. News reports across the entire spectrum of broadcast and cable networks were especially harmonious, falling into lockstep as America came to grips with the tragedy. The agenda of national unity and support for the victims was pervasive and left virtually unquestioned.8

Comedians faced a particular challenge in this new climate. As the conditions for comedy are generally predicated on the ability of a humorist to enter a low- or no-stakes play space with an audience, the turn towards a very strictly defined, nearly jingoistic agenda of seriousness put the ability to create such conditions into jeopardy. As television programming began to return some of its nonnews shows to the lineup, there was much consternation over how comedy could possibly operate in a time of intensified seriousness and monofocus.

Among those programs making an early return to the airwaves was Politically Incorrect. Diverting from his usual cheeky monologue, Maher opened the show by stating, “Tonight, I’ve invited three of the most thoughtful people I know to help me talk about and, hopefully, make some sense of the horror of last week” (Politically Incorrect Transcript 9/17/2001). After brief introductions for Arianna Huffington, Dinesh D’Souza, and Dr. Alan Meenan, all recurring guests of the show, Maher explained that the fourth chair would be left vacant in memoriam of Barbara Olson, a conservative CNN commentator who died in American Airlines Flight 77, the plane that had hit the Pentagon. She had been on her way from Washington to Los Angeles in order to appear on Maher’s program scheduled for the night of September 11, 2001. Though the rest of his opening comments bore a sober tone, Maher used it to make the point that this was not a moment to shut down the critical dialogue that was the modus operandi of the show: “I do not relinquish, nor should any of you, the right to criticize, even as we support, our government” (Politically Incorrect Transcript 9/17/2001).

The program progressed by first broaching the topic of the culpability of religious fundamentalists, one of Maher’s personal favorite targets irrespective of the attacks. Following a commercial break, Maher directed the group to talk about political correctness by echoing the sentiment of his opening remark that frank, open dialogue is a necessity at all times in a democracy. In this segment D’Souza spoke out about the term “cowards” being used to describe the hijackers who carried out the 9/11 attacks.

D’Souza: Bill, there’s another piece of political correctness I want to mention. And, although I think Bush has been doing a great job, one of the themes we hear constantly is that the people who did this are cowards.

MAHER: Not true.

D’Souza: Not true. Look at what they did. First of all, you have a whole bunch of guys who are willing to give their life. None of ’em backed out. All of them slammed themselves into pieces of concrete. Maher: Exactly.

D’Souza: These are warriors. And we have to realize that the principles of our way of life are in conflict with people in the world. And so—I mean, I’m all for understanding the sociological causes of this, but we should not blame the victim. Americans shouldn’t blame themselves because other people want to bomb them.

MAHER: But also, we should—we have been the cowards lobbing cruise missiles from 2,000 miles away. That’s cowardly. Staying in the airplane when it hits the building, say what you want about it, it’s not cowardly. You’re right. (Politically Incorrect Transcript 9/17/2001)

These comments elicited no negative reaction from the panelists or the studio audience; in fact, the final segment turned out to be the most jovial of the program.

Initial newspaper coverage of the show couched it in terms of its reappearance along with other late-night comedy programs like Late Show with David Letterman, and mentioned how all the shows were taking a more serious tone.9 Letterman had in fact dispensed with his usual monologue altogether; instead, while seated at his desk, he spoke earnestly about his uncertainty over whether he “should be doing a show” (qtd. in Carlin 2001). Following his conversation with a tearful Dan Rather, Letterman’s only real joking took place with his final guest, fellow New York entertainer/talk show host Regis Philbin. There, the stakes were kept exceedingly low, with Letterman teasing Philbin about whether the events would bring Philbin’s former cohost Kathie Lee Gifford back to their morning talk show. Similar to Letterman, the other late-night comedians, including Craig Kilborn, Jay Leno, and Conan O’Brien, all played it safe—serious and reflective, if not mournful—for their first episodes back.

Probing a bit further, one sees that the turn to “seriousness” in late-night comedy was more a turn to limitations on how the events of 9/11 could be discussed in popular venues. Letterman and the others, including Maher, still cracked wise about everyday, banal matters of celebrity culture (e.g., Philbin and Gifford), but any discussion of 9/11 was limited to two primary avenues of discourse. One avenue was the acknowledgment and celebration of the courageousness of the rescue workers and public officials who helped at the plane crash scenes, particularly the World Trade Center. The other was the call for viewers to recognize the commonality between themselves and their fellow Americans, and to unite to show that such attacks wouldn’t shake Americans’ commitments to the nation. This narrow agenda of national unity and strength was set by the constant news coverage of the preceding week, especially that of network news.10 While Maher mostly played by these tacit rules, his exchange with D’Souza attempted to challenge the narrow framing of the 9/11 attacks. Despite such challenges being a predefined component of his public persona, the post-9/11 field had significantly shifted the ideological climate in which he was operating.

The real uproar over Maher, at least as discussed in the media, began via talk radio. Dan Patrick, a conservative talk radio host for Houston’s KSEV who was later elected to the Texas State Senate, expressed his outrage over the D’Souza-Maher exchange, and in the following day’s issue of The Houston Chronicle it was reported that “Patrick urged listeners to call KTRK [Houston’s ABC affiliate] and urge the station to stop carrying the ‘irresponsible’ program.” Patrick railed, “When you call our men in the armed forces cowards and our military policy cowardly, and when you call these hijackers ‘warriors,’ that should not be tolerated.” Whether it was directly related to Patrick’s pleading or not, parcel service FedEx acted by ordering that its ads be removed from airing during Politically Incorrect, citing “complaints from around the country, including Houston” (McDaniel 2001). Shortly after, it was reported that retailer Sears was making a similar move (Lazare 2001).

Maher made no reference to the comments or the unfolding situation on the September 18 episode (likely because no sponsor had pulled out by the time of taping), but in his monologue he did note that he had “received a lot of messages today about the show we did last night, most of them positive” (Politically Incorrect Transcript 9/18/2001). By the next night, the situation had progressed, and Maher felt he had to acknowledge it. What was particularly at issue, as evidenced in Patrick’s reaction, was that many interpreted Maher’s comments as criticism of military personnel. In a time where media messaging had become so narrowly defined in steadfast support for troops and rescue workers, such an interpretation threatened Politically Incorrect’s bottom line—the willingness of ABC’s paying sponsors to align with its messages. At the end of his monologue he attempted to clarify his comment:

In no way was I ever intending, because I never think this way, to say that the men and women who defend our nation in uniform are anything but courageous and valiant … my criticism was for the politicians mostly, who, fearing public opinion, have not allowed the military to do the job which they are absolutely ready, willing and able to do. And now that they can, I have no doubt they will do what they have always done and get the job done. (Politically Incorrect Transcript 9/19/2001)

His argument was for a more critical evaluation of the politically powerful and their methods of conducting military action, and thus for challenging the rigidity of the media’s framing. Yet the homogeneity of the dominant message remained strong; several ABC affiliates pulled the program the following day as talk about its questionable content increased in volume (though notably, KTRK did not follow suit).

Thus began a series of explanations in which Maher attempted to repair his reputation and that of his show, always stopping just short of a full capitulation by asserting the importance of allowing for dissenting opinions to be heard. The stakes (for Maher and his staff at least) were made glaringly clear in Maher’s comment on his September 20 program, during which he conjectured that it “truly may be one of the last times I have to talk to my audience” (Politically Incorrect Transcript 9/20/2001). His subsequent appearances on The O’Reilly Factor and The Tonight Show were made in hopes of fomenting support. The following week Maher reappeared on those ABC affiliates that chose to continue airing his program. Tom Smothers appeared as a panelist who both symbolically and rhetorically offered, in addition to his personal support, a historical perspective on Maher’s comments: “When things get tough, there’s always these people who wanna stop the very concepts of what we’re about, which is free expression, and it’s always in a righteous, national, sick sense of the word. And when I look at you, Bill, and what you’re going through this past week, I have such compassion for you” (Politically Incorrect Transcript 9/24/2001). Going on to compare the situation directly to his own in the late 1960s, Smothers argued that Maher had been patriotic, not un-American, in his willingness to expand the parameters of post-9/11 media discourse.

At a time when both politicians and shocked Americans were scrambling somewhat ineffectively to direct their negative energy at a (nonexistent) finite enemy nation, any potential targets for criticism were seized upon quickly. Given the jingoistic climate and newfound power of twenty-four-hour news networks, very few mass media personalities, newscasters, comedians, or other public figures were making statements that questioned U.S. foreign policy. Even when defending Maher’s comments as “downright American,” an editor for Business Week could not help but cut him down based on The Tonight Show apology, stating that “[Maher] was nothing more than a little man without the courage of his convictions” (Scotti 2001). Jonah Goldberg of National Review expressed a similar perspective. Despite having been a guest of the program a number of times and agreeing that the comments were “not entirely wrong,” Goldberg joined the chorus of those wishing the program a speedy demise “because it’s inappropriate, dated and boring just like the title of the show” (2001). Even among those who thought the reasons for Maher’s persecution were unjust, some commentators seemed all too happy to have something tangible to attack and deride.

Reactions to Maher’s comments of September 17 were not limited to journalists. In a September 26 press conference, White House spokesman Ari Fleischer was asked if he had anything to say in response to Maher. After admitting that he had not seen the airing or read the actual transcript of Maher’s comments, he nevertheless asserted that “[i]t’s a terrible thing to say, and it’s unfortunate. There are reminders to all Americans that they need to watch what they say, watch what they do. And this is not a time for remarks like that. There never is” (qtd. in Johnson 2001). This hyperbolically stern condemnation of something of which he had no firsthand knowledge illustrates how the actual comments had already become rather immaterial within the broader discursive field. The boundaries of acceptable discourse were tightened and vehemently policed post-9/11, and even the intimation of transgression became unacceptable. As is clear from the press secretary’s “watch what they say, watch what they do” comment, Fleischer and the Bush administration saw such restrictions as universally applicable. Maher had become a symbol of the potential return to a critical comedy that might upset the narrowly established agenda of news commentators and political pundits, and posing such a threat was unacceptable for those with a public platform and indefensible for those without one.

A few public voices from across the political spectrum did attempt support, both of Maher’s basic right to express an opinion and of the veracity of his statements. Independent progressive columnist Huffington, who was present on the panel on September 17, wrote a blog post defending Maher and impelling her readers to contact Sears, FedEx, and ABC to express their support for Politically Incorrect (2001). She also pointed out that “Dan Patrick from Houston who started this tempest in a teapot…called the show to suggest himself as a guest” in order to decry the hypocrisy of Patrick calling his listeners to boycott the program while simultaneously negotiating to have himself booked as a guest. Rush Limbaugh, a conservative talk radio host, somewhat unexpectedly supported Maher as well, stating on his program, “This was, in my mind, one of the few things Bill Maher has ever said that’s correct. In a way, he was right” (qtd. in Kovacs 2001). And, without naming Maher or D’Souza directly, Susan Sontag also backed their position in a piece for the September 24 issue of The New Yorker. In her piece, Sontag asserts that “[i]f the word ‘cowardly’ is to be used, it might be more aptly applied to those who kill from beyond the range of retaliation, high in the sky, than to those willing to die themselves in order to kill others” (Sontag 2001, 32). Her comment directly echoes Maher’s statement, and she received her own share of flak for it.11

By early October, the ABC affiliates that had dropped Politically Incorrect brought it back onto their schedules (Greppi 2001), but the incident had not died.12 Maher commented in an interview that “[a]fter this whole thing, I’m not expecting to be [on ABC] after my contract runs out in 2002—if we make it that long” (qtd. in Kovacs 2001). While no immediate announcements were made, Maher’s prediction was prescient; on May 14, 2002, ABC announced that it would not renew Politically Incorrect, opting instead to replace it with “a more traditional late-night show” hosted by comedian Jimmy Kimmel who was at that time best known as “one of the hosts of the raunchy [The] Man Show” (Carter 2002).13 The Toronto Star (May 15, 2002) reported that “ABC chairman Lloyd Braun said Maher’s controversial comments had nothing to do with the decision to replace him,” but in talking to the St. Petersburg Times (May 15, 2002), Maher confirmed that he felt the decision was directly linked to the controversy. While ratings actually improved slightly following the debacle (Rutenberg 2001), Maher never regained Sears or FedEx, two of the more notable corporate sponsors for the program, which makes it seem likely that ABC would have wanted a less potentially controversial show in the time slot. The final episode aired on June 28, 2002.

Regardless of why the show was not renewed, however, Maher’s comments, the ensuing controversy, and the ultimate cancellation of Politically Incorrect serve as a fascinating and disturbing case history of televisual comic immunity breaking down in a time of heightened sensitivity. As it had for the Smothers Brothers in the 1960s, the tacit social contract of comedians to create play spaces with their audiences, already complicated through Maher’s hybridization of comedy and news formats, broke down after 9/11. Maher’s efforts to broaden the agenda or challenge the rather unvarying message about the attacks and the mounting U.S. response were deemed unacceptable. Other comedians, at least when operating in the mass media, began with seriousness and then incrementally and cautiously moved back toward satirical jabs at the political establishment.14 Though Maher’s comments themselves were not “jokes,” they were unquestionably spoken by Maher the comedian, and in a context that was developed to maintain discursive immunity and allow a wide array of viewpoints to be enunciated. That his ability to maintain a space of open dialogue was undercut largely by the decontextualized commentary of an isolated radio host demonstrates just how fragile comedians’ discursive licenses are in the public sphere. However, shortly after the cancellation of Politically Incorrect and as the restrictions on discourse imposed after 9/11 began to subside, Maher found a new and quite similar platform from which to practice his brand of humorous infotainment.

LATE-NIGHT COMEDY’S FATE POST-9/11

News arrived at the end of 2002 that Maher would be reentering television (Collins 2002). Moving back to the channel that had originally given him the most freedom in a mass media platform, Maher began his HBO series Real Time with Bill Maher (2003–present) on July 25, 2003, just over a year after his final Politically Incorrect taping. Moving from a nightly airing during the week to a single episode on Fridays, his new program has retained much of the basic structure of Politically Incorrect, with a panel discussion at the core of the show. A significant addition has been Maher’s closing segment that he calls “New Rules,” in which he outlines a number of cultural phenomena that he would like to see changed by imposing “new rules” on them. Of particular interest in the segment is the “new rule” that political rhetoric should become more flexible, and that dissenting opinions must be allowed into the conversation. It seems appropriate that one so affected by a change in what was allowable discursively would try to wield the same power (albeit through comedy) against those whom he sees to be discursive aggressors. Unfettered by concerns over advertising, and directed at an audience that pays directly for his program, Real Time appears to be a more forgiving pulpit for Maher’s style of comic subversion.

In a constantly changing mediascape, Maher’s trajectory may be indicative of how the stand-up comedian wishing to maintain a politically critical edge will need to operate, and how the social contract of comedy may carry different weights depending upon the position from which s/he speaks. The program politicized the late-night television comedy arena in an innovative fashion, hybridizing comedy and news in a manner perpetuated by The Daily Show and The Colbert Report. In so doing, Maher set the tone for an increasing presence of political figures and discussion even in the antecedent late-night formats of talk shows and sketch programs. In expanding the critical potential of television comedy, he experienced the acute pressure on public voices when discursive boundaries contract in the wake of events like those of 9/11. Comedians can normally count on the immunity necessary to critique newsmakers and even challenge the news media’s response to current events, but at times traumatic events and the public response to them can be used to shut the window on the play space comedians seek to create. Yet, as the continued presence of political topics and discussion on late-night television comedy programming and Maher’s own soft landing at HBO illustrate, the window need not remain closed for very long.

NOTES

1. For an early take on agenda-setting, see Maxwell McCombs and Donald Shaw’s influential piece (1972). For more contemporary approaches that include second-level affective agenda-setting, see McCombs’s later work (McCombs et al. 1997) as well as Renita Coleman and Stephen Banning (2006).

2. Jeffrey P. Jones (2009) offers a detailed account of this recent shift in the political charge of television comedy and the part it now plays in mediated epistemologies of the political.

3. In the early 2000s, television broadcasting has recycled the variety format to some degree through the rise of reality competition programming. However, these are notably different in their almost exclusive focus on undiscovered, “amateur” performers to the exclusion of the more transmedially tested rosters that populated earlier variety programming.

4. A review of an early HBO comedy special (Passalacqua 1989) recounts jokes regarding Maher’s heritage and political views. For more on Bill Maher’s biography, see Gregory Cerio and John Griffiths (1995) or Maher’s official Web site at www.billmaher.com.

5. At that moment, Time Warner owned HBO and shared ownership of Comedy Central, splitting it with Viacom. Between the time of series development and airing, HBO sold its interest to Viacom. Though the series still initially aired on Comedy Central, HBO Downtown Productions controlled production.

6. For a thorough account of Politically Incorrect’s genesis, airing, and general impact on televised political comedy, see Jeffrey P. Jones (2009).

7. The inaugural episode of Politically Incorrect broadcast on July 25, 1993, featured an eclectic grouping typical of the entire series run. It included two comedians, Larry Miller and Jerry Seinfeld, radio personality Robin Quivers, and political strategist Ed Rollins (Beller 1993).

8. One notable exception were the comments made by evangelist leaders Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson on Robertson’s syndicated program The 700 Club, where they ascribed blame for the attacks to politically progressive activists (pro-choice advocates, feminists, etc.) who were angering God with their attack on Christian moral values (Harris 2001).

9. See articles by Peter Ames Carlin (2001), Eric Deggans (2001), and Bill Keveney (2001) for examples of early coverage of the return of late-night comedy broadcasts. It is quite possible that none of these reporters even viewed the program, thus explaining why the Maher comment is not mentioned. Of course, any of them might also have heard the comment and considered it to be unworthy of mention. The Denver Post did note that “Politically Incorrect will be a delicate balancing act this week” (Ostrow 2001).

10. This alignment and uniformity of media response is well detailed in Lynn Spigel’s take on the televisual aftermath of 9/11 (2004).

11. Still, just months later Sontag published Regarding the Pain of Others (2003), a book that paid special attention to the way images can be used to sell war and was well received.

12. As Greppi (2001) reports, the three Citadel-owned affiliates in the Midwest made it a condition of their reacceptance of Maher to have him tape apologies directed at each specific station.

13. Having failed in an attempt to hire David Letterman to replace Maher, there is more than a little irony in ABC’s replacement, Kimmel, being most known for his own politically incorrect show, albeit one more focused on reembracing sexism than voicing unpopular political views.

14. It is worthy of note that on September 29, 2001, at the Friars Club Roast of Hugh Hefner, comedian Gilbert Gottfried attempted to incorporate a direct 9/11 joke, remarking that he “wanted to catch a plane but I couldn’t get a direct flight because they had to stop at the Empire State Building first” (qtd. in Tatangelo 2006). That the joke was met with shocked silence and an audience member shouting “too soon” is recounted in the film The Aristocrats, as Gottfried recovered by telling the extremely sexually subversive joke “The Aristocrats” for the audience.
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