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 Since the 2016 U.S. Presidential election, questions surrounding journalistic credibility and 
partisan media consumption have permeated public debate, as distrust of the media and the 
perception of news sources as politically biased have hit historic highs (Gallup/Knight Foundation; 
Ladd). A popular line of inquiry within this debate is the relationship between emotion, partisan 
identity, and information literacy. While many have cited appeals to outrage and despondence as 
influential in the election’s outcome (e.g. Lucas, Galdieri, and Sisco), the greater emotional 
processes that inform political identification are often glossed over or even disparaged. In response 
to this debate and the growing issues of misinformation, more individuals are turning to alternative 
sources of information that are explicit about their biases, demonstrating a public appetite for news 
that is explicitly rhetorical. Such a source growing in popularity that is both transparent about its 
biases and invites viewers’ participation is the political satire news show. Since the early 2000s, 
political satire shows have become a source of news for many, with 25% of adults in the U.S. 
turning to them for election coverage in 2016 (Pew Research Center). This reflective moment on 
news literacy and the shifting civic character of satire are the impetus for my dissertation project, 
“Mobilizing Affect: The Rhetoric and Circulation of Political Satire News Shows.” This project is 
grounded in the primary research question: how do these shows, through the affective processes of 
production and circulation, impart critical literacies uniquely suited for our current moment? 
 Drawing from classical rhetorical theory, feminist and queer affect studies, and rhetorical 
circulation studies, I analyze three popular political satire news shows: Saturday Night Live, Last 
Week Tonight with John Oliver, and Full Frontal with Samantha Bee. Rhetorical study of these 
shows shifts the focus of inquiry from their effects, common in other scholarly studies of satire, to 
the processes by which they use humor, emotion, and circulation to critically respond to emergent 
exigencies and power dynamics. Classical rhetorical studies of humor (e.g., Aristotle; Cicero; 
Quintilian) are useful to this project because they acknowledge humor as a tool for persuasion and 
rhetorical, affective identification. In addition, they present humor as a contextually bound strategy 
that is influential in civic debate and can be channeled into social commentary and action. In 
general, these works provide disciplinary frameworks for identifying the political and civic function 
of humor as contemporary rhetors—including those I analyze—continue to employ strategies 
outlined by classical rhetoric.  
 Classical models of rhetorical humor must be reframed or amended to fully account for 
modern exigencies, particularly those surrounding power and information literacy. To accomplish 
this reframing, I draw on feminist and queer studies of humor (e.g., Davis; Gilbert) and affect (e.g., 
Ahmed; Cvetkovich; Pedwell) because they directly engage with questions of identity, embodiment, 
representation, and difference. In addition, feminist and queer lenses call attention to the power 
dynamics imbricated in the shows’ arguments, especially in light of satire’s increasing 
corporatization and the fact that political satire news shows are predominantly anchored by white, 
male hosts. My definition of affect is most aligned with foundational theorists who emphasize the 
social cognition of affect (e.g., Grossberg; Massumi) and more contemporary feminist and queer 
scholars who encompass both the rational and irrational aspects of affect and resist normative 
divisions between emotion and affect, and emotion and reason (e.g., Ahmed; Hawhee; Sedgewick). 
In this project, I define affect as the embodiment or outward expression of an emotional stance. I 
then use this definition, along with classical models of rhetorical humor, as a discursive lens to 
analyze how the shows and viewer responses employ this stance as a form of rhetorical 
identification to frame an issue or argument and mobilize reflection and/or action.  
 Considering circulation is essential in this study, given these shows’ reliance on circulation 
to mobilize their affective appeals into arguments for viewers’ action, as well as the influence of 
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circulation over contemporary news literacy practices. As such, I draw from circulation studies (e.g., 
Edbauer; Gurak; Ridolfo and DeVoss) to explore how affective arguments are taken up, morphed, 
and mobilized after the shows’ airing. By emphasizing contemporary satire’s engagement with 
rhetoric designed for circulation, I offer further insight into how the rhetorical tradition of political 
satire in the U.S. has changed over time. Coupled with an affective lens, circulation studies provide 
analytics for tracing how the original arguments of these shows take on new meanings and affects as 
they travel across different modes and contexts. 
 Each of the three shows analyzed in this study differ in delivery, context, and intended 
audience, addressing different questions surrounding the use of affective framing and rhetorical 
humor in satire. I have selected these shows as case studies because: (1) they all highlight the 
everyday effects of policy and political debates on individuals in a greater effort to call for political 
action, (2) they are among the most popular of the political satire television shows currently on air, 
and (3) each case study provides a different lens through which to investigate satire’s rhetorical and 
affective character in our current moment. For each show, I analyze a YouTube clip and viewer 
responses posted on the show’s YouTube page. Analyzing YouTube clips instead of entire episodes 
enables me to better identify which of the shows’ arguments are most popularly circulated, as each 
clip is among the most viewed on that show’s page. All of the clips share and respond to a common 
exigency: the election of a U.S. President who did not win the popular vote. To explore how these 
clips circulate, I analyze viewer comments posted on the show’s YouTube page. I limit my analysis 
to comments with the highest number of “likes” and replies. These responses serve as evidence of 
viewers’ engagement with the show’s arguments after they air, as well as viewers’ perceptions of the 
show as a viable news source. Together, the YouTube clips and viewer responses build an affective 
network for each show, offering insight into how their rhetorical ecologies shift and are repurposed 
in the service of different arguments and political ends.  
 From this analysis, I argue that these shows operate as forms of affective rhetorical 
intervention uniquely suited for the spectacle and divisiveness that characterize the political milieu 
in which we currently find ourselves. Affective rhetorical intervention employs emotion as a 
rhetorical strategy to dismantle and effect change within dominant arguments and narratives. For 
example, in my analysis of LWT, this intervention aims to convince viewers that all information is 
framed through the lens of some type of bias. By doing so, the show intervenes within the one-sided 
delivery of mainstream news in which viewers are passive consumers of information, demonstrating 
how the dismissal of biased news can erode viewers’ ability to detect misinformation, while also 
allowing them to rationalize their complacency. In FF, this affective rhetorical intervention is 
channeled towards feminist consciousness raising as they convince viewers’ to confront their 
complicity in institutionalized racism. Engaging in intersectional calls for increased representation of 
women of color in U.S. politics, FF implores its audience—in particular, its white, female viewers—
to recognize how their actions and inactions, albeit well intentioned, contributed to the election of a 
xenophobic administration and to take responsibility for future change.  

My study contributes to the field a rhetorical and affective inquiry into how popular forms of 
satire are responding to a political moment in which we are hard pressed to tell the difference 
between a salacious rumor and news. Focusing on the rhetorical processes of these shows also 
complicates the affective feedback loop of cynicism that is often associated with contemporary 
political satire. Finally, this project provides critical insight into how and why viewers increasingly 
turn to political satire as a legitimate source of news, interjecting nuance within dichotomous 
perceptions of political satire news shows as either democratizing forces or sources of apathy that 
exacerbate partisan polarization. 
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