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Introduction

broadcast nationalism,  
national trauma,  

and television comedy

On September 29, 2001, the same month as the 9/11 terror attacks, cable 
television channel Comedy Central and the New York Friars Club hosted 
a roast of Hugh Hefner. Introducing the event, Freddy Roman justified 
its questionable frivolity by invoking the orders of newly sanctified lead-
ers. “It’s time we get back to normal, like Mayor Giuliani and President 
Bush have asked. . . . And for the Friars, this is normal. Telling dirty jokes, 
making fun of people. That’s what we do, and we’re proud to do it for you. 
. . . So you can get some laughter back in your life and into your hearts.”1 
Roman’s earnestness also conveyed the sense that within this context, not 
everything spoken at the comedy show would be funny. Interviews with 
attendees and its edited broadcast suggest that despite the roast’s repu-
tation for offensive humor, most of the comics avoided certain kinds of 
offense even when cracking jokes.2 After all, numerous critics had already 
declared that the end of the age of irony was at hand.3 Jeff Ross proved 
an early exception to this rule, however, as he mocked Rob Schneider’s 
flagging set: “Rob, hasn’t there been enough bombing in this city?” Other 
comics followed Freddie Roman’s lead, offering more earnest reactions to 
the terror attacks. For instance, Dick Gregory used the occasion to first 
praise Hefner for his early integration of the Playboy Club before appeal-
ing to a sense of national community, delivering an inspirational speech:

I hear people talking about what a great nation this is today like 
something just happened a couple of weeks ago and we just got 
great. Fear and God do not occupy the same space, understand 
that. . . . If you stop to think about what makes America great . . . 
it’s the firemen that left home this morning and intended to come 
back tonight and ran into a building when everybody else was 
running out.

At the same time, one could hardly call Drew Carey’s verbal assaults on 
Osama bin Laden insincere, even if he meant them to be funny. After 

C O P Y R I G H T E D  M A T E R I A L

MAY NOT BE COPIED, SOLD, OR DISTRIBUTED



2 tragedy plus time

repeatedly calling bin Laden a “cock” (a word bleeped in Comedy Cen-
tral’s airing), Carey smiled and added, “I’m calling him a cock because 
Comedy Central didn’t want me to say ‘towelhead.’” Toward the end of 
the evening, Gilbert Gottfried flouted the rule proscribing irreverent 9/11 
jokes: “I have to leave early tonight, I have to fly out to L.A. I couldn’t get 
a direct flight,” he joked in his trademark scream. “I have to make a stop at 
the Empire State Building.”4 The crowd responded with gasps, boos, and 
shouts of “too soon.” Eventually, and famously, Gottfried won the crowd 
back with his telling of “The Aristocrats,” a famously dirty shaggy dog 
joke. However, the 9/11 joke and everything that followed in Gottfried’s 
appearance were cut from Comedy Central’s airing of the roast.

September 11 was certainly the largest mediated American national 
trauma at least since the 1963 Kennedy assassination. Nevertheless, it 
proves instructive not only for its familiarity as opposed to other, less total-
izing traumas, but also for the continuities it has with other catastrophes 
before and since. The events of that night’s roast serve as a microcosm of 
the role of humor in society and on television and highlight key tensions. 
Does comedy function to unite groups, as Roman and Gregory indicated? 
Does that unity necessarily rely on othering those perceived as enemies, 
as Carey’s set suggested? In that case, is comedy more unifying or divisive 
in the balance? African American Dick Gregory’s speech draws attention 
to the way that members of disenfranchised groups negotiate their rela-
tionship to the nation. In yet another way, his performance calls attention 
to the way comedy can reengage historical memories of events like the 
black civil rights movement of the 1950s and ’60s. Gottfried’s joking also 
emphasizes the way humor serves as cover for breaking taboos and testing 
the limits of expression around sensitive issues. The censorship of his 
and Carey’s routine for television underscores how, even in the relatively 
freely expressive genre of comedy, speech is limited. More generally, these 
examples point to the function of comedy in television’s larger role of 
transmitting and remembering incredibly serious and powerful moments 
in American culture.

Since the rise of television as America’s most ubiquitous and significant 
mass medium, national traumas have proven to be the most important 
moments in which the medium creates and reinforces the sense of the United 
States as a nation. Moreover, they act as critical moments for defining and 
narrating national history. As defined in journalistic coverage, national trau-
mas are sober and unfunny. Nevertheless, American television has, at least 
since the 1980s, considered events like assassinations, civil unrest, terror 
attacks, and natural disasters to be fodder for comedy. Unlike journalism 
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3introduction

and drama, which are forced by genre expectations to more closely follow 
the discursive rules surrounding such events, comedy’s expressive freedom 
allows it more leeway. Comedy can forgo this privilege and reinforce the 
seriousness that frames such moments, but it can also use its ability to bend 
and break taboos to negotiate or outright reject popular understandings 
of national traumas and the issues that surround them. Because the genre 
follows a different set of rules than others, television comedy acts as a key 
component to the way mass media makes sense of American nationhood 
in relation to national traumas. It does so by acting as a forum for testing 
and defining the limits of expressible ideas, negotiating popular memory 
and history, and policing the boundaries of group identity.

Television comedy frequently tests and defines the limits of the sayable. 
Sick humor especially occupies a liminal position as acceptable in some 
venues but not others. As television comedy evolved from the relatively 
staid forms of the network era to the more risky fare that sometimes 
appears in post-network television in the 1980s and after, comedy began 
to help shift the discourse surrounding historical and recent traumas by 
joking about things that serious genres and safer comedy could not. For 
example, as “edgy” humor became a possibility on television, comedy grew 
able to dissipate the air of solemnity that surrounded the John F. Kennedy 
assassination, which impacts the president’s legacy. At the same time, 
jokes that had been acceptable for years suddenly became “sick” on 9/11, 
precipitating a change to the way reruns and other forms of programming 
distribution narrate the medium’s history. Because national traumas are 
so important to America’s politics and larger sense of identity, comedy’s 
role as both an active agent of boundary-stretching and a passive test of 
changing discursive rules makes it a critical site in defining the way we 
speak of significant historical events.

Comedy also negotiates viewers’ relationships to the nation in the way 
it plays around with history. As a genre defined by its appeals to laughter 
and its associated emotions, to joke about collective traumas presents a 
conflict. For viewers attuned to jokes that comfort, deflate the senses of fear 
and mourning, or otherwise respond to the emotions surrounding national 
trauma, comedy acts as a significant method through which we feel our 
way through history. In a political sphere where rhetoric frequently relies 
on emotional understandings of events, confronting, working through, 
and rejecting such feelings become especially significant. In other ways, 
comedy acts as a battleground over truth. Conspiracy theories commonly 
pop up in the wake of national traumas, and the playful relationship that 
comedy has with reality often mirrors or recreates this mode of thinking. 
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4 tragedy plus time

In practice, this has allowed some comedians to slip back and forth between 
political comedy and more earnest conspiracy theorizing. At the same 
time, humor can be used to criticize unorthodox thinking in an assertion 
of more orthodox understandings of history.

Comedy also polices the boundaries of national and subnational iden-
tity. American culture is neither singular nor homogenous, but is instead a 
complex mixture of overlapping “subnational” communities joined in affil-
iation under a single banner of American identity. Any group of Americans 
that does not encompass the entirety of the population, including African 
Americans, Muslim Americans, working-class Americans, and so forth, 
form a subnational identity. This of course makes them American, but it 
can also put such groups or identity categories in tension with others as well 
as with the very idea of a singular American identity. When a subnational 
culture experiences a trauma that results from friction between the part 
and the whole, as when African American communities respond to police 
brutality with civil unrest, comedy’s ability to mediate between exclu-
sionary and inclusionary impulses is critical to multiple senses of national 
identity. At other times, as was the case with Muslim Americans and those 
of Middle Eastern descent after 9/11, comedy polices the boundaries of 
national identity in relation to those defined more by otherness. Finally, 
television comedy is so powerful in its ability to define group identity that 
it is increasingly significant in defining national trauma for a subset of 
Americans, as examples of comedy in the Trump era demonstrate.

television and the nation

Since its development as a popular medium, television has been the most 
significant medium in defining the experience of American nationalism. As 
a new technology, it inflected this experience in unique ways. However, it 
also continued a tradition of national appeals with a much longer history 
in the modern era. If you ask theorists working in the modernist tradition 
of nationalism studies, they say that nations are particular to the last few 
hundred years.5 Of the most significant theorists in this area, Benedict 
Anderson ties the nation most specifically to communication technology. 
He posits that nation-states arose largely due to the spread of the printing 
press and print capitalism. Since nationalism in these models is neither a 
given nor a constant, it is in continual need of reinforcement and renewal. 
To Anderson, newspapers were a particularly important site to create feel-
ings of nationalism during the formative years of modern nations. In read-
ing the newspaper, each “communicant is well aware that the ceremony 
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he performs is being replicated simultaneously by thousands (or millions) 
of others of whose existence he is confident, yet of whose identity he has 
not the slightest notion.”6 By its very form, mass culture helped foment 
modern notions and experiences of the nation.7

In Anderson’s schema, the ritual engagement with the idea of the 
collective forms the psychological and cultural foundations for national-
ism. In his study of early modern bourgeois spaces such as coffeehouses 
and salons, Jürgen Habermas’s notion of the “public sphere” places more 
emphasis on debate as productive discourse, focusing on not only physi-
cal spaces like early modern coffeehouses but also more virtual ones like 
nineteenth-century newspapers.8 Broadcasting has obvious parallels to 
newspapers in both Anderson’s and Habermas’s conceptions. Franklin 
Roosevelt’s fireside chats on radio made explicit the metaphor of broad-
casting media as a virtual hearth for the national family, much like the 
newspaper served the construct of an imagined community. At the same 
time, newspapers publishing stories and opinions about national politics 
or other matters framed in nationalist terms spoke to the nation as well. So 
while the simultaneous virtual gathering represented by fireside chats gave 
Americans a feeling of communal existence, Roosevelt’s role as president 
and his explicit discussion of the federal government further naturalized 
the sense that listeners were all part of a singular community.

Live broadcasting was significant to many of the founding works of 
television studies, helping to differentiate the medium from cinema, which 
could only show past events, and underscoring the sense of collective expe-
rience.9 In these understandings, the simultaneity between on-screen events 
and viewers is important to the way people understand television, as is the 
sense that all audience members are witnessing the events at the same time. 
Although by the time this foundational work was written in the 1980s and 
’90s television was infrequently live, scholars such as Mary Ann Doane, 
Daniel Dayan, and Elihu Katz nevertheless emphasize the particular and 
continuing momentousness of the live event for bringing people together 
around shared witnessing.10 Indeed, in the contemporary era of time-shifting 
and on-demand television, events including State of the Union addresses, 
Super Bowls, terror attacks, and school shootings are increasingly significant 
as rare moments of broad collective, simultaneous witness.

Although television began with a stronger regional sensibility, the 
technological and economic development of the medium toward the net-
work era that ran from the mid-1950s through the 1970s consolidated 
control in the hands of NBC, CBS, and ABC. The concentration of eco-
nomic control and talent in New York and Los Angeles meant that the 
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6 tragedy plus time

cultures of those cities would largely stand in on television for the nation 
as a whole. There were of course countervailing factors that pushed back 
against this tendency. The Federal Communications Commission (FCC) 
has long used localism and diversity as measures of whether broadcasters 
are fulfilling their public service duties.11 The desire to speak to “middle 
America” kept figures like Milton Berle and Carl Reiner off the airwaves, 
lest their Jewish New York sensibilities alienate viewers.12 While television 
may have historically resisted a too-strong regional sensibility, aspirants in 
the entertainment and news industry come from all over, bringing their 
home culture to television.13 Nevertheless, network broadcasting’s industry 
and culture subsumed even these counterbalances to television’s nation-
alizing tendencies, counterintuitively making them aspects of television’s 
cultural homogenization.

In the decade between the mid-1970s and mid-1980s, the hegemonic 
power of the three networks eroded in the face of new competition from 
cable television, video recorders, video games, and the upstart network 
Fox (later to be joined by the UPN and WB networks). This shift to the 
so-called post-network era changed the inflection of American television’s 
nationalism but did not eliminate it. Thinking back to Anderson’s model, 
newspapers in Europe and the United States, especially during the formative 
years of the nation-state, were typically local, meaning that while readers 
from Boston to Atlanta were all engaging in the idea of the nation, they 
were typically reading different copy.14 In contemporary television, while 
audiences might be split between local, network, and politically targeted 
cable news, they nevertheless engage with the concept of the nation when 
they watch the news.

Demographic targeting has existed since the beginning of televi-
sion, growing more pronounced over time. However, there are particular 
moments of television that tend to bring majorities and sizable pluralities 
of viewers to witness the same events. Dayan and Katz highlight planned 
media events like the Olympics as bringing audiences together in large 
numbers and hailing them with explicit nationalism.15 Katz, with coauthor 
Tamar Liebes, has in more recent years drawn distinctions between media 
events as “integrative” versus catastrophe coverage as “disintegrative,” 
but this dichotomy deserves scrutiny.16 Authorities may not plan school 
shootings and terror attacks, and they are marked more by violence than 
conciliation. However, these events also draw considerable national attention 
through television coverage and slip, seemingly naturally, into nationalist 
discourses, effectively recreating the nationalistic form and rhetoric of the 
media event discussed in Katz’s earlier work. American television always 
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7introduction

has and continues to represent and smooth over the tensions and conflicts 
between local and national, in addition to other ways in which parts form 
a sense of the whole.

national trauma as nationalism

In the period immediately following 9/11, television narrated the national 
mood as mournful but also resilient and unified. When Rudolph Giuliani 
appeared on The Late Show with David Letterman, he stated that those 
events were “a beautiful and dramatic representation of how these cow-
ardly terrorists tried to separate us . . . and what they achieved in doing 
was unifying Americans more than it’s ever been before.”17 Similarly, but 
with more focus on the means that create that unity, Matt Roush of TV 
Guide wrote, “In the days and weeks since September 11, the country has 
come together—inspired, in part, by the moving images brought home by 
television.”18 The article that followed emotionally recounted post-9/11 
highlights of nationalist pride and unity on television, such as when the 
New York Yankees “represent[ed] the Ground Zero of our wounded yet 
resolute national psyche” in the World Series.19 Reflecting the spiritual-
ist tenor of that period’s patriotism, he claimed that “everything we do, 
everything we see takes on new, greater significance. And whether in the 
news we absorb or the entertainment we choose to enjoy, TV has played 
an essential role in our lives these last few historic months.”20

National traumas perform nationalist ideology in both the Marxist 
sense of a determining worldview and the more conventional sense of 
everyday politics.21 “[Benedict] Anderson’s concern, of course, is not with 
trauma per se, but with the kinds of self-consciously ideological narratives 
of nationalist history,” writes Jeffrey C. Alexander. “Yet these collective 
beliefs often assert the existence of some national trauma. In the course of 
defining national identity, national histories are constructed around injuries 
that cry out for revenge.”22 In dealing with moments such as these, the 
term ideology can have different meanings. On the one hand, the classically 
liberal definition uses the word to mean conscious and coherent sets of 
beliefs, the way one might commonly describe a Democratic or Christian 
ideology. Obviously, such use of the term is key to understanding the every-
day politics of events like 9/11 and mass shootings when battles between 
progressives and conservatives, among others, become significant. More 
Marxist thinkers use the term in a different sense, where ideology functions 
as a largely unconscious but determining worldview. In this sense, the nation 
itself, as well as any construction of collective trauma, would function as an 
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8 tragedy plus time

ideological expression of the deeper conditions of capitalism. That is, the 
nation exists as ideology in that it appears to be common sense and serves 
the interests of ruling classes.

While noting their differences is important, this book examines ideol-
ogy in both the Marxist and everyday senses. Stuart Hall proves instructive 
here in the way he puts the two senses of the term ideology in dialogue 
and, while maintaining a distinction between them, finds value in both.23 

Understanding ideology as “false consciousness” should not confuse us into 
thinking that such ideas are somehow ineffectual. Indeed, the concept of 
nation has proven to have very real effects in modern history. Nor does he 
believe that we can ignore the real effects of the more mundane usage of 
the term ideology, as he notes the powerful effects of Thatcherite thinking 
in the United Kingdom. Like Hall, I aim for a middle ground where both 
understandings of ideology are legitimate and useful for understanding the 
machinery of culture. By this understanding, national trauma serves the 
idea of the nation as an ideological construct, but also matters for the way 
Americans understand and respond to such events through everyday politics.

A complete and simple refusal of shared experience as false conscious-
ness would elide the fact that there are clear collective social operations at 
work here. Obviously, there are real people either directly cooperating to 
produce specific content or contributing to a larger discursive tendency by 
producing similar content without direct contact. And at the same time, 
viewers effectively choose among a finite number of readings of television 
content, meaning that large groups of viewers will experience similar reac-
tions. Thus, while rejecting a romantic notion of an anthropomorphized 
society and examining how mass media constructs this idea, it is still safe to 
generalize to some extent about the ways in which these discourses construct 
and manage national traumas. The ideology of nationalism in the Marxist 
understanding has real and varied effects, including its continued support 
of capitalist economies, even if it appears too commonsensible for us to 
always notice its effects. At the same time, there are real impacts for people 
living and voting in societies where mundane concepts like Republican and 
Democratic ideologies face off in the public sphere. This book follows the 
cues of these and other thinkers in working to make clear and understand 
the effects that these discourses and ideologies have on our understandings 
of self and history through nationalism.

National traumas are rituals in that they inspire meaningful forms of 
media coverage that reinforce a sense of national community and identity.24 
While television’s nationalism sometimes dabbles in overt propaganda, it 
is more typically subtle in its ideological appeals.25 In this mode, television 
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enacts what Michael Billig refers to as “banal nationalism,” which describes 
the largely unrecognized ways in which we are asked to imagine ourselves 
as part of a nation.26 At other times, national traumas being particular exam-
ples, the nationalistic rituals become more obvious. After 9/11, flag-waving 
patriotism became the rule of the day. But even more minor traumas like 
school shootings or even celebrity deaths prompt an explicitly nationalist 
response, such as the ubiquity of American flags in makeshift memorials 
and the focus by news on such images. Most significantly, and as many 
of the responses to 9/11 noted above indicate, the discourse surrounding 
national traumas reflects ideas of national unity. Emile Durkheim, one of 
the founders of anthropological ritual theory, believed that rituals not only 
denoted what was sacred to a culture but also gave it a sense of belonging.27 
Sara Ahmed further develops Durkheim’s ideas, arguing that emotion is in 
fact constitutive to the nation, noting, for example, the immense significance 
of saying, “The nation mourns.”28 The nation is not simply about thinking 
of oneself as part of an abstract concept, but about imagining oneself as 
part of a collection of human beings held together by common identity. In 
the contemporary era, this sense of sacredness and collectivity is perhaps 
most acutely felt in relation to national traumas as highly emotive events.

nationalizing trauma

In the three South Park episodes collectively titled “Imaginationland,” 
the main characters travel to a magical land full of fictional characters 
from leprechauns to Luke Skywalker.29 Once there, however, terrorists 
bomb Imaginationland, comically literalizing the notion that terrorism’s 
primary target is the public imagination. Similarly, Jean Baudrillard and 
Slavoj Zizek are among the most notable proponents of understanding the 
primary importance of 9/11 as a virtual event.30 This is to argue neither 
that there was not real violence on that day nor that the conventionally 
accepted account of the events were inaccurate. In fact, the power of 9/11 
as opposed to more purely ceremonial, less lethal events arises in part from 
the realness that physical death and destruction connote. “It is a kind of 
duel between [reality and fiction],” in Baudrillard’s words, “a contest to 
see which can be the most unimaginable.”31 The events on 9/11 killed 
three thousand people, but they also attacked the nation as a symbolic, 
ideological construct. In many ways echoing Michel Foucault’s ideas on 
discourse analysis, we can understand the nation and particular events like 
9/11 through the ways people communicated about them.32 Of course, 
this requires accounting for not only the serious discourses but also the 
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ways informal, contentious, humorous, and other discourses construct and 
deconstruct these ideas.

Baudrillard and Zizek argue that, in the long run, this terrorism 
of the media imaginary was more tactically significant than the physical 
destruction and carnage. Moreover, this position argues that the vast ripple 
of 9/11—its impact on everything from financial markets to flag-themed 
apparel—was primarily accomplished symbolically through mass media. 
In other words, despite the massive physical destruction, psychological 
distress to individuals caused by mass-mediated images created the more 
consequential impacts in the political and social sphere of the nation. 
September 11 was a twisted play on what Daniel J. Boorstin classifies as 
a pseudo-event. While his work tended away from violent destruction 
of this nature, these terrorist attacks fit his definition of a pseudo-event, 
especially since it was planned and intended “for the immediate purpose 
of being reported or reproduced.”33 The attacks accomplished their goals 
through news media that could not help but cooperate in reproducing their 
images. This symbolic destruction, along with the necessary and unavoidable 
cooperation of media producers, remains the paradigmatic example and 
most “successful” act of terrorism in American history. However, as the 
New York Friars Club roast demonstrated, genres besides strictly earnest 
news and documentary quickly joined the discussion, both reinforcing the 
sense of a nation that had been wounded and flagrantly breaking taboos as 
if to demonstrate that the wound was not terribly deep.

The “imagined” nation and “virtual” event are similar in construction 
and form, so it is no wonder they tend to collude ideologically. Trauma 
coverage amplifies television’s nationalistic tendencies, making them privi-
leged moments in the contemporary experience of nation. Their ability to 
capture large national audiences makes such events unique. Additionally, 
disasters often take on a national character. Some are explicitly linked to 
the national government when it involves a public servant, as was the case 
with the Kennedy assassination or the Gabby Giffords shooting. Other 
times, they represent the violent failure of an American project, the Space 
Shuttle Challenger explosion being an obvious example. Even when such 
events are less obviously national by virtue of their links to the federal 
government, they take on a national character in news coverage. On Feb-
ruary 14, 2018, television news sent helicopters and interrupted regular 
programming to place viewers “at the scene” of the Marjory Stoneman 
Douglas High School shooting in Parkland, Florida. Less than an hour 
after the actual shooting, KTVU in Oakland, to take just one example, 
broke into its noon newscast to report on the events, virtually bridging 
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the geographical distance between the coasts to allow Bay Area viewers 
witness.34 Technological form made possible this particular nationalizing 
address, but news coverage added to the discourse. About ten minutes after 
the story first broke, Oakland’s coverage began to nationalize its framing 
by noting, “This scene, not unfamiliar in 2018 or years prior. There’s been 
more than a dozen school shootings in our country since the calendar year 
turned from 2017 to 2018” (emphasis added). Not long after, anchors 
reported that President Trump had tweeted his condolences, suggesting 
the importance of a federal response, whether symbolic or material, in 
understanding such events as national.35 By the evening, network newscasts 
formalized their coverage. Lester Holt of NBC Nightly News narrated video 
highlights of the day: “The nation once again witnessed the awful images 
of students’ hands raised fleeing from an American school along with the 
emotional reunions of children with their anguished parents” (emphasis 
added). Holt explicitly references the national character of this localized 
event twice in one sentence. At the same time, he drew attention to the 
affective weight of the coverage, heightening the emotional resonance of 
the event by tying it to the relationships between parents and children. 
Comedy shows may echo such sentiments, as did late night comedy talk 
show hosts like Jimmy Kimmel and Jimmy Fallon, who earnestly spoke 
against gun violence and in support of the students in the aftermath of the 
shooting.36 At the same time, other shows like the purposefully raunchy 
Family Guy made light of school shootings, lessening the emotional weight 
granted such events by news coverage.

Both technology and discourse aid in the nationalizing of these events; 
so, too, were these tools put to use building the sense that this was a trauma. 
Stacy Takacs argues that 9/11 was understood in a “trauma frame” because 
news coverage used melodramatic performance in its coverage.37 Indeed, 
Peter Brooks’s listing of melodramatic techniques could easily describe 
television news’s coverage of national traumas: “The indulgence of strong 
emotionalism; moral polarization and schematization; extreme states of 
being, situations, action; overt villainy; persecution of the good; inflated 
and extravagant expressions; dark plottings, suspense, breathtaking perip-
ety.”38 Of course, not every violent event receives this same melodramatic 
coverage. While Lynne Joyrich highlights the melodramatic tendencies 
of news programming more generally, overtly emotional framing distin-
guishes trauma coverage from more pedestrian reportage of violent or 
otherwise troubling events.39 This contrast was particularly stark to me 
as a Chicagoan during the summer of 2012, when gun violence led to an 
alarming weekly body count that was reported straight and with little 
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emotional reaction aside from interviews with family members. However, 
after twelve died and fifty-eight were shot at a movie theater in Aurora, 
Colorado, the same summer, television news was awash with the affective 
markings of a national trauma, including mournful interstitial music, still 
photograph montages of the wounded and grieving, and a strong focus on 
the psychological aspects of suffering and recovering from physical and 
psychological wounds. In this case, the weekend after the attack, a CNN 
anchor even remarked how the widespread violence in Chicago, whose 
casualty numbers dwarfed those in Colorado, had all but been ignored in 
the wake of the Aurora incident.40

The shooting at Marjory Stoneman Douglas was of course simply a 
more recent example of a phenomenon that existed in broadcasting for a 
much longer period. Television coverage of 9/11 brought together events 
in New York, Washington, DC, and Pennsylvania, delivering them to a 
national audience with branding as “Attack on America” and “America 
Under Attack.”41 Coverage focused heavily on the response by federal 
officials, especially George W. Bush, while declaring Rudy Giuliani to be 
not just the mayor of New York but “America’s Mayor.”42 Interviews with 
witnesses focused on their emotional responses while formal television 
techniques like slow motion and music denoted anxiety or sadness. Forty 
years earlier, coverage of John F. Kennedy’s assassination, while not quite 
as technically slick, offered a similar construct of national trauma.

A national trauma, then, is a media ritual that frames certain events 
as both unusually negative and national in scope and character using 
emotional appeals. A sizable portion of the population must also buy into 

CNN’s coverage of the 2012 Aurora, Colorado, shooting included a slow push-in on a 
still photograph of a makeshift memorial.
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the construction offered by media for it to function as a national trauma. 
While national traumas have elements in common with more clinical 
understandings of psychological trauma, this is not to argue that media 
coverage causes post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) on a mass scale. 
Although they are separate phenomena, the repetition compulsion of clinical 
trauma in the form of flashbacks, nightmares, and insistent thoughts is a 
useful metaphor to think through the tendency of culture to repeat images 
and narratives of national trauma.43 Indeed, news coverage is repetitive, 
but the events it covers continue to echo through culture in dramatic and 
comedic art as well. As I argue most specifically in chapter 3, the repe-
tition of national trauma as news and comedy is meaningful. Susannah 
Radstone offers a useful analogy between the experience of broken and 
incomplete memories that define PTSD and the experience of wanting to 
know, but never fully knowing, the past.44 Trauma theory helps describe 
the tendency to repeatedly return to the event in news and documentary 
coverage in order to understand them better. Repetition is evidence that 
certain parties can never be satisfied with the level of knowing offered by 
such reengagements. Some, like 9/11 “truthers,” grow so dissatisfied with 
this situation that they write their own history. I explore this topic in more 
detail in chapter 4.

As the examples used in this introduction already indicate, national 
traumas are relative. Some, like 9/11 and the JFK assassination, are more 
totalizing by virtue of their overwhelming media coverage and apparent 
impact on audiences. Others, like more localized natural disasters or even 
celebrity deaths, may take on the character of national traumas to a lesser 
degree. And while they speak meaningfully to nationalism itself, they also 
speak to related issues within the national frame. For instance, chapters 5 
and 6 examine the ways that comedies engaged issues of ethnic and reli-
gious identity following the 1992 Los Angeles riots and 9/11. Although 
news has historically been the genre in which national trauma first registers 
(see chapter 7 for a discussion of exceptions), fictional and entertainment 
genres act as important sites to negotiate these constructs. Comedy’s unique 
address and rhetoric are especially significant as places where the sacred 
tone surrounding national traumas can be questioned.

comic rituals

The ability to engage with and continue thinking through such issues is 
significant, but far from the only way in which comedy’s response to national 
trauma matters. Comedy’s appeals, modes of address, and ability to dabble in 
fantastic and experimental storytelling, among other characteristics, makes 
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it a unique site for society to work through its most serious moments in 
unserious ways. To Jane Feuer, liveness is significant in part because the 
ability to show actual events in real time makes television feel more real 
and truthful. In focusing primarily on live television as a medium for news, 
this argument echoes the focus of theorists like Anderson and Habermas 
on news and other nonfictional genres of literature. While informational 
genres of television hold greater sway in presenting audiences with ver-
sions of reality and truth, fictional and entertainment genres can operate 
similarly, albeit to different effects. Entertainment programming has a 
similar ritual function to catastrophe coverage when, say, large numbers 
of people tune in for a series finale. However, in the era of narrowcast-
ing and on-demand viewing through technologies including DVRs and 
Netflix, the expectation that anyone outside of your demographic sliver 
might be watching the same programming as you, much less at the same 
time, wanes. Nevertheless, even demographically targeted, time-shifted 
entertainment programming has nationalistic tendencies.

Anderson builds his model of imagined community primarily around 
engagement with factual genres, but he also includes fictional literature 
printed in vernacular language (a step that in many ways created the nec-
essary conditions for contemporary popular culture) as a factor in the cre-
ation of the modern nation. As far as television goes, any engagement with  
a national medium, including more lighthearted programming, encourages 
nationalistic thinking. Of course, watching a sitcom as opposed to, say, 
a press conference emphasizes different aspects of imagined community. 
The ability of Netflix in its distribution of older shows to offer a lingua 
franca in my television studies classes is striking. The continuing rele-
vance of the television shows Friends and the US version of The Office to 
in-class discussions and online meme-producers suggests, even keeping 
in mind that my students and online communities do not represent the 
entire nation, that popular television entertainment continues to serve 
as a cultural unifier. At the same time, television comedy is given to the 
siloing of culture, perhaps more so than other television genres. The 
broad array of subgenres—from formally staid fare like CBS’s multi-cam 
sitcoms, to experimental Adult Swim shows and politically polarized con-
tent from Tim Allen’s Last Man Standing, to late night talk shows’ (mostly) 
left-leaning humor—allow a wide variety of viewing options to fit viewers’ 
tastes and values. Although the Fox News–MSNBC viewership dichotomy 
remains telling, it nevertheless speaks to a one-dimensional understanding  
of political culture that understands viewers mostly as merely left or right 
in political orientation.45 The examples above suggest that comedy divides 
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people up not just politically but in terms of their tolerance for formal 
experimentation. This only begins to suggest the far wider variety of 
subcultural appeals across the range of television comedy. Nevertheless, 
comedy speaks to a collective sense of Americanness. Political comedy, 
especially when engaging with the most well-known moments in American 
culture, offers a way to engage in the national while maintaining the more 
narrow appeal required in the contemporary television industry. While 
specifically important to comedy in this project, this model speaks to the 
larger ways in which contemporary nationalism operates as a dialectic 
between national and subnational identity.

Though certainly significant for creating a sense of unity, the serious-
ness with which television and other mass media discourses treat national 
traumas indicates their ritual value in forming a sense of the sacred. Enter-
tainment television often recreates the sense of seriousness surrounding 
such events, reinforcing their ritual value. In television studies, much of 
the focus on post-9/11 television was on dramas. While both Lynn Spigel 
and Stacy Takacs offer some engagement with programs like Saturday Night 
Live, South Park, and The Daily Show, both focus more on serious-minded 
fare like The West Wing, 24, and Battlestar Galactica.46 Both authors note 
that in the longer term, culture in general and television more specifically 
moved away from the short-lived political consensus that followed 9/11 by 
speaking to subgroups across political and taste spectrums. In this sense, 
television returned, after a brief hiatus, from a model of nationalism as 
simplistic unity and toward a more Habermasian one that understands 
political, and therefore national, culture as characterized by debate. Matt 
Sienkiewicz notes that while irony did not end with the 9/11 attacks, ironic 
comedy shifted from a largely uncritical form to one more political and 
barbed.47 As both Sienkiewicz and Takacs argue more explicitly, comedy 
programs like The Daily Show served an important role in this shift back 
to a form of national culture typified more by debate.

For the most part, topical late night comedies treated 9/11 as a sacred 
event. Most notably, the New York–based shows—The Late Show with 
David Letterman, The Daily Show with Jon Stewart, and Late Night with 
Conan O’Brien—came back to air after a week off with a similar pattern. 
All three were solemn, with hosts practically apologizing for their role as 
comedians in that moment, responding to the larger sense that comedy 
and humor were inappropriate. But for slight self-deprecation (“I make 
a living acting like an ass,” said O’Brien), there was little humor in these 
episodes. Even in those instances, self-deprecation served as a rhetorical 
tool to venerate by comparison first responders and politicians like Rudy 

C O P Y R I G H T E D  M A T E R I A L

MAY NOT BE COPIED, SOLD, OR DISTRIBUTED



16 tragedy plus time

Giuliani and George W. Bush. Nevertheless, hosts justified the humor 
that would slowly return to these programs as a necessary comfort and as 
examples of New Yorkers getting back to work. Nevertheless, in the wake 
of 9/11 as well as other national traumas like devastating hurricanes and 
mass shootings, comedians turning serious has symbolic value to the sense 
of the national sacred.

Of course, as Gilbert Gottfried indicated in his performance at the 
Friars Club roast, comedy need not adopt this approach to national trauma. 
His sick joke about his plane hitting the Empire State Building did not 
exactly perform a high theory critique of 9/11 as a discursive object, but it 
flagrantly rejected the sacred tone of those events, which is an important 
element of their ritual power. In this way, he suggested the ability of humor 
to counter sacred rituals. Mary Douglas explains,

Great rituals create unity in experience. They assert hierarchy and 
order. In doing so, they affirm the value of the symbolic patterning 
of the universe. Each level of patterning is validated and enriched 
by association with the rest. But jokes have the opposite effect. 
They connect widely differing fields, but the connection destroys 
the hierarchy and order. They do not affirm the dominant values, 
but denigrate and devalue. Essentially a joke is an anti-rite.48

Of course, this characterization is overly broad. Jokes can denigrate some 
values while reinforcing others, and humor may have little subversive qual-
ity at all. Nevertheless, humor’s ability and tendency to operate outside 
and against sacred frames makes it unique among mass media discourses.

To the extent that jokes act as anti-rites, they would appear to disinte-
grate the sense of unity created by the rituals of Durkheim’s formulation. 
Indeed, humor theorists like Sigmund Freud and Henri Bergson particularly 
note the tendency of jokes to be at the expense of some, separating humor’s 
targets from the more unified community. At the same time, both theorists 
also note that separating out some people forms a social bond among those 
laughing at them.49 Ted Cohen describes the ways that joking reinforces 
established bonds among comics and audiences by ritual engagements 
with linguistic codes.50 Group laughter signals common knowledge and 
values, and thus reinforces group bonds and identity. And while admitting 
its potential for divisiveness, Lawrence E. Mintz believes that American 
humor developed the way it did as a way to smooth over divisions within the 
nation’s “dynamic and heterogeneous” culture.51 John Limon has a similar 
take, though instead of seeing comedy as an ever-present force unifying 
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all Americans, he proposes that comedy of a type has spread to unite 
Americans. “America, between 1960 and the millennium,” he writes, “in a 
process that began around the ascension of Johnny Carson or the Kennedy 
Assassination, comedified. Stand-up was once a field given over to certain 
subsections of a certain ethnicity. By now, roughly speaking, all America is 
the pool for national stand-up comedy.”52 Much of the scholarship around 
news parody considers nationalism explicitly or implicitly by examining 
the way that the genre comments upon nonfictional politics and news.53 
Still others focus on concepts like comedy’s mediated intimacy or media 
industries as formative to a sense of nationalism.54 Where Tragedy Plus Time 
differs is in its particular focus on the ways in which comedy negotiates 
experiences of the nation with and through what appear to be the most 
serious and sacred constructs in culture.

Mary Douglas’s ideas about jokes as anti-rites relate closely to the 
work of Mikhail Bakhtin, who is, in comedy studies circles at least, best 
known as the theorist of the carnivalesque.55 To Bakhtin, medieval carnival 
celebrations represented the rebellious spirit of the people against more 
official ceremonies of the church and state. While contemporary society 
does not have anything quite so regularly scheduled or totalizing as the 
church ceremonies of medieval Europe, national traumas operate in much 
the same way by offering moments of collective imagining marked by high 
seriousness. Comedies that joke about traumas often function similarly to 
Bakhtin’s carnival by providing the anti-rite to the more sacred ritual of 
national trauma.56

Often, the sense of sacredness in national traumas narrows the range 
of expressible ideas surrounding them. This tendency applies to serious 
rituals more generally, as one is typically expected to limit their use of foul 
language, for instance, at a church service. After the deaths of significant 
figures like politicians and celebrities, criticism is muted in favor of more 
laudatory discussion. Marita Sturken discusses the ways that honest political 
introspection regarding the causes of anti-Americanism abroad was quieted 
in favor of discourses of national innocence following 9/11.57 After every 
mass shooting in the United States, a number of conservative politicians 
can be expected to attempt to limit the extent to which gun-control advo-
cates will discuss ways to limit firearm violence by arguing that it is vulgar 
to talk politics in that moment. The absence of certain kinds of speech 
is meaningful in that it signifies and helps create a sense of sacredness 
surrounding these events. But as all of these examples also suggest, it can 
have negative effects on political culture when it prevents significant dis-
cussion and debate from taking place. However, comedy is less beholden 
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to the rules of what may or may not be said. In fact, in certain corners of 
the comedy industry, the willingness to “go there” is the draw.

Friars Club roasts are formal events presented on television, making 
clear their role as anti-rites in the sense that they are ritualistic in form 
but invert its meaning. Speakers follow a meaningful pattern whereby they 
insult attendees generally, then the guest of honor, before changing modes 
to more sincere admiration. At the same time, the ritual expects attendees 
to push boundaries. The Hefner roast presented a uniquely challenging 
moment in that there was a clear sacred construct about which there were 
many restrictions on speech. If Gottfried was fairly alone in violating 
taboos that evening, many on television followed his lead in the ensuing 
years. Shows like Family Guy were especially notable in the early 2000s for 
attacking social and expressive restrictions, and 9/11 proved especially useful 
as a way to prove their offensive bona fides, as did other traumas from the 
JFK assassination to the death of Trayvon Martin. As will be explored in 
various ways in the chapters that follow, taboo-breaking comedies serve 
to test and expand the boundaries of the sayable.

I am cautious about celebrating or condemning this kind of humor 
as a whole. Some sacred constructs deserve criticism, while others serve 
more legitimate purposes. Shows like Family Guy, along with Letterman, 
Jon Stewart, and others, helped reopen the door to criticism of the Bush 
administration after 9/11. When the Griffins, Family Guy’s titular family, 
visit the site of the attacks, the following discussion takes place between 
the idiot patriarch Peter and his wise anthropomorphic dog.

brian: Peter, this is the site of the 9/11 terrorist attacks.
peter: Oh, so Saddam Hussein did this?
brian: No.
peter: The Iraqi army?
brian: No.
peter: Some guys from Iraq?
brian: No.
peter: That one lady that visited Iraq that one time?
brian: No, Peter, Iraq had nothing to do with this. It was a bunch 
of Saudi Arabians, Lebanese, and Egyptians financed by a Saudi 
Arabian guy living in Afghanistan and sheltered by Pakistanis.
peter: So you’re saying we need to invade Iran?58

This exchange is a clear critique of the neoconservative logic by which 
post-9/11 fears of terrorism justified the 2003 invasion of Iraq. Joking 
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about 9/11 at all helped to break the sacred frame around those events, 
but instances like these were especially notable for joking about 9/11 while 
also criticizing the ways in which the administration used the emotional 
fallout from those events to justify questionable policy.

At the same time, Family Guy’s willingness to play around with national 
traumas of other types is less clearly useful. In one example, Peter involves 
himself in a classic role-reversal sitcom narrative as he plans to attend high 
school while his children play the roles of adults.59 Despite seemingly 
never suffering from the bullying that ostensibly triggered Columbine, 
Peter prepares to commit a massacre: his black trench coat directly alludes 
to those shooters’ membership in the so-called Trenchcoat Mafia.60 Lois 
corrects him, telling Peter to play the part of a normal high schooler, but 
it is too late. Peter phones his co-conspirator in order to call off his plan 
but is only met with the sounds of gunfire and terrified screams.

In yet another example, Peter shoots black teenage character Cleve-
land Jr. Although nonfatal, the episode is a clear allusion to the 2012 
Trayvon Martin shooting.61 In the cases of gun violence in general and 
deaths of young black men more specifically, positive political engagement 
requires that the public become and remain angry, frightened, and other-
wise emotionally engaged. Reflecting Lauren Berlant and Sianne Ngai’s 
concern that media culture maintains a constant sense of carnival, Family 
Guy’s and others’ breaking of the sacred frame might speed viewers too 
quickly through the stages of grief, and acceptance does not typically lead 
to positive social change.62

Family Guy makes light of mass shootings.
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This ability to emotionally reframe national traumas is indicative of 
parody’s power to engage events more generally. National traumas clearly 
hold major positions as historical events and in historical narratives. They 
serve as turning points in tellings of popular history. By this logic, the 
1960s didn’t really begin until Kennedy was shot, and Columbine began 
the era of mass shootings in America. At the same time, their quality as 
flashbulb memories—the tendency to clearly remember the moment when 
one heard about JFK or 9/11—makes them significant moments for the 
way people consider themselves in relation to larger historical events and 
the nation. Parody, which is the technique of imitating texts to comic 
effect, is also a significant way in which comedy reengages these historical 
moments. As the chapter about dead Kennedy jokes on television makes 
clear, television’s ability to joke in this manner has been mostly limited to 
the post-network era. But since then, this humor has been significant to 
emotional responses people attach to these histories and, in many cases, 
actually serves a role in debating the truth of orthodox historical narratives.

These comic rituals are neither fully subversive nor fully hegemonic 
in their relationship to the nation. In fact, as writers like Umberto Eco 
and Linda Hutcheon argue, irony and humor are especially slippery in 
ideological terms.63 Eco in particular argues that the carnivalesque, by 
nature of being sanctioned rebellion, allows people to blow off steam rather 
than changing unjust aspects of society. Comedy, it seems, is especially 
well suited for holding contradictions in tension, resolving the discomfort 
with a laugh rather than logic or action. Comedy television, then, is an 
especially complex form of address. Television is nationalist but continually 
speaks to smaller demographic slices. Comedy in particular often provides 
a sense of community through laughter, but does so by othering, thereby 
separating some from the sense of unity. Television is responsible for 
many of the ways in which national traumas take on the characteristics of 
rituals, but comedy programs in the same medium provide us with anti-
rites. To call these “comic rituals,” as opposed to simply rituals, is to note 
the complexities and contradictions inherent to television comedy. This 
book sketches out the various ways that comic rituals respond to the most 
serious moments of secular culture and what that means for how culture 
relates those events to the sense of nation.

chapter descriptions

The following two chapters examine the way that television comedy man-
ages popular history, especially inasmuch as history is impacted by what 
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can be expressed about it. According to Anderson, a sense of collective 
history is a critical factor in the way that culture creates and maintains a 
sense of the modern nation.64 For various reasons, including parody’s abil-
ity to play around with existing media texts and the low cultural status of 
comedy as compared to other genres, television comedy is an important 
site where the historical significance of national traumas can be narrated, 
negotiated, and even erased. At the same time, television comedy’s nego-
tiation of national trauma is important to popular history because national 
traumas are themselves so significant to the way Americans understand 
and narrate the nation’s history.

Chapter 1 specifically concerns television history and the ways in which 
it has come to use sick humor to narrate traumatic history, demonstrating 
how the television industry has come to allow certain types of taboo humor 
to develop on-screen since the 1980s. As demographic targeting allowed 
for more daring forms of humor to appear on the medium, it also created 
space for comedy to reengage and dismantle the sense of sacredness that 
surrounded historical traumas. As a case study, it examines the ways that 
comedies in the post-network period (roughly 1980 to the present) have 
parodied the assassination of John F. Kennedy and related events. It uses 
varied examples of comedy’s engagement with the JFK assassination from 
1983 (Saturday Night Live), 1992 (Seinfeld), 1999, and 2009 (both Family 
Guy) to examine changing technology and demographic logics. These 
factors, along with others like the time elapsed since 1963, have allowed 
the representations of these events to not only grow more contentious 
but move from relative fringe programming times to the center of Sunday 
evening tent-pole positions. Ultimately, this chapter defines and engages 
with history in two senses. On the one hand, it shows how television’s 
industrial developments throughout its history have defined the ways in 
which it can engage with sensitive topics. At the same time, these examples 
show how television began to negotiate national traumas and their politics 
through the lenses of parodic reimagining, a theme that will continue 
through ensuing chapters.

Chapter 2 examines cases where television comedy’s textual history 
was edited in response to national trauma, demonstrating how that reflects 
larger changes in politics and discourse. In a larger sense, it also demonstrates 
how, despite the changes in the television industry discussed in chapter 1, 
changing historical circumstances can rewrite the rules of what may and 
may not be expressed. For instance, Family Guy aired a gag referencing 
Osama bin Laden in 2000. After 9/11, censors cut this bit from reruns 
and DVD releases. In these and other cases, comedy was vulnerable as a 

C O P Y R I G H T E D  M A T E R I A L

MAY NOT BE COPIED, SOLD, OR DISTRIBUTED



22 tragedy plus time

seemingly frivolous genre, which meant that it could no longer represent 
the moment of its production or airing in the same way it had previously. 
This reflected significant shifts in not only what could be discussed in 
the public sphere but also how Americans were allowed to remember the 
political and social history leading up to 9/11. This chapter also examines 
related moments, such as the way John F. Kennedy Jr.’s death functioned 
like a national trauma when editors cut references to him from an episode 
of Sex and the City. In that case, obituaries characterized him using similar 
discourses as were used for his father and uncle—a national hero and aspir-
ing public servant. This marked a sharp departure from the way celebrity 
journalism had earlier characterized him, as a philanderer and object of 
a sexual gaze. Inasmuch as Sex and the City was a comedy text with heavy 
overtones of feminine sexuality, it was vulnerable to editing when discussion 
of JFK Jr. turned to more masculine nationalist as opposed to feminine 
private-sphere terms. In keeping with the theme of edited and censored 
discourses, this chapter concludes by examining the way that South Park 
tested established representational rules by satirizing censorship even as 
censors altered those precedents to rewrite the show’s textual history in 
response to ongoing crises triggered by 9/11.

Chapters 3 and 4 focus on the ways television comedy negotiates 
emotional and factual meanings of national traumas. Chapter 3 argues that 
comedy plays an important role as a venue for “emotional nonconformity.” 
Emotional appeals are significant to the building of national community 
around traumas and determine much of the ideology surrounding them. 
Inasmuch as humor dissipates and parody recodes earlier emotions and 
texts respectively, comedy acts as a significant site for reengaging and 
rewriting the emotional frame that defines national trauma. To demon-
strate this concept, the chapter examines numerous sites of negotiation. 
In general, joking about and parodying these events allows audiences to 
recall them with a different emotional frame. But the manner in which 
shows do this has specific impacts. Self-consciously offensive comics like 
Anthony Jeselnik and Daniel Tosh provide examples for modeling the 
concept of emotional nonconformity in their engagement with relatively 
recent traumas like the 2017 Unite the Right rally in Charlottesville. It also 
examines the specific implications of parody, which as an imitative strategy 
is always in conversation with the pastness of other texts. News parodies 
like Full Frontal with Samantha Bee and The Opposition with Jordan Klepper 
question and otherwise mock fearmongering by news programs and oth-
ers, dissipating the fear and training viewers to question such techniques. 
Additional shows like Family Guy and The Sarah Silverman Program mock 
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retrospective and memorial programming as overwrought and corny, 
training viewers in camp approaches to these emotionally powerful texts. 
This chapter concludes by considering some of the political implications 
of comedy’s ability to dissipate negative emotions, especially for issues like 
the war on terror and gun control.

Chapter 5 examines the phenomenon of popular history in the form 
of conspiracy theories. It argues that while political comedy and conspiracy 
theories represent similar ways of thinking about national traumas, these ways 
of narrating the past serve a range of political ideologies and subject positions. 
The conspiracy theory way of approaching national traumas represents a 
rejection of orthodox historical narratives. Considering their standing in 
culture more generally, American comedy is surprisingly concerned with 
these ways of reading history. In some cases, like that of Mort Sahl and 
somewhat more contemporary black-coded comedies like Chappelle’s Show 
and The Boondocks, the paranoid view of history recreates the worldview of 
a certain type of critical political humor. Other comedies like King of the 
Hill and South Park satirize and ironize this approach to history, effectively 
supporting the orthodox view. More recently, as Donald Trump and others 
have brought conspiracy theories into the political mainstream, shows like 
The Opposition with Jordan Klepper have ironized conspiracy theories as a 
show of support for the concept of objective truth and orthodox history. 
Because they represent larger disagreements about the nature of a shared 
national history and political reality, these battles over common history 
are increasingly significant to national cohesiveness and political analysis.

The next two chapters present case studies in which comedy helped 
work through crises of ethnic identity in relation to larger American for-
mations. Chapter 5 asks how African American–cast comedies responded 
to the 1992 Los Angeles riots, ultimately demonstrating how black talent 
was in a unique position to work through significant issues related to cul-
tural authenticity and racial justice. As Herman Gray notes, changes in the 
television industry made black audiences a more valuable demographic for 
television in the early 1990s.65 Network and cable responded primarily by 
greenlighting a spate of comedies, including Def Comedy Jam, The Fresh 
Prince of Bel-Air, A Different World, and In Living Color. The confluence of 
industrial factors with the particular crises of the Rodney King beating and 
Los Angeles riots meant that comedy was in a unique position to address 
these traumas. Yet, while television made these events national, discourse 
characterized them primarily as traumas to and of working-class African 
Americans. Inasmuch as the riots were tied to racial identity, these comedies 
frequently concerned who should be able to claim symbolic connections 
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to the aggrieved community and how to properly perform membership 
in it. These shows responded to the riots and the traumas that sparked 
them by playing symbolic gatekeeper. On Def Comedy Jam, for instance, 
Martin Lawrence expressed feelings that poor Latinxs should not partic-
ipate in looting even though African Americans could. Sitcoms like The 
Fresh Prince of Bel-Air and A Different World tested the racial authenticity 
of middle- and upper-class African Americans against the riots, arguing 
that these characters needed to perform a level of material and/or political 
commitment to claim membership in the larger racial community. In keep-
ing with its sketch format, In Living Color was more mercurial. Initially, it 
attacked African Americans—including Rodney King—and other players 
who laid claim to the grievances in a display of comic cynicism. Eventually, 
however, the show developed a stronger sense of political commitment 
and inclusiveness by positioning the viewers themselves as members of a 
larger aggrieved community.

Chapter 6 is another case study involving ethnic identity. Like those 
that discussed the Los Angeles riots, post-9/11 comedies frequently con-
cerned race. However, in focusing on those of Middle Eastern descent, 
as well as the associated categories of Muslims and terrorists, television 
comedy often positioned these groups as Others against which to define 
American identity. This chapter examines the ways that comedies reinforced 
and negotiated the construction of these post-9/11 Others in relation 
to American identity, arguing that these shows responded to issues of 
Islamophobia in the increasingly fractious and narrowcast environment by 
signaling their political stance to specific and sympathetic audiences. As 
Lynn Spigel argues, the post-9/11 sense of national unity was short lived 
as the reality of politics and culture meant that people returned to debate 
and specialized communities.66 However, the massive impact of 9/11 meant 
that even as Americans returned to established patterns of a more siloed 
culture, they continued to work through concerns raised by those events. 
While many theories of comedy consider its role in building community, 
this function often depends on separating out individuals or groups for 
ridicule.67 Building on these themes, this chapter examines the way that 
anti–politically correct comedians like Jeff Dunham and Carlos Mencia 
mobilized the image of terrorists and those of Middle Eastern descent not 
only to define their view of American identity but also to position them-
selves within the politics and economics of television. At the same time, 
other shows rejected the temptation to separate, instead using comedy to 
reintegrate the new Other. Sitcoms like The Simpsons recycled established 
plotlines in which a character unlearns prejudices in order to argue for a 
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liberal-pluralist lesson on integrating Americans of Middle Eastern descent. 
It also examines the way that The Daily Show staked its claim to explicit 
left-leaning politics by engaging in public-sphere debates on these topics, 
using the “ground zero mosque” controversy as a case study. Finally, it 
looks more specifically at the way Arab American and Persian American 
performers responded to these issues in a comedy special titled The Axis 
of Evil Comedy Tour. It notes how they frequently used similar comic tech-
niques as other television programs during this period, but with altered 
meaning due to the performers’ ethno-religious identities.

While less focused on ethnic or religious identity as the previous two, 
chapter 7 continues to examine how subnational communities fit into the 
larger sense of the nation after a national trauma. Specifically, it demon-
strates how, for Americans opposed to the Trump presidency and/or its 
policies, comedy’s narrowcast address allowed it to create a trauma frame 
within which sympathetic viewers can make sense of recent events. This 
chapter notes how news has struggled to balance the ethics and business of 
journalistic neutrality with the seeming sense among portions of Americans 
that Donald Trump is himself a trauma. The 2016 election, the president’s 
casual relationship with sexual assault, and policies like family separation 
all become fodder for a kind of emotionally engaged comedy that in many 
ways recreates the appeals to national trauma that television news has not 
fully adopted. For instance, late night comedies from election week 2016 
borrowed and at times negotiated the rhetoric of national trauma. Sometime 
later, the feminist comedies Full Frontal with Samantha Bee and Broad City, 
respectively, fought against the routinization of news stories regarding— 
and used clinical trauma as a metaphor for understanding—Donald Trump’s 
and Brett Kavanaugh’s alleged but largely unpunished histories of sexual 
assault. Finally, the chapter examines how masculine comics Jim Jefferies 
and Jimmy Kimmel have themselves fought the normalization of apparently 
cruel policies, including attempts to repeal the Affordable Care Act and 
family separation, using overt performances of emotion.
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