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This article examines the popular phenomenon of news parodies using the concept of
genre. While genre is often used as a category of industrial production and marketing,
the author argues that Mikhail Bakhtin’s notion of genre as a socially embedded aes-
thetic form allows us to understand the proliferation of news parodies as a commentary
on the social authority of the news. Comparing examples from Canada, the UK, and the
United States, the article argues that the political significance of intertextual social
communication resides in the doubleness of texts that ask an audience to recognize the
problems of official forms of culture while simultaneously possibly reinscribing their
dominance. The article offers a comparison of shows that merely parody the news with
those that actually satirize politics, and ends with a discussion of The Daily Show and
The Colbert Report and their particular significance as daily news parodies.

Keywords: Mikhail Bakhtin; news parody; The Daily Show; The Colbert Report;
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n the early 1990s, Chris Farley recorded a famous sketch on Saturday Night Live

(NBC, 1975- ). Introduced on the long-running Weekend Update sketch as
Bennett Brauer, Farley gives a humorously inappropriate news report, divulging far
too many personal details about his abject state as someone who has peculiar groom-
ing habits and a range of interpersonal difficulties. Brauer’s compulsive disclosures,
along with his plaid jacket and slicked back hair, fly in the face of the news pre-
senter’s slick image. But most significant about this sketch is the way that Farley
simultaneously transgresses television’s norms and imports them through the use of
air quotes, the mimed equivalent of scare quotes. His importation of another’s voice,
in this case the voice of normative authority, or superego, indentifies what he both
longs for and rejects. His sarcastic tone at once appeals to the viewer to share his
side and reaffirms the correctness of the normal behaviors he cannot attain.

In this sketch, Farley emblematizes what in Russian cultural critic Mikhail
Bahktin’s (1895-1975) terms could be called “dialogism” and illustrates impeccably
Bakhtin’s theory of the utterance (Holquist 2002). Farley demonstrates a number of
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Significantly, the Brauer sketch engages with the news format in what might be
characterized as a mild parody, and in this sense it is part of a wider trend of self-re-
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Connecting Bakhtinian Concepts

Bakhtin’s conception of dialogism represents a lifetime’s commitment to seeing
the self in the other, what Ken Hirschkop has called “an aesthetic for democracy”
(Hirschkop 1999). Aesthetic practice represents one site where voices comingle,
struggling to be heard; but dialogism relates to a larger principle, the relation of each
utterance to other utterances (Todorov 1984, 60). Dialogism is closely connected to
Bakhtin’s analysis of the carnival. In his book Rabelais and his World (1984b),
Bakhtin introduces a new, culturally materialist method to literary criticism, arguing
that the world of the carnival expressed in Rabelais was related to the popular carni-
vals of medieval Europe that were, at the onset of the Renaissance, coming to an end.
Writing from within an increasingly repressive and dangerous atmosphere in the
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Bakhtin thus offers a method for connecting art and life, literature, and politics.
Bakhtin identifies Rabelais’ significance as a recorder of a certain popular, nonoffi-
cial spirit; his art was comprised of his ability to allow for the voice of the carnival
in his writing. Not only was carnival itself dialogic, then, or comprised of voices in
conflict—the official being mocked by the unofficial—but Rabelais’s work on the
development of the novel form showed that literature could absorb and reframe
nonliterary (and nonofficial) voices, displacing the singular authorial voice of the
epic poem, for example.

In The Dialogic Imagination (1981) and Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics
(19844a), Bakhtin developed his notion of the special role of the novel as an art form
particularly well suited to the positioning of multiple voices. Expressing a nonideal-
ist position on language, Bakhtin (and members of his circle) insisted that signs were
material forms and therefore all expression was reliant on the social and historical
context of speech, rather than individual psychology (Volonsinov 1973). Moreover,
speech was organized by socially located “speech genres.” Unlike the abstract and
literary notion of the sentence, Bakhtin turned his attention to the “utterance,” a
materially located view of verbal expression. He argued that the utterance is always
part of a long chain of utterances. It inevitably responds to something and addresses
itself to a future hearer (Bakhtin 1986, 69, 95). “The utterance,” he wrote, “is filled
with dialogic overtones” (Bakhtin 1986, 92).

This dialogic aspect to language as speech implicates all utterances in what
Bakhtin referred to as the centralizing or monologic tendencies of power that attempt
to reduce difference and create homogeneity. At the same time, a counter force,
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This expanded and socially embedded concept of genre introduces a social and
historical layer of mediation to all signification. Bakhtin focused on the historical
emergence of the novel as what he considered a dialogic and self-reflexive form.
Arguably television, with its excessive text, its tendency to hybridize, and its prac-
tices of signaling self-reflexivity in a number of ways, is an equally historically
significant dialogic medium. Within it, self-reflexive comedy is a particularly typical
form. Of course it may be said that as a commercial medium television is inherently
conservative, trying to recombine existing successful formats into hybrids just inno-
vative enough to keep audience attention (Fiske 1987, 114; Gitlin 1994, 63-85).
Nonetheless, this process is a version of the historical development or mutation of
cultural forms.

Bakhtin and Media Studies
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In a completely different vein, his reading of Woody Allen’s mock-documentary
Zelig (1983) as an aspect of dialogism operating in North America is also entirely
convincing. Stam shows that Zelig matches form and content, mobilizing the tropes
of the television documentary to tell the impossible (fictional) story of a man with
no true form, a chameleon. Drawing on the speech genre of the historical documen-
tary film, with quotations from fictional and real newsreels, as well as acted witness
interviews with real pundits, such as Susan Sontag, the film parodies and subverts
our sense of documentary’s textual access to truth (Stam 1989, 204). In Stam’s read-
ing, Zelig exemplifies “creative nonoriginality” (Stam 1989, 200), a perfect meta-
phor for dialogism.

Primarily a film theorist, Stam gestures toward the applicability of Bakhtinian
concepts to media more broadly in his book’s final chapter. He writes:

... as a matrix in which centripetal-dominant and centrifugal-oppositional discourses
do battle, the mass media can never completely reduce the antagonistic dialogue of
class voices . . . There are patterns of ownership, and clear ideological tendencies, but
domination is never complete, for not only is television its owners and industrial man-
agers; it is also its creative participants, its workers, and its audience, which can resist,
pressure, and decode. (Stam 1989, 220)

Although Stam goes no further with this argument in Subversive Pleasures, his
insights are productive for media scholars attempting to stretch analysis beyond the
identification of dominant ideology in mainstream media texts.

John Fiske’s book Television Culture (1987) shows him to be, like Stam, a very
sensitive theorist of dialogic media. He writes:

Genre is a cultural practice that attempts to structure some order into the wide range of
texts and meanings that circulate in our culture for the convenience of both producers
and audiences . . . Television is a highly “generic” medium with comparatively few
one-off programs falling outside established generic categories. (Fiske 1987, 109)

Intertextuality, he notes, is not a practice of quotation, but rather refers to the reser-
voir of cultural texts:

Intertextual knowledges pre-orient the reader to exploit television’s polysemy by activating
the text in certain ways, that is, by making some meanings rather than others. Studying a
text’s intertextual relations can provide us with valuable clues to the readings that a particu-
lar culture or subculture is likely to produce from it. (Fiske 1987, 108)

Significantly, Fiske not only acknowledges the centripetal aspects of television as a

commercial medium, but indicates that the dialogic potential of the televisual utter-
ance is constantly undermined.

Downloaded from http://tvn.sagepub.com at SIMON FRASER LIBRARY on April 23, 2009


http://tvn.sagepub.com

300 Television & New Media

Genre is a means of constructing both the audience and the reading subject: its work in
the economic domain is paralleled by its work in the domain of culture; that is, its work
in influencing which meanings of a program are preferred by, or proffered to, which
audiences. It does this by preferring some intertextual relations and their associated
meanings over others and in so far as the relations it prefers are those proposed by the
industry, its work is likely to be reactionary . . . Generically driven intertextuality is
finally constraining and does little to open the text up to the reader: similarly, it does
little to advance our understanding of the inevitability of intertextuality, of the intertex-
tual as the prime site of culture. (Fiske 1987, 115)

Fiske here identifies the necessarily dialogic relations of media as cultural processor.
Fiske does not connect the terms genre and intertext to dialogism and chronotope but
film scholar Vivian Sobchack does in her article “Lounge Time: Postwar Crises and
the Chronotope of Film Noir” (1998). Chronotope refers to the weave of space and
time that situates and bounds any given genre. A road movie requires a road. A
newscast requires a newsroom and anchor. A melodrama requires a family home.
And, according to Sobchack, film noirs operate in the “the cocktail lounge, the night-
club, the bar, the hotel room, the boardinghouse, the diner, the dance hall, the road-
side café, the bus and train station, and the wayside motel,” places that signified
neither home nor public in postwar American culture (Sobchack 1998, 130). This
was the natural habitat of the exciting and dangerous nondomestic women that
promised to release or destroy the films” doomed male protagonists. Sobchack posits
that while social and political crises of the postwar period, such as inflation and a
housing shortage, remain outside the frame and the narrative, spatial metaphors
provide the means of infusing the everyday with a vague anxiety. The loss-of-home
feeling is translated into a lack of happy homes and a preoccupation with the liminal
zones of transience outside the family domain. With her extended analysis, Sobchack
illustrates Todorov’s point that genre is so bound up with chronotope as to make
them almost indistinguishable (Todorov 1984, 83).

In short, Bakhtinian concepts of genre, dialogue, and chronotope have been rec-
ognized as significant for the study of media, but so far applied only piecemeal and
in somewhat limited fashion. In the remaining sections of the article, | attempt to
demonstrate how productive these ideas can be for the study of television’s tendency
toward self-reflexivity.

Television, Parody, and Dialogue

The news parody relies on the viewer’s recognition of the not-quiteness of the
comic news. The topic of news parody also raises larger questions about the meaning
and transformation of televisual texts and genres. The concepts introduced above,
dialogism, or the connection of each utterance to a linguistically mediated social
field, and genre as the particular weave of time and space produced by the rules
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organizing cultural expression, provide a useful frame for analysis. News as genre in
the Bakhtinian sense invites a reading of news parody as an intertext that both calls
on the audience to reflect on the production of television news and, potentially, to
question its authority as the official television discourse of the “real.”

Humor is a pointed example of dialogism. According to Jerry Palmer, some of the
key work of humor is the creative juxtaposition of unlikely terms (Palmer 1987, 61)
and in this sense humor is a telling example of a multivoiced discourse. Humor can
make the predictable unpredictable and defamiliarize the everyday (Palmer 1987,
46). In news parodies exactly such an operation occurs: the predictable text signaled
by the iconic news set, stentorian voice, and serious demeanor of the anchor is made
strange by replacing one of the terms of the news speech genre. To deliver the news,
the anchor must occupy, in terms of speech, dress, and demeanor, “a zero-degree of
deviation from the norm” (Morse 1986, 57). The anchor’s ability to utter legitimate
discourse is therefore a tempting starting place for disrupting the chain of normative
utterances associated with news. Jerry Palmer argues that humor is the process of
disturbing “normal usage” (Palmer 1987, 218), of “constructing absurd actants” of
statement and/or utterance (Palmer 1987, 90). In the best cases this construction can
spark in the audience a critical reassessment (or confirmation) of some alternate
vision of reality. “The butt of the absurd,” writes Palmer, “is always, inherently, a
feature of the real social world in some form or other” (Palmer 1987, 90). If the
prevailing news scenario combines a sober-looking person with serious discourse to
produce a trusted news source, news mockery needs to replace at least one term to
subvert the expectation of the speech genre: silly person delivering serious news;
silly person delivering silly news; serious person delivering silly news. Chris Farley
reporting as Bennett Brauer on his own abjection is one such example.
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the “real” news by a parodic version. Because parody has a parasitic relation to pre-
vious texts, its power is often described as limited. “Parody’s transgressions ulti-
mately remain authorized—authorized by the very norm it seeks to subvert,” writes
Linda Hutcheon. “Even in mocking, parody reinforces; in formal terms, it inscribes
the mocked conventions onto itself. Thereby guaranteeing their continued existence”
(Hutcheon 1985, 75). This temporary inversion is redolent of carnival.

In the case of a successful news satire, not only will the parodic text demonstrate
its own implausibility, it will also indicate, by implication, the tenuousness of all news
discourse as a genre with limited ability to represent or explain the world, by troubling
the equation between form and content. Chris Farley’s sketch described at the outset
of the article is parody, but not satire. | turn next to a few other examples that tread
more closely to social satire: BBC’s Spitting Image (1984-1992), CBC’s This Hour
Has 22 Minutes (1993-), Comedy Central’s The Daily Show (1996-) and The Colbert
Report (2005-).

News Parody as Social Satire

In a recent article on Spitting Image, Ulrike H. Meinhof and Jonathan Smith point
out that the show was equally a satire of British politics and a parody of British
television. “Spitting Image’s entertainment value surely derived from the way it
pointed up and made play with the things we already half-knew about television
itself, and about the ways in which, perhaps increasingly, television programmes are
conceived and watched” (Meinhof and Smith, 2000, 60). Using life size latex pup-
pets to caricature well-known public figures, the show achieved mimetic status of
both humans and television genres. By substituting the infinitely malleable puppet
signifier for the human referent, the show was able to highlight the semiotic aspect
of television, where images of people and events in the world represent both those
specific people and events, and often also stand in for others. The puppets allowed
for the burlesque of human life; placed in recognizable television formats, they also
made a stinging critique of television and our reliance on it for knowledge about the
public sphere.

Jason Mittell notes a similar process at work in animated series, such as The
Simpsons. “Through parodic conventions such as caricature and hyperexaggeration
that are typical of animation, The Simpsons forces us to question the codes of realism
associated with live-action systems of representation” (Mittell 2001, 24; see also
Gray 2005). It bears noting that both The Simpsons (20th Century Fox Film
Corporation, 1989-) and Family Guy (20th Century Fox Film Corporation, 1999-)
at times contain outrageous parodies of news, using their animated quality to exceed
sketches possible with actors and, arguably, importing an intensely defamiliarizing
experience to the news. However, as shows dedicated to the fictional worlds of their
characters, no matter how intertextual, their news parodies tend to be about
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lampooning the pomposity of the newsreaders and the news itself, rather than about
commenting on particular real-world news stories.

Unlike previous sketch comedy shows in Canada that had included news sketches
along the lines of SNL’s Weekend Update (e.g., SCTV, CODCO), This Hour Has 22
Minutes made television its focus and integrated a wide array of sketches into an
overall news format.?
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thereby mimicking the routines that characterize news gathering and broadcasting.
The shows repetitively deconstruct the scripts of mainstream news, often utilizing
the same feeds as the news outlets themselves. They also round up clips of news
commentators, mainly from CNN and Fox, showing—and laughing at—the over-
whelmingly right-wing perspective of mainstream news outlets. In replaying and
actively responding to these clips, the shows construe the news as an utterance, a
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On The Colbert Report, by contrast, Colbert began with a diatribe:

Now I’'m no fan of Michael Moore. Fahrenheit 9/11 demoralized our troops. Roger and
Me destroyed the auto industry. He is a mendacious, muck-raking, loud-mouthed bully
who pulls cheap stunts to publicly humiliate our country. And, he is a terrible dresser.
Joining me now is filmmaker Michael Moore.

After showing a clip of Moore being shouted down by Larry King on CNN, Colbert
dialogically combined the right-wing diatribe with the interview, highlighting the ideo-
logical mission of any coverage of left-wing perspectives on mainstream media. Unlike
on The Daily Show, where Jon Stewart and Michael Moore agreed about the distressing
issues of the American health care system, Colbert insisted throughout the interview
that the free market system did its job well, namely creating differential citizenship, and
that the privileges of private property ensure that television content is constrained by
its sponsors: “Pharmaceutical companies pay for the nightly news. They get to own that
time. . . . I will never say anything against my sponsors. . . . It’s not about telling the
truth. We are selling things” (Comedy Central, July 19, 2007). Unlike on The Daily
Show where Moore agreed and expanded the host’s observations, on Colbert Moore
did little more than laugh. Colbert demonstrates not only the absurdity of the right-
wing views he expounds, he also exposes the generic expectations of the studio inter-
view itself. At one point Colbert opines that he feels too close to Moore and asks his
producer to be connected via satellite hook-up instead. On cue, the two were encased
in separate small screens, Moore’s indicating that he was in Flint, Michigan, his birth-
place. When Colbert asked that he be removed even further, Moore was recaptioned as
being located in Flint, Brazil. In this way, the usual hook-up is denaturalized and paired
with social codes for discomfort and the invasion of personal space.

Utilizing the chronotope of the news set, the studio interview and the satellite
hook-up, news parodies such as Colbert engage the viewer as a cultural participant.
Offering carnivalesque inversions of the usual order, these shows use the cultural
knowledge of genre to upset expectations and defamiliarize authoritative—and ide-


http://tvn.sagepub.com

306 Television & New Media

linguistic, makes Bakhtin a crucial thinker for television studies. For example, televi-
sion might be seen as an inherently dialogic form, as was the novel before it, one
grappling with its position as both culture and commerce. Television’s primary
mode—an essential aspect of its speech genre—is the interview, in which multiple
voices, sometimes with multiple accents, reflecting their diverse positions in the
social field, are brought into contact. Although television may work diligently to
resolve ideological conflicts in favor of the ruling class or the dominant version of the
world (see, for example, Jameson 2000)—realism is certainly a useful prop in this
regard—it is widely accepted that television expresses more views than it forecloses.
For example, the work of Horace Newcomb and Paul Hirsh on television as a “cul-
tural forum” and the studies of Elihu Katz and Tamar Liebes on cross-cultural recep-
tion of American shows both indicate that the reason for the multiplicity of decodings
of television has to do with the ambivalences built into its texts. These ambivalences,
they argue, derive from television’s reflection of what in Bakhtinian terms could be
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