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Abstract

In an era of growing political disaffection, humour has become a powerful tool in the populist
communication arsenal. This article argues that, particularly in democratic contexts marked by
declining trust in institutions, populist politicians increasingly employ humour not merely to
entertain, but to mobilise disengaged voters. Unlike traditional politicians who used jokes as
rhetorical flourishes, a new wave of leaders — many with backgrounds in entertainment and
comedy — have made humour central to their political personas. Drawing on the performative
theory of populism provided by Moffitt and Tormey (2014), this article categorises comedic
populists as politicians who embrace the disruptive elements of the populist performance. The
article demonstrates the appeal of humour by examining the case study of Donald Trump who
has utilised humour to build emotional connections, attack opponents, and dominate media
narratives. It demonstrates that humour serves not only to express discontent but to create group
identity and reinforce outsider status. However, the effectiveness of political comedy appears to
diminish once these figures assume office, as the demands of governance clash with the
disruptive ethos of comedic performance. Through a detailed case analysis of Trump'’s
utilisation of humour, this article explores humour’s evolving role in political communication
and its implications for democratic engagement in the post-2008 political landscape.

Keywords: populist humour, comedic populists, disaffected voters, political communication,
populism.

1. Introduction

In an era marked by widespread political disillusionment, populist politicians are increasingly
leveraging humour, not merely to entertain, but to mobilise disaffected voters. This article
argues that in democratic contexts specifically, comedy has become a central strategy for
engaging electorates who have lost trust in traditional political actors. While humour has long
served as a rhetorical tool in politics — used to build rapport, communicate ideas, or ridicule
opponents — it was traditionally a supplementary tactic rather than a central part of a political
campaign.
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Humour has long been present in politics. Figures such as Ronald Reagan, Barack Obama,
and Winston Churchill effectively employed wit to enhance their public image or diffuse tension
(Rhea, 2012; Stewart, 2012; Stewart et al., 2024). However, for these leaders, humour was a
device and not a defining feature of their public persona. In contrast, contemporary populists
increasingly place humour at the heart of their electoral strategies, a shift this article explores in
greater detail in Section 2.

The hypothesis of this paper is that we have entered a new political environment since the
financial crisis of 2008, in which politicians have emerged who have made humour and comedic
stunts the centre of their political campaigns, some are even professional comedians. Examples
include figures like Volodymyr Zelenskyy, Boris Johnson, Donald Trump, Beppe Grillo, Jimmy
Morales, Marjan Sarec, Jon Gnarr, Al Franken, and Tiririca (Francisco Everardo Oliveira Silva).
These politicians all have something in common — their cultivation of a comedic personality,
either through a professional career in comedy or work in the entertainment industry. This article
will consider how, and why the cultivation of a humorous personality contributes to a populist
politicians’ electoral success through the examination of humour theories and the analysis of a
case study in Section 3.

There has been a growing discussion of the increasing use of humour within politics in
recent years. Some of the key works include Ken Jennings’ Planet Funny: How Comedy Ruined
Everything, Patrick T. Giamario’s Laughter as Politics: Critical Theory in an Age of Hilarity,
Simon Weaver’s The Rhetoric of Racist Humour US, UK and Global Race Joking, and
numerous articles that consider the role of humour in politics as can be found within the
European Journal of Humour Research (EJHR) and HUMOR: International Journal of Humor
Research. However, very few of these works have discussed the specific theme of this article,
which addresses how increasing distrust in democratically elected politicians has made humour
an increasingly potent political tool. Therefore, this article will argue that humour is an effective
populist tool for mobilising non-political voters in democratic contexts for which there is a high
level of public distrust.

The closest work to identifying the phenomenon discussed in this article is Giamario’s
(2022) because he argues that we are in an “Age of Hilarity.” As he writes:

[w]e live in an Age of Hilarity where laughter participates in politics in multiple, overlapping and
often times contradictory ways. Laughter is a medium through which subjects learn about and
engage with political issues; a stake and weapon in violent political struggles; a site of political
disruption and transformation; an escape from politics; and a circulating affect that creates and
sustains complex political assemblages.

(Giamario, 2022, p. 16)

Giamario’s insight that comedy has thoroughly permeated political discourse is a premise this
article accepts. Indeed, humour now plays a prominent role in how citizens engage with both
political content and political figures. However, Giamario does not fully explain how we arrived
at this political moment or detail the mechanisms through which humour mobilises specific
segments of the electorate. His claim that “the comedian-turned-politician defeats the
establishment not by winning office, but by discrediting it” implies that the comedic figure
actively undermines institutional legitimacy (Giamario, 2022, p. 13).

In contrast, this article argues that politics had already been discredited for many voters,
particularly in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, which is primarily discussed in Section 4.
This specific crisis contributed to a broader environment of political distrust, creating fertile
ground for comedic populists to emerge. It is not that comedians discredit politics, but that
widespread political disillusionment opens space for comedians to be seen as credible
alternatives. Therefore, this article seeks to address the gap left by Giamario: it aims to explain
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how we entered the so-called “Age of Hilarity,” and why humour has become such a potent
force in mobilising disaffected democratic voters.

Jennings provides some indication towards the emergence of an “Age of Hilarity,”
suggesting that “[w]e created a culture where politics and political commentary are expected to
be funny” (2018, p. 224). Yet, Jennings does not offer a clear theory for why there is now an
expectation for politics to be funny. Thus, this article builds on both authors’ claim that the
culture now demands humour and entertainment from all areas, including politics, but adds the
additional insight into why this change occurred — and this article argues it is because voters
have become more disaffected with politics. In doing so, the article fills a key gap in Giamario’s
and Jennings’ accounts. While the former charts the effects of humour in political discourse,
and the latter notes its pervasiveness, neither fully explains the causal link between political
distrust and humour’s electoral potency.

There are several articles within EJHR (Basu, 2024; Marra, 2018; Shilikhina, 2013;
Tsakona & Popa, 2013) and HUMOR: International Journal of Humor Research that discuss
the role humour plays in the success of a politician’s appeal to voters (Bippus, 2007; Davies,
2022; Giritlioglu & Chaudhary, 2022; Mendiburo-Seguel et al., 2023; Prokhorets & Saucier,
2022). These studies often highlight how humour is particularly effective in enhancing a
politician’s likeability and relatability among study participants. However, none of these articles
directly examine how rising distrust in democratic institutions has heightened voters’
susceptibility to politicians who cultivate comedic personas.

The considered evidence will be qualitative regarding the case study, which will then be
supported by quantitative survey evidence from institutions like Pew Research and Gallup to
demonstrate that after 2008, public trust was at record lows, and this created fertile political
environments for radically different political candidates. Unfortunately, because the comedic
appeal of populists has been overlooked within scholarly research, there is almost no statistical
evidence that analyses the humorous appeal of comedic stunts for voters. Therefore, much of
the evidence specifically considering whether voters find humour politically appealing will be
qualitative, based on opinions found on the comments sections of websites like YouTube and
Reddit, where there are many people who find comedic populism entertaining.

The article will begin by discussing the various terms that are being employed to discuss
populists’ use of humour. It will set out how populism can best be understood as a pattern of
performance in which politicians seek to mobilise voters. This will include a discussion as to
why humour now appears a particularly useful part of the populist performance within
democratic contexts and not authoritarian ones. Then, it will assess what forms of humour are
effective in winning over disaffected voters by considering the three main theories within
humour studies: the superiority theory, the relief theory, and the incongruity theory. The first
section will conclude with discussion as to how the utilisation of humour has shifted in politics
from a useful rhetorical tool to an incredibly effective campaign winning strategy since 2008.

The article will then consider a specific case study to analyse the humour deployed by
Donald Trump to better understand how his humour mobilised politically disaffected voters.
While Trump is the comedic populist who has received disproportionately high levels of
scholarly attention, his frequent and deliberate use of humour makes him a particularly relevant
case study. The article will link the humour used by Trump to the context in which he deployed
it to demonstrate how high levels of political distrust influenced voters. The case study is the
key methodological approach through which the article addresses the appeal of comedic stunts
to a disaffected voter base.

Section 4 will discuss the statistical evidence that demonstrates the correlation between high
levels of voter distrust and their susceptibility to humorous politicians. The article will argue
that when voters lose trust in their political leaders, they will make their voting decisions based
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on other factors — and in this case, the evidence indicates that humour and entertainment are
increasingly the most important factors.

The final section of the article will suggest that the cultivation of a humorous personality
may help a populist achieve power, but once power is achieved, the effectiveness of humour
appears to wear off once the realities of governance take effect.

2. Methodology

This section sets out what constitutes a comedic populist and then provides the theoretical
explanation for why comedic populists have emerged in politically distrustful democratic
contexts. The considered evidence will be qualitative regarding the case study, which will then
be supported by quantitative survey evidence from institutions like Pew Research and Gallup
to demonstrate that after 2008, public trust in the US was at record lows. Unfortunately, because
the comedic appeal of populists has been overlooked within scholarly research, there is almost
no statistical evidence that analyses the humorous appeal of comedic stunts for voters.
Therefore, much of the evidence specifically considering whether voters find humour politically
appealing will be qualitative based on comments and opinions of those who find comedic
populism entertaining.

2.1. Defining the comedic populist

Within this article, the terms populism and populist are being used to refer to a certain style of
performance that builds positive emotional bonds with audiences. This understanding is adopted
from Moffitt and Tormey (2014) who identify three key features of the style of populist
performance. They write that the populist performance is constituted by three themes of appeal
to (1) “the people,” (2) crisis and breakdown, and (3) disruption and “bad manners” (2014, pp.
390-393). Moffitt and Tormey’s definition of populism is useful because there are clear patterns
of performance among populist politicians that enable them to be categorised as populist. This
article suggests that comedic populists utilise all three themes in their performance, with a
particular embrace of (3) the disruptive approach.

My claim is that comedic populists deploy humour as a central feature of their political
performance, which disrupts the established norms of political performance. Therefore, a
politician can be identified as a comedic populist if their political performance adopts non-
conventional methods that break with political expectations and generates a humorous response
from audiences. Although convention breaking performance might not necessarily suggest
something is humorous, it fits with the incongruity theory of humour which will be clarified
shortly. The argument we are considering is that political distrust leads voters to be more
receptive to the disruptive political performances that break traditional expectations for which
they have grown disaffected. Whereas voters who trust in politics are less likely to find unserious
political displays humorous, this article suggests that distrustful or disengaged voters are more
likely to laugh at performances that break norms which can then mobilise them to vote for that
candidate.

2.2. Why have comedic populists emerged primarily in democratic contexts?

This article focuses exclusively on the use of humour by populists in democratic contexts for
two key reasons. First, humour appears to be a particularly effective tool for mobilising
disaffected voters in democracies, where electoral success depends on public support. In non-
democratic regimes, where elections are absent or symbolic, there is less incentive for politicians
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to deploy humour as a strategic device. Second, there are no prominent examples of politicians
in authoritarian contexts who have adopted humour as a central feature of their political persona.

Although figures such as Vladimir Putin and Narendra Modi occasionally present
themselves as being receptive to humour, their dominant political image is grounded in strength
and authority. For example, while Putin is known to be a fan of the Russian comedy show KVN
(Klub Vesyolykh i Nakhodchivykh, or “Club of the Funny and Witty People”), the humour on
the programme is tightly controlled and never directed at him (Lloyd, 2016). His suppression of
critical satire — such as the cancellation of the puppet show Kukly in 2002 following a media
crackdown — underscores the limitations placed on authentic political humour in authoritarian
environments (Colton, 2016, p. 109).

Similarly, Modi has sought to project a humorous and relatable public image. He frequently
shares memes and light-hearted content on social media, and in 2017 tweeted, “We surely need
more humour in public life” (Modi, n.d.). However, as with Putin, this use of humour is carefully
curated and secondary to his primary image of authority and control. Modi has also been notably
intolerant of satire directed at himself. For example, Indian comedian Raju Srivastava reported
being advised not to joke about Modi (Entertainment Desk, 2020), highlighting the limits placed
on political humour at the leader’s expense.

These dynamics underscore a critical distinction: whereas democratic populists since 2008
have often placed humour at the core of their political identity, authoritarian and quasi-
authoritarian leaders tend to suppress humour that undermines their authority. Consequently,
the cultivation of a genuinely comedic persona — marked by self-deprecation, improvisation,
comedic stunts, and public vulnerability — remains largely confined to populists operating
within democratic systems.

2.3. The main theories in humour studies

To properly understand how humour is being deployed by these democratic populists, it is
important to look to the three key theories of humour studies: the superiority theory, the
incongruity theory, and the relief theory (Critchley, 2002, pp. 2-3). These theories offer
important ways of thinking about the appeal of humour to voters. The superiority theory asserts
humour arises from a sense of dominance over others, often expressed through mockery or
ridicule. The incongruity theory posits that humour arises when there is a disruption of
expectations and something defies or juxtaposes our assumptions of what was likely to happen
— this may manifest as surprise, absurdity, or illogical consequences. The relief theory posits
that humour results from a release of psychological tension which allows people to express
feelings or thoughts that are normally suppressed.

All these theories could be applied to the cases of humour employed by comedic populists
and so it does not seem sensible to limit the discussion to one theory. It is understandable to
want to create a unified theory of humour that explains all instances in which laughter occurs,
because this would make analysis easy, but attempts to reduce humour to one explanatory model
risk overlooking its complexity and versatility. Humour can emerge for several reasons, as these
three theories demonstrate, and that partly explains why it has become such a powerful tool for
comedic populists — because their humour can appeal to a broad demographic of voters. By
applying all three theories, this article more fully captures the diverse ways in which populist
politicians use humour to connect with a broad and disaffected electorate in modern democratic
contexts. This article asserts that disaffected voters are more primed to respond positively to all
three forms of humour than voters who maintain trust in politics.
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2.4. Historic use of humour in politics pre-2008

Prior to 2008, it was not uncommon for politicians to use humour, primarily to diffuse tension
or enhance relatability. According to relief theory, such humour offers a release of psychological
stress, allowing public figures to humanise themselves during moments of scrutiny. One notable
example is Ronald Reagan’s deft use of humour in the 1984 presidential debate, when
questioned about his age in relation to the Cuban Missile Crisis and poor performance in the
previous presidential debate, he quipped: “Not at all, Mr. Trewhitt, and I want you to know that
also I will not make age an issue of this campaign. I am not going to exploit, for political
purposes, my opponent’s youth and inexperience” (Rhea, 2012, p. 115). The joke
simultaneously diffused the question and repositioned it to his advantage.

Even politicians not naturally inclined toward humour recognised its strategic utility.
Margaret Thatcher’s appearance in a 1984 sketch on Yes, Prime Minister was a calculated
attempt to soften her public image during a period of waning popularity. As co-creator Jonathan
Lynn observed, “She was losing popularity and, though not very amusing herself, she knew the
power of humour. She was co-opting the show to make people like her more” (Jennings, 2018,
pp- 210-211).

Witticisms and wisecracks have always been effective for appealing to voters, but they
were not the primary means of communication for politicians prior to 2008. However, a
noticeable shift occurred in the US after 2008 regarding the extent to which politicians began to
incorporate humour into their public personas. As Jennings observes, “By the time of the 2008
election, late night TV had become the front line of political messaging across America”
(Jennings, 2018, p. 213). There is a range of evidence that indicates Jennings was correct in this
observation about the impact of late night on influencing voters views on politics (Feldman,
2013; Gottfried et al., 2015; Landreville et al., 2010). Politicians clearly recognised the utility
of these platforms, as The Center for Media and Public Affairs reported, “During the 2008
presidential election campaign, presidential candidates made 110 appearances on late-night TV
comedy/talk shows” (CMPA, 2008). This was a record number of appearances on comedy
shows and evidences the fact that politicians were aware of, and responding to, their growing
political importance.

Jennings highlights Barack Obama as emblematic of the political shift in recognising the
utility of comedic platforms, describing him as “a smoother, funnier, more media-friendly
President than Clinton,” and dubbing him “the comedian-in-chief” (Jennings, 2018, pp. 213—
214). Obama’s media strategy included calculated appearances on platforms known for their
comedic tone, such as Comedians in Cars Getting Coffee and Between Two Ferns with Zach
Galifianakis. These appearances not only showcased his humour but also served as effective
tools for broadening his appeal and promoting specific policy initiatives (Jennings, 2018, p.
215). Jennings is justified in his argument that Obama was more receptive to appearing on
comedic media shows than previous political figures, yet many will not view Obama’s key
characteristic as being his humorous persona. Rather his exceptional communication skills,
leadership skills, and vision of a more hopeful future seem to have been most important to voters
(Jones, 2009). However, Obama’s use of humour as a political tool was a sign of the changing
relationship politicians had to humour, and by 2016, the cultivation of a comedic personality
was clearly contributing to the successful campaigns of numerous politicians within multiple
democratic contexts — including Donald Trump.

It was during the post-2008 period that Trump emerged on the political stage. In 2011,
Trump garnered political attention as a big proponent of the Obama “birther” conspiracy which
questioned Obama’s country of birth (Kelley-Romano & Carew, 2019). Obama responded with
humour to Trump’s claims by publicly mocking him at the White House Correspondents’
Dinner in 2011, demonstrating Obama’s ability to shrewdly employ humour. Some have even
speculated that Obama joking at Trump’s expense may have motivated Trump to run in the first
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place (Versano, 2025). There is only anecdotal evidence from anonymous “insiders” to support
such a claim, but the sentiment indicates the motivational power that humour seems to possess
in the public imagination. Since his emergence on the political scene, Trump has effectively
wielded humour to his political gain, as we will consider in the next section.

With Gallup reporting that public trust in politics reaching an all-time low during Obama’s
presidency, it is unsurprising that the public appetite for a radically different type of politician
would emerge (Newport & Dugan, 2017). Indeed, trust among Republicans was at a record low,
with Pew Research (2015) finding only 11% of Republicans trusted in the federal government
by the end of Obama’s second term in 2015, compared to 26% of Democrats. Therefore, it is
reasonable to argue that Republicans were more primed to support a disruptive, anti-
establishment candidate than Democratic Party supporters.

The shift observed in the US is mirrored in several low political trust democracies, where
comedic TV shows have become critical platforms for transmitting political messaging (Baym
& Jones, 2013; Feldman, 2024). However, late night TV and the broader legacy entertainment
industry no longer seem to be the front line of political messaging with the growth of social
media content and comedy podcasts, which we will consider in the subsequent case study
(Becker, 2024, p. 233). The transformation of which platforms are the most popular areas of
content consumption coincides with a period of increasing public disaffection with politics, a
dynamic explored further in Section 4. Post-2008, humour has evolved from a supplementary
rhetorical device into a central element of political communication.

3. The modern utilisation of political humour: A case study

While often portrayed as a figure of anger and grievance, Trump’s political persona has been
equally defined by humour — abrasive jokes, absurd exaggerations, improvisation, and meme-
friendly stunts that attract both attention and laughter (Basu, 2024). This analysis departs from
existing scholarship on Trump’s humour by setting aside questions of offensiveness or intent.
Instead, it focuses on humour’s strategic function: how it forges emotional bonds, garners media
attention, and mobilises disaffected voters. For many, Trump will not be humorous, but it is
important to acknowledge that for a large group of people, he is genuinely funny, and this should
not be overlooked in critical discourse. By recognising the comedic dimension of Trump’s
persona, this analysis aims to uncover a key gap in the literature — namely, what humour is
doing to voters, and why it proves so effective in contexts marked by political cynicism and
disengagement.

As presented in the previous section, a comedic populist is characterised by their
performance, and in particular, their disruption of norms and an adoption of what could be
described as “bad manners.” The descriptor of comedic populism does not address the political
ideology of the politician, only the performative techniques utilised to garner political support.
Trump certainly displays traits that can be classed as authoritarian, which have been widely
discussed in scholarship (Baptist & Clark, 2024; Kellner, 2018; Klein & Nelson, 2022), but he
repeatedly rejected such accusations in unserious ways, such as claiming he would only be a
dictator on “day one” (Colvin & Barrow, 2023). It is the unserious, convention breaking attitude,
which sees many voters reject that Trump is a serious threat to democracy (Basu, 2024). The
performative humour that Trump has deployed throughout his career is shared by other comedic
populists who also enact stunts that break conventions. We will focus on Trump in this article
because he is the most well-known comedic populist, but this analysis could have been applied
to any of the other figures listed in the introduction and the findings would have demonstrated
similar results for how humour has been utilised and the factors that created an environment ripe
for the comedic populist to come to power.
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3.1. Trump’s cultivation of a humorous persona

Trump had been cultivating a humorous and attention-grabbing public persona long before his
2016 presidential campaign. His role as host of The Apprentice (2004-2015) allowed him to
shape an image of himself as both an entertaining media figure and a successful businessman.
By 2015, Gallup reported that Trump had over 90% name recognition among Americans
(Dugan, 2015), a level of visibility matched by no other political newcomers, or even stalwart
Republican politicians. Throughout the show, Trump frequently used abrasive and provocative
humour in his interactions with contestants. Many of his remarks, particularly those directed at
women, were criticised as offensive and demeaning (Buncombe, 2016). Yet these instances had
little apparent impact on his career, likely reinforcing the perception that transgressive humour
carried limited reputational risk — which will reconsider regarding the leaked Access
Hollywood tape shortly.

Beyond The Apprentice, Trump maintained his presence in popular culture through
appearances in World Wrestling Entertainment (WWE) events, beginning in the 1990s. His
involvement culminated in his induction into the WIWE Hall of Fame’s celebrity wing in 2013.
These media ventures helped solidify Trump’s persona as a larger-than-life entertainer — an
identity he would later adapt to the political stage with notable success.’

Furthermore, Donald Trump has actively participated in entertainment platforms known for
political satire, hosting Saturday Night Live (SNL) twice in 2004 and again in 2015 and
appearing on the Comedy Central Roast in 2011. These appearances reflect a deliberate attempt
to project a humorous and self-aware public persona. In his 2015 SNL monologue, Trump
acknowledged the show’s history of ridiculing him, stating: “I know how to take a joke. They’ve
[SNL] done so much to ridicule me over the years. This show has been a disaster for me.” His
decision to host SNL in 2015 was strategically timed, occurring just one year before the 2016
US presidential election that he would ultimately win.

While other politicians have used SNL to showcase a more personable image, few have
taken the role of host, underscoring the uniqueness of Trump’s media strategy. Although there
is no direct data linking these appearances to shifts in public perception, they undoubtedly
contributed to sustained media visibility and likely enhanced his image as an entertainer. As
such, when Trump launched his presidential campaign, he was already familiar to many voters
— particularly those disengaged from traditional political discourse — not as a conventional
politician, but as a figure of comedic and cultural interest.

Despite being widely ridiculed within the legacy media and experiencing a series of high-
profile controversies in the run up to the 2016 presidential election, Trump ultimately beat
Hilary Clinton and was elected president. Whereas many political pundits and commentators
believed scandals like the leaked Access Hollywood tape — in which Trump could be heard
telling TV host Billy Bush that he could do anything to women, including the line “Grab them
by the pussy. You can do anything” (BBC News, 2016) — would end Trump’s political chances,
the reality was entirely different. Instead, Trump’s offensive remarks became part of his
humorous appeal for many who either did not take the comments seriously or found them
inoffensive.

The available statistical data indicates that Trump’s leaked remarks did not significantly
negatively impact many Republican supporters’ views of him, with a Politico/Morning Consult
poll taken at the time of the breaking news revealing that only 12% of all Republicans and 13%
of female Republicans felt that Trump should have ended his campaign (Shepard et al, 2016).
Furthermore, the poll revealed that 10% of Republicans said Trump’s comments gave them a
positive feeling and 8% said they were more favourable after viewing the video. Although no

! At one point Trump was on the receiving end of a ‘stone cold stunner’ from Steve Austin which is
worthwhile viewing.
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institution has systematically collected data on whether voters found the Access Hollywood
video amusing, qualitative evidence from online discussions suggests that a substantial number
of people did interpret Trump’s remarks humorously. For instance, on the popular subreddit
titled, “Unpopular Opinion,” Reddit users made statements like “I thought ‘Grab her by the
pussy’ was hilarious,” or “Trump saying ‘grab ‘em by the pussy’ isn’t a big deal, and it shouldn’t
have been taken seriously.” Trump himself framed the comments as “locker-room banter,”
seeking to defuse the controversy by reclassifying the remarks as jokes. While these statements
were deeply offensive to many, they did little to alienate his core supporters. As Cassese and
Barnes (2019, p. 696) note, Trump’s base largely consisted of voters already predisposed to
dismiss accusations of sexism and political correctness. For such audiences, his irreverent tone
functioned not as a liability but as an affirmation of authenticity, and in some cases, his refusal
to apologise strengthened his appeal.

3.2. Trump’s recognition of the power of humour

Trump has clearly recognised the political utility of comedy, a fact most evident during his 2024
presidential campaign, when he appeared on a series of high-profile comedy podcasts. Trump
appeared on approximately 14 major podcasts or streams (Pastis, 2024), with at least three
podcasts hosted by comedians, including “The Joe Rogan Experience,” “This Past Weekend
with Theo Von,” and “FLAGRANT.” These podcasts have garnered millions of views and
listens, with “The Joe Rogan Experience” having 60 million views on YouTube as of November
2025. Joe Rogan comments on Trump’s use of humour in the podcast where he tells Trump,
“one of the beautiful things about you is that you freeball... you do this Biden impression... its
funny, you have comedic instincts” (PowerfulJRE, 2024, min 25). Trump responds to Rogan,
“you know it’s funny. You need at least the attitude of a comedian when you’re doing this
business.” The exchange between Rogan and Trump supports the central argument of this
article: that Trump not only utilises humour to broaden his appeal but consciously cultivates a
comedic persona to reach voters who may otherwise disengage from traditional political
discourse. Understanding how populist leaders employ humour is essential for analysing their
communicative effectiveness in an age of political disaffection.

Comments on these podcasts often reflect deep distrust in legacy media and provide clear
evidence that humour is impacting the voting intentions of those viewing the content. There are
numerous claims stating that legacy media is either irrelevant or dead. One of the most liked
comments from the podcast “FLAGRANT” — with 39,000 likes — states, “Hi. For those of
you visiting from the future: in the year 2024, we had to resort to comedy podcasts for unbiased
news because the mainstream media couldn’t be trusted” (FLAGRANT, 2024). Jennings
identified that for disaffected voters, the comedian is — in many cases — seen as a trusted
source for news, whereas politicians are viewed as a source of entertainment (2018, pp. 7-10).
Of course, this is not true for all people, but it is true for enough voters to have a significant
impact on the direction of elections. There is recognition from scholars that podcasts are
successful at “microtargeting” specific blocs of voters (Jackson et al, 2024, p. 116), but there is
little acknowledgment of the role that Trump’s humour played in mobilising voters.

Trump’s successful use of these platforms has been commented on by several political
analysts who have argued that Democrats need more left-leaning comedy podcasts, or what has
been termed, a “Liberal Rogan” (Marcus, 2024; McHugh, 2024). This discussion emerged after
the election result revealed that more than half of men under 30 had voted for Trump (Brown,
2024). This is likely due to a global trend in which young men are growing increasingly
disaffected with democratic politics (Deckman & Cassese, 2019, p. 295; Grasso & Smith, 2021,
p. 54). Maria Grasso and Katherine Smith found that young men are “more likely to have
embraced online political participation” than other demographic groups, which provides some
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explanation why Trump’s capturing of podcasters and influencers collectively known as “the
manosphere” was influential in swinging this voter group towards him (2022, p. 54).

In the aftermath of the 2024 election there seems to have been some recognition from
analysts that Trump appeals to the humour of voters, but there has been little acknowledgment
about just how much he employs comedic effect to garner votes. Consider this August 2024
article in The New York Times titled “Trump Is Losing the Humor War,” The article puts forward
the suggestion that Trump had lost his comedic charm, yet it begins with the statement “Over
the past decade, there’s one truth that liberals have been loath to admit: Donald Trump is funny”
(Weatherby, 2024). Beyond the article’s premature assessment that Trump had lost the humour
war, it does capture an important issue — that Trump is not considered humorous by his political
opponents, but for a certain segment of voters, he is very funny. The inability of political
opponents to comprehend how humour converts into votes prevents them understanding
Trump’s appeal and reflects a broader disconnect.

During the 2024 election, humour itself became a point of political contention. Republicans
criticised Kamala Harris for laughing too much, branding her “Laffin’ Kamala,” while
Democrats countered that “no one has ever seen Trump laugh” (Weatherby, 2024). Though
seemingly trivial, this discourse demonstrates how both campaigns recognised the symbolic
importance of humour in shaping public perception. Clearly both campaigns hoped to convey
to the public that their candidate had the best sense of humour.

Those trying to understand Trump’s use of humour frequently consider it through the lens
of the superiority theory, by discussing his targeting of political opponents, the media, and
establishment figures as objects of mockery and derision (Davies, 2022; Theye & Melling,
2018). There is no doubt that by positioning himself as an outsider, Trump uses humour to assert
superiority over perceived elites and to articulate the frustrations of voters who felt ignored or
betrayed by the political system. However, an often-overlooked feature of his humour is the
improvisational content and absurdities that emerge on the campaign trail and on social media
platforms (Marsh, 2018, p. 448). Even his seeming political mistakes or eccentricities are
converted into popular memes and humorous clips that ensure that his message is distributed
throughout the legacy media. For instance, during the September 2024 presidential debate,
Trump stated that “In Springfield they’re eating the dogs. .. they’re eating the cats, they’re eating
the pets of the people that live there” (Atlanta First News, 2024). Harris’ visible laughter only
reinforced the absurdity — and viral potential — of the statement.

The absurdity of the claim disrupted conventional political discourse and aligns with the
incongruity theory of humour by subverting expectations of political decorum. Even Harris
could not help but chuckle and this serves to propagate the idea that Trump is funny. The clip
of Trump has now been transformed into a popular (and catchy) song titled, “The Kiffness -
Eating the Cats ft. Donald Trump (Debate Remix)” which has over 17 million views on
YouTube, and millions more across social media platforms. For many, this claim is obviously
false and that is where absurd humour emerges, but the virality that this moment has achieved
can only be seen as a huge success in political messaging for Trump. The song and clip were
endlessly shared across social media, and there was a flood of memes and viral content that
memeified the message. Figure 1 shows how Republican channels amplified this moment with
Al-generated visuals of Trump protecting animals. Through this content, Trump reached many
voters who would have had no interest in a presidential debate and likely made many of them
laugh.
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Figure 1. Official Republican party social media channels, such as the Republican House
Judiciary Committee X account, posted Al generated pictures of Trump protecting animals
and pets. Source: @JUDICIARYGOP on X

It is not enough to categorise this form of humour merely as incongruity because this statement
also exemplifies the superiority theory, particularly through its racialised undertone. Trump’s
implication that Haitian migrants are eating pets may resonate with audiences holding
xenophobic views, rendering the remark humorous to those who see migrants as lesser people
(Wang, 2024). Trump has regularly employed racialised humour, often appealing to voters who
find such transgressive jokes amusing (Newman et al., 2021). By recognising that the humorous
appeal was multifaceted enables us to understand that it could have made many viewers laugh,
even if they vehemently oppose Trump’s politics.
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Figure 2. During the campaign trail in October 2024 Donald Trump drove around in a garbage
truck in Wisconsin to mock Joe Biden who was accused of calling Trump supporters
‘garbage’. Source: BBC News

There were many more moments in which Trump performed nonconventional political stunts
which served to create humorous viral moments that increased his visibility across media
platforms. This strategy is exemplified in Figure 2 — which shows Trump driving around as a
garbage man — and this was widely reported on by media across the world and created a
moment of comedic relief and incongruity for his supporters. Although there is no statistical
evidence to demonstrate support for the garbage truck stunt, comedian Jordan Klepper attended
Trump’s inauguration weekend in 2024 where many Trump supporters expressed excitement at
the hope of seeing the garbage truck (The Daily Show, 2025). Performative stunts like this were
hugely successful for generating attention and humour for Trump’s campaign which became a
memorable part of his campaign. For instance, he was also pictured working in a McDonald’s
drive through (Figure 3) less than two weeks before the garbage truck stunt. The McDonald’s
shift similarly captured mass media attention and endeared him to supporters.
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Figure 3. Donald Trump poses for a photo shoot at a McDonalds in Pennsylvania during his
2024 campaign trail. Source: AP / Alamy

Performative stunts and outrage generated from offensive statements serve to transmit Trump’s
message across media platforms and work to build his humorous perception among politically
distrustful voters who are likely to laugh based on the incongruity and absurdity of the images
they are consuming. The outrage also plays into the notion that those opposed to Trump do not
have a good sense of humour. This is most clearly evidenced by Trump supporter and financier,
Elon Musk, who claimed that “the left wanted to make comedy illegal... you can’t make fun of
anything... Legalise comedy!” (Forbes, 2025). The notion that Trump opponents do not have a
sense of humour is a pivotal part of Trump’s community building because those who then
support Trump can claim to be part of the community who understand humour. Trump’s use of
humour, therefore, is not incidental but strategic — serving as both a campaign tactic for
grabbing attention, and a cultural signal that aligns him with voter grievances and against
traditional politics and politicians.

Importantly, Trump’s comedic style resonated particularly well in an environment marked
by growing distrust in government institutions. In the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis and
amid increasing political polarisation, many American voters viewed traditional politicians with
scepticism and distrust, which we will consider further in the next section. Through comedic
stunts, Trump has been able to appeal to voters’ sense of humour, and this has been pivotal in
mobilising voters who are no longer motivated to vote based on the policy promises of a
politician.

In summary, Trump’s use of humour embodied a populist performance that combined
mockery, disruption, and emotional relief to appeal to voters disillusioned with mainstream
politics. His success underscores the argument that humour has become a pivotal tool for
mobilising the apolitical or disaffected electorate in democratic contexts marked by high
political distrust. The article will now discuss the broader correlation that can be drawn between
the increasing distrust in politicians and the electoral success of humorous populists.
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4. Correlation between political distrust and voter susceptibility to humour

A key argument of this article is that the rise of humorous populists is strongly correlated with
declining trust in democratic institutions. In democracies where political trust has eroded
significantly, comedic populists have found fertile ground for electoral success. Countries such
as the US, the UK, Italy, Ukraine, Slovenia, Brazil, and Guatemala — all of which have
experienced high or rising political disaffection — have seen the emergence or election of
leaders who foreground humour in their public personas (Granados & Sanchez, 2025; Meléndez,
2023; Valgardsson et al., 2025).

By contrast, nations with consistently high levels of political trust — such as Switzerland,
Denmark, Norway, and Sweden — have not produced major populist figures who use humour
as a core political strategy (Valgardsson et al., 2025, p. 11). This divergence reinforces the idea
that comedic populism thrives in environments where traditional authority has lost its legitimacy
and where voters seek alternatives that entertain more than they seek to engage in political
rhetoric.

The post-2008 global financial crisis marks a pivotal shift in political trust. According to
Pew Research (2022), since the crash, fewer than a quarter of Americans have expressed
consistent trust in the federal government to do what is right. Similar patterns have been
documented across other democracies. As Valgardsson et al. note in their longitudinal study of
global trust in institutions, that there was a sharp drop in political trust since 2008 (2025, p. 10).
Valgardsson et al. write, “the simplest interpretation of these divergent trends is that declining
trust in parliaments and governments is not about people’s lack of trust in state institutions in
general, but their lack of trust in elected representatives in particular” (p. 20). If Valgardsson et
al. are correct in diagnosing this widespread disaffection specifically with politicians, then it
follows that humorous populists are particularly well-positioned to capitalise on the vacuum of
trust. Their irreverence, satire, and anti-establishment tone resonate with voters who have
become alienated from conventional political discourse. In such contexts, humour does more
than entertain, it communicates authenticity, disrupts standard expectations of decorum, and
forges emotional bonds that traditional politicians fail to cultivate when trust has broken down.

There is a range of research confirming that low levels of public trust do not equate to low
levels of voter participation and instead contributes to voters’ willingness to mobilise for radical
alternatives (Fieschi & Heywood, 2004; Hooghe & Marien, 2013; Rooduijn et al., 2015). This
article contributes to the existing literature by arguing that in environments marked by
widespread scepticism and cynicism, comedic populists have effectively mobilised voter
disillusionment by circumventing traditional political norms and appealing to emotion. For
many disengaged voters, especially younger audiences, policy detail matters less than
relatability and affective appeal. Humour provides both. It disarms critics, creates community,
and gives voice to dissatisfaction in a form that feels subversive and safe.

As a result, comedy becomes not only a form of resistance in response to feelings of
disaffection, but a tool of recruitment — especially in digital spaces where memes, viral videos,
and podcast soundbites shape political narratives. In democracies where trust in traditional
political parties and politicians has fractured, the political comedian becomes not just palatable,
but preferable.

Although it is impossible to predict the trend of political trust in the future, it is likely to
remain low until disaffected voters are convinced to trust politicians again. While comedic
populists may continue to experience electoral success in the short term, there is mounting
evidence that such strategies are less sustainable once in office. Because comedic populists often
lack substantive policy agendas or political acumen, they frequently struggle to implement
meaningful change and may, in some cases, impede effective governance. Thus, the article will
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now discuss the limits of humour once a comedic populist has achieved power and transitioned
from campaigner to incumbent.

5. Limits of political humour: Once in power, its effectiveness diminishes

While humour can be an effective strategy for gaining public attention and electoral support, its
utility often diminishes once comedic populists assume office. Campaigns allow for
performance, exaggeration, and satire, whereas governance demands consistency, credibility,
and effective policy platforms. The traits that help humorous populists win elections often clash
with the responsibilities of leadership.

This dynamic has been evident among several populist figures. Comedians-turned-
politicians often find that the very traits that endeared them to disaffected voters undermine their
authority once in power. For example, Trump was beaten by Joe Biden in the 2020 election
campaign after achieving record low levels of approval (Enten, 2021), and in his second term
he continues to deploy his humour through memes and comedic stunts, but it has not prevented
his approval rating from quickly falling (Igielnik, 2025). Trump’s approval trajectory is one that
is mirrored by other comedic populists, including Boris Johnson, Jimmy Morales, Marjan Sarec,
and Javier Milei. The performative charm that engages voters during campaigns seemingly
wears off on the public once the realities of policymaking, institutional negotiation, and
international diplomacy become part of the populist’s daily routine. The need for clear
communication, administrative competence, and coalition-building often exposes the fragility
of comedic appeal.

Throughout Trump’s second term he has continued to utilise humour, primarily by posting
Al generated videos and pictures. The New York Times has collated a list of all these fake images
and suggested that they are being utilised to “Attack Enemies and Rouse Supporters”
(Thompson, 2025). The offensive humour does not seem to be winning Trump any new
supporters, but neither does it seem to be losing him many. For instance, after the death of Pope
Francis in April 2025, Trump posted to social media an Al generated version of himself as the
pope (Figure 4) — and this was shared by official Republican channels which seemingly created
a moment of comedic relief and incongruity for his supporters. Figure 4 received criticism for
being deeply offensive to Catholics, but that criticism was largely from those who were
ideologically opposed to Trumpism. Trump recognised this, stating to a reporter who asked
whether this was offensive to Catholics, “Oh, they can’t take a joke” and he went on to criticise
the “fake news media” for suggesting that anyone could be offended by the picture (Kavi, 2025).

In this example, Trump utilised the in-group vs the out-group distinction to suggest that
only those within the in-group understand the humour. This was supported by Catholic vice-
president J.D Vance who posted on X, “I’m fine with people telling jokes.” Within the legacy
media, there was a lack of discussion about Trump’s claim and consideration about how this
image was received by those who view Trump in a positive light, and many of them it was
considered as hilarious. Numerous replies describing the image as funny can be seen in the
comments of the social media posts displaying the image. For instance, on X there are many
replies to the picture which was posted to the White House’s official account that express
support:

He does it to get a rise out of you liberals to show how deranged you all are and every single time
you guys fall for it, hook, line and sinker. It’s hilarious!

I’m a catholic & I find this hilarious %@ All the people crying & raging in the comments (most of

them woke garbage & atheists) , get a sense of humor!
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An An

I can genuinely say Its hilarious seeing the Catholics get so upset by this post & &
(White House, n.d.)

These responses reveal a typical reaction to controversial Trump posts and comments, those
who oppose Trump are outraged and criticise his actions, whilst ignoring why his supporters
find his actions humorous.

Figure 4. Al generated image of Donald Trump as the Pope. Posted to the official White
House X account. Source: @WhiteHouse on X

This Al content is often absurd and offensive to political opponents, but humorous to his
political base. Further examples include Trump posted an Al video that depicted him flying a
fighter jet, and dropping what appears to be excrement, over “No Kings” protestors.
Additionally, he has posted a parody music video of a cover of Blue Oyster Cult’s “(Don’t Fear)
The Reaper,” which insinuates that Russ Vought will fire federal workers. The Trump
administration is seemingly accelerating their dissemination of Al content (sometimes described
as “Al slop”) and it is unclear as to whether his base of supporters will grow tired of this content,
but it currently does not seem to be negatively impacting views of Trump among Republicans.

The administration is aware of Trump’s humorous appeal, with Speaker of the House Mike
Johnson arguing, in response to the outrage caused by the Al fighter jet video, “He is using satire
to make a point... You can argue he’s probably the most effective person who’s ever used social
media for that” (Hill, 2025). However, whilst the administration is in power, the effectiveness
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of humour to appeal to voters outside the Republican base seems to be decreasing as the public
now hold those in power to account for their material conditions.

Moreover, populist humour, which thrives on critique and defiance, may turn inward when
leaders become part of the establishment they once opposed. The anti-elitist tone that galvanised
support during a campaign can ring hollow when the populist occupies the most powerful office.
At this point, attempts to employ humour can be perceived as evasive, inappropriate, or tone-
deaf.

The transition from entertainer to officeholder highlights the fundamental tension between
spectacle and statecraft. While humour can be an effective tool for achieving electoral success
in a disillusioned democracy, it is rarely sufficient to sustain legitimacy over time. The long-
term impact of comedic populism on public trust in democratic institutions remains unclear, as
we are still witnessing the unfolding consequences of this strategy.

6. Conclusion

This article has argued that the rise of comedic populists is inseparable from the erosion of
political trust in democratic contexts since the 2008 financial crisis. While humour has always
been present in politics, what distinguishes the current moment is its transformation from an
occasional rhetorical device into the organising principle of entire political personas. By
introducing the category of the comedic populist, the article provides a framework for analysing
leaders who foreground humour as part of populism’s disruptive performance style.

Through the case of Donald Trump, the analysis has shown how humour operates across
multiple registers: as superiority (mocking elites and minorities), as incongruity (disrupting
political norms with absurdity), and as relief (release of political tension and grievance).
Humour functions not only to entertain but to create belonging, build outsider identity, and
circulate messages far beyond traditional political channels. In this way, it becomes a powerful
mechanism of mobilisation in contexts where voters have lost faith in conventional forms of
political authority.

Yet the analysis also highlights the limits of political comedy. Once in power, the disruptive
energy of humour tends to clash with the demands of governance, eroding its effectiveness as a
unifying strategy. This tension underscores the paradox of comedic populism: the very traits
that help leaders win office often undermine their legitimacy once they hold it.

By theorising comedic populism as a product of disaffection and distrust, this article
contributes to humour studies, populism research, and political communication. It demonstrates
that humour is not merely a cultural supplement to politics but a central resource for mobilising
democratic discontent.
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