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Abstract  

This study aims to examine the dual role of political humor in television programs through a systematic 

content analysis focusing on humor types, political topics, framing strategies, and evaluative tones. The 

central research question asks: does televised political humor serve as infotainment, simplifying political 

issues and fostering public engagement, or as a form of influence that cultivates cynicism and distrust 

toward political institutions? 

The research analyzes a purposive sample of international and regional political satire programs over a 

defined period, coding humor types (satire, parody, irony, sarcasm), political issues (elections, 
corruption, public policy), framing approaches (conflict, scandal, values, solutions), and evaluative tones 

(positive, negative, cynical). 

The expected findings suggest that political humor occupies a middle ground between education and 

influence: on one hand, it simplifies complex issues and makes them more appealing to audiences; on 

the other, it often relies on negative and cynical portrayals that may undermine trust. The study 

contributes to bridging humor theory and political communication research, while also offering practical 

insights for media practitioners and educators in the field of media literacy. 
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1.1. Introduction 

Over the past three decades, political humor on television has emerged as a distinct and 

influential form of media communication. Once relegated to late-night comedy or 

satirical sketches, humor has now become an integral component of mainstream 

political discourse. Programs such as The Daily Show, Last Week Tonight with John 

Oliver, or regional examples like Al-Bernameg by Bassem Youssef, have blurred the 

boundaries between journalism, entertainment, and political commentary (Baym, 2005; 

El-Nawawy & Khamis, 2014). 

This intersection of humor and politics is often framed under the concept of 

infotainment, where political issues are packaged in entertaining formats to attract 

audiences who may otherwise avoid traditional news (Holbert, 2005). Advocates argue 

that this style broadens access to political knowledge, especially among younger 

demographics, by simplifying complex issues and making them more relatable (Cao & 

Brewer, 2008). 

However, critics caution that satirical treatments of politics can also foster cynicism, 

distrust, and political apathy (Baumgartner & Morris, 2006). Humor, in this view, is 

not merely an educational or engagement tool, but a potentially corrosive force that 

undermines confidence in democratic institutions. This tension between infotainment 

and influence raises critical questions about the actual role of televised humor in 

shaping political discourse. 

The present study seeks to investigate this dual role by conducting a systematic content 

analysis of political humor programs on television. Unlike audience experiments or 

surveys, this research limits itself to the textual and visual dimensions of televised 

satire, focusing on how political issues are framed, which types of humor are employed, 

and what evaluative tones dominate the discourse. Through this analysis, the study aims 

to determine whether television humor primarily serves as an accessible form of 
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political communication—or as a vehicle for shaping attitudes in ways that may 

encourage cynicism and polarization. 

Research Questions 

Based on the above, this study seeks to answer the following research questions: 

1. How are political issues framed in televised humor programs? 

2. What are the main types of humor used (e.g., irony, satire, or sarcasm)? 

3. What is the dominant evaluative tone (positive, negative, or neutral) in which 

political leaders and institutions are presented? 

4. Do the content analysis findings suggest that televised humor contributes to 

political education or to the promotion of cynicism and polarization? 

 

1.1.1. Research Problem and Research Questions 

The rise of political humor on television presents a paradox. On the one hand, humor 

can simplify complex political issues, making them more engaging and accessible to 

broader audiences (Holbert, 2010). On the other hand, the satirical nature of such 

programs often emphasizes ridicule, irony, and exaggeration, which may foster distrust 

in political institutions and even increase political cynicism among viewers 

(Baumgartner & Morris, 2006). 

This paradox highlights a fundamental research problem: Is televised political humor 

primarily a form of infotainment that facilitates political learning and engagement, or 

is it a tool of influence that shapes public discourse in ways that promote skepticism 

and cynicism? 

The problem is compounded by the scarcity of systematic studies focusing exclusively 

on the content of political humor. While several works have explored audience effects 

through surveys and experiments (Cao & Brewer, 2008; Young, 2008), fewer studies 

have analyzed the textual and visual construction of humor itself. Without 

understanding how humor frames political issues, it becomes difficult to evaluate its 

potential benefits and harms to democratic discourse. 

Therefore, this study aims to address this gap by conducting a systematic content 

analysis of political humor programs on television. The goal is to map the dominant 

types of humor, the political topics covered, the frames employed, and the evaluative 

tones conveyed. 

The centrality of political humor in contemporary media landscapes has intensified with 

the proliferation of late-night comedy shows, satirical news programs, and online 

parodies. These formats have blurred the boundaries between journalism and 

entertainment, a phenomenon often described as “infotainment” (Baym, 2005). While 

humor offers a creative avenue to challenge dominant narratives, it simultaneously 

raises concerns about trivialization and the erosion of public trust in democratic 

institutions. In this regard, satire becomes a double-edged sword: it democratizes access 

to political issues while risking the reinforcement of cynicism among its audiences. 

 

Importantly, the rise of political satire coincides with broader transformations in media 

ecology, particularly the shift from traditional broadcast television to fragmented digital 

platforms. Programs such as The Daily Show or Last Week Tonight with John Oliver 

exemplify this hybrid genre, combining elements of investigative journalism, comedy, 

and editorial commentary (Jones, 2010). By recontextualizing political discourse 

through irony and parody, these shows cultivate critical engagement but also introduce 
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interpretive ambiguity, where audiences must navigate between entertainment and 

serious critique (Gray, Jones, & Thompson, 2009). 

 

Furthermore, the role of humor in shaping political discourse cannot be fully understood 

without considering the mechanisms of framing. Satirical representations often 

emphasize absurdity, hypocrisy, or moral corruption, thereby directing attention toward 

the failures of political actors rather than the substance of policy debates (Hariman, 

2008). Such framing strategies, while entertaining, can narrow the interpretive lens 

through which citizens engage with politics, privileging scandal over substance. 

Research suggests that repeated exposure to this form of humor can heighten 

perceptions of political inefficacy and alienation, particularly among younger viewers 

(Moy, Xenos, & Hess, 2005). 

 

At the same time, scholars argue that satire fosters a unique form of “critical public 

sphere,” where humor operates as a mode of resistance against hegemonic narratives 

(Day, 2011). By exaggerating contradictions and exposing the absurdities of power, 

political humor challenges authority and encourages audiences to question dominant 

discourses. This study, therefore, recognizes both dimensions of political humor—as 

an educational tool and as a potential source of cynicism—and seeks to analyze how 

televised content negotiates this paradox through textual and visual strategies. 

 

1.1.2. Theoretical Framework (Expanded) 

1. Humor Theories 

The study of humor has long relied on three dominant traditions: incongruity, 

superiority, and relief. While each theory explains humor from a different perspective, 

together they provide a multidimensional lens through which political humor can be 

understood. 

Incongruity Theory emphasizes that laughter arises when expectations are violated or 

when there is a mismatch between what is anticipated and what is delivered (Raskin, 

1985). In the context of political satire, incongruity becomes highly salient because 

satire thrives on exposing the contradictions between political rhetoric and reality. For 

example, when a politician promises transparency while simultaneously being involved 

in a scandal, satirists capitalize on the gap between words and deeds. The humorous 

effect lies in the audience’s recognition of this inconsistency. 

Superiority Theory, which dates back to Plato, Aristotle, and Hobbes, proposes that 

humor emerges when individuals feel superior to others who are portrayed as foolish, 

weak, or corrupt (Morreall, 1983). In political satire, this dynamic is evident in how 

comedians ridicule political figures, institutions, or ideologies, allowing audiences to 

affirm their moral or intellectual superiority. In democratic societies, this process also 

functions as a mechanism of accountability by “bringing the powerful down to size.” 

Relief Theory, influenced by Freud’s psychoanalytic work, views humor as a 

mechanism for releasing psychological or social tension (Meyer, 2000). Political humor 

serves as a “safe zone” where audiences can address sensitive issues such as corruption, 

authoritarianism, or war without confronting them directly. By laughing at political 

absurdities, audiences reduce anxiety and cope with the stress of living under flawed 

institutions. 

Contemporary humor scholars argue for integrating these theories rather than treating 

them as mutually exclusive (Martin, 2007). For example, a satirical skit may 
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simultaneously highlight incongruity, foster a sense of superiority, and provide relief, 

thus engaging audiences on multiple cognitive and emotional levels. 

 

2. Media and Political Communication Theories 

Political humor must also be situated within broader media and political 

communication frameworks. 

Framing Theory (Entman, 1993) posits that media frames highlight certain aspects of 

reality while omitting others. Satirical programs use irony, parody, and exaggeration to 

reframe political events not as rational policy debates but as spectacles of incompetence 

or hypocrisy. This reframing often shifts audience perception by redefining political 

actors as absurd or corrupt rather than trustworthy leaders. 

Agenda-Setting Theory (McCombs & Shaw, 1972) suggests that media influences 

what issues people consider important. Political humor shows often elevate marginal or 

neglected topics, such as bureaucratic inefficiency or social justice issues, by making 

them entertaining and memorable. This ability to spotlight hidden issues expands the 

scope of public discourse. 

Priming (Iyengar & Kinder, 1987) refers to how media exposure influences the 

standards by which audiences evaluate political actors. Satirical portrayals can prime 

audiences to judge politicians not by their policy proposals but by their integrity, 

honesty, or competence. Depending on tone, this may encourage skepticism, moral 

outrage, or even apathy toward politics. 

These theories collectively explain how satire both informs and distorts public 

understanding. The humor may lead to critical awareness, but it may also foster a 

cynical lens that undermines trust in democratic institutions. 

 

3. Infotainment and Political Engagement 

The concept of infotainment is particularly relevant to the study of televised political 

humor. Infotainment blends information with entertainment, making politics more 

accessible to audiences who might otherwise avoid traditional news (Holbert, 2005). 

Scholars such as Cao and Brewer (2008) argue that satirical news programs can enhance 

political knowledge and stimulate civic engagement by presenting complex issues in 

simplified and engaging formats. 

However, others caution that excessive humor risks trivializing political debates. 

Baumgartner and Morris (2006), for example, found that exposure to The Daily Show 

increased political cynicism among young viewers, even as it heightened awareness of 

current events. Thus, infotainment embodies a paradox: it can empower citizens by 

making politics approachable, while simultaneously undermining seriousness and 

fostering distrust. 

Recent studies further highlight that infotainment’s effects vary depending on audience 

characteristics. For politically interested viewers, satire reinforces knowledge and 

engagement; for less engaged audiences, it risks replacing critical analysis with 

superficial entertainment (Baym, 2010). This duality reinforces the need for systematic 

analysis of satire’s textual and visual strategies. 

 

4. Conceptual Model for the Study 

Bringing together these perspectives, the study proposes a conceptual framework for 

analyzing political humor as operating through three dimensions: 
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• Inputs: The types of humor employed (incongruity, ridicule, parody) and the 

topics selected (policy, scandals, leadership). 

• Mechanisms: The use of framing, agenda-setting, and priming to shape how 

audiences interpret political realities. 

• Outputs: The discursive construction of political meaning—either as 

infotainment (facilitating learning and engagement) or as influence (reinforcing 

cynicism and distrust). 

This integrative model positions political humor on a continuum: from educational 

infotainment that supports democratic discourse to discursive influence that may 

erode trust in institutions. By acknowledging this spectrum, the study aims to capture 

the ambivalence inherent in televised satire and provide a nuanced understanding of its 

communicative functions. 

 

1.2 Literature Review 

1. Political Satire and Television 

The study of political humor on television has grown significantly since the 1990s. 

Programs like The Daily Show and Saturday Night Live in the United States, as well as 

Have I Got News for You in the UK, have been recognized as influential in shaping 

political perceptions (Baym, 2005; Jones, 2010). These programs often use parody, 

satire, and irony to reframe political discourse, offering audiences both entertainment 

and critique. 

Research suggests that satirical programs serve as “alternative news” outlets, 

challenging traditional journalism and providing critical perspectives that mainstream 

outlets may overlook (Baym, 2005). They not only mock politicians but also critique 

journalistic practices, positioning themselves as watchdogs of both politics and media. 

2. Effects of Political Humor on Knowledge and Engagement 

Several studies highlight the potential of satire to increase political knowledge. Cao and 

Brewer (2008) found that viewers of satirical comedy shows retained more factual 

knowledge than non-viewers, while Young (2008) suggested that humor can lower 

resistance to political information by making it more accessible and engaging. 

Other works point out that political satire can foster political efficacy, encouraging 

individuals to believe they can understand and participate in politics (Hoffman & 

Young, 2011). This aligns with the idea of infotainment as a tool for political 

engagement. 

3. Satire, Cynicism, and Distrust 

On the other hand, critics argue that satire may promote cynicism and apathy. 

Baumgartner and Morris (2006) found that exposure to The Daily Show increased 

cynicism about politics among young viewers. Similarly, Moy, Xenos, and Hess (2005) 

argued that while satire can enhance knowledge, it may simultaneously erode trust in 

political institutions. 

This “spiral of cynicism” (Cappella & Jamieson, 1997) suggests that constant ridicule 

of politicians and policies might delegitimize democratic institutions and encourage 

disengagement rather than participation. 

4. Humor, Framing, and Political Meaning 

Satirical programs also serve as powerful agents of framing. By presenting political 

issues as scandals, conflicts, or absurdities, satire influences how audiences perceive 

the legitimacy and seriousness of politics (Holbert, 2010). For instance, Stewart’s Daily 
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Show was found to reframe U.S. foreign policy as hypocrisy, while Youssef’s Al-

Bernameg in Egypt reframed authoritarian rule as farce (El-Nawawy & Khamis, 2014). 

This framing effect demonstrates that satire is not politically neutral. The type of humor 

and the evaluative tone used—whether ironic, mocking, or sarcastic—play a crucial 

role in shaping the meaning of political discourse. 

5. Globalization of Political Satire 

While much research has centered on Western contexts, scholars emphasize the 

globalization of political satire and its role in transitional societies. In emerging 

democracies, satirical programs often function as a surrogate public sphere, providing 

citizens with a platform to question authority when traditional journalism is constrained 

(Waisbord, 2013). The case of Al-Bernameg in Egypt illustrates how satire can 

challenge authoritarian narratives, mobilize youth, and foster political debate (El-

Nawawy & Khamis, 2014). Similarly, research on Latin America shows how programs 

like Caiga Quien Caiga in Argentina combine entertainment with political 

accountability (Porto, 2010). This demonstrates that satire transcends cultural 

boundaries, adapting to specific political contexts while maintaining its critical essence. 

6. Digital Satire and New Media 

With the rise of digital platforms, satire has expanded beyond television to YouTube, 

Twitter, and TikTok. Online satire reaches younger, more fragmented audiences, 

bypassing state censorship and allowing grassroots political critique (Highfield, 2016). 

Studies indicate that memes and short satirical clips amplify political messages by 

relying on humor’s shareability and emotional appeal (Shifman, 2014). This shift 

suggests that political satire increasingly operates in a hybrid media system, where 

traditional broadcast shows coexist with user-generated digital parody (Chadwick, 

2017). Such transformations highlight satire’s evolving influence in shaping political 

discourse in the digital age. 

5. Gaps in the Literature 

Despite a robust body of research on audience effects, fewer studies have conducted 

systematic content analysis of televised satire itself. Much of the literature focuses on 

Western contexts, with relatively limited exploration of satirical programs in non-

Western or transitional democracies (Baym & Shah, 2011). This gap underscores the 

need for analyzing the textual strategies of political humor—its topics, framing, tones, 

and humor types—rather than only its effects on audiences. 

This study seeks to fill that gap by providing a structured content analysis of political 

humor programs, mapping the ways in which humor constructs political discourse on 

television. 

 

1.3.Methodology 

1. Research Design 

This study employs a systematic content analysis to examine the role of televised humor 

in shaping political discourse. Content analysis is well-suited for identifying recurring 

patterns in media texts, such as humor types, framing strategies, and evaluative tones 

(Krippendorff, 2018). Unlike audience-centered studies, this approach focuses on the 

textual and visual elements of political satire to understand how meaning is constructed 

and circulated. 
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1. Sampling 

• Programs Selected: The study focuses on a purposive sample of three to four 

prominent political satire shows, combining international and regional 

examples (e.g., The Daily Show, Last Week Tonight with John Oliver, Al-

Bernameg by Bassem Youssef). 

• Time Frame: Six consecutive months of programming will be analyzed to 

ensure diversity of political contexts and topical coverage. 

• Sample Size: One episode per program per week will be included, yielding 

approximately 100 episodes in total. 

 

2. Unit of Analysis 

The satirical segment (e.g., monologue, sketch, or dedicated news parody segment) 

serves as the unit of analysis. This allows for precise coding of humor type, topic, frame, 

and tone within manageable textual units. 

3. Coding Scheme 

A structured coding instrument will be developed based on previous scholarship in 

humor and political communication (Holbert, 2005; Meyer, 2000). The main variables 

include: 

1. Type of Humor: Satire, parody, irony, sarcasm, wordplay, self-deprecating 

humor. 

2. Political Topic: Corruption, elections, governance, foreign policy, social 

services, civil rights, media criticism. 

3. Target: Individual politicians, political parties, state institutions, journalists, or 

the public. 

4. Framing: Issue framed as scandal, conflict, values, responsibility, or solutions. 

5. Evaluative Tone: Positive, negative, neutral, ironic, or cynical. 

6. Information Density: Presence of factual claims, statistics, or references to real 

events. 

 

4. Reliability and Validity 

• Coder Training: Two independent coders will be trained using a pilot sample of 

10 episodes. 

• Inter-Coder Reliability: Measured using Cohen’s Kappa, with a target score of 

≥ 0.70 for acceptable reliability. 

• Construct Validity: The coding scheme will be developed with reference to 

established content analysis frameworks in media studies. 

5. Data Analysis 

• Quantitative Analysis: Frequencies and percentages will be calculated to 

determine the most common humor types, topics, frames, and tones. Cross-

tabulations (Chi-square tests) will assess relationships among variables (e.g., 

humor type × framing). 

• Qualitative Analysis: Selected excerpts will be analyzed in depth to provide 

illustrative examples of how satire constructs political meaning. This dual 

approach ensures both breadth (statistical patterns) and depth (interpretive 

insights). 

6. Ethical Considerations 
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As the study relies on publicly available television content, no direct human subjects 

are involved. However, careful attention will be given to contextual sensitivity when 

analyzing satire that addresses sensitive cultural or political issues. 

 

1.4. Expected Findings and Discussion 

1.4.1. Findings 

Based on previous research and theoretical assumptions, the study anticipates several 

key findings: 

1. Dominance of Certain Humor Types: 

Satire and parody are expected to be the most frequent humor types, given their 

effectiveness in critiquing political actors and policies. Irony and sarcasm are 

also likely to be common, especially when highlighting contradictions in 

political discourse (Meyer, 2000). 

 

2. Focus on Scandals and Conflicts: 

Political satire is expected to frame issues predominantly as scandals, 

corruption, or conflicts, rather than as constructive debates or solutions. This 

pattern has been observed in U.S. and European satire, where ridicule often 

outweighs informational depth (Baym, 2005). 

3. Targeting Political Elites and Institutions: 

Individual politicians and state institutions are likely to be the main targets of 

ridicule, reinforcing satire’s role as a “watchdog” of power (Jones, 2010). 

However, satire may also critique journalists and media practices, positioning 

itself as an alternative voice. 

4. Prevalence of Negative and Cynical Tones: 

The evaluative tone is expected to be predominantly negative or cynical. While 

humor can sometimes be lighthearted, political satire often emphasizes ridicule, 

exposing incompetence or hypocrisy (Baumgartner & Morris, 2006). 

5. Low Information Density: 

Although satire references real events, the informational density is expected to 

be relatively low compared to traditional news. Satirical programs may 

prioritize humor and ridicule over detailed factual reporting (Cao & Brewer, 

2008). 

1.4.2. Discussion 

If these findings are confirmed, they will provide insights into the dual role of political 

humor: 

• As Infotainment: 

By using humor to highlight issues, satire can make politics more accessible and 

engaging, especially for audiences who might avoid conventional news. Even 

with limited factual detail, satire can spark curiosity and motivate viewers to 

seek additional information (Holbert, 2010). 

• As Influence: 

At the same time, the predominance of negative and cynical tones could foster 

public distrust in political institutions. When politics is consistently portrayed 

as scandalous or absurd, viewers may become more skeptical or disengaged—

a phenomenon described as the “spiral of cynicism” (Cappella & Jamieson, 

1997). 



LEX LOCALIS-JOURNAL OF LOCAL SELF-GOVERNMENT  
ISSN:1581-5374 E-ISSN:1855-363X   

VOL. 23, NO. S6(2025)      

 

2233 

This duality suggests that political satire functions as both a pedagogical tool and a 

discursive disruptor. Its impact depends on the balance between informative content 

and cynical ridicule. By mapping humor types, topics, and tones, this study will provide 

empirical evidence on whether satire leans more toward infotainment (constructive 

engagement) or influence (critical disengagement). 

 

1.5. Conclusion 

This study set out to investigate the dual role of political humor on television, 

questioning whether it primarily serves as infotainment, making politics more engaging 

and accessible, or as a form of influence that fosters cynicism and distrust. By applying 

a systematic content analysis to political satire programs, the research highlights how 

humor, framing, and evaluative tone shape political discourse. 

The findings are expected to demonstrate that political humor occupies a continuum 

rather than a dichotomy. On one end, satire functions as infotainment, lowering barriers 

to political information, simplifying complex issues, and sparking curiosity among 

disengaged citizens. On the other end, its reliance on ridicule, irony, and scandal-driven 

narratives may reinforce cynicism, erode trust in political institutions, and perpetuate 

the “spiral of cynicism.” 

This duality underscores the importance of examining satire not merely as 

entertainment, but as a discursive force with democratic implications. For scholars, the 

study contributes to bridging humor theory with political communication research by 

mapping how satire constructs meaning at the textual level. For media practitioners, it 

highlights the need to balance entertainment value with civic responsibility. For civil 

society and educators, the research stresses the importance of media literacy, equipping 

audiences to critically engage with satirical content and distinguish between 

constructive critique and destructive cynicism. 

Ultimately, political humor should not be understood as inherently beneficial or 

harmful. Rather, it reflects a paradox: capable of fostering political awareness and 

engagement while simultaneously risking disillusionment and distrust. Recognizing 

this dual role is essential for appreciating the complex ways in which satire shapes 

contemporary political discourse on television. 
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