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In the past decade, television political satire in Canada has faced many
obstacles to its potential in becoming as politically transformative as it has been
in the United States. Where Stephen Colbert and John Stewart set the agenda
and keep their government to account, Canadian political satire has not been
agenda-setting, neutered by many factors including a hostile federal
government, highly concentrated media ownership, a seemingly uninterested
public, and a handcuffed public broadcaster. This work argues that this state of
stagnation is not necessarily permanent, and applies practical, historical, and
theoretical research to prove that political satire is effective, that effect is not
being seen in Canada, and owing to a high internet connectivity rate in Canada
and other medium-specific factors, online content is the key to Canada’s
political satire future.
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INTRODUCTION
For the past decade, political satire has flourished in the United States of
America— some argue shaping the national discussion and changing political
outcomes (McClennen, 2011; Day, 2011). However, the same politically transformative
effects have not been observed in Canada. It could simply mean Americans desire
political satire and act upon its influence more than Canadians, but also perhaps it
means a potentially powerful tool for social change in Canada is going unused.
The opportunities for and pitfalls of incisive and critical political satire in Canada
can be illustrated with the Canadian political satire TV show This Hour Has 22 Minutes’
recent forays into music videos. A 22 Minutes video about a scandal embroiling the
Canadian Senate, set to the popular song “Royals” by Lorde, was presented with
critical thought and commentary, with allusions to the elites and misspent public funds,
including lyrics like “ballin’ like [Pamela] Wallin, because who doesn’t wanna fly to
Saskatchewan via Punta Cana” (Walsh et al., 2013). The use of a catchy and thenubiquitous song to riff off of, as well as its ease in online dissemination in the form of a
short easily shared video all added to this impactfulness. However, a subsequent 22
Minutes music video about Toronto mayor Rob Ford, whose crack use while in office
had become international comedic fodder, set to the tune of “What Does the Fox Say,”
a viral song by Norwegian comedians Ylvis, was more problematic. It consisted of a
Rob Ford caricature, obese, red-faced, and smoking what is meant to be a crack pipe,
at what seemed to be a forest rave, and its lyrics repeated Ford’s quotes regarding the
crack video allegations, including “I get enough to eat at home,” (referring to oral sex
related accusations) and “only in a drunken stupor” (his explanation of when he used
crack) (Walsh, 2013). This basic restating of Rob Ford’s own words made no critical or
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nuanced statements regarding Ford’s behaviour or attitudes and only served to mock
Ford’s addiction. It painted Ford as an exceptional figure and did not underline any of
the societal, political, and cultural systems that underpinned his tenure as mayor, like
class, race, sexism, and Toronto’s changing urban-suburban demographics and the
tensions arising. These two music videos, produced within a span of weeks from each
other showed 22 Minutes’ attempt to revitalize its content by tipping its hat to the online
popular cultural zeitgeist, but in the latter video, the perpetuation of societally harmful
images and systems of oppression proved to be a missed opportunity, a pitfall the
former video managed to avoid.
This Hour Has 22 Minutes is, in tandem with The Rick Mercer Report, the
flagship political satire offerings of the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (the CBC),
Canada’s primary source of televisual political satire. This missed opportunity to deliver
a compelling cultural critique is not a unique phenomenon—in fact, I argue that it has
become the norm for Canadian TV political satire, a formerly brazen and cutting edge
comedy scene. Why is this? How and when did it happen? Could fearless and risktaking quality political satire that comes from a critical perspective, also armed with the
power of an authoritative and wide-reaching producer, be the game changer in
Canada? I believe it could, and that is the research question and hopefully solution I
aim to propose with this work.
The potentially transformative power of political satire in Canada has faced
many obstacles in the past decade, in addition to what seems like a lack of artistic
inspiration: a hostile government; highly centralized concentration of media outlets;
unhelpful Canadian content regulations for comedic fare; a seemingly uninterested
public; a handcuffed public broadcaster. However, the political content potential
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Canadian satirists have to work with contains myriad opportunities for engaging
material, and online, political satire has the potential to affect a larger swath of the
public than television and newspapers alone. That is to say, many winning conditions
for politically transformative comedy are emerging in the digital age, and Canada’s
political discourse is currently primed for a renaissance in transformative political satire.
This work argues three main points: first, that political satire is a demonstrably
powerful form of communicating political ideas, capable of resulting in political action;
second, political satire has not reached the levels of influence and effectiveness in
Canada as it has in the United States due to many obstacles, including our
communications landscape and political culture; and third, the internet could potentially
transform the playing field and negate those obstacles, creating the winning conditions
for emergent debates and political critiques that also entertain.
This paper is composed of six major sections. This, the introduction, aims to
situate the reader within this project’s research focus, to frame the arguments to come
within its theoretical and ideological underpinnings, and provide context to the author’s
professional and personal interest in the research subject.
Next is a section on political satire in general. It will discuss political satire’s
historical and contemporary mainstream incarnations, with a focus on televisual
content. In the past decade, political satire in the United States has flourished and
academic study regarding the ‘fake news’ genre employed by American political
satirists Stephen Colbert and Jon Stewart has been considerable. The section will also
describe Canadian political satire; its roots in traditional print media, to its success in
television, looking at shows like This Hour has Seven Days, The Royal Canadian Air
Farce (Air Farce), This Hour Has 22 Minutes (22 Minutes), and the Rick Mercer Report
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(RMR). It will then describe the current condition of political satire in Canada, with some
notable case studies in Canadian political satire illuminating some of the problems the
genre is currently facing.
With that background information provided, I move on to the theory section,
where I will attempt to ground the arguments that follow in academic and theoretical
study. The theory section will focus on the psychological study on why political satire is
effective on an individual basis by looking at the emotional response elicited by
humour, on a community basis by looking at its success in community building and
creating momentum around issues, incorporating Michael Warner’s work on publics,
and finally on a systems level, whereby using an intersectional feminist lens1 (Nash,
2008) I examine the systems of oppression and domination that political satire can
highlight and potentially subvert, but also the problems that emerge with its use and
what concessions might have to be made.
After that theoretical grounding, the main argument of my paper: political satire
is effective, this effect is not observable in Canada, and its future is online. I believe that
political satire can be understood from a critical lens (what is the political value
represented, what is the power dynamic being questioned or disrupted), a stylistic lens
(what is the tone of the comedy, which tropes or devices are used therein and to what
effect), and also a medium-based one, where the impact of digital publishing and
technologies could potentially transform the playing field.
Proving television political satire’s effectiveness can be supported quantitatively
and qualitatively. In the last decade, academic research has shown American political
1
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satire to be culturally significant (see Gray, Jones, & Thompson, 2009; Tally, 2011; Ellis,
2012; Jones, 2010), but the genre’s effectiveness also has been grounded in
quantitative research, which has shown a direct correlation between the consumers of
political satire and a higher level of awareness regarding international and domestic
news events, a better ability to ‘read’ the news critically, and higher levels of democratic
engagement (Pew Research Centre, 2007, 2008, 2010, 2012). I believe that juxtaposing
these recent ‘successes’ of political satire, with the more murky Canadian incarnation
facing many obstacles, is revealing.
The obstacles facing Canadian political satire are diverse and distinctively
Canadian. That the established source of political satire in Canada is the Canadian
Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) is problematic. The CBC is government-funded, facing
deep cuts (CBC News, 2014), and arguably handcuffed by an aversion to biting the
hand that feeds it. The Canadian Radio-Television and Telecommunications
Commission (CRTC) regulations regarding Canadian content are arguably suppressing
political satire by requiring certain quantities of original, Canadian programming, which
leads to private broadcasters producing cheaper content—often American reality
television reformatted for Canadian audiences—instead of providing an environment
where resource-intensive political satire can flourish, as well as rewarding the
production of dramatic content over comedic. Canada’s highly concentrated levels of
media ownership could also be to blame for the lack of private sector Canadian political
satire. In stark contrast to the American political satire landscape, where the thrust of
political satire is coming from cable channels, CTV is the only private cable network
broadcaster regularly showing political satire— but only American political satire.
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I will also examine if there is more at play: is there even a demand for
transformative political satire in Canada? Is the Canadian identity not receptive to the
often-cutting political commentary American satire employs? I will discuss these
Canadian-identity-specific factors, before concluding with the final arguable obstacle to
effective political satire in Canada: politics in Canada. A brief scan of major Canadian
newspapers would show that the content for satire is there (including, during the
drafting of this work, the aforementioned scandals facing the Senate of Canada and
Toronto’s City Hall) but for some reason, these events are not resulting in entertaining
content (though American satirists and late night talk show hosts had a field day with
Toronto’s City Hall and Mayor Rob Ford). Is it that Canadian political life lacks the same
interest factor as our American counterparts, or do we have a certain approach to
talking about politics in Canada that would only make it seem that way?
After outlining these obstacles, I will argue that the winning conditions to
creating effective political satire in Canada currently reside online. A perfect storm of
high connectivity levels, a younger demographic, high levels of mobile technology use,
the ease of dissemination of information, communities built through social media, the
relatively low cost to producing appropriate for online content, and a bubbling online
political community, all make this so. With a federal election scheduled for October
2015, online political communication will be at a premium, and those who can wield the
potentially transformative power of comedy could have an upper hand.
Then, in the sprit of the Communication and Culture program’s dedication to
applying research in reality, I will enter the creative component of my work: what are
the examples of issues that are open to satire, the discourses or themes that their
examination could reveal, what contribution this could make to the political environment
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in Canada, and what sort of stylistic or medium-based opportunities a political satirist
could use to present and perpetuate these discourses. This section uses the events of
the week of February 11th, 2014 in Canadian politics in an attempt to illustrate these
points, and attempts to take advantage of the medium, situating itself within the online
zeitgeist. It will focus on a critical theory analysis of the content, using an intersectional
feminist lens to identify themes and conclusions that could ostensibly add some sort of
destabilizing force to the national political dialogue. This section’s goal is to show it is
possible to present Canadian politics in an engaging and simple manner befit for online
distribution, pinpoint what conversations could be missing in the larger Canadian
discussion (that perhaps political satire could make more palatable to those currently
disinterested), and hypothesize what changes having those discussions in the
mainstream could perhaps affect on a democratic and cultural level.
From there, I will propose a few conclusions based on my research. These span
potential public policy options and address the political economic realities that will
continue to stand in the way of transformative political satire in Canada. This will
hopefully be a good starting point to a debate that has only just begun in Canada.
There has been some noteworthy research done on political satire in Canada, most
heavily referenced herein including work by Rukszto (2006) on the satirical reimagining
of Canadian Heritage Minutes, Day’s (2011) historical synopsis of Canadian political
satire as well as its political consequences, and Berland’s (2001) work on Canadian
identity vis-à-vis American cultural hegemony.
I hope to make a contribution to the field of study, as I believe that Canadians
would benefit from more robust political debate, and that satire is an effective facilitator
of that. I also hope for more political satire to emerge in Canada, as I enjoy it on an
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entertainment basis in addition to my interest in politics, and feel many of my peers
would also be welcoming of a new way of discussing politics. As someone who has
worked inside the Canadian federal political system for years, I often lamented the lack
of attention to the different important goings-on; this paper is one way for me to
attempt to address that in a way that proposes solutions and next steps.

POLITICAL SATIRE
“Political humour, in the hands of our finest satirists, involves delving and
questioning, thereby unveiling truths and alternative perspectives the political
establishment would prefer kept hidden and unspoken.”
-Ian Ellis (2012)
The following section will attempt to provide readers with a foundational
knowledge in the genre of political satire in order to frame the arguments to come. I will
first briefly describe political satire’s historical roots, before moving on to its modern
incarnations in Western popular culture, and then its Canadian incarnations, both past
and present.
While political satire seems ubiquitous enough that one would know the
definition, clarity is required as ‘political satire’ is used to denote both a genre and a
rhetorical device. With regards to the rhetorical device, most television political satire,
including ‘fake news’, is actually parody. Parody is self-reflexive, while satire (the
rhetorical device) is not, meaning that in order to parodize a subject, a similar format is
used to highlight some underlying observation or facet, whereas satire in general
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doesn’t require the format of the work to directly mimic its source material. A good
illustration of the difference can be found in musician “Weird Al” Yankovic’s oeuvre:
“Smells Like Nirvana” (1992) is a parody of the 1990s grunge scene; set to the tune of
“Smells Like Team Spirit,” a seminal song in grunge music, it mocks grunge culture.
However, “Amish Paradise” (1996) is satire, as it is set to the tune of Coolio’s
“Gangsta’s Paradise,” but is about the difficulties of Amish life, which are demonstrably
different things. Therefore, The Daily Show and The Colbert Report are parodies of
different news media sources: Jon Stewart, the CNN-type anchor, critiquing
mainstream US media, and Stephen Colbert, a right-wing pundit a la FOX News anchor,
Bill O’Reilly. This may seem pedantic, but even the ‘experts’ have mixed the two up.
Stephen Colbert has been quoted as saying, “I’m a satirist… All satirists make points.
Satire is parody with a point” (Dolan, 2012). While Colbert means the genre of political
satire, parody would be a more apt description of the style of his show.
For the purpose of clarity, when I use the term ‘political satire’, I am referring to
the genre, which uses different rhetorical devices, including satire, but also parody,
mimicry, cartoon, burlesque, and more, to make humorous statements regarding
dominant or hegemonic forces in politics and culture. As Chesterton notes in The
Essence of Satire, “it perceives some absurdity inherent in the logic of some position…
draws that absurdity out and isolates it, so that all can see it… this is the great quality
called satire; it is a kind of taunting reasonableness” (1989). Henry and Rossen-Knill
(1997) define political satire as involving four intentional acts: the imitation of a prior
situation or text; the desire to bring light to that prior situation (‘flaunting’); a critical act;
and a comic act. Therefore, it needs to be based in some truth, have something about it
the creators feel is worth highlighting, contain some sort of critical commentary, and
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some sort of humorous element (though the subjectivity of all four criteria could be
easily brought up for debate).
According to this definition, political satire is necessarily subversive within its
fundamental critical act, although levels of subversion vary by source. It serves to draw
attention to power dynamics and subvert those in power. As Griffin (1994) argues,
“satire is inescapably a product of and therefore implicated in the social, political, and
economic culture that produced it.” Political satire can originate from many sources:
mainstream media, the general public, even political parties or organizations. Griffin
outlines certain conditions that make political satire more accessible in a culture, from
its creation (a state open enough to allow for the critique of dominant forces), to its
distribution (established means with which to disseminate the content, the possibility of
some sort of compensation), and consumption (an audience engaged and educated
enough in order to understand the satire itself) (Griffin, 1994).
Political satire comes in many media, such as editorial cartoons, television and
movies, literature and text, radio, and music. This project will briefly outline the forms
political satire has taken in the past, but devote most its focus on two media in specific:
televisual political satire (with a high emphasis on the trope of “fake news”), and online
political satire (which often uses televisual content, but possesses the platform’s power
to disseminate other forms of communication as well). While TV and online political
satire are fundamentally different because of their platform or media, as Amber Day
points out, they use many of the same tropes. That is to say, “ironic juxtapositions,”
mash-ups of familiar pop culture references to “generate unexpected moments of
resonance,” and “the shaming of public figures through collections of contradictory or
duplicitous statements” (Day, 2011).

13

History of political satire
Political satire’s roots run deep, with many Ancient Greek examples, most
notably classical humourist Aristophanes’ Lysistrata (c. 411 BC), wherein all the women
of Athens band together and refuse to have sex with Athenian men until the men agree
to end the Peloponnesian War. In Elizabethan times, the recurring construct of the Fool
(a character who both jests as well as brings to light truths to the audience that other
characters may not see) became heavily employed, including in over a dozen
Shakespearian plays. Use of the Fool as a foil could be a metaphor to the relationship
of political satire (and satirists) to politics at large. The Fool is able to operate in plain
view, subverting while entertaining, and makes dissent harder to pinpoint as such
because of his disguise as a simple joker. Julia R. Fox describes the connections
between the fools of old and Jon Stewart and Stephen Colbert: “Like court jesters of
old, Colbert and Stewart… criticize the ruling administration in a manner that is
humorous and therefore non-threatening while also insightful and brutally honest”
(2011). As Freedman writes in The Offensive Art: “as compared with other dissenters,
satirists enjoy a certain amount of protection by encasing their hostility in humour. And
throughout history the jester has been allowed to speak truth to power” (2008).
Perhaps the seminal political satire TV show was the early 1960s BBC show,
That Was The Week That Was. Baym and Jones (2012) argue that the show “introduced
a radically new way of talking about politics on television—a hybrid blend of news,
political conversation, and comedy that challenged the serious, formal, and hierarchical
approach to news and political talk characteristic of the time.” The show also inspired a
Canadian spin-off This Hour Has Seven Days (which would later inspire This Hour Has
22 Minutes). Other often-referenced TV political satire influences include the Weekend
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Update portion of Saturday Night Live, which is still effective at stirring up national
debates about politics, including its former host Tina Fey’s devastating Sarah Palin
impression during the 2012 American Presidential Election. However, in North
American political culture, it would take until the mid-1990s until TV broadcasts clearly
devoted to political satire would become popular and effective, fully entering the
political discussion as serious factors.

Contemporary Political Satire
The dawn of the television age allowed political satire to reach a broader
audience, whose age, location, and class mattered less than they have historically (for
example, illiteracy became less of a roadblock to its consumption, and many would
gather around communal television sets). As Amber Day states in Satire and Dissent,
“parody, irony and satire have not only surged in popularity since the 1990s, but they
have become complexly intertwined with serious political dialogue… these modes
seem to offer a particularly attractive method of political communication” (2011). The
“fake news” genre has been especially important to this development, as the rapidly
expanding academic study on the topic suggests.
The Daily Show premiered in 1997 with comedian Craig Kilborn at the helm until
Jon Stewart took over in 1999, a move seen as a turning point for the show and for the
fake news genre, as ratings soon skyrocketed and Stewart, as well as the
comedians/correspondents on his show, achieved widespread recognition. Stewart’s
coverage of historical events, such as the 2000 Presidential election, the terrorist
attacks of September 11th, 2001, and the 2004 Presidential election only served to
solidify this reputation and amplify his reach (Day, 2011; McClennen, 2011; Tally, 2011;
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Gournelos & Greene, 2011). Day and McClennen argue that this timing, specifically the
2000 and 2004 elections, which resulted in George W. Bush’s election and reelection,
and the 9/11 attacks, which led to a heightened emphasis on security and patriotism as
well as silencing voices of dissent in the United States, created both political content
and almost a democratic necessity for their brand of political satire. As McClennen
states,
“Many members of the media, educators and public intellectuals came under
attack in the years after 9/11, some losing jobs or worse, when they dared to
question the decisions made by the Bush government. Satire became one of the
few means through which the public could express resistance to reigning
political policies and social attitudes.” (2011)
In 2005, Stephen Colbert, a longtime Daily Show correspondent, was given his
own show, The Colbert Report. An historic moment in American political satire (and
perhaps American history itself) soon followed, as Colbert’s groundbreaking speech at
the White House Foreign Correspondents’ dinner in 2006 saw Colbert in character as
an absurdly obtuse right-wing pundit, standing a few feet away from George W. Bush,
brazenly dismantling the Bush doctrine and presidency in front of the White House
press gallery, foreign dignitaries, senior political players, and more. The speech,
broadcast live on American public affairs channel, C-SPAN (but subsequently and
rapidly attaining ‘viral’ status online) (Sandoval, 2006), included references to Bush’s
habit of misspeaking2, the Bush regime’s falsified information presented to Americans
as cause for the Iraq War3, the subsequent failure of the Iraqi regime to function,4 and
Bush’s low approval ratings in the polls5 (C-SPAN, 2006).
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In the academic study that followed, many scholars remarked that in modern
American history, never had there been such a clear example of a private citizen
mocking the leader of the free world to their face. McLennan called it “a turning point…
[a] temporal shift from BC (Before Colbert) to AD (After Dinner),” while Grey, Jones, and
Thompson (2009) argue it proved “contemporary satire TV often says what the press is
too timid to say, proving itself a more critical interrogator of politicians at times and a
more effective mouthpiece of the people’s displeasure with those in power, including
the press itself,” many of whom were in attendance that evening.
There have been other notable examples of historically and culturally significant
reactions to political satire, including Colbert and Stewart’s “Rally To Restore Sanity
and/or Fear,” and Tina Fey’s aforementioned Saturday Night Live impression of Sarah
Palin, which some argue fatally destabilized the McCain/Palin presidential ticket by
rendering Sarah Palin into a punch line (Kliff, 2012). This is all a part of what Amber Day
describes as the current state of political satire in mainstream American culture: “a
blurring of the traditional categories of entertainment and news, art and activism, satire
and political dialogue” (Day, 2011).

Canadian Political Satire
Even though Canada has a rich political satire tradition, the academic inquiry
into the genre or its impact on Canadian politics and culture hasn’t been as deep in the
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past decade as American political satire. There has been some very strong authorship
helpful to my research, most notably Amber Day’s focus on Canadian content in Satire
and Dissent, Serra Tinic’s chapter on Rick Mercer in Gray, Jones, and Thompson’s
Satire TV (2009), and Katarzyna Rukszto’s The Other Heritage Minutes (2006).
In the following pages, I will outline Canada’s political satire history, locating the
reader in its present incarnations, and presenting two case studies illustrating this lack
of politically transformative satirical communication, so that the next section can
examine what is causing this and how it can be helped.
There is no medium in Canada untouched by political satire. In literature we can
find the Best Laid Plans series by Terry Fallis, which was recently converted to a
television miniseries by the CBC. In magazine form, Frank caused serious ripples
through Ottawa’s political class, running content ranging from a contest to ‘deflower
Caroline Mulroney’, the then-17 year old daughter of Prime Minister Brian Mulroney,
reporting on the personal lives of CBC personalities such as Peter Mansbridge, and
printing scathing comments about then-journalist Mike Duffy, ranging from calling him a
‘fat-faced liar’ and ‘Mike Puffy’, which landed Frank on the receiving end of a costly
legal battle and eventual settlement with Duffy. There are actually currently two Frank
magazines, one launched in Halifax in 1987 and the other in Ottawa in 1989, which
folded in 2003 but re-launched in 2013. While both magazines share an often
sensationalized and tabloid tone regarding their targets, the Halifax version is more
focused on the Atlantic provinces, while the Ottawa version tackles federal politics and
politicians.
In Canada, editorial cartoons have been influential since confederation, often
providing critical and irreverent takes on the news stories printed alongside them. This
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tradition continues to this day, with a handful of influential political cartoonists including
Terry Mosher (who goes by the handle of ‘Aislin’ for the Montreal Gazette), Bruce
MacKinnon (The Halifax Chronicle-Herald), and Michael De Adder (Metro), all members
of the 50-strong Association of Canadian Editorial Cartoonists. These artists all feature
in many daily and weekly publications Canada-wide, as well as in a handful of
anthologies of Canadian works, most notably those of Mosher (Aislin)’s work, and a
collection of different cartoonists’ works, also curated by Mosher. There is some textual
political satire from Canadian newspapers, most notably from The Globe and Mail’s
Tabatha Southey.
However rich our print tradition may be, television political satire has been very
successful in terms of introducing ideas and discourses to the national Canadian
narrative. The trailblazer in this genre was CBC Television’s This Hour Has Seven Days
(Seven Days), which launched in 1964, often netting half of the English audience in all of
Canada on Sunday evenings. The show was actually not designed to be political satire,
but “a hard-hitting current affairs program” and included satirical sketches and
humourous songs alongside documentary, interview, and commentary features, and
was modeled after the aforementioned BBC broadcast, That Was The Week That Was.
The show’s aim was to “make reality every bit as fascinating and compelling as fiction,”
a goal it certainly shares with traditional political satire and one guiding my belief in the
effectiveness of political satire in general. One example of Seven Days’ tactics included
inviting American Klansmen in full regalia for an interview and surprising them midway
through the interview with the appearance of a black civil rights activist. “The Klansmen
eventually walked off the show after the host asked them to shake the activist’s hand”
(Day, 2011). Another example of Seven Days’ influence in Canada was their pivotal role
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in covering Soviet spy Greta Munsinger’s sexual affairs with various Canadian
politicians, which allegedly included multiple Cabinet Ministers. Seven Days was
cancelled mere weeks after the Munsinger affair broke, leaving many to believe it was
cancelled because of their persistent coverage of the scandal, including showing up to
a Minister’s house in a surprise ambush. The show only ran for two seasons, but its
effects still impact the political satire tradition in Canada.
Other examples of Canadian political satire include SCTV (Second City
Television), which ran from 1976 to 1984 on both Global and the CBC, launching the
careers of legendary Canadian comedians such as John Candy, Harold Ramis, Eugene
Levy, Catherine O’Hara, Andrea Martin and Martin Short, and Kids in the Hall, another
sketch comedy show that included comedians such as Dave Foley and Mark McKinney,
which ran from 1988 to 1994 on the CBC. Both shows featured groundbreaking
progressive and politically subversive messaging, with Kids in the Hall tackling gay
rights and homophobia, class vis-à-vis Canadian identity, and women’s issues (while
the all-male cast sometimes included female actors in sketches, they often went in drag
as female characters), including one notable sketch by Dave Foley where he announces
his support of menstruation. SCTV also pushed limits, often critiquing mainstream news
media with their ‘SCTV News’ segments hosted by ‘Floyd Robertson’, and international
politics with a notable episode wherein the show is taken over by Soviet Russia,
renamed ‘CCCP-1’, and shot with a “new Russian mini-cam” the size of a car that is
dragged around by three technicians. While both shows featured political content, they
also touched upon popular culture as well as including sketches that were more silly or
absurd rather than containing any explicit political messaging. It wouldn’t be until the
1993 that Canada received its two marquee political satire focused ‘fake news’ style
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sketch comedy shows: The Royal Canadian Air Farce (Air Farce), and This Hour Has 22
Minutes (22 Minutes).
Air Farce actually debuted as a radio show, which ran from 1973 to 1997 on
CBC radio, and was one of the broadcaster’s most popular programs. The original Air
Farce was a comedic troupe composed of Roger Abbott, Don Ferguson, Luba Goy, and
others, which was given its eponymous radio show, but also toured across the country
extensively. Their television series debuted in 1993 and was cancelled in 2008, albeit
without many of the original troupe members left on the show, but remains indelibly
attached to the cultural and political fabric of Canada in the 1990s, with characters
such as ‘Mike from Canmore’, a beer-drinking man of few words, and the classic
impression of Reform Party leader Preston Manning, whose exclamation of
“Refoooooorrrmm” became ubiquitous, even prompting an appearance on the show by
Manning himself delivering the classic line. Another Canadian politician lampooned by
Air Farce was Jean Chretien, whose character could barely string together a
grammatically correct sentence in English. An especially popular skit involved loading
up a “Chicken Cannon” with sundry items including a rubber chicken, but also food,
drinks, and other topical and messy items, which were then shot at a picture of
whomever the subject of national ire was that week.
This Hour Has 22 Minutes also aired on the CBC and followed the “fake news”
format more formally than Air Farce. It was presented as a TV news broadcast, with
cast member anchors also playing characters in interview segments. It launched during
the 1993 Canadian federal election and runs until this day, although featuring only one
original cast member, Cathy Jones. Its original cast consisted of Mary Walsh (who with
Jones was a performer in the Newfoundland comedy troupe CODCO), Jones, Greg
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Thomey, and a young comedian named Rick Mercer, who then left to work on Made In
Canada, and then The Rick Mercer Report. Mercer and Walsh aver that it is no
coincidence that 22 Minutes’ roots stem from Newfoundland. Both comedians stressed
“the saliency of regional and continental marginalization as integral to the extent to
which a national audience could see themselves inscribed within 22 Minutes sketches”
(Tinic, 2009). Their success at encapsulating Canadian culture came from, not a deep
immersion in that culture, but an other-ness that provided significant insight. Rukszto
relates 22 Minutes to its CODCO roots: “the sensibility and political orientation of the
creators of 22 Minutes is steeped in a tradition of regionally rooted humour that is to
large measure an extension of the standards established by its predecessor.” (2006)
22 Minutes has produced many culturally significant characters and events,
including those involving Mary Walsh’s character Marg Delahunty, Rick Mercer’s
segment Talking To Americans, the Stockwell/Doris Day stunt of the 2000 federal
election, and the circumstances leading to former MP Carolyn Parris’s ouster from the
Liberal caucus.
Marg Delahunty, whose shtick was ambushing political players, often at political
conventions or around Ottawa, was a ‘warrior woman’ whose breastplate and leather
skirt soon became the vision of terror for politicians lacking in the ability to think on their
feet. Delahunty recently resurfaced in Canadian politics, almost ten years after Walsh’s
departure from 22 Minutes, when she showed up on embattled Toronto mayor Rob
Ford’s doorstep and subsequently had the police called on her (The National Post,
2011), a moment echoing the Muninger ambushes from Seven Days.
The 22 Minutes sketch ‘Talking to Americans’ featured Rick Mercer in the United
States asking people false or misleading questions about Canada. This illustrated how
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many interviewees did not know basic things about Canada, as the premises behind his
questions included that we had just recently legalized insulin and VCRs, finally stopped
the polar bear hunt in Toronto, had just paved our first mile of road, euthanized the
elderly by setting them off on ice floes, and had finally officially joined North America. A
notable stunt involved informing then-Presidential candidate George W. Bush that he
had secured the endorsement of Canadian Prime Minister ‘Jean Poutine’. Bush was
pleased to receive the endorsement. Talking to Americans was so successful it
eventually spawned its own one-hour TV special. I believe its widespread popularity
among Canadians points to a specific facet of our cultural identity: a ‘differentness’
than Americans, who know so little about us, but we can’t help but know so much
about, thanks to the high exposure most Canadians experience of American cultural
and political information (which Tinic (2009) suggests may be comparable to the
Newfoundland/ ‘Rest of Canada’ divide). I find this significant, that the Canadian sense
of being so close to, yet so far away from the United States manifested in Talking to
Americans is paralleled in the regional alienation that has resulted in such powerful
political satire coming from Newfoundland.
The Carolyn Parrish incident involved a 2004 22 Minutes sketch where, after the
Liberal MP had made comments disparaging the United States, calling Bush “warlike”
and Americans “bastards,” 22 Minutes reporter Mark Critch interviewed Parrish,
offering her a George W. Bush doll and asking her to step on it for the cameras, which
Parrish then did (Day, 2011). This caused a furor in the House of Commons, especially
among the Conservative Party, who claimed it could cause serious Canada-U.S.
tensions, and Paul Martin quickly ejected Parrish from the Liberal Party caucus.
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In the 2001 federal election, Canadian Alliance Party leader Stockwell Day
campaigned on instituting legislation that would automatically trigger a nation-wide
referendum mechanism once 3 percent of the electorate (which at the time was about
400,000 people) had signed on to a petition. Rick Mercer had fun with this, presenting
Canadians with a petition demanding “that the government of Canada force Stockwell
Day to change his first name to Doris.” The petition garnered over a million signatures
and the policy was very quickly abandoned. As Amber Day points out, “though it was
just a prank, it did serve to satirically demonstrate the flaws of the proposed law”
(2011).
Both 22 Minutes and Air Farce formed a significant part of the Canadian political
dialogue for much of the 1990s and early 2000s, with a 1997 article in The Toronto Star
even describing 22 Minutes as “a sort of ‘unofficial opposition’,” but I argue that in the
past decade their impact has been harder to feel.
Rick Mercer left 22 Minutes in 2001, launching Rick Mercer’s Monday Report in
2004, renamed The Rick Mercer Report (RMR) in 2005. RMR is, I argue, currently the
centerpiece of Canadian political satire TV, regularly drawing more viewers and
enjoying an earlier time slot than its progenitor 22 Minutes on CBC Tuesday nights
(Brioux, 2014). However, I argue that RMR is problematic, and (at the risk of offending
Mercer’s many fans) missing its opportunity to be a politically transformative voice in
Canadian politics. Mercer’s show, while often politically incisive and sometimes
containing almost crushing critiques of the Conservative government, also has a very
folksy and sentimental tone that can serve to undercut the political critique contained
therein. The most notable source of political content that RMR regularly features are
Mercer’s ‘rants’ where he aggressively dismantles a current political issue in a
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somewhat frenetic way, pacing back and forth in a graffiti-covered alley. These rants
often go viral online, a function of them fitting in perfectly with the medium’s qualities
(these brief, entertaining, visually stimulating and “shareable” videos perfectly
complement social media and web platforms), but within the context of the overall
show they can come off as a political tantrum book-ended by feel-good Canadiana. A
recent episode featured a biting rant condemning Minister of Veterans Affairs Julian
Fantino’s rebuff of veterans who had come to meet with him, Mercer seething, “the 88
year old who fought the Nazis? He managed to make it on time. The soldier from
Afghanistan with the shrapnel in his brain? He managed to make it on time. Whereas
Fantino, he was a no-show” (Mercer, 2014). This episode also featured sketches where
Mercer trained with Olympic athletes in beautiful Whistler, British Columbia, and
conducted the Toronto Symphony Orchestra. While these two skits were both
entertaining, they were almost reassuring in their wholesomeness, a somewhat
confusing juxtaposition from the rant. This does not seem to be an accident. In 2001,
Mercer’s Talking to Americans special was nominated for two Gemini Awards. The
nominations, made just weeks after the September 11 attacks, were turned down by
Mercer, who stated, “I feel that now is not the time to be making light of the differences
between two nations but rather a time to offer our unconditional support to our
neighbours, friends and relatives to the South” (Tinic). After this, Mercer re-emerged
without the same questioning of that power dynamic, and instead chose to focus his
new television show on “a seemingly celebratory exploration of the interregional bonds
of community in Canada, as opposed to the reification of a negative or oppositional
sense of nationalism” (Tinic). Day (2011) described Mercer’s voice as different from
Colbert or Stewart’s in that he travels to different parts of the country and engages in
local community pastimes “often creating comedy out of his own good-natured
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ineptitude in the new environment.” Both Tinic and Day seem to describe this as a
positive, but I argue that Mercer’s impact as a transformational voice is neutered by this
approach. The juxtaposition of at once being told that things are wrong and need
changing, as well as beautiful and good, can at best lead to cognitive dissonance,
where one holds two contradictory thoughts simultaneously, and at worst a rejection of
either, or both, ideas. For example, a skit with Bob Rae during his campaign for leader
of the Liberal Party saw the two going on a fishing expedition and even going skinny
dipping in a lake together without any substantial critique of government or institutions.
This emphasis on Canadian exceptionalism instead of a full commitment to political
satire is Mercer’s own choice to make, but his platform and reach should not be
understated. This couching of the issues in reassuring Canadiana could be tempering
their impact.
Most of the Canadian political satire I’ve discussed is republished online (even
Fallis’s novel began as a podcast), and both RMR and 22 Minutes post many videos
online. However, there is a small, yet burgeoning political satire effort emerging from
projects originating online. The Beaverton, a political satire news site is closest to the
‘fake news’ genre as its textual fake news headlines satirize Canadian politics and
culture, similar to American satirical news organization, The Onion. Another source,
Deep Rogue Ram (‘De-Program’) uses video quite effectively, notably with “Weathergirl
goes rogue” which has garnered over 1.2 million YouTube hits— impressive by most
standards, not just ‘for Canada’, and consistently produce videos, with six more videos
with over 10,000 hits and many more in the thousands (Deep Rogue Ram YouTube,
2014). Another online venture, RiotWire, uses different media, including text, images
both photographic and illustrated, and video, as well as aggregated content from
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around the web. RiotWire has not reached a wide audience for many reasons, one of
which is perhaps due to the more ‘activist-y’ tone they take, which could alienate some
audiences.
Juxtaposing the historical cultural impact political satire has had in Canada with
its current incarnations, the conclusion that it is not reaching its full effect is best
illustrated with two examples: Rick Mercer’s ‘vote mobs’ in the 2011 Federal Election
and Daryn Jones’s ‘Daryn Ford’ skits on MTV Canada’s MTV Live.

Example 1: Mercer and the mob
The Conservative government’s ‘Fair Elections Act’ (Bill C-23), a target of
Mercer’s ire (Mercer, 2014), centers around an issue that Rick Mercer spends a lot of
time on—democratic participation. In the 2011 Federal Election, a rant by Mercer
became the backbone of a “vote mob” phenomenon that swept across Canadian
university campuses (CTV News, 2011). The vote mobs would consist of a group of
people, usually dressed in very patriotic costumes, proudly proclaiming they were
voting that election. In the rant that started the phenomenon, Rick Mercer never
expressly told viewers to go and “do” vote mobs, only encouraging the “three million
young eligible voters” in Canada to vote, stating “if you want to scare the hell out of the
people that run this country, this time around do the unexpected. Take twenty minutes
out of your day and do what young people all around the world are dying to do: vote”
(Mercer, 2011). The rant quickly went viral, with vote mobs occurring on dozens of
campuses nationwide, posting videos to YouTube, and challenging other campuses to
compete. What happened was a reaction to Mercer’s political satire that exemplified
online platform-specific qualities, not only in the accessibility and shareability of the rant
itself, but the heightened communication between campuses through social media and
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the momentum that communication allowed the movement to gain. That is to say, the
internet allowed for Mercer’s rant to go viral,6 and reach people who then organized
large groups through social media, using digital video recording (perfect for this type of
outdoor high-energy low-cost filming) to create videos which were then posted on
social media, allowing a meme to emerge and replicate. This illustrates the power that
online and digital communication has afforded political satire, but it’s hard to tell if it
was actually effective. Research conducted on The Colbert Report and The Daily Show
has shown a correlation is possible in terms of tracking audience engagedness and
activity (Pew, 2007). This engagedness is measured in knowledge levels about current
events, with Stewart and Colbert viewers at the top of the pack. The study found the
most knowledgeable group of viewers had a 90% voter registration rate and considered
it a priority to stay up to date on political events. However, that same level of research
is not available for Canadian political satire. Perhaps one encouraging statistic is that
Elections Canada tracked youth voter turnout up by 1.4% that election (Elections
Canada, 2012). However, that number is not significant enough to prove anything, while
research in the US has been much more fulsome.

Example 2: Daryn Ford Nation
In the 2010 Toronto mayoral race, MTV Canada’s flagship show, MTV Live aired
a series of short skits starring host Daryn Jones as a Rob Ford caricature, Daryn Ford
and his co-host Paul “The Intern” Lemieux, as Ford’s sidekick/enabler. These skits were
not in any way quantifiably impactful, and Rob Ford handily won the ensuing election,
however, I argue it was among the most incisive and potentially powerful political satire
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Canada has seen in the past decade. This case study does not attempt to prove
impact. MTV Live, a half-hour variety show that ran from 2006 to 2012, is not a political
satire television show, and no Daryn Ford skit republished on YouTube has garnered
more than 20,000 views. However, when examining the content of these skits, one sees
a prescience and tone that is often difficult to find in other television political satire in
Canada. I have included the entire text of one Daryn Ford sketch below.
[Opening montage of images of children and police officers, all Caucasian and
in suburban areas, as Jones as Ford’s voiceover states things like “I’m a regular
guy”]
Jones: “I’m Daryn Ford and I’m running for mayor. Just because I like to party,
doesn’t mean I can’t run the city.”
Lemieux: “He uses cocaine to control his weight.”
J: “It’s becoming a problem.”
L: [Shrugs] “He’s fine.”
J: “I got a lot on my plate. My wife hides the key to the liquor cabinet.”
L: “A lotta shit going on.”
J: “If it’s wrong to get drunk at work, and put your dick in the photocopier, tie
me up.”
L: “Sue him!”
J: “Don’t actually sue me because that drives up city taxes.”
L: “Don’t do that, lower taxes. Don’t sue.”
J: “The only people who want to sue me are immigrants.”
L: “…Hard workers.”
J: “No, not all of them, I’d like to see most of them gone.”
(MTV Canada, 2010)

Nearly every line of the sketch highlights issues that ended up defining Rob
Ford’s term as Mayor in subversive and perceptive ways. The opening montage of
police officers and suburban Caucasian communities reflects Ford’s anti-urban agenda,
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with his disdain for the cosmopolitan downtown communities, tough on crime rhetoric,
and conservative ethos. The opening line’s exclamation of Ford’s partying not meaning
he’s unable to run the city is in hindsight almost a warning, as Ford had many of his
mayoral powers removed from him, not necessarily simply for his ‘partying’ (which
included infamous crack use caught on video, but also intoxicated behaviour at
community events, allegations of drunk driving and throwing parties after-hours at City
Hall, and allegations of sexual harassment by employees, among much more) but also
his lies and denials about those activities. Lemieux’s next line about using cocaine to
control his weight, both foreshadows the revelations involving the mayor’s crack
cocaine use, as well as Ford’s failed weight loss challenge, which was perhaps doomed
from the start and fed an antagonistic relationship between Ford and the mainstream
media. When Jones suggests it’s becoming a problem, Lemieux interjects “it’s fine,”
pointing to the countless enablers around Ford, most notably his brother Doug, who
denied the problem, thus denying Ford any motivation to get the help he needs. The
comment about his wife hiding the keys to liquor cabinet is uncomfortably close to
police getting called on Ford for domestic assault. “If it’s wrong to get drunk at work, so
sue me… don’t actually sue me because that drives up city taxes,” is a double Fordism,
where Ford often dismisses his behaviour as just not being perfect, as well as his welldocumented opposition to any tax increases. Race (“immigrants”) have also featured
heavily in Ford’s many dramas, as racially-charged incidents including his involvement
with gang members in the ‘crack video’ and the racialized way in which that was
covered, as well as his use of Jamaican slang in another video, which also drew heated
response. The Daryn Ford videos all offer a glimpse of what Canadian political content
in the hands of an irreverent and cutting satirist can do. It does not seem to be a
coincidence that these skits aired on cable network MTV, while the Mercer skits reflect
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the CBC’s more wholesome tone. I would remind readers about the 22 Minutes music
video mentioned in the introduction, which also dealt with Rob Ford, but only served to
reinforce the dominant and potentially culturally harmful dialogues of mocking and
trivializing addition issues, painting Ford as a solo buffoon as opposed to a
democratically elected politician with a network of people enabling and encouraging
him, almost cartoonish and slapstick instead of seeing the darkness and seriousness of
the issue, and never questioning or subverting any systems of domination or
oppression.
If these examples seem incomplete, it’s because they are. On one hand, we
have Rick Mercer: an entertainer who has impressive reach and a platform, but whose
transformative powers are perhaps limited by the nature and tone of his show, who
could be affecting political change, but even if he is, we lack the mechanisms in order
to assess how much and in what capacity. On the other hand is Daryn Jones: biting and
incisive political commentary with prescience almost nonexistent in Canadian political
satire, but from a variety show that rarely covered political events, and never reached a
wide audience. What if that cutting portrayal of Rob Ford had appeared on The Rick
Mercer Report? Perhaps widespread coverage of Rob Ford’s problematic background
before it became an internationally covered event could have changed the course of
that election.
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THEORY
It is important to plot a theoretical starting point in order to establish a
framework around which the following study of political satire can take place. Political
satire has been transformative and culturally relevant—millennia of history can attest to
this—but why it exerts this force is still open to debate. To return to my thesis
statement, where I argue that political satire is effective, its effectiveness is currently
untapped in Canadian culture, and that a transformative dialogue could take place
online, my theoretical underpinnings focus on three levels at which political satire exerts
its power, and use that understanding to analyze the ‘effect’ (or ‘effectiveness’) of a
satirical work.
The three levels of study are the individual, the community, and the system.
From the individual standpoint I examine how political satire affects individuals on
personal and psychological levels, including its humour eliciting an emotional response
more easily than other emotive devices, and its structure allowing for less counterargumentation in the viewer’s mind (leading to less chance of an oppositional reading of
the text’s message(s)). I will also look at the claim that political satire leads to a
cynicism in its audience that transcends to a greater cynical political dialogue. On a
community level, I examine political satire’s success in movement-building and creating
momentum around issues of interest, and by incorporating Werner’s work on ‘publics’, I
will examine satire (both traditional and online) as creating self-expressed publics that
can constitute the popular dialogue around an issue, and form and shape the
democratic sphere. Finally, on a systems level of study, I argue that narratives
contained within effective political satire, though not without problems to be
acknowledged and concessions to be made, can subvert systems of oppression and
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domination. I will, later in this work, examine what messages could be disrupted, and
how.
I aim to supply readers of this work with the understanding of how political satire
is effective on an individual level, how that translates to a public-democratic level, and
what narratives and beliefs that power, when deployed with an anti-oppression lens,
could both engender and dismantle.

Individual
Not everybody likes political satire. Its appreciation requires different variables to
be in place from an individual standpoint. Humour is fairly subjective, and each
comedic device (from slapstick to irony) plays to different crowds. As has been noted,
there is a certain level of awareness required in order to fully process political satire,
including a prior knowledge of the situation being satirized (the flaunting). But that has
not stopped modern political satire from affecting individuals politically and emotionally.
Why is that?
In my political experience, inspiring people to act is difficult, but triggering an
individual’s sincere emotional response to political communication is almost a
Herculean task. When we react to something emotionally, we have already formed an
attachment to that piece of communication weightier than the text itself, often referred
to as an avowal. Stone (2009) described this as “an endorsement to what we see. The
best example of an avowal for humor is laughter, or a smile.” Think about the last time
you read or watched a political communication that made you feel a sincere emotional
response that was not anger. Have you felt hope? Fear? Sadness? Now consider the
last time you laughed at something funny. You may have already once or twice reading
this paper. Mirth, as far as emotions go, is easier to reproduce avowals of than other
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ephemeral emotions, and less destructive (both on individual and societal levels) than
anger alone.
Many different theorists have explained the phenomenon of the effectiveness of
humour differently, but when it comes to the subjective nature of perception and human
emotion, it is difficult to determine exactly what pushes it. As Sophia Stone (2009)
outlines, Freud, in classic form, related it to Relief Theory, arguing that laughter is the
physical manifestation of repressed unconscious desires needing release. Superiority
Theory, which originated with Plato and Aristotle but was elaborated upon by Thomas
Hobbes in Leviathan and Human Nature, posits that the “cause of our laughter is a
feeling of superiority we have to the object of our ridicule” (Stone, 2009). Mikhail
Bakhtin expanded on this, arguing humour allows the laugher power over the laughedat in ways that may not be otherwise possible. He argued that humour and laughter are
not frivolous reactions, and saw “the continual reflection, analysis, and ridicule of social
norms enacted by humour as a necessary device warding off the entrenchment of any
norm into becoming wholly acceptable and beyond rebuke” (Gray, Jones, and
Thompson, 2009). Even the existence of a studio audience or laugh track in comedy
has psychological effect, as the more people express their avowal of humour, the
funnier the joke becomes (Stone, 2009). A roundtable of communications and
psychology experts, assembled to discuss the psychological effects of political satire
seem to agree. Argued one, “humor seems to hold a certain persuasive capacity that
other forms of discourse do not… Humor is actually less likely to foster the kind of
‘counter-argumentation’ or ‘argument scrutiny’ that serious discourse usually receives.”
Humour is effective, argues another, because it is “cathartic” and viewers “have their
guard down so they’re more receptive to messages” (Lageson, Erensu, & Green, 2012).
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While we can assert that satire and humour in general result in emotional
responses from audiences that allow the humourists to access a vulnerable part of their
audience’s psyche, the looming spectre of cynicism still persists. Many question the
effectiveness of the genre, Griffin warning, “political satire may induce a kind of
skepticism or detachment, even a weary cynicism, about politics and politicians” (1994)
and Freedman (2008) positing that satire is a “negative art,” as it tells us more what
we’re against than what we’re for. Griffin questions political satire’s ability to actually
evoke political change; he doesn’t think this means political satire has no power or
political consequences, he just argues the claims have been overstated, and that its
“effects can rarely be measured in terms of political change or even personal conduct.”
Bloom and Bloom (1979) state: “Even the best intended satire does not convert desire
into action.”
However, McClennen refutes this. “In a media-saturated world of manufactured
emotion, earnestness itself is not always believable,” she argues, going on to say to
those dismissing satire as cynical that “since the dominant political discussion is itself
profoundly cynical, it seems anything but cynical to want to hold it accountable” (2011).
It’s also important to note that most of the theorists arguing political satire leads to
cynicism and detachment posited their theories before online communication made the
dissemination of entertaining political satire much easier, and the ability for audiences
to rally around it a reality. Day posits that that irony functions to “create a sense of
community when… shared assumptions and senses of humour are highlighted” (2011).
And Baym and Jones (2012) state, “parody is a practice that invites a communal
challenge to both the form and substance of an authorized discourse so central to
power.” They go on to touch on the work of Imre whose concept of a “posttrust lens”
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switches the argument from showcasing and the subsequent disruption of hegemonic
thought leads to disenchantment and cynicism regarding politics, to one that
“encapsulates a search for truth and meaning in a time when populations have grown
increasingly suspicious that traditional discourses no longer suffice.”
Therefore, it could be argued that satire does not lead to a disenchantment with
the political and democratic sphere that leads its consumers to reject the possibility for
earnest change, but actually inspires, through a critical examination of the status quo,
political players and their agendas, and the oppressive and/or dominant systems that
are subverted in the content, a hope for change. Political satire allows an audience to
be shown an entertaining scene that points to a greater truth, and instead of leaving its
audience defeated and frustrated, as perhaps ‘straight’ news broadcasts can do, it
gives those individuals a chance to see those narratives disrupted and allows them to
see themselves as a part of that disruption through their consumption of these
subversive and counter-hegemonic messages.

Community
Communities are an entire academic study in and of themselves, so I will focus
on the works of three theorists: Jürgen Habermas, Benedict Anderson, and Michael
Warner. Habermas’s concept of the ‘public space’ is helpful in understanding the
interplay between the private consumption of satire (any text, really) and its trajectory
into the public dialogue. Anderson’s work on communities allows us to understand the
importance of language in creating communities and how the text of a specific piece of
communication could bring people who would otherwise have little commonality into a
single group. And Warner, who I will expand on the greatest, argues that each
communicative text creates a public in and of itself, and that public serves to connect
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strangers and endow meanings that were theretofore non-existent. No matter how
incisive, cutting, and subversive a text may be, its effect and ability to transform the
public space rests in its ability to reach a wide audience—a public.
Habermas argues that a “self-rationalizing public discourse” exists. This
discourse happens when a subject constitutes itself outside the private realm as a
political subject, interacting with other subjects, and creating a social world. This model
is “the link between an autonomous subject and its communicative link to the other”
(Eder, 2006). By a subject engaging with the public discourse, the public discourse
exists. This is not limited to the political sphere; it is arguably how all our social bonds
are formed. Eder describes this foundation as the “basis on which to create mutual
trust to continue acting together as social beings” (2006).
However, this space’s existence requires a certain foundation of understanding.
The biblical story of the Tower of Babel, where all of humanity’s languages were
prophesied to have originated after God confused the previously singular language of
the earth and scattered dialects everywhere, speaks to importance of a shared
language as a basis for human bonding, and for self-rationalizing public discourse.
Benedict Anderson touches on this from a historical foundation. The dominant forces of
capitalism could not function in the early stages of the dissemination of printed works
because there were far too many languages in order to be able to exploit each market.
The assembly of different dialects into fewer print-languages allowed publishers to
increase the production (by eliminating much of the work in creating several editions of
the same text) and the consumption (creating mass audiences and avoiding small
markets) of their product (Anderson, 1983). This assemblage of vernaculars “created
mechanically reproduced print-languages capable of dissemination through the
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market,” and allowed for the previously limited opportunity to read texts to become
more prevalent. These communities that resulted from sharing closer linguistic ties went
on to grow closer culturally and ideologically, as language channels narrowed.
I would like to take a moment to discuss the somewhat problematic relationship
of political satire to capitalism. Within my intersectional lens, capitalism is an oppressive
force, not necessarily because of the economic system it perpetuates, but its historical
legacy of inequality and corporatism, as well as its role in reinforcing other systems of
oppression. However, capitalism has been fundamental in the capacity of the
transformative abilities of political satire, disrupting and subverting those very systems
of power, from facilitating linguistic narrowing so texts could be mass-distributed, to
allowing modern satirists such as Colbert and Stewart the advertising revenue, talent,
and resources needed to produce and disseminate their content. This tension is
present in a lot of the work concerning popular culture coming from an intersectional
feminist lens, and so is not unique to political satire, but must nonetheless be
acknowledged. An interesting parallel may be made between capitalism and irony.
Hutcheon argued that “irony allows speakers to address dominant culture(s) from within
while at the same time it signals a position of difference and/or opposition,” (Ruszko)
and political satire within the capitalist communications landscape does the same.
Community building through text’s roots prefaces the existence of television
political satire. So, how can these lessons be applied in Canada to create
communities? In Canada, the use of irony may be a helpful lead. Irony expresses the
conflict between the expected, and the real. Ruszko’s work on satires of Heritage
Minutes produced by Historica Canada shows this tension nicely. She points to the
Heritage Minutes, 60-second long advertisements that became ubiquitous in the mid-
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1990s to early 2000s in Canada. They are meant to highlight moments of Canadian
pride, and Ruszko argues that their satirizing is an ideal example of Canada-specific
political satire. Their universality allows their visual parodizing to be immediately
recognized, and this familiarity allowed for their themes to be turned on their heads
effectively. A hockey star’s coming of age turns into the formation of a leader of
Quebec’s separatist movement. This reimagining allows for the effective representation
of the “clash between the official discourse of national unity and the different political
perspectives of non-national identities and positions” (Ruszko). This clash is central to
the tension present in all political satire and again confronts us with the reality that while
political satire can create communities, its effectiveness hinges on the convergence of
multiple publics (in the case of the aforementioned Heritage Minute satire, for example,
the publics created by the original Minutes, the consumers of text regarding Quebec’s
nationalist movement, and the public created by the satirical recreation) within the same
individual in order to be most effective.
Michael Warner’s work on publics is vital in understanding this interplay. Warner
describes publics as an autotelic space of discourse, which “exists by virtue of being
addressed” (2002). Every work with an audience creates a public in and of its audience
consuming the work. A work can exist without a public in its wake, but a public cannot
exist without a work to address them. This concept of “self-addressing discourse” is
helpful in terms of understanding how while communities are formed around
demographic figures, publics are given life by the creation of texts. And not only do
these publics exist; they act— as Warner argues that the consumption of a text is not a
passive activity. “A public,” he argues, “is a relation among strangers.” It is purer than
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other metrics such as nations, race, religion, because those groupings have positive
content. A public “unites strangers through participation alone” (2002).
To say a public is a union between strangers, however, is not to say it is a
weaker or less relatable bond than race or creed. Because publics are addressed to us
and to anyone else as well, Warner argues that they give a general social relevance to
private thought and life. This impact is potentially transformative as it leads us to
believe “our consciousness to be decisive… [That] the direction of our glance can
constitute our social world” (2002). Warner believed that public discourse was more
than just a public existing in a static space, but that texts have character and see the
world in certain ways and are then sent to confirm that a complementary public exists:
“Run it up the flagpole, and see who salutes. Put on a show, and see who shows up.”
After all, even if we prove that political satire is effective on the individual level in
terms of avowals and emotional response, and that a consumer of the satire could
therefore be inspired to become active in a community, or at least be affected and have
some sort of transformative takeaway from the satire, that is not enough. Because of
the reflexive and referential nature of satire, there are cues within it that a consumer
must be able to pick up, usually through prior exposure to a similar cue. From the
parodying of Heritage Minutes, which require viewers to recognize the trope, to the fake
news style broadcasts of Stewart and Colbert, which require the viewer to understand
the trope of broadcast news in itself (especially in the case of Colbert, whose entire
persona is based on a perversion of bombastic right-wing commentators) previously
existing publics add meaning and context to political satire. Therefore, the public that
consumes these products must have also consumed other products, and thus have
belonged or still belong to multiple publics in order to belong to a political satire public.
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Warner argues you can simply belong to a public by virtue of consumption, which
brings up the question of if there are degrees of belonging to publics—is it simply
public or no public, or can one’s nuanced understanding of a text make them more a
member of a public than someone with a limited understanding? In the specific case of
political satire, in order for it to transcend from simple comedy to a deeper political
message, those memberships must be present. Warner touches on this:
“The premise of self-organizing discourse is necessary to the peculiar cultural
artifact that we call a public, it is contradicted both by material limits—the means of
production and distribution, the physical textual objects themselves, the social
conditions of access to them—and by internal ones, including the need to pre-suppose
forms of intelligibility already in place as well as the social closure entailed by any
selection of genre, idiolect, style, address, and so forth.” (Warner, 2002)
However, Warner stops short of stating that some publics are not simply
autotelic and self-addressing; that some publics might actually rely on the creation of
previous publics in order to exist. While visual cues, allegories, references, and more
can attest to this, some publics’ self-organization requires a previous initiation. It’s not
enough to be audience to the public in order to actually understand the work. Some
publics must feed on another public an individual is a member of in order to be
discursive. Memes are a perfect example of this parasitic relationship. Memes require a
certain level of initiation to be understood and circulated (especially online memes,
whose absurdity and specificity can alienate the uninitiated). All this to say that I would
argue that perhaps in the age of online communication, where referential texts replicate
quickly, and anyone can create a public with a click of a mouse, publics have perhaps
shifted from being singularly autotelic, to relying on its public to have been members of
other publics before.
This all goes to support the potential finding that the internet, in its constant
regeneration, reproduction, and revision of existing texts, have altered the parameters
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that we have historically associated with publics and the public sphere. While Rick’s
Rants are produced within the format of the Rick Mercer Report television broadcast,
and then repackaged as solo videos and distributed online, the publics created by
these different means of distribution when analyzed medium-to-medium, are potentially
vastly different. The traditional media viewer at home watching on their television is
faced with the uniform experience of consuming messages within a larger context, and
a larger public, whereas online viewers have more variation in how they consume a text.
Those watching the CBC broadcast all see these rants within that cognitively dissonant
sphere of feel-good Canadiana, corporate advertisers, and a medium that presents
these images in a static and non-editorialized manner. However, the myriad ways Rick’s
Rants are consumed online (be it shared on Facebook or Twitter, sent as a link in an
email, found while browsing the CBC’s website, etc.) all create slightly different publics
with slightly (or greatly) different takeaways. Has the audience absorbed the
introductory comments of a Facebook friend sharing a Rant, and therefore does an
online audience member experience that public differently? Do the multitude of ways
information can be refined through the choices one social media user can make while
sharing a Rant affect the actual message of the text? Does this create multiple publics
upon publics that alter the content of the text’s message through different ideological,
stylistic, and platform-specific (for example, a Facebook post can contain a much
greater level of commentary from the poster, whereas a Twitter post must conform to
the 140-character rule and therefore be more succinct and brief) decisions? I argue it
does, and therein lays one pervasive aspect of the effectiveness of online
communication and its application to political satire.
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The higher level of interaction available to users is perhaps an agency-building
addition; are online publics more a part of the publics they consume and reproduce
because of that higher level of interactivity, vis-à-vis the traditional media audiences
who must remain apart from the process due to the single-direction nature of
television? I argue they are, and that this added impact is what has made the internet
and online communication so seemingly singular in our contemporary culture. I further
argue that the applications of this to political satire are clear: when you can captivate an
audience, allow them unprecedented levels of access and input into content and its
distribution, and then open that medium up so the replication of texts and ideas is easy
and almost inevitable, that has concrete and lasting effects on the political. A
democracy can flourish when its citizens feel empowered. Stewart and Colbert did this
by challenging the status quo, involving their audiences in their stunts, and both being
very active online and on social media. I see Canada’s potential future in online political
satire as not dissimilar; perhaps the return of power to the hands of the audience
through the creation and alteration of these myriad publics is the key to effectively
engaging our electorate, and the key to the production and dissemination of effective
online political satire in Canada.

Systems
Nancy Fraser wrote in 1992 about “subaltern counterpublics” – spaces for
subordinated or oppressed groups to constitute themselves within and eschew the
hegemonic publics that formed the status quo. This space where ‘counterdiscourse’
could take shape and oppositional narratives could emerge were argued to be
important in order to allow space for otherwise unheard narratives could be shared.
These counterpublics are useful in my analysis of political satire in their demand for a
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narrative by and for those who do not fit within the greater dominant discussion,
however, I argue that they are not especially useful when intending to create a widerspread political transformation, because of that very same outsider perspective and
public. That is not to say that counterpublics are not vital to many communities—safe
spaces within which people whose voices have been overshadowed can create
discursive commonalities between strangers could potentially be life saving for many
people who feel alone or unheard. The community created by a public is arguably more
important to the oppressed than to those whose ‘identity’ (however they define it) is
widely propagated in the mainstream. However, I argue that effective, transformative
political satire cannot constitute a counterpublic for the following reasons: in its quest
to subvert hegemonic narratives it must also acknowledge their ubiquity as a given; it
requires mass consumption and circulation in order to affect transformational change;
and it requires the participation of the consumer in the consumption of other publics,
but does not require the identification with counterpublics. As Ruszko argues, “the
sense of an ‘inside joke’ that parody creates can at the same time exclude… For these
reasons, parody is said to be both transgressive and conservative, reinforcing the
existence of the very forms it imitates.”
The discussion of counterpublics is also helpful when we discuss the disruption
of hegemonic thought, if the systems that political satire aims to disrupt are reinforced
by it. When operating within a democratic space and attempting to change the political
discourse, I argue that one cannot completely remove hegemonic language and
systems from the equation. As I earlier discussed the utility of capitalism in order to
disseminate ideas that could disrupt or dismantle its own power, the inversion and
perversion of different symbols of oppression could do the same. While I stand firm in
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by belief in an intersectional feminist understanding of systems of oppression, I must
also acknowledge that the most effective and transformative political satire has had to
work within the systems of oppression in order to make its points. Tina Fey’s
groundbreaking impression of Sarah Palin on Saturday Night Live is a good example.
Fey used quotes from Palin herself, replicated Palin’s image as a beauty queen, and
perpetuated the media’s fascination with Palin as a character—this juxtaposed with
Amy Poehler’s impression of Hillary Clinton, stoic yet bitter, at the political fortune she
felt she deserved. Although Fey and Poehler were replicating the dominant narratives
that were sexist, the message was a critique on the media’s attention on Palin, the loselose public perception of women in politics, and the glorification of sensationalized
politics (Palin) over unsexy substance (Clinton).
When I refer to interrupting hegemonic narratives and using an intersectional
lens, I am trying to as simply as possible state my worldview in terms of my analysis of
content. Intersectional feminism posits that different systems of oppression work to
support and propagate one another, and that we cannot properly or holistically examine
one without taking others into account. This is my worldview, though I will be honest
and admit it complicates things greatly. For example, the Fey and Poehler skit I
described is successful for many reasons; it turns dominant narratives on their heads,
shines light on the reality of women in politics, and is funny in Poehler and Fey’s
delivery, which leads to less counter-argumentation. However, when taking a step
back, it can be dissected as problematic from an intersectional critique. The skit does
little to examine race—the whiteness of both female politicians and both actresses is
taken as a given, and Saturday Night Live’s lack of a black female repertory actress at
the time goes unnoticed. Fey’s Palin impression also plays as ‘dumb’ and Clinton’s
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plays as ‘severe’—both characters replicating how they are portrayed in mass media
(as has been argued is fundamentally necessary for parody to take place) but only
Clinton’s character does anything to flip that on its head, by allowing the camera to
zoom in on Poehler/Clinton’s exasperated expression at Palin’s cluelessness. Fey, on
the other hand, doubles down on Palin’s persona with her choice to only repeat actual
quotes of Palin’s in character. Opportunities to look at other systems of oppression
than sexism mostly go unexplored. This is therefore an example of what intersectional
feminists would call ‘white feminism’—that is one that reflects whiteness as the neutral
mode of being, and takes on equal rights, but from a gender-binaried perspective, as
opposed to one that takes into account how different systems of oppression are
working in tandem. In my research, I have been so far unable to find political satire that
perfectly reflects an intersectional background, with the Daryn Jones/Rob Ford skit
coming closest (though other Jones/Ford skits were not as progressive as the example
I chose). Even in the following section, where I attempt to create and then analyze
potential satirical constructs and the narratives they disrupt, it is difficult to make one
piece subvert more than one or two different systems of oppression. This is all to say
that while intersectional feminism informs my understanding of oppression, it has yet to
become communicable to me in a holistic way through satire. This somewhat harkens
back to the example of capitalist modes of disseminating political satire that could also
serve to disrupt capitalism. I do understand that many intersectional feminists would
disagree with me on that count—as Audre Lorde famously wrote, ”the master’s tools
cannot dismantle the master’s house.” However, I believe that what Lorde is calling for
there is a counterpublic, which as I argued would be unhelpful for political
transformation of the democratic sphere. Therefore, I must accept this theoretical and
ideological problem in order to continue with my study.
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ARGUMENT
This section outlines some of the largest obstacles that currently exist in Canada
that are stalling potentially transformative political communication from taking place,
and argues that the solutions to these problems, the winning conditions of effective
political satire in Canada, reside online.
Both Jon Stewart and Stephen Colbert enjoy high viewership (in 2007, 16% of
Americans said they regularly watched The Daily Show or The Colbert Report (Pew
Centre, 2008)) and critical success (in addition to multiple Emmy awards for television,
both comedians have won multiple Peabody awards, dubbed ‘the Pulitzer Prize for TV
and Radio’), and when Americans were polled about which journalist they admired
most, Jon Stewart came in fourth, despite not technically being a journalist. However,
while these are reasonable indicators of popularity, their ability to actually affect change
and set the agenda is what I argue makes both Stewart and Colbert transcend from
successful entertainers to successful political satirists.
In terms of affecting action, I can point to the joint Stewart/Colbert ‘Rally to
Restore Sanity and/or Fear’, which brought hundreds of thousands of supporters to
Washington D.C., and Colbert’s roast of George Bush, but the examples do not end
there. Colbert, during the 2012 Presidential and Congressional Elections, wanted to
draw attention to the outrageous amount of money being spent (final tallies estimate the
cost at almost $7 billion (Politico, 2013)), especially the fundraising done by
PACs. Political Action Committees, organizations that pool resources to support
candidates or ballot issues, are not new to American politics. However, the 2012
election brought their political influence to new levels with the emergence of Super
PACs. Super PACs are not allowed to contribute directly to any candidate or party, but
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fall under no electoral regulation in terms of spending, meaning they can collect money
from any source, with no donation limits, and are free to spend an unlimited amount.
Colbert created his own Super PAC to draw light to this, calling it “Americans for a
Better Tomorrow, Tomorrow” and installing as its mascot “Ham Rove” a ham with
glasses put on it, meant to mock Republican strategist Karl Rove (Colbert, 2012). The
PAC actually raised over $1.2 million and spent $460,000 during the election,
(Washington Post, 2012) including on soft-focus election ads in Iowa that Colbert
referred to as “cornography” (because of Iowa’s large export of corn, but I argue the
corniness of the style also deserves this title). This Super PAC was effective in two
ways, both in actually resulting in action (putting one’s money where one’s mouth is, so
to speak), as well as drawing major attention to an unsavory political activity. Stephen
Hess of the Brookings Institute called this leap into actual political activity, “quite
different. This is a funny person being very serious, actually talking about process. What
comedian talks about process?” (New York Times, 2011). The Super PAC story brought
attention to what Colbert calls the ‘politico-industrial complex’ and also won him his
first Peabody Award.
But therein lies the other manner in which Colbert and Stewart are effective
contributors to political discourse—they discuss things that are not (yet) part of the
larger cultural discussion, successfully transitioning news from political to cultural
consciousness, and at times even setting the agenda in both worlds. The Pew Centre
(2008) analyzed the content of an entire season (2007) of The Daily Show and found an
emphasis on stories that the mainstream news media do not cover. Out of ten topics,
they shared the same top two topics with mainstream news (US foreign affairs, and
domestic politics/elections) but four did not break into the mainstream’s top ten at all:
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coming in at number five, press/media critique; at seven, celebrities; at eight, race,
gender, and sexual orientation; and at ten, science and technology (Pew Centre, 2008).
Media critique is a heavy part of The Daily Show’s content, with about 8% of its airtime
spent looking at the press/media, which is helpful for fostering media literacy. This
emphasis on underrepresented issues may be one factor in the show’s resonance with
viewers. As well, making heavy use of news footage and often riffing off other ways a
story has been handled, ‘fake news’ shows “not only assume, but even require,
previous and significant knowledge of the news on the part of viewers if they want to
get the joke” (Day, 2011). This explains in part why Daily Show and Colbert viewers
have been found to have the highest knowledge levels of national ‘news’ broadcasts,
reaching levels of “high knowledge” at almost 20% above the national American
average (Pew Centre, 2007). Matthes, Rauschfleisch & Kohler (2011) expand on this,
arguing that political satire can speak to different audiences in different ways. If the
audience can deduce what the issue the comedian is attempting to draw attention to,
they will also “understand the critical element intended by the parodist.” If the audience
doesn’t have that grounding knowledge they can still enjoy aspects of the comedy
while “unable to separate the critical from the comic element and the deeper implicit
meanings will not be understood.” They elaborate that informed viewers can activate
existing knowledge structures, and can process that in order to form judgment,
however, “less knowledgeable people, in contrast, no activation of a negative source
text should occur, because this negative information is not accessible in these people’s
memory stores”. I do not argue that the reason Colbert and Stewart’s audiences are so
highly informed is owing to the information included in their broadcasts, so much as
viewers wishing to be able to make connections within the broadcast by using
knowledge attained elsewhere. Because comprehension actually adds to the enjoyment
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of the satire, the audience is compelled to seek out that background information, by
following breaking news events, maintaining a working knowledge of the story as it
develops, and formulating a more negotiated impression on that event, which in turn
can colour, or outright change, political beliefs. Gray, Jones and Thomson put it well:
“Satire can energize civic culture, engaging citizen-audiences (as few of Colbert’s press
corps audience rarely can) inspiring public political discussion, and drawing citizens
enthusiastically into the realm of the political with deft and dazzling ease” (2009).

So, what’s the problem in Canada, and how do we
fix it?
Canada’s lack of effective political satire most definitely does not originate from
any one cause. Obstacles to political satire exist at every level of Canadian society,
from privately owned media organizations, to broadcast content regulators, to the CBC,
to the Conservative government, to Canadian audiences and our political culture in
general. With such wide-ranging hurdles, the answer should be equally complicated. I
argue it isn’t really. Let me first explain some of the more obvious problems.
Highly concentrated media ownership in Canada “has been a longstanding
concern in Canadian media policy, ” write Skinner and Gasher (2005). While Canadian
ownership of communications assets has been seen as “key to cultural sovereignty and
the only way to ensure that Canadian media represent the interests and perspectives of
Canadian citizens” for decades, this has resulted in a quickly thinning media landscape
over the last decade. Skinner and Gasher point to the year 2000’s three significant
cross-media consolidations (CanWest (owner of Global) bought the Southam chain and
half of the National Post from Conrad Black’s Hollinger; Bell bought the Canadian
Television Network (CTV), then allied with Thomson Newspapers to form Bell
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Globemedia (Thomson owned The Globe and Mail); and finally, in Quebec, Quebecor
(owner of the Sun newspaper chain) purchased Videotron, a cable provider, and TVA, a
television network). These three monumental deals taking place in such a brief period
“radically altered the Canadian media landscape” (Skinner and Gasher, 2005). In 2012,
Bell and Rogers were Canada’s two biggest media companies, accounting for 43% of
Canadian media revenues (Bell’s share alone was 28%). Shaw and Telus push that level
of market dominance to 70%. Bell, Rogers, and Shaw are also ‘vertically integrated,’
meaning they broadcast and produce content, while Telus is simply a provider. The
fourth largest media conglomerate, Quebecor, only accounts for one percent of
revenues, but has recently vertically integrated with the launch of the Sun News
Network (CMCRP, 2013).
I argue that this high level of concentration has resulted in much less
competition on an innovative level, and a more distinct focus on securing revenue. This
highly concentrated media landscape could be charged with stifling innovation and the
emergence of new voices by hindering smaller enterprises’ access to audiences.
Furthermore, the lack of artistic competition makes the resource-intensive creation of
political satire (The Daily Show, The Colbert Report, and Saturday Night Live all employ
dozens of writers alone) stagnate in our system. Our broadcasters, whose main concern
seems to be revenue, have shown little interest in investing heavily in something that is
risky, resource-intensive, aims to disrupt many of the systems that allow these
monopolies in the first place, and risks offending and losing the favour of those who
buttress those systems, such as governments and media organizations themselves.
Perhaps then it makes sense that the only non-CBC political satire aired regularly in
Canada is American— someone else’s dirty laundry.
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Another problem with mainstream Canadian broadcasting that’s hindering the
emergence of quality political satire are Canada’s Radio-Television and
Telecommunications Commission (the CRTC)’s Canadian Content (CanCon)
requirements. Similar to the intentions in Canadian ownership of media, the CRTC
requires that TV networks broadcast a minimum of 50% original hours of CanCon
between the hours of 6pm and midnight. This emphasis on broadcast quantity over
quality resulted in broadcasts like news shows and reality TV (with many ‘Canadianized’
remakes of popular American reality TV shows including Canadian Idol and Amazing
Race Canada). One way the CRTC attempted to account for the loss of quality was by
allowing ‘time credits’ that gave shows hourly credit at 150% of their actual run time,
but limited this exemption to shows with a “minimum of 90% drama content” (CRTC,
2014), which clearly excludes political satire. In 2011, it amended their regulations to
make a minimum of 30% of revenues invested back into Canadian content, a move
seen by Friends of Canadian Broadcasting as “an example of the CRTC doing its job”
(CBC News, 2011) but we have yet to see those resources directed towards political
satire.
The matriarch of political satire in Canada has been the Canadian Broadcasting
Corporation for generations. It still functions in this role, with its Tuesday night
broadcasts of RMR and 22 Minutes, but I argue that these shows are not resulting in
transformative changes that can be quantified in any way, and furthermore don’t seem
to be attempting to. I argue that while a stylistic factor is at play (CBC shows are
folksier and more subdued in tone than the comedy Stewart and Colbert employ), the
current political situation of the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation cannot be ignored.
The CBC is currently facing existential risk from a flurry of factors such as cut budgets
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causing massive layoffs, a fear of further budget cuts, loss of revenue stemming from
sports broadcasting (CBC News, 2014), and hostility from the governing Conservatives’
base (YouTube, 2011), which views it critically and pushes for its defunding and
privatization. While previous governments have targeted the CBC for spending cuts (in
fact, Jean Chretien’s government cut its budget in the 1990s, at the peak of 22 Minutes
and Air Farce’s political satire influence) this seems to be an especially dire and
precarious point in the CBC’s history. This fear of biting the hand that feeds it could
explain the lack of envelope-pushing political satire.
The current Conservative government has been notable in its highly controlled
messaging and use of talking points, aversion to press access, limitation of questions
allowed to the Canadian press gallery, and a general displeasure towards working with
many checks on its power, including government watchdogs, advocacy groups, the
mainstream media, and even opposition Members of Parliament. This highly controlled
messaging has made access for mainstream real news organizations difficult, resulting
in less public information about government spending, environmental issues,
parliamentary committee goings-on, and general government activities and programs.
This secrecy could explain the perceived hostility to subversive political messaging
resulting in the production of quality political satire. However, this control argument only
goes so far. As Amber Day (2011) notes, many “have noted that much of the
exponential growth in satiric offerings in the United States in particular roughly
coincided with the eight years of George W. Bush’s tenure as President.” However, the
Bush administration, which “greatly expanded presidential power while simultaneously
limiting transparency and access” (2011), was not able to control the messaging as
strictly as the Harper government— perhaps owing to Bush’s tendency to misspeak
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and provide unscripted fodder for satirists. Harper’s tight control over himself, his
administration, and the bureaucracy, has resulted in limitations to the degree to which
their actions can be scrutinized, let alone satirized. However, Michael Bate of recently
re-launched Ottawa Frank Magazine disagrees. He posits that “satire works better with
a Conservative government.” Why? “Because the Conservatives are so… because they
don’t have a sense of humour” (The Current, 2013).
But what if the lack of effective political satire in Canada reflects the sense of
humour of all Canadians? Do we have the talent to produce political satire? Do we
even want more political satire? Are we just too nice? Are our politics too boring? The
comedic talent that has come out of Canada (including Daily Show correspondent
Samantha Bee), high levels of Canadian consumption of American political satire, and
historic appreciation of subversive political satire in Canada are all indicators that we
could embrace the genre in a Canadian context. Canadian politics is in fact dense with
controversy, over-the-top characters, and sordid drama, but we have tended to turn our
noses up at ‘American-style’ politics, arguing that the celebritization and scrutiny into
politicians’ political and personal lives is a bad thing. But in the lead-up to the election
that made him mayor, mainstream political satirists did not discuss Rob Ford’s personal
life, while Ford claimed the media was biased against him for their harsh reporting on
his polices alone. After little political satire (and only a bit more straight-up reporting) on
Rob Ford’s personal life and private behaviour, revelations became too salacious to
ignore, and Canadian political satirists caught on—at a fraction of the rate of American
TV hosts (The Toronto Star, 2013). Would this have gone on as long in a media
landscape with a stronger political satire presence? When questioned on why American
political satirists seemed to be having more fun with Ford’s saga, and cover it more in-
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depth than Canadian political satirists have, Terry Fallis responded that it was American
comedians going after an “American-style politician” (The Current, 2013). However you
want to describe him, Rob Ford is not American. He is a distinct and direct result of his
suburban Toronto surroundings. But in wanting to pretend he isn’t ‘one of ours,’ we lost
the opportunity to examine the deeper issues that would eventually derail his mayoralty
and result in the loss of many of his powers. In the end, Canadian identity is strongly
shaped by those who communicate it; in choosing which topics are debatable and
which are not, we could be blocking important narratives from emerging in Canada’s
political identity.
These problems are not exhaustive, but I believe form the crux of the obstacles
facing the production and dissemination of transformative political satire in Canada.
Clearly they are wide-ranging, encompassing political to regulatory barriers, private and
public enterprises’ self-interest, and establishment and individual ideas of what is
proper or tasteful. However disparate these hurdles are, though, I argue that the
solution is quite simple— take it online.

Solution
While maybe ‘take it online’ seems a bit simplistic (I will recommend a couple
other recommendations in the conclusion) it resolves most of the problems I’ve outlined
above. Online political satire does not count on the willingness of private broadcasters
to invest in resource-intensive and risky endeavours like political satire. If mainstream
organizations do want to create or at least support that content, the cost of digital
production is a fraction of what traditional media such as television or print cost, and I
foreshadow many of them entering creating more web content in order to advance their
vertical integration online anyway. Relying on the government for financial support to
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strongly critique or attempt to destabilize the status quo is offset as well. And CRTC
Canadian content regulations are circumvented, as there are currently few CRTC
regulating online televisual communication. Canada’s vibrant online landscape features
high levels of connectivity, with 83% of the population online in 2012, up from 79% in
2010. 60% of Canadian households also access the internet through smartphones
(Statistics Canada, 2012). An average Canadian spends around 17 hours a week online
and 64% of Canadians have a social media profile (Breikss, 2012). The emergence of
smartphones has given citizens the ability to participate in every aspect of political
satire, from its creation to consumption. Smartphone applications allow users to: create
blogs; take a video, edit it, and post it to a blog; create textual and photographic
content and post that too; share posts across different communities and social media
platforms; receive input and support from those communities; curate and search out
new political satire content; create networks of people impacted by that satire; and
start, through measurements of online consumption indicators such as the number of
likes, retweets, shares, clicks, and more, to capture data on the influence of that
political satire. It also allows, through this high level of creator control, for the public to
set the Canadian political debate for themselves. While online communication may not
make a secretive government more transparent and open, it can help citizens to hold
that government to account, communicate with government officials and political
agents, and mobilize.
When faced with the decision of subscribing to only one option, cable or
internet, online access would seem the most logical option. After all, most television
broadcasts can be found online, in addition to newspapers, radio, and movies. The
internet allows us to access most of the communicative technologies we have, from
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reading letters, the news, and books, making phone calls, listening to music, podcasts,
and even digital feeds of traditional radio broadcasts. As cellphones have antiquated
landlines, online content will eventually kill hardline cable. If television were the only
medium at play in analyzing televisual political satire, we would be documenting a oneway relationship, from the comedian to the audience. However, with the widespread
connectivity we currently enjoy, it’s not only the information that’s been brought
online—it’s a conversation.
Online, comedy has flourished, especially in the form of user-generated content.
Sites like FunnyOrDie.com and CollegeHumour.com attest to this, as well as the great
amount of homemade work on YouTube. As Amber Day puts it in Satire and Dissent,
“As the popularity of user-generated content has exploded, many sites, such as
FunnyOrDie.com and CollegeHumor.com, have sprung up specifically to
distribute it. The tactics of communication popular in these videos are also
common to each of the satirists profiled in this book [Colbert and Stewart]: editing
to create ironic juxtapositions, the crafting of mashups that meld familiar snippets
of popular culture with one another to generate unexpected moments of
resonance, the creation of sophisticated parodies, and the shaming of public
figures through collections of contradictory or duplicitous statements.”
As Rill and Cardiel note, many experts contend that although the production
value of user-generated content is lower, “even when the content is primarily
nonsensical, the mere fact that a candidate is rendered ridiculous through satirization
may affect viewers’ perceptions of that candidate” (2013). Amber Day contends that
political satire is “not easily reappropriated and dismissed by the hegemonic frame”
and that the community building which results from ironic camaraderie so to speak,
while often dismissed as ‘preaching to the converted’ is a crucial component to the
start of successful political movements (2011). It is with this community building and
desire for stronger political movements, that I present a website examining what kind of
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discourse we are missing and what that means for our country.

CREATIVE
The aim of this paper is to identify how political satire has been politically
transformative in the United States, analyze why this wasn’t happening in Canada,
establish the dialogues and insights this absence has deprived our national political
conversation of, and identify how transformative political satire is possible in the
Canadian context. At first, this paper was structured as a project wherein I wanted to
actually produce the transformative political satire, release it, and factor in the
responses to the political satire as a sort of roadmap to a culture emerging. However, I
neglected to acknowledge that the transformative changes in American politics came
after years of resource-intensive effort by professional satirists. Now, the applied
component of this paper aims to show what dialogues and perspectives political satire
offers a political community and the public, how those messages can frame different
issues, what we are missing, and what it could look like.
The week of February 11th, 2014 was one with repercussions that would be felt
in Canadian politics for a while. Its events included the introduction of a Conservative
budget implementation act; hints of political discord in the Conservative party with
Finance Minister Jim Flaherty’s opposition to the key Conservative election promise of
income splitting bubbling to the surface (Flaherty would resign as Finance Minister
weeks later and suddenly pass away a few months after that); the introduction of the
Fair Elections Act, full of electoral reforms that have proven to be so contentious that
the bill was eventually abandoned; further developments in the saga Toronto Mayor
Rob Ford had been embroiled in for months; the first full week of the politically-loaded
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Sochi Olympics; as well as cultural holiday Valentine’s Day (which did not especially
affect Canadian politics, but serves as an easily coopted cultural cue and provides
some levity). The week allowed for many dialogues to emerge, beneficial in both
creating engaging content, as well as examining how political events in Canada can be
framed in new ways on a daily basis. I chose issues from different levels of Canadian
politics, as well as general cultural content to appeal to a wider audience. The choices
are by no means exhaustive, so much as suggestions of possible areas of interest.
The distinction between simply “fake news” on television and the myriad styles,
media, and voices online political satire that can exist online is a very important one.
Perhaps the effectiveness of TV satire is that the television itself is a medium endowed
with meaning. Maybe people trust the content on TV more than what that which is
exclusively online, leading to less oppositional questioning. Perhaps rightly so.
Television programming is the result of an organized effort, rather than the curated and
fluid information found online. The authority endowed by someone engaging from the
televisual medium, especially when in the fake news format, which stylistically mirrors
‘real’ news, perhaps aids in the production of emotional avowals to the content. One of
the repeated tropes of a person who has been misinformed is that they ‘read it online
somewhere’. This is not a small barrier to overcome, as authority probably does
diminish counter-argumentation in ways that avowals alone cannot.
The importance of social media in the dissemination of online products is key,
and I would advise a novice political satirist to start disseminating their content on a
user-friendly service, such as Tumblr, that allows for high levels of ‘shareability’. But it
should be stated that a political satire website would be more effective if self-contained
and polished-looking, in order to promote the audience’s faith in the authority of the
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content (perhaps mitigating some of the counter-argumentation that could come from a
medium with less authority that television), as well as better assess traffic, impact, and
reach by using analytic tracking tools.
Online content needs to toe a different line than other mediums. In order to
seem relevant, it needs to mirror the zeitgeist, which is currently somewhat irreverent
and self-referential (‘meta’) and less slick and produced. The opportunity to use the
medium to its fullest, however, is one that a producer of online content shouldn’t
eschew. For many of the examples of potential online content that follow, I have tried
illustrating the ideas both critically and artistically. Voice and language are very
important; I consider the reclamation of those in Canadian politics the first step in
citizens reclaiming a political culture that many have shrugged off as immovable or
broken. By using a language that people are familiar with, unpackaged within a familiar
frame for the viewer, we have a solid first step towards making Canadian politics more
accessible. In terms of online language, there are many recurring tropes and themes
one can explore for their appeal with the mass consumers of online content, such as:
text- or image-based memes; popular culture references; slang and (calculated, not
excessive) profanity; visual tropes including ‘meme font’ and ‘doge’ internal
monologues; nods to different social media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter,
Instagram, and Vine, both in terms of utilizing them for their platform for sharing, as well
as including them in cultural references; and web-friendly stylistic decisions such as
‘listicles’, click-bait-style headlines, round-up posts, and interactive content such a
personality quiz. These are all ubiquitous online formats, familiar and tested by
successful online publishers such as Buzzfeed and Upworthy. Worth exploring is the
broad variety of media the online platform allows for in order to use that medium fully,

60

including text, video, Graphic Interchange Format (GIF) images and static images,
however due to the constraints of written text, many of those are not available for use in
this work. Links and ‘roundups’ aggregating content from around the web, and social
media content such as tweets and Instagram pictures are important; online community
building is an essential part of utilizing the medium fully, and one does not want to
create an echo chamber. This is a medium-based strategy that has shown to be
effective by many online content purveyors, such as Buzzfeed, The Onion, Jezebel, and
more, however it’s important to note that a critical lens is not part and parcel of this.
For this week I examine, I introduce different issues, which, while only a crosssection of the potential ideas and concepts that can be examined, are also significant
and interesting in the Canadian political context. A satirist should look for, in potential
material, issues that are top of mind on (or conspicuously missing from) the political
agenda, which contain the potential for good satirical responses, and carry deeper
meaning and weight than simply their face value might portray. The utility in covering
each day of the week (as Colbert and Stewart do on television) speaks to the
immediacy of our media cycle, and I would argue that any online venture into political
satire would have to make rapid response to news events a priority. The usefulness of
rapid response, noting again a purpose of political satire in a democratic society is to
include divergent and subversive narratives into mainstream messaging, lies in that the
more quickly it gets out there, the more effective it is at disrupting the hegemonic
understanding of an issue before the dominant messaging ingrains itself into public
consciousness. This is not to say all satire would have to be rapid response; posts that
are not rapid in nature would serve to promote the creation of quality content that may
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take more time to produce, allowing readers who are not able to check the site regularly
the chance to catch up, as well as framing and priming issues over a long term period.
The following five weekdays follow a similar format, where I first briefly recount
the news stories of the day, what those stories contain in terms of themes that could be
satirized and brought to light, stylistic and formatting memes and tropes that illustrate
the online medium’s potential uses, as well as some examples of concepts and formats
applied to actual content, offered with some theoretical grounding.

Monday, February 10, 2014
Themes: partisanship, the permanent campaign, social media and
communications technologies, and superficiality vs. depth.
The week starts off with a series of leaks from Conservative party headquarters
that foreshadow an emergent theme in Canadian politics for the week: discord and
disunity within Conservative party ranks. The leaks, broken by The Toronto Star, are a
series of memos regarding Conservative election strategies, which focus heavily on
their perceived threat by Liberal Party leader Justin Trudeau. The memos speak heavily
to the Conservative notion of the permanent campaign, wherein the quest to achieve
electoral success becomes permanently interwoven with policy. Partisanship may be
viewed as a dirty game by many, and while focusing on this issue might not disrupt that
belief, it does serve as a helpful reminder that no organization is monolithic and there is
discord even among Conservatives of what a Conservative view is. Mirroring the
permanent campaign with the Fair Elections Act is helpful, as many argued the
elections policy contained within would stack electoral odds further in the governing
Conservatives’ favour. The system of democratic politics, while on face level an equal
system (the ‘one person, one vote’ ethos), is most certainly not so in practice. The
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different barriers to expressing one’s democratic will are ignored in the praising of a
democratic system, and factors such as class, regional location, educational
opportunities, access to information regarding candidates and policies, and more,
already exist, and the Fair Elections Act, by limiting the uses of identification allowed at
an electoral polling station only serve to compound this by marginalizing the poor,
homeless, students, and those who do not have the time or means to get the necessary
ID. This is a serious threat to the perceived sanctity of the democratic system, and one I
argue is ripe for political satire.
Additionally, late Sunday night, Finance Minister Jim Flaherty polled his Twitter
followers on which necktie he should wear on budget day. While Twitter users
responded both earnestly and mockingly to the question asked, the concept of
ostensibly the second most powerful political figure in Canada (behind the Prime
Minister) not being able to decide what to wear and asking the social network ether for
guidance seemed like fertile area to explore. The example below suggests what it
would look like if he had used another social media platform—Instagram—instead of
Twitter. A fake Instagram user name for Flaherty (“Jimmy Flavour”) incorporating the
tropes of that photo-sharing platform, including its emphasis on ‘selfies’, its use of
artistic filters to alter the mood of pictures, and use of hashtags replicating popular
memes (I chose “Thanks Obama” the Republican saying quickly co-opted by the
sarcastic left, “first world problems” a meme highlighting problems that seem frivolous
as opposed to developing world problems which are more ‘real’ and ‘authentic’, and
references to Beyoncé Knowles, who at the time was enjoying major popularity and
ubiquity), the post aims to point out the vague ridiculousness of a Finance Minister who
can’t choose a tie, the use of social media and co-opting of youth voices to seem hip
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and fresh, and the language of one social media platform to another. Furthermore, I
used infantilized and ‘feminized’ tropes, such as the whiny “ugghhhh” and Beyoncé nod
to subtly infer that a female cabinet minister who polled the public for tips on what to
wear would incite a completely different reaction. This public relies on the previous
membership of its audience to these memes to understand the joke completely, and
that in-group ethos can serve to create a more connected group of strangers
consuming the text. The autotelic nature of publics become self-referential (there is a
word that is very popular in online circles that describes this state of self-awareness:
‘meta’) and the memberships of each public become more intertwined with another.
The people who understand the cultural context of ‘Thanks Obama’ intermingle with
those who appreciate the feminine voice and upending gender stereotypes, to those
who use Instagram and appreciate its platform-specific qualities. While, as I argued
before, the membership in multiple publics enhances the understanding and impact of
a text on an audience-member, and the pre-existing knowledge of the political and
critical questions underpinning an issue enhances this as well, the potential belonging
of audience members to multiple publics (not necessarily political or critical) referenced
within a text could greatly affect the public of specific texts.
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Tuesday, February 12, 2014
Themes: Repetition and truth, media critique.
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Tuesday is a very dense news day with the federal budget tabled in the House
of Commons. A breakdown of the budget seems unnecessary for political satire’s
purposes—its contents were fairly well-dissected by the mainstream media—so this
day could serve to remark on the mainstream coverage of the news events, something
Jon Stewart often does. The position of a satirical website as ‘outsider’ allows it not
only to comment about political players, but also the vehicles through which their
actions are disseminated. One example I would highlight is the replication of Minister
Flaherty’s description of the budget as “boring.” Now, the budget may not have been
controversial, as much of the proposed legislation was expected, but I argue that a
lengthy government initiative that contains billions in cut funding for public servants’
health and pension plans, while implementing a $500 million ostensible automobile bail
out, should not be framed as boring. Instead of reporting simply on the Minister’s
description of the budget as boring, many outlets ran with that description and framed
the budget as inconsequential or empty. This agenda setting and subsequent repetition
by the mainstream media could perhaps spark the notion in viewers’ minds to question
these hegemonic messages; where did they come from, who is repeating them, and
what purpose do they serve? Some examples of the repetition of the “boring” line
follow:
Flaherty acknowledges some ppl may see his budget as “boring” but he’s proud of
it.
Althia Raj (@althiaraj) February 11, 2014
"Some people will say this budget is boring," Flaherty says. "Boring is
good."#cdnpoli
Randall Palmer (@reutersPalmerR) February 11, 2014
‘Boring’ budget nearly balanced | National Newswatch http://t.co/Z28pxbeTmt
National Newswatch (@natnewswatch) February 11, 2014
'Boring' budget all but balanced http://t.co/z1xGn8WSWh
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The Montreal Gazette (@mtlgazette) February 11, 2014
This budget is boring and I am bored.
Justin Ling (@Justin_Ling) February 11, 2014
Seven highlights from this year’s ‘boring’ budget. http://t.co/cPE3ncQddH #cdnpoli
Global Regina (@GlobalRegina) February 11, 2014
Jeff Simpson: A ‘boring’ budget, unless you’re a senior (in which case WHEEEEE
$$$$$$) http://t.co/oJPMfde6Si
Josh Wingrove (@josh_wingrove) February 11, 2014
Some want to criticize the “boring” budget. Who gets ecstatic about budgets
except the most boring of the bores?
Charles Adler (@charlesadler) February 11, 2014
Stewart and Colbert have often used repetition to very potent effect in their roles as
media critics and I argue that this disruption of the mainstream parroting of talking
points could both serve the audience as a warning to not take what they hear at face
value, inspiring a more critical and curious worldview, as well as serve as a warning to
members of the mainstream media that the repetition and replication of that kind of
information is unhelpful and would not go unnoticed. This is perhaps more ‘inside
baseball’ than the previous post containing Instagram captions, for many reasons.
Twitter is already a more political and antagonistic platform than Instagram, and it is
populated by a lot of professional and highly interested parties. The use of this platform
over another is a nod to this ‘clique’ of insiders and experts, who understand the
medium and also the implication of the replication talking points and echoing of
messages (and perhaps would be more affected by the visual of different accounts
saying the same thing in their own words, as opposed to the platform-specific way
information is usually echoed, through retweets of the same tweet by one account).
While the previous example showed how many divergent publics can coalesce around
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a text, this example shows how online political satire can also appeal to decisionmakers, experts, and influencers.

Wednesday, February 12, 2014
Themes: (De)humanization of political figures, repetition and inanity, memes, internal
vs. external communication, democratic freedoms, and civic literacy.
This day’s news cycle focuses heavily on the Minister for Democratic Reform’s
defense and promotion of the Fair Elections Act, to widespread critique. This day
contains two potential opportunities to poke fun at the bill and its mover in destabilizing
ways: using Pierre Poilievre in a highly-recognizable meme that implies an internal
monologue that differs from the external, which serves to destabilize the external
façade and scratch at his authority or seeming confidence in the legislation, as well as
highlighting the use of repetition and catch phrases—a tactic heavily employed by the
Conservative government—messaged around his legislation.
The first example is Poilievre in the internet meme ‘doge’ style, surrounded with
terms associated with the doge meme including bad grammar, bright text, a comic
sans font, and overall intending to show a contradictory inner monologue behind a
simple image. After all, with the implementation of the Fair Elections Act, widely
criticized upon its introduction, perhaps Poilievre’s inner monologue was saying
something different than his external declarations of support for it.
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The ‘what I doing’ line is perhaps most indicative of this, as the meme relies on a
juxtaposition of the light and airy font and language and a darker hidden meaning
contained within— does Poilievre know what he’s doing, enjoy what he’s doing, enjoy
his role in Harper’s government? While these questions are unanswerable, planting
them in an audience’s thoughts could serve to destabilize his power. Furthermore, the
use of such a ubiquitous meme is an overt nod to meme culture and internet zeitgeist
and perhaps then inspires less counter-argumentation. Harkening back to Warner’s
work on publics, though, we must pause to discuss the potential pitfalls of relying on
such an absurdist meme. If one is uninitiated to the meme, has not been party to a
public containing it before, then the effect is probably seriously muted. I remember my
first couple encounters with the doge meme and my disaffect to it—it’s only after I saw
it used in ways that made sense to me and really emphasized the inner/outer
monologue dichotomy, that I saw the humour in it. Therefore, even after I was
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technically the member of a doge meme public, I wasn’t really a member (and able to
understand the text) until I had established myself in multiple doge meme publics.
Also of potential satirical use is ridiculing Poilievre’s mantra that the FEA would
bring elections officials ‘sharper teeth, longer reach and freer hands’. These together
are not a very reassuring thought, as the image of something with all three seems
dangerous, rather than seemingly to protect us and our democratic rights. Therefore
spinning what was supposed to be a reassuring message line into something eerie and
ominous seems like a straightforward way of destabilizing that message. The
Conservative reliance on talking points and repetition has been one of their most
effective tools in controlling the agenda and message in Canadian politics and the
ability to usurp control from those talking points and render them useless is a
potentially transformative power. Examples of images that would effectively show other
‘things with ‘sharp teeth, long reach, and free hands’’ include Freddy Krueger from
Nightmare on Elm Street and a velociraptor from Jurassic Park. These are both familiar
references, so easily unpackaged, as well as clearly conveying a threat. This is also
helpful because in most circumstances, the threat of a physical attack is much more
pressing to an audience than a theoretical attack on an immaterial right. To take the
ideological threat and morph it into a corporeal one is an interesting strategy, and one
that speaks within an intersectional feminist lens of the inherent danger of existing in a
female body—perhaps translating an ever-present state of being threatened into the
political sphere could produce an effective avowal in both women and men.
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Thursday, February 13, 2014
Themes: sexism, racism, and colonialism in Canada, fat shaming, mental health
and addiction issues.
The revelation that over a thousand aboriginal women have been reported
missing or murdered— an epidemic if it had happened to any other identifiable
community—is a significant issue on Thursday. Calls for an inquiry into the problem of
missing and murdered indigenous or first nations women have been ignored by the
Conservative government, but an inquiry could perhaps mirror the healing Truth and
Reconciliation Commissions in post-Apartheid South Africa in terms of healing and
closure for those affected. However, an inquiry would also come with a lot of ‘baggage’
people may be hesitant to confront. Colonialism, institutionalized racism, sexism and
misogyny, and the politics of female bodies and their worth are all topics bound to the
issue. The intersectional / comedic interplay is probably at its most heightened in this
circumstance. While bringing light to this issue is vital, and doing it with an
understanding of the ‘baggage’ is also necessary, I have yet to come up with a creative
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device that does this in a way that is entertaining. However, while it might be difficult to
approach such a serious and dark topic from a satirical lens, editorial cartoons have
managed to capture a certain dark irony that is effective so it is not impossible.
Further to the politics of female bodies, the cover of a report released by
Conservative MP Joy Smith regarding the trafficking of women for sex, helps bring to
focus the appropriation of women’s bodies, the traditional (male, religious, institutional)
control over women’s bodies, as well as gratuitous racism in the form of the darkskinned hand covering a Caucasian face. The replication of traditional binaries that
have historically worked in tandem to oppress women, including West-East, civilizedbarbarian, white bodies-coloured bodies, men as protectors-women as victims provide
a very strong basis for an intersectional analysis of the way the victims of the sex trade
are discussed in Canada.
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Finally, a Rob Ford post would be included for some non-federal politics related
content. It seems pretty difficult to entertainingly discuss Rob Ford without resorting to
comments about his physicality and drug use in a way that is mocking, cruel and
unhelpful—but I argue it is very important to try. The mainstream reporting, both
comedic and news, centered on Ford often used images of him red-faced and sweating
profusely, in very physically unflattering poses, looking intoxicated and not in control.
While these are all fairly legitimate points of departure in satirizing Ford (after all, his
suitability for office is fair game, and so are potential illegal activities), I wonder if the
counter-productiveness both on the individual level of inspiring sympathy and further
entrenching ‘Ford Nation’ around its embattled mascot, as well as on the cultural and
systemic level of mocking serious issues, is ultimately unhelpful. These issues include
shaming men and women for fat bodies, the perpetuation of the myth of fat bodies
being inherently worse, further framing potentially addiction and mental health issues as
choices and not medical issues, the perpetuation of classist associations that crack is a
poor person’s drug and therefore dirtier and more mock-able, and finally, the
minimizing of the medical and societal factors that underpin all these assumptions. We
have also seen this backfire in terms of consolidating the sympathy vote around Ford,
which, while perhaps the most pathetic, is also effective. After all, many have bought
Ford’s argument that the scrutiny and criticism leveled towards him is a mainstream
media and downtown elites plot and his status as outsider has become a central facet
of his persona. Therefore, I thought an interesting way of satirizing Ford would
potentially be illustrating the sympathy vote with a rather pathetic image of Ford
standing off to the side and looking sad at a City Hall event. This addresses that
sympathy and that coalescing around him as a sympathetic character, the
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mainstream’s rejection of Ford as other, as well as providing a humourous and
awkward visual to draw viewer interest.

Friday, February 14, 2014
Themes: sexism, ageism, popular culture, and social mores.
I thought it would be interesting to end the week on the same note as it began,
riffing on the internal discord within the Conservative ranks. As a creative tool, I often
enjoy the use of the voice and mannerisms often associated with teen girls on grown
men. Teen girls are perhaps the least respected demographic I can think of, with their
popular culture interests quickly becoming subjects of widespread derision, and their
mannerisms and sayings often associated with a lack of intelligence. Therefore, Jason
Kenney and Jim Flaherty acting out roles from the seminal teen movie Mean Girls could
illustrate these two grown men’s feud in familiar terms, but its retelling with the voices
of teenage girls serves to both infantilize and diminish their tensions, while pointing out
that these same tensions if taking place between women, young women especially,
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would not be seen as ‘jockeying for power’ or a ‘power struggle’ but as cattiness.
Projecting a young ‘valley girl’ tone onto these men does not intend to mock the girls,
but destabilize the male power dynamic while bringing light to this sexist and ageist
double standard.

I also prepared a ‘love quiz’ for the Valentine’s Day post, as the online
personality quiz is a very popular format, with multiple websites set up for their
dissemination alone, and because it reminds me of my teen years taking personality
quizzes from the back of a Seventeen magazine, which further harkens to my
enjoyment of the application of feminized and trivialized tropes to ‘serious’ issues that
are male-dominated. Furthermore, the use of a quiz format creates an interplay within
the text that an audience member can experience a multitude of ways. Are they
attempting to find the answer that actually best represents them, are they associating
themselves with a specific figure and trying to suss out which answers would apply to
them, are they completely eschewing the quiz format (as, to be fair, it is highly likely you
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are not looking for a love match with any of these public figures) and reading the text as
a unified piece? All of these different methods of interacting with a text affect the
publics it creates. All four of the Canadian politicians that you can test for are male, and
their different public personas colour their answers to different questions. These
quizzes require a bit of inside knowledge in order to understand the jokes being made
within the text. Question 1’s answers relate to Ford’s ‘drunken stupor’ admission,
touches on the Harper government’s fearmongering about safe injection sites that they
would result in illegal drug use happening in your backyard, and on the repeated trope
that NDP Leader Thomas Mulcair is ‘Angry Tom’. Question 2 is a bit more absurd, as I
wanted to touch on real fears that were also telling regarding personality types: toys
coming alive at night as in a surreal nightmare; Harper’s fear of talking to the media;
Trudeau’s purported reliance on his good looks and the fear of their loss; and Mulcair’s
inability to connect with Canadians. Further questions and answers reaffirm different
personality traits, such as Ford’s partying, Harper’s anti-democratic and staid persona
(somewhat jarringly offset by a love for cats and kittens), Trudeau’s vain and superficial
persona, and Mulcair’s deference to populism and his oft-mentioned beard. These
analyses are not especially deep, but they do serve to highlight a few characteristics
and issues present in Canadian politics. If I were to have formulated it with a stricter
intersectional lens, I would have included a woman and/or person of colour in the mix in
order to disturb the hegemonic whiteness of all four men as well as the compulsive
heterosexuality inferred in only male love interests being presented in a feminized quiz
style, and been more critical of substantive oppressive systems rather than picking up
on character traits and superficial issues alone.
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QUIZ: Which Canadian politician is your love match?
1. Where do you stand on smoking crack?
a)
b)
c)
d)

Only in a drunken stupor.
Not in my back yard.
The question is not where I stand, but what I am standing on.
That question makes me angry.

What’s your biggest fear?
a)
b)
c)
d)

Toys that come alive at night.
Gotcha journalism.
Male pattern baldness.
Dying alone.

Democracy: take it or leave it?
a)
b)
c)
d)

Leave it to the taxpayers.
Take it and run.
Take it to the prom.
Let’s do a cross-country tour and figure that out.

How do you feel about kittens?
a.
b.
c.
d.

I love Kitten, she’s a great party guest.
I love them with every fibre of my being.
I love them most in that toilet paper commercial.
The same way middle class families do.

What are you wearing?
a.
b.
c.
d.

Mom’s spaghetti.
A strong stable pinstripe.
Only the finest linens.
A beard.

Now tally your score!
•
•
•
•

Mostly 1s: You matched with Rob Ford!
Mostly 2s: You matched with Stephen Harper!
Mostly 3s: You matched with Justin Trudeau!
Mostly 4s: You matched with Tom Mulcair!
This five-day span hopefully shows some of the areas of interest in Canadian

politics that a potential creator of political satire could delve into, as well as suggesting
a few different tactics to employing the digital medium fully. It is by no means a
comprehensive analysis of the myriad strategies a content producer could employ
online, let alone is it a comprehensive covering of even the events of that week. But
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hopefully it serves to both illustrate the potential online political satire could have, as
well as show the different dialogues and conversations we are currently missing out on
by not having a robust or hard-hitting political satire presence.

CONCLUSION
There are problems that will always remain, no matter which medium or platform
political satire is disseminated on. The ‘fake news’ genre, specifically the one that has
been so influential in America, is different than what I’m ultimately advocating for, given
the different Canadian-specific factors holding it back. While of course still potentially
having video content in that style, a website must more concertedly speak the ‘online
language’ and use that platform in its unique, Zeitgeist-driven way. It is possible that
the medium of television and the fake news genres possess the ability to incite avowals
and deter counter-argumentation in ways that online communication may not.
As well, the creation of online political satire is not easy, and while online
communication is much cheaper than traditional costs associated with producing and
disseminating content, it still would require a commitment and drive from individuals
who are motivated to contribute. As I learned during the application of theoretical
problems into examples of political satire, comedy is difficult. The comedic talent of
Stewart and Colbert as comedians, as well as the talents of the dozens of writers and
comedians supporting them, is no doubt a foundational part of their success. There are
of course many funny Canadian comedians, it is just necessary that whatever force
attempts to create political satire understand that political satire works best when it’s
also really funny. As Matthes and Rauschfleisch point out, people who don’t get the
political significance of the jokes on Colbert and Stewart will still watch for
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entertainment. If the entertainment is not present and the political satire is simply thinly
veiled politicking, viewers will not respond in kind and be more likely to question or
even form oppositional opinions, on that politic. The question of what funny ‘is’ will be
one that engulfs the genre of comedy forever—during the writing of this paper, former
Finance Minister Jim Flaherty, whose relationships within the Conservative Party are
discussed during the Creative section of this paper—passed away suddenly. While his
death was never considered subject for comedy, I had to make the decision to keep
that section in the project, as the point it was trying to make of a deepening schism
within the party’s ranks and a conservative ‘traditional values’ agenda was still
important to communicate. These types of editorial decisions pop up in political satire
daily, and as the Ottawa Frank Magazine can attest, sometimes the wrong decisions are
made.
There are also policy recommendations to be made. Currently, the CRTC only
allows for time credits for Canadian-produced drama— perhaps if those credits applied
to comedy, networks would be encouraged to create quality political satire. The credits
valuing drama over comedy seemingly ignore Canada’s historical strength in the
comedic world, as well as the cultural and political impact comedy can have. The CRTC
could also implement online revenue reinvestment rules such as those it has
implemented for TV, where providers must devote a certain percentage of internet
revenues to creating more original Canadian online content. This would be good for
both producers, who would be able to more aggressively pursue vertical integration
opportunities, and consumers, who would have more variety to choose from. These are
two ways the CRTC can address its inactivity on political satire, as well as to start to
form an online CanCon industry. Furthermore, the main source of power online is in its
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accessibility and democratizing force—therefore net neutrality and open and
unhindered access to the internet is crucial to political satire, but also the future of
online communication. It is probably as much wishful thinking to urge private
communications companies to take more creative and financial risks, as it is to urge the
Conservative government to be more open and transparent, but both those
developments would be helpful. Finally, I believe that the established and mainstream
voices who have decided what we talk about in Canadian politics and how we talk
about it need to be disrupted by new ones, and the only way for that to happen is for a
reclamation of that discourse in a creative way. I believe our democracy is sick, and
democratization of our political discourse and an effort to evoke political change while
also entertaining, could be the healing factor.
Political satire, specifically in the “fake news” genre, has been very influential in
post-9/11 American politics. In Canada, we are missing out on this debate for myriad
reasons, including high concentration of media ownership resulting in less competition,
a public broadcaster in crisis, outmoded Canadian content regulations, a hostile
government, and a sense of apathy towards Canadian politics. I argue that a solution
that addresses these obstacles to promoting the discourses made possible by a vibrant
political satire force can be found online, highlighting different discourses our national
debate is missing out on and different strategies a website can apply to use the online
medium fully. Through its ability to create, modify and converge different publics
around single texts, its potential seems to be (at least at this early stage in the internet’s
lifespan) one with innumerable impacts. The creator of online political satire who
understands the medium and its interactive essence, understands the political and
cultural identity of Canada in the 21st century, and can humourously and with a critical
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lens create engaging content that serves to subvert the myriad systems of oppression
our society grapples with every day, could potentially hold the key to political
transformation in Canada.
I hope that this contribution to political satire in Canada gets the ball rolling on
that discussion, and eventual production, of online, transformative, Canadian political
satire. There are many limitations that this work has faced, for example, the quicklychanging popular culture through which it was written (for example, the previously
successful nightly format Colbert and Stewart used, which I thought was especially
effective for its ability to respond to breaking news faster and follow stories as they go,
in keeping with the online publication pace, was upended when Daily Show alum John
Oliver left to create his own political satire show, a weekly news-magazine style
broadcast, to great success), and the difficulty in writing an academic work with a
creative component that requires a completely different skill-set (humour) in order to
completely prove effect. If I were to expand on this work, I would include more theory
on the Canadian identity and how it influences our humourous interpretation of
ourselves, and perhaps reach out to professional comedians, with the hope of joining
theoretical and applied forces to better illustrate the potential I see online. I would also
look to in greater depth analyze the systems of oppression and hegemonic thought that
could be subverted through political comedy, by expanding on the intersectional
feminist framework and its positive and negative qualities vis-à-vis the creation and
consumption of political satire. The limitations I referred to the in the Theory section
only began to scratch at the complex problems that intersectional feminism faces in
terms of framing and packaging its worldview in a way that can be understood by
different publics, while also not forsaking its ideological and moral underpinnings.
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This paper attempted to discern why Canadian political satire is not resonating
on a national level or inspiring political change, as it does in America and what we, as a
culture, are missing because of it. As Gray, Jones and Thompson say, “satire can
energize civic culture, engaging citizen-audiences... inspiring public political discussion,
and drawing citizens enthusiastically into the realm of the political with deft and
dazzling ease.” While there are, of course, many factors I could not fully flesh out in the
confines of this specific work, I think the act of questioning the absence of that political
and cultural force and trying to locate a way forward, is hopefully enough to spur on
that enthusiastic reclamation of our political culture.
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