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Abstract

The trope of the stupid, and/or disingenuous, media ‘interviewer’ character invented and
performed by comedians, from This is Spinal Tap, to Ali G, to Parks and Recreation, has been
enormously popular. It also serves a more serious social commentary-satirical role, in ‘setting
up,” humiliating or generally undermining dominant social norms and ‘establishment’ experts.
Employing both harmless self-deprecation and biting political mockery, these characters have
been examined as major cultural influences who produce significant cultural artefacts. Using
linguistic theories of humour studies, this paper analyses the Cunk persona, who, while
ostensibly naive and harmless, satirising and transgressing class-based establishment norms-
targets, is actually a safe brand of humour which reflects and reproduces the very establishment
it seeks to satirise in a class-based, racially privileged and safe adventure into British elitism
and the status quo.
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1. Introduction

British humour has been characterised as being highly-class conscious, including an alertness
to and utilisation of regional sociolect and accent for negative associations (Alexander, 1984;
Parkin, 2016; Valleriani, 2024). For example, “many English speakers coming from the South
of England tend to associate a ‘funny voice’ or a ‘joke-telling voice’ with a generic or
unplaceable Northern accent” (Alexander, 1984, p. 81). This accent-class association has a long
historical tradition. Shakespeare employed the use of comic relief through regional-accented
foils and targets (Cattle, 1999). George Bernard Shaw famously satirised the accent divide in
British society in his 1916 play Pygmalion (later popularised as the musical My Fair Lady): “It
is impossible for an English [speaker] to open his mouth without making some other English
[speaker] hate or despise him” (Shaw, 1912, Preface). The famous British comedy duo,
Morecombe and Wise, used Wise’s version of ‘Received Pronunciation’ (RP) for stark contrast
with Morecombe’s exaggerated Lancashire accent, with connotations of class difference and
regional identity, to great effect (Parkin, 2016, pp. 59-60). In British humour, the use of a
northern, regional accent connotes parochial difference, typifying lack of education and
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sophistication. The Catherine Tate Show, for instance, mined the potential of regional accents,
including northern accents, for intrinsic comedic effect (Valleriani, 2024, p. 736).

Another major function of British satire has been social commentary, using humour to
criticise injustices and social issues. For example, Swift’s satirical pamphlet “A Modest
Proposal” (1729) sought to draw attention to “famine and overpopulation” in Ireland by
shockingly suggesting “cannibalism as the ultimate form of satiric exaggeration...to disrupt,
disturb and deconstruct commonly-held principles in social discourse” (Smith, 2025, p. 93).
Jane Austen’s novels also performed social commentary through satire, as exemplified by her
character Mr. Bennett’s comment in Pride and Prejudice (1813): “For what do we live, but to
make sport for our neighbours, and laugh at them in our turn?” (Austen, 2001, pp. 343-344).

Therefore, we can view the recent success of Diane Morgan’s character, Philomena Cunk,
whose “exaggerated...Bolton accent” is deliberate, and central to the comic effect (Ewens,
2022), as a continuation of this tradition. Cunk’s accent and unsophisticated regional
boorishness are deployed in direct contrast with, and as a trigger for, interviewed academics and
other experts who almost invariably speak with RP and who present with upper-class British
decorum. The accent divide is emblematic of class contrast, regional identity, education levels
and ‘establishment’ representation, since the interviewees are those with power and capital in
British society — academics, religious experts, and other members of the educated, privileged
classes. The stylistic contrasts are a central element of the comedy: by performing the
unsophisticated, regional and crude interviewer, Cunk discomfits her targets, rendering them
often speechless, and powerless to respond in register, style or propositional content.

While accent and regional boorishness are the ‘vehicles’ of Cunk’s humour, the main
premise for Cunk’s humour is its format, which is the mockumentary. This explains the
international success of Cunk beyond its original cultural-linguistic context (Pandya, 2025),
since there is no reason to assume that the wider audience is literate for, or even aware of, the
accent-regional differences and what these signify. This wider audience, however, is alert to the
mockumentary genre and how it subverts documentary genre expectations. One commentator
argues that this awareness is key to the show’s ‘international popularity,” because viewers can
recognise and enjoy Cunk’s “hilarious mockumentary format [and] deadpan delivery” (Norman,
2023). Indeed, the mockumentary genre has been culturally popular, but its constituent elements
warrant further investigation to determine whether Cunk is actually subversive or if it is, instead,
an excursion into safe humour which validates and supports the very establishment it appears to
satirise.

2. The mocumentary genre, linguistic theories of humour, and
‘interviewer’ character precedents

The core element of Cunk - the subversion of known documentary genre characteristics of
expert, serious, non-fiction commentary and interviews - is key to its appeal. Its undermining of
power and capital, as vested in the academic or expert, by an interviewer who is non-expert,
non-serious, and usually unrefined as well, is relatable to viewers who see themselves
championed by the destabilising of power structures and establishment norms which they do not
fully participate in or share capital with (Campbell, 2007; Hight, 2015; Nardi, 2017; Tueth,
2012; Wallace, 2018). While the use of contrasting accents or styles can facilitate the
mockumentary, they are not pre-requisites, as evidenced by the success of mockumentaries such
as This is Spinal Tap, The Office, or Parks and Recreation (IMDb, 2012; Haasbroek, 2022),
where accents are not significant markers of difference.

Central to the mockumentary, in film or television, is its relationship to the documentary
genre, which it subverts. The neologism itself, dating from 1956, combines elements of both
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words - mock/doc + umentary - for meaning reflecting its function and purpose (OED, n.d.). It
mimics the documentary genre, for format, language register, interviewer-interviewee
interaction, assumed formality, seriousness, and many other features (Hight, 2015; Nardi, 2017;
Tueth, 2012; Wallace, 2018). Indeed, “directors of mockumentaries apply many of the
techniques and conventions of documentary films” to achieve their effect (Napolitano, 2020, p.
6).

Some commentators have argued that the mockumentary, because it imitates the features
of the documentary, “seeks to deceive, to make fun of the viewer by using documentary
strategies” (Gjepali, 2024, p. 76), or that the “goal of most mockumentary films is to trick the
audience into believing that the people and events depicted are (or were) real” (Napolitano,
2020, p. 6). However, the idea that the viewer is ‘tricked’ into believing that what they are seeing
is authentic - only to discover that it is a text which is not serious - seems unlikely, since
mockumentaries are popular with audiences who are already conversant with, or who have
literacy for, the documentary genre, and who consume mockumentaries precisely because of
this intertextuality and evident differences. That is, a viewer who selects a mockumentary will
have done so deliberately, with the expectation of enjoying satire.

Nevertheless, even when a person views a mockumentary without initially knowing that it
is a mockumentary, they will typically recognise the clues intrinsic to, and contained within, the
text, which subvert the documentary genre. These clues can be identified across multiple,
increasingly more complex levels. At the simplest, semantic level, the viewer becomes aware
of ‘script collisions’ — script is defined as “a cognitive structure internalised by [a person’s]
knowledge of a small part of the world” (Raskin, 1985, p. 81) — where the viewer’s prior
expectation of a text which conforms to the serious, non-fictional documentary ‘script’ is
undermined by the presence and reality of the mockumentary ‘script,” which is non-serious and
fictional, but imitative in form of the documentary script. This script contradiction or ‘collision’
is recognised by the viewer as a “joke-carrying text” because these “two scripts with which the
text is compatible are opposite” (Raskin, 1985, p. 99).

At the next interpretive and literacy level, this contradiction can only be reconciled as a
deliberate action of humour, and if it is ‘read’ as such, then it invokes the viewer’s pragmatic or
contextual understanding of the text as being framed as “play” (Bateson, 1953). Known as
“contextual cues,” the mockumentary maker/s signal a non-serious, or “play frame” via these
genre contradictions, which the viewer recognises and decodes as humour intention, and this
creates an alignment between “speaker intention and audience response” (Coates, 2007, p. 32).
The mockumentary can only work as a “hoax” if “viewers fail to read cues that reveal the films’
fictional status” (Roscoe, 2000, p. 3). However, in Wallace’s (2018, p. 71) view, using Spinal
Tap (1984) as a foundational example of the genre, “this is very unlikely [given the] barrage of
textual cues” which occur in mockumentaries.

Typically, the background knowledge of the viewer has already been activated by the
parallelism between the genres of documentary and mockumentary, where “co-occurrence
expectations” are met (Gumperz, 1982, p. 153) in an intersection between these types of texts.
Documentary features which are present in the mockumentary include the format, interviewing
style, voice-over, standard English or RP accent, and the presenter addressing the camera
(Campbell, 2007; Hight, 2015; Nardi, 2017; Tueth, 2012; Wallace, 2018). Indeed, Cunk’s
creators explicitly state that when the show first appeared on BBC TWO, it was heavily
derivative, and satirical of, “the BBC factual programming and documentary style,” and the
deliberate decision to foreground Diane Morgan’s “exaggerated...Bolton accent” was key to
this subversive contrast and effect (Ewens, 2022). As such, viewers typically recognise that the
target of the mockumentary, in a referential sense, is the documentary genre in general, and
specific documentary texts or persons. In the case of Cunk, the target is the interviewer, and/or
the interviewee, as noted by one commentator who describes the show’s signature method of
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satire: “Often asking buffoonish questions, Cunk leaves her interview subjects utterly baffled in
nearly every segment” (Norman, 2023, italics added for emphasis).

Viewers of Cunk are privy to the joke — they know they are not the target and thus enjoy
the humour because the interviewer/interviewee is the identifiable target or butt of deliberate
humour aggression (Gruner, 2000, p. 147). This is consistent with the observation that viewers’
ability to “decipher intentionality is the ability to interpret motive and to identify the joke’s
intended target” (Hale & Lam 2024, p. 161). Part of this intentionality is the central role of the
interviewer/presenter, whose non-serious and fictional character directly mocks and references
the documentary interviewer/presenter. Cunk impersonates a BBC documentary
maker/interviewer by dressing formally and attending interviews with a camera crew, only to
discomfit the experts with ignorant, often crude, tangential or irrelevant questions and
comments.

This foregrounding of the interviewer is central to the Cunk format, but it is not a feature of
other popular mockumentaries which mimic reality TV shows, such as Parks and Recreation or
The Office - either the UK original or the US version. In these shows, the characters address the
camera occasionally in interview style, but the interviewer does not appear in front of the
camera, and there is no voice-over (Hight, 2015; Holladay, 2023). Instead, the characters
regularly look at the camera to indicate that they are aware of being observed, or as a type of
signification, or appeal, to an implicit audience during moments of tension, embarrassment or
humour. This type of mockumentary mimics the format of the “observational documentary”
where real people have an “encounter with the camera” (Wallace, 2018, p. 27), but these shows
are highly scripted, directed and acted for humorous purposes. The format is also popular in
Australia, with shows such as Kath and Kim and Chris Lilley’s work (Wallace, 2018, p. 14).

However, none of these shows provide a close comparison with Cunk, which, although
highly organised, scripted and edited, nevertheless relies significantly for its humorous effect
on the unscripted moments — when Morgan ad-libs comments and questions, and when the
interviewed experts are “baffled” (Pandya, 2025). As Morgan comments:

I [lull] them into a false sense of security...talking about their favourite topic. Then...I’ll ask them
something ridiculous and watch how they get out of it. And it’s nice watching them struggle, isn’t
it? It’s like pulling the wings off a fly... I can say exactly what I want, and it doesn’t matter. I can
be as rude as I like...

(Pandya, 2025)

This ‘rude’ interviewer-character trope seems to be a particularly British mockumentary
invention, with the closest comparison being to Sacha Baron Cohen’s A/i G (1998-2014), who
similarly aggressively targeted interviewed guests, while simultaneously mocking an invented
regional/suburban, uneducated and coarse person who is mis-cast as a BBC interviewer. Indeed,
the deliberate performance of the interviewer as a person misplaced in a position of power,
undermining celebrities and experts who are expecting a serious, formal interviewer, produces
a contrastive parody of British class and establishment extremes for both shows. Ali G was
created as the “stultifyingly ignorant buffoon...clearly fashioned...to make his viewers laugh at
the uneducated and directionless youth of modern Britain” and the comedian Baron Cohen
“seems to take great pleasure in humiliating ‘A-list’ guests on his show” (Saunders, 2008, p.
229). Similarly, Morgan explicitly regards the interviewees as ‘fair game’ for the Cunk character
and relishes the opportunity to indulge this power advantage:

It’s so freeing [being given] free rein to be as thick as you liked and as rude as you’d liked and as
bored as you liked...You get weirdly sort of fearless when you do it because you can’t do anything
wrong. You can yawn in people’s faces; you can flick them the Vs mid-interview.

(Ewens, 2022)
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The naive, but crude and aggressive character trope is in strong contrast with some earlier genre-
pioneering mockumentary tropes in the Australian context. The comedians Gary MacDonald’s
Norman Gunston (1975-1979, 1993), and Barry Humphries’ Dame Edna (1955-2003) were
internationally successful and especially influential in the UK (Bye et al., 2007; Hale, 2021),
and potentially intertextual in the development of Cumnk (Idato, 2023). There are other
commonalities: all these comedic characters mimic and foreground the disingenuous, regional,
unsophisticated and uneducated outsider excluded from the upper middle-class society and
media establishment being subverted; all of the comedians were originally platformed and
achieved popularity on state-run TV shows; all of the comedians are tertiary educated and
middle-class, as are most of their producers and writers (Bye et al., 2007; Saunders, 2008, p.
229; Hale, 2021; Ewens, 2022).

Thus, when these comedians invent characters who represent the lower classes, the main
function of these characters is to provide a vehicle to undermine and discomfit celebrities and
experts - representing upper classes - in a mock interview setting. So, for instance, the character
Gunston originated from the regional working-class city of Wollongong (Bye et al., 2007), while
Dame Edna was inspired by Humphries’ own mother, the suburban housewife on the fringes of
Melbourne (Hale, 2021), Ali G was “the disaffected wannabe homeboy of the suburbs, the kid
stuck in Staines” (Saunders, 2008, p. 229), while Cunk uses a stereotypical Bolton lower-class
character representative of a region known for “deprivation and poverty” (Bolton JSNA, 2025).

Nevertheless, there is a distinct difference between the Australian characters and the British
characters. Gunston and Dame Edna are more benign, asking awkward, clumsy questions, but
they are - ostensibly - embarrassed by innuendo and seek to maintain politeness (Bye et al.,
2007; Hale, 2021), while A/i G and Cunk are blatantly provocative, often sexually explicit, and
have no need for politeness. Indeed, the guests or targets of Dame Edna and Gunston, while
often ‘baffled’ at the questions posed to them, are typically not humiliated, but can be seen as
willing collaborators in the production of humour, described by Holmes (2006, p. 27) as a
context where participants “jointly construct a particular social order and come to a shared
interpretation of what is going on” in a type of “collaborative conversational activity.” Quite
simply, the guests or interviewees on Gunston and Dame Edna can be seen as emerging from
the interview, typically with their reputation or dignity intact, often laughing along with the joke
(Hale, 2021), or even having their status enhanced at the expense of Gunston, who is seen as the
jester or fool (Bye et al., 2007; Harrington, 2012; Ilic, n.d.). By contrast, A/i G and Cunk rely on
the element of surprise and an uneven power relationship that produces humour at the expense
of the expert or celebrity being ‘interviewed.’

Further, the destabilisation of interviewees in A/i G and Cunk can be interpreted as a
deliberate loss of face for the expert or celebrity, when applying Partington’s (2006, 2008)
development of Face Theory. Brown and Levinson (1987, p. 61) adapted Goffman’s (1967)
original definition of face as “the public self-image that every [person] wants to claim for
[themselves],” but Partington streamlines their complex theory into two core expressions:
“affective face” and “competence face,” where “competence face [seeks to convince] others that
we are capable, authoritative, and in control,” while “affective face” is achieved by “persuading
our peers that we are ... nonthreatening ... congenial and good to be around” (Partington, 2008,
p. 787). This paper argues that this dual Face system is especially applicable to a study of Cunk’s
humour, i.e., Morgan’s comments indicate that Cunk has no intention of observing either
affective or competence face, and it is this freedom of action and from social etiquette that allows
her to humiliate her interviewees - who are actively seeking to conform to social expectations
of face. They are constrained by class, occupation and the presumed serious interview context,
to perform competence face by being knowledgeable, authoritative and controlled, while also
maintaining affective face by remaining congenial and good-humoured even while being
provoked by Cunk’s manner, questions and inappropriateness. To not respond ‘in face’ would
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be to risk further humiliation, which is confirmed by Morgan’s comments on this face dilemma
when recounting that some interviewees did not cope well with Cunk’s provocative, face-
threatening interviewing style:

When we first started...obviously nobody knew. They’d sign a release form and not know what the
show was. Then they tend to get quite angry because you’re trampling all over their favourite
topic... What are they gonna do? Storm off? That would just make great TV... There was a guy
early on...He really looked angry. Then production stopped the interview and said, “Oh, do you
mind not being so aggressive with Philomena?” He really looked like he was gonna grab my throat.
I was sort of thinking, ‘I hope he does because that’ll make great TV if someone throttles
Philomena.’

(Ewens, 2022)

Similarly, a media commentator confirms that the interviewee is under pressure to perform
competence and affective face by actively cooperating:

The comedy of Philomena Cunk succeeds in part because Cunk’s droll, everyday way into
traditionally intellectual topics is naturally funny. But it also works because of the willingness of
her subjects to not only patiently endure her questions, but to contemplate them and give honest
answers in reply.

(Idato, 2023)

Having investigated the ‘formula’ at the heart of Cunk’s humour, along with precedents and
some analytical frames, it is now important to further scrutinise the elements of Cunk which
work together to perform a social action.

3. The elements of Cunk’s humour as social action

There are several layers of deliberate humour which can be identified as social actions. Firstly,
onomastic, or name-derived humour is a meaningful social action, designed to draw attention to
the pragmatic associations between names and occupations, class or pretentiousness. Philomena
Cunk 1s an invented name which works subversively on several levels, and which is consistent
with the British literary tradition of nominal significance and/or humour, as used by literary
greats such as Chaucer, Shakespeare, and Austen (Berendsen, 1991). Charles Dickens, for
instance, in his early career, introduced the character Mr. Augustus Minns, whose name, “with
its combination of pompous Christian name and feeble-sounding surname, is in itself a perfect
indication of the kind of man he is” (Hawes, 2002, p. 4).

Similarly, Cunk’s writers united the discrete names Philomena and Cunk for associative
dissonance and script collision. Philomena, derived from Classical Greek, means ‘lover of
strength’ or ‘loved’ (NameCensus.com, 2025), and it evokes a Dickensian association of
pomposity and upper-class preferences for Greek and Latin names as symbols of sophistication.
As an “overly flowery and outdated name” it “implies some sort of old-world charm that the
character definitely doesn't have” (Norman, 2023). It especially contrasts with the “fictional
family name” Cunk, which is “a humorous portmanteau of two profane words... [i.e.,] a slang
term with a very vulgar origin [combining] the swear words c**k and c**t” (Norman, 2023).
The deliberate combination of these names is relevant to the character:
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Known for her rather daft interviews and unwavering confidence, Cunk usually lives up to her
scandalous family name as she leaves her interview subjects speechless. The name is a perfect clue
for viewers into the mind of the character, and though she is completely deadpan, the name proves
she isn’t meant to be taken seriously.

(Norman, 2023)

The names also serve to define the humour of Cunk: the pretentiousness of Philomena, and the
sexually referential Cunk, are key to the style and utterances of the character. Although Morgan
has referred to her Cunk character as socially inept and “quite childlike... sort of a Mr. Bean
figure, just bumbling around” (Pandya, 2025), there is a substantial difference. Rowan
Atkinson’s Mr Bean character is deliberately asexual, based on his perception of a “nine-year-
old [boy’s] innocence [and] emotional bubble” in direct opposition to social notions of “the
productive, self-sufficient, rational and rampantly heterosexual [adult] male” (Neville, 2009, p.
238). By contrast, Morgan’s character is decidedly hyper-sexualised, uncouth, and a
heterosexual, white adult woman. Mr Bean is highly scripted, rehearsed and directed (Neville,
2009), while Cunk relies on a mix of scripted questions and extemporising: following “a list of
questions” produced by the show’s writers, Morgan also has “to think on [her] feet and answer
the guests ... But that’s what I like. I love being able to improvise stuff in those interviews”
(Pandya, 2025). Nevertheless, without knowing exactly what is scripted by the writers and what
is spontaneously produced by Morgan, we can assume that there is an alignment, or consistency,
between the scripted questions and Morgan’s ad lib comments, especially after the editing
process: “We film loads of bits and segments, and you never really know the actual tone of the
show until you’re in the edit” (Pandya, 2025).

Therefore, it is useful to examine Cunk’s utterances as a social action which has high
consistency between the planned and reactive elements, and to frame it as humour produced -
as suggested by the biographical details available on the BBC-linked profiles - by writers who
are predominantly white adult British middle-class males (with the exception of Michael
Odewale): Charlie Brooker, Jason Hazeley, Joel Morris, Ben Caudell, Eli Goldstone, Tom
Baker, and Sam Ward (British Comedy Guide, 2024). Of these, Brooker is identified as the
original creator of Cunk, and the person most responsible for writing and directing (Ewens,
2022; Pandya, 2025). If we use the frame suggested by Holm (2023, p. 82), that “popular humour
has become a site of repeated and profound investment regarding the power of cultural forms to
enact meaningful political and social change in the world,” then we can apply this to an
examination of Cunk, to see what topics are targeted, what schemata are used to undermine
social norms, and what kinds of change are being implied as necessary.

4. A pilot study of Cunk’s humour using a print artefact

The corpus of Cunk mockumentaries is quite large, reflecting its popularity. Over 8 years, the
principal author, Charlie Brooker, and his team produced Cunk on Britain (2016-2018), Cunk
on Shakespeare (2016), Cunk on Christmas (2016), Cunk on Earth (2022) and Cunk on Life
(2024). Although a corpus-based, multimodal discourse analysis of the shows was considered,
it did not proceed, due to the corpus’ size and complexity. Instead, as an exploratory exercise, a
pilot study was conducted, using a small print text produced by the same author/s which is based
on the TV shows: Cunk on Everything: The Encyclopaedia Philomena (2019). This decision
was made, given the ready accessibility of the printed text format, and because it was consistent
with, and rendered in, the same mockumentary style and using the same humorous tropes as the
shows. Another benefit of this limited analytical exercise was that the findings of this minor
study could function as an interpretive framework for a much larger, future analysis of the shows
themselves. It is well understood that although limited in its scope, and using a simplified text
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rather than the extensive corpus in all of its multimodal complexity, and noting that The
Encyclopaedia Philomena relies for its satirical effects on a different genre — reference texts —
the exercise was merited. This was vindicated by the productive and distinctive findings of the
study, as reported below.

A core frame of the analysis was to identify items of the text, and the text itself, as
performative social actions. The text of Cunk on Everything: The Encyclopaedia Philomena
(2019), ostensibly lists Philomena Cunk as author on the cover and on the title page, but the
imprint page lists Charlie Brooker as principal author, along with Jason Hazeley and Joel Morris,
who worked on the Cunk shows with him (British Comedy Guide, 2024). This authorial
consistency was significant, as it provided a direct link with the shows. Further, the analysis
showed that the text had several social actions underlying its humour which were aligned with
the humour of the shows. These social actions were: selection of topics, avoidance of topics and
treatment of topics. There are 134 topics, listed as separate entries, ranging from Australia to
Olympics to Pasta to Zombies. An insight into the process of topic selection was provided by
Morgan, who described Brooker’s ‘typical’ topics and treatment of them, via Cunk, in a very
narrow sense: ‘“Her work as Cunk [is] attacking various topics — Shakespeare, Britain,
Christmas — and somehow getting to the heart of the issue with blunt, silly ignorance” (Ewens,
2022). Therefore, as the principal author, Brooker will be assumed to be the creative and
executive force behind the topic selection and topic treatment and all discursive and social action
will be ascribed to him.

The titular truth entailment that The Encyclopaedia Philomena is encyclopaedic is, of
course, part of the joke. It is a short paperback which contains many expected topics representing
a typical ‘British establishment’ historical-cultural paradigm, but it also includes some random
topics, such as Beeps, iPhone, The, and Hiccups — which all receive the Cunk ‘treatment’ to
varying degrees. Nevertheless, the selection of topics does reveal a particular discourse of social
action: of the 134 topics, all except 3 (China, Taj Mahal, The and possibly Jazz) are Western-
centric, with British topics dominating overall. This over-representation of British/Western
topics could be interpreted as signifying Brooker’s personal-cultural discourse, or perhaps he is
presenting a stereotypical set of topics evocative of BBC documentaries, as recognisable
schemata to produce the mockumentary script collision. A sample of Brooker’s topics appears
below (with asterisks identifying a deliberate mondegreen-type ‘error’):

Adam and Eve; Doctor Who, Dressage; Mozart;, Rugby, Alexander the Great; Alfred of Great™;
Battle of Hastings, The; Industrial Revolution, The;, Domesday Book, The*, Jesus, Shakespeare,
William,; Democracy, Roman Nempire*, The, Henry of Eight*; King Arthur; Great Exhibition, The;
Middle Ages.

Of course, this narrow BBC-style focus is presumably a factor in Cunk’s international success
(Ewens, 2022; Pandya, 2025), because it presents a stereotypical, accessible and reductive
version of Britain’s state broadcaster’s priorities. However, three objections merit consideration.
Firstly, the selection bears only superficial resemblance to the actual BBC documentary corpus,
which is wide-ranging and globalised, e.g., David Attenborough’s high-profile and prolific
nature documentaries (Chapman, 2016). Secondly, omission of topics suggests a deliberate
avoidance which might be considered as oppositional to the topics selected, privileging instead
a range of ‘safe,” typically British targets. So, for example, the inclusion and prominence of
Christian topics such as Adam and Eve, Jesus, Sir* George, Alfred of Great*, and Yuletide is
not matched by the inclusion of diverse or corresponding topics such as Islam, Hinduism,
Mohammed, Buddhism, Buddha, Animism, Sikhism, Atheism, etc. Thirdly, the narrow selection
seems odd, given that modern Britain is a pluralistic, multicultural nation with contemporary
demographics reflective of migration over the past 60 years from diverse nations, religions and
sociocultural backgrounds (GOV.UK, 2022). Thus, the absence of certain topics — e.g., African
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nations, Caribbean nations, Asian nations, the Subcontinent, Middle Eastern nations — also
seems to be a glaring omission, given that so many contemporary British people have heritages
from these areas.

Perhaps these objections could be countered by asserting that Brooker’s topic selection is
offering a critique of British upper-class whiteness or white privilege. However, since Morgan
is white, the writers are overwhelmingly white, and the targets are almost exclusively white,
Cunk can also be read as rather discourse-proximal, or class-adjacent, since it constitutes an
attack on the white upper-class by comedians in the white middle class.

Another social action is in Cunk’s political leaning, which is satirical of the political Right,
and which largely omits any derogatory coverage of the Left side of politics. As with the class-
racial focus, the political priorities of Cunk are consistent with a specific discourse: the political
aspirations and preferences of the white British middle class, consisting of ‘professionals’ and
‘intelligentsia’ who are the “most socially liberal,” directing their criticisms against the upper-
middle class, the aristocracy and the US political Right (Evans & Tilley, 2017, pp. 37, 60, 81).
This is evident in the overwhelming selection of topics which target right-wing politics, such
as:

Alt Right, The; Brexit; Climate Change; End of the World, The, Environment, The; Fake News,
Farridge, Nigel*; Lies; Polarisation, Newspapers, Welfare State, The, Trump, Donald; Truth.

Again, this favouring of right-wing topics is made more obvious by the avoidance of topics such
as:

Marx, Engels, Palestine-Israel, transgender issues, grooming gangs in Britain, Pol Pot,
immigration, refugees, decolonisation, the Berlin Wall, Zimbabwe, Barack Obama, Joe Biden,
Communism, Socialism, Stalin, Mao, Cuba, North Korea, Vietnam, the Cold War, BBC scandals,
e.g., Scott Mills or Jimmy Savile, DEI policies, Salman Rushdie.

Some of these topics associated with the Left or with British establishment icons do appear in
commentary related to other topics, but they do not have specific listings themselves, and the
treatment is generally benign. For instance, Marx and the Cold War are treated under Russian
Revolution, The as below (Brooker et al., 2019, pp. 217-218, bold added for emphasis):

Sharing the money round so that everyone had sort of the same is called Communism, and it was
invented by a man called Karl Marx...It was a neat plan and really got people excited...Sadly
Communism was proved not to work in 1989 when a wall, built by Communist workers, fell
down because Knight Rider had stood on it...

Marx, Communism and the Berlin Wall are treated with levity or benignity, with Communism
framed as a ‘neat plan.” There is no mention of the atrocities of Communism in the 20" century,
or the celebration of freedom by Eastern European states who broke free of the Soviet Union
after its demise (Brzezinski, 1990; Strayer, 2016). Eastern Europeans, once free of the Soviet
Union, had no nostalgia for what Cunk refers to as a ‘neat plan,” but rather saw it clearly for
what it was: “Humanity’s catastrophic encounter with communism during the twentieth
century...provided a painful but critically important lesson: Utopian social engineering is
fundamentally in conflict with the complexity of the human condition” (Brzezinski, 1990, p.
258).

Similarly, non-Western topics such as Taj Mahal, The, China or Arabic are treated lightly
and, of course, without any political criticism. For example (Brooker et al., 2019), China:

The Chinese make everything because they invented everything. They’re the cleverest people in the
world (p. 68).
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[under the heading Alphabet] Chinese is mainly piles of sticks (p. 6).
For Arabic:

[under the heading Alphabet] The Arabic alphabet is all beautiful eyebrows (p. 6).
For Taj Mahal, The:

The Taj Mahal is one of the most spectacular buildings in the world, and one of the few to be made
entirely of ice cream. (At least, that’s how it looks) (p. 241).

This treatment is hardly transgressive or even remotely critical of the topic. By contrast, the
‘heavy-handed’ political, more typically Cunk treatment is reserved for topics on the Right, and
especially US politics. For example, the arrangement of these topics and their treatment
combines direct negative connotative association (‘lies,” ‘Hitler’), innuendo (‘sexual assault,’
‘low bar’), and hyperbole (‘shat your pants,” ‘shit Thor’). These items are in bold, below
(Brooker et al., 2019):

Donald Trump:

[under heading: ‘see Lies ]

[under Lies] Even though we all know lies are wrong, lots of people tell lies for a living: magicians,
actors, Donald Trump. Donald Trump has a different definition of lying from most other people,
just like he has a different definition of sexual assault, or thinking, or hair. When he lies, he points
at other people and says they’re lying instead, to try and draw attention away from what he’s
doing, a bit like pointing at a really fat person because you want to distract people from the fact that
you’ve shat your pants (pp. 174-175).

[under Fake News] Donald Trump says the mainstream media is fake news, because it says what
he is doing (p.112)

Farridge®, Nigel:

Nigel Farridge fell out of the sky like a shit Thor. And the world changed... [he] looks like a
screaming Muppet ashtray and sounds like an after-dinner Hitler...

[he] says he’s a man of the people. Maybe that’s because he’s a man, and belongs to the human
race, who are people. So it’s a bit of a low bar. Which is, ironically, where you’ll often find him

(p. 113).

Clearly, the Cunk treatment on these topics is skewed, particularly the association of Farridge*,
Nigel (Farage) with Hitler — who is not otherwise mentioned in the text, but who, it could be
argued, should be, along with Mao, Stalin, Pol Pot, the Japanese military leaders of WWII, and
many others. Another feature of the Cunk topical focus is that it exemplifies comedic historic
safety over subversiveness, in that there is an overwhelming reliance on what could be termed
positive and nostalgic 1980s references to Leftist figures, cultural tropes and events, while
contemporary Right-wing equivalents are exaggeratedly and negatively linked to WW2
dictators and obscenity. The conspicuous absence of significant, controversial cultural and
social issues which might be seen as damaging to Left-wing views, is evidence that the writers
of Cunk do indeed favour easy and safe humour targets. There is no consistency of either
targeting or treatment across the political spectrum, and this indicates that the discourse of
Brooker and other Cunk writers is lopsided, not at all brave or subversive, and reinforcing of
their own social status and power.
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Additionally, the Cunk treatment of these topics is regularly framed by language choices
which are high for social force: swear words, sexual innuendo and blatant sexualisation.
Revealingly, these language choices do not occur in Cunk’s treatment of non-Christian religious
topics, but do appear regularly, and perhaps gratuitously, in the treatment of Christianity. Below
are some examples of sexualised and taboo passages (in bold) (Brooker et al., 2019):

The best planet is probably Anus. Anus used to be called Uranus but so many people made rude
jokes about it that scientists gave up...like when James Blunt finally accepted he had become
rhyming slang... (p. 25)

...the men [in ballet] wear tight leggings, so you can see their cobblers, which I think must explain
a lot of the appeal. It’s always nice to see a load of cobblers in a row [but] the men don’t...strip
their leggings off and throw them at hen parties... (pp. 34-35)

Harold...triumphantly catches an arrow in his eye, the kind of fuck-you show-off act of soldiering
that really rallies an army... (p. 36)

...and Greg from Basildon thinks you’re 1 PIECE OF SMOKIN HOT ASS!!! (p. 41)

Eve got into trouble...for eating an apple that belonged to God...he should have put a post-it note
on it, like you do in an office fridge. Idiot. (p. 2)

The first artist to work out how to do bums properly was Michael Angelo [he] was even asked to
paint bums on the roof of the Pope’s house. That’s Cathelics for you. (p. 21)

...the only way to make more Adams was for Adam to have sex with the only other person around:
God. I’d imagine God didn’t want to mate with Adam because he’d made him in his image, so
that’s just having sex with yourself, which is weird. Plus you can have sex with yourself anyway,
using a wank, and then you get to nod off without any awkward conversation, so God wasn’t into
that at all...He can probably have sex with himself a million mysterious ways without needing
anyone’s help at all. When it comes to having sex with humans, that’s more the Holy Ghost’s sort
of thing...so it’s probably a ‘bit of rough’ sort of thing...Eve came second, like women usually

do... (pp. 1-2)

In other words, Cunk on Everything functions as a social action representative of, written by,
and for, one specific British social segment or demographic. This will be further analysed below
in an examination of its discursive elements.

5. The elements of Cunk’s humour: analysis and summary

Taking the analysis of Cunk on Everything as a representative example of the Cunk franchise
and of Brooker’s style of humour, it is evident that there are distinctive elements of humour
which are performative of social action. That is, Cunk is typified by specific uses of humour
which are exploited for class and ideological polarisation. As Gruner (2000, p. 78) argues,
humour’s functionality is highly contingent on identity and inclusion-exclusion through the
operation of jokes which are “told by and for people of the ‘in-group,’” and this is applicable to
Cunk. This begins with Morgan’s deliberately exaggerated Bolton accent as a discourse and
class marker, i.e., Cunk’s accent is an obvious phonic token indicative of British class hierarchy
because it contrasts with the typically RP of her upper-class interviewees, and it stereotypically
embodies the traditional classist view of those from lower classes as uneducated, over-
sexualised and uncouth. Indeed, humour “drawn from the imitation of speech patterns of
particular segments of society is, of course, not the accent itself, but its power to evoke
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characteristics stereotypically associated with that group” (Muhleisen, 2005, p. 225). Morgan,
who inhabits the middle-class world of Cunk’s BBC creators, is only too happy to mock the
accent of her own regional, lower-class origins as a type of renunciation of that background, and
because it serves to undermine the interviewees who represent the rarified upper-class echelons
of British society which she cannot, or will not, aspire to. This is consistent with Lippi-Green’s
(1994, p. 165) observation that accent can operate as a shibboleth or class boundary: “accent
becomes both manner and means for exclusion...when people reject an accent, they also reject
[that person’s] identity...race, ethnic heritage, national origin, regional affiliation, or economic
class.”

When used for humour, accent thus becomes an exclusionary tool used by more powerful
groups in society, creating boundaries based on “broad social categories, political beliefs
or...cultural capital” (Wiksten, 2025, p. 161). Cunk’s accent is used to ‘punch down’ on those
below Brooker’s middle-class position as “comedic cultural capital” being used as “a way to
express [a] class position [and] as a tool to identify and disparage those with less cultural capital”
(Wiksten, 2025, pp. 161-162). It is also used to ‘punch up’ against those in traditionally powerful
capital positions in British society, but given that Cunk’s creators are embedded in, and protected
by, the institutional capital of a state-run broadcaster, it can be argued that they actually enjoy
more capital than their targets, especially when they are using that position to mock - with little
O NO repercussions.

The other manifestation of this comfortable, middle-class, institutional brand of humour is
in Cunk’s selection and treatment of topics, which constitute an outward-facing mockery, not
self-effacement, but rather an act of aggression towards targets which Brooker and his fellow
writers feel no affinity for, and which they regard as ‘safe’ targets, because there will be no
pushback or recriminations in doing so. The same is true of the topics which are omitted or
favourably/gently satirised - a premise that can be tested by asking if Cunk is edgy or safe, or
questioning what Brooker risks by producing such a mockumentary.

One way of responding to this open question, is to note, bluntly, that there are no
Mohammed cartoons (Rose, 2014) anywhere to be seen in Cunk. Nor are there any negative
treatments of Buddha or Brahman or any other non-Christian religion or religious figure. These
deliberate avoidances can be contrasted with the highly sexualised, even offensive, treatment of
Christian deity. Similarly, there is a significant, deliberate, and general exemption from the Cunk
treatment, of Left-wing politics, such as Communism and life in the USSR or North Korea, in
stark contrast with the extreme Cunk treatment of Right-wing politics, such as Trump or Farage,
and this amounts to an ideological lopsidedness. This seems at odds with the extensive British
tradition of satire, which has been noted for its transgressive and abrasive attacks and
commentary across a/l political and social aspects:

[British] Comedy invariably has a political thrust...it isn’t only political when it is practised by a
Marxist or when it involves a joke at the expense of the Prime Minister...[all] comedy [can be seen]
in relation to powerful social and political ideas — assuming these ideas, undermining them, or
perhaps challenging them.

(Wagg, 2004, p. xii)

Clearly, in the case of Cunk, the challenged and undermined ideas are not theirs. This dilemma
of outward-facing humour, which is an act of aggression (Gruner, 2000), is consistent with what
can be called the “white liberal” syndrome, which in this case credentialises by speaking out
against oppression and social injustice through the social action of humour, but which does so
at least in part, in order to buttress their own social capital and status (Luckhurst & Rae, 2016;
Donohue-Dioh et al., 2021; Hayes, 2023). In doing so, such privileged humourists, who perhaps
earnestly believe they are challenging the class system of Britain, are in effect only consolidating
their position within it, in fulfilment of what Fairclough (2013, pp. 25-26) refers to as a society
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in which “class structure and class relations have changed substantially,” but nevertheless a
society with ongoing “power relations [which] are not just class relations, they are also relations
between ethnically and culturally different groups.” When Cunk targets the same old targets of
humour that British satirists have been targeting for centuries - the educated, the upper-class,
the lower-class, Christianity, conservatism - but ignore multicultural Britain, Left-wing ideas
and non-Christian religions, they are hardly revolutionary.

6. Conclusion

Cunk 1is highly political, ideological and socially critical, but very selectively. The notion of
“undermining [or] challenging” “powerful social and political ideas” (Wagg, 2004, p. xii) in this
case seems to be lop-sided, in that Cunk endorses a very safe, and establishment, set of ideas,
i.e., the leftist middle-class British zeitgeist of trendy, even ‘woke’ discourse. This evidences
the impression that Brooker is very much aware that the social penalty for mocking the Christian
God is significantly lower than being seen as intolerant of other religions or religious figures, or
Left-wing icons (Rose, 2014; Hansen, 2023). Indeed, this ideologically driven turn in humour
seems to be consistent with an overall trend in British middle-class norms and institutionally-
produced humour, as one prominent British former communist noted: “You have to have been
on the Left to understand the extraordinary nature of [it]. The reason why communism doesn’t
seem all bad...is the same reason the BBC gives airtime to Trotskyist comedians” (Cohen, 2007,
p. 89). This occurs in a society where freedom of expression has long been championed, but
where self-censorship appears to be driven both by a desire to not offend, and to not suffer
retribution, legally, through cancellation, or through violence.

This is despite the fact that, as some commentators have noted (Brown, 2008; Howard,
2017), Britain’s 2006 ‘Racial and Religious Hatred Act’ does not prohibit or restrict “discussion,
criticism or expressions of antipathy, dislike, ridicule, insult or abuse of particular religions or
the beliefs or practices of their adherents” (RRHA, 2006: 29J). Britain officially provides legal
freedom for satirists to mock any religion, but in reality controls over speech are hotly contested,
especially in relation to hate speech laws, even though the definition of “the term ‘hate’ itself
[has] a multiplicity of contexts, and...has no clear lay definition, nor any clear definition in law,
psychology, or another academic discipline” (Ahmad et al., 2023, p. 3). Consequently, modern,
multicultural Britain is experiencing a climate of undecidability and increased sensitivity to
avoiding offensiveness and promoting inclusion, including amongst comedians such as Ricky
Gervais, for whom the accusation of ‘wokeness’ is a matter of moralised humour polarisation
(Davies & MacRae, 2023; Smith et al., 2023).

Some Marxist commentators have argued that “wokeness is a secularised religious dogma
perpetuated by a privileged few” (Smith et al., 2023, p. 516), and many humourists self-censor,
through fear of censorship, or because they are aligned with the zeitgeist, or because they fear
actual violence, in the wake of the Charlie Hebdo terror attack, the Salman Rushdie fatwa or the
‘Cartoon Crisis’ (Rose, 2014). One prominent commentator, Fleming Rose, who worked as a
journalist in the USSR and who was the editor-decision-maker behind the ‘Cartoon Crisis,’
criticised the self-censorship of humourists who refused to mock ‘sensitive’ topics either for
literal self-preservation or for fear of being seen as bigoted. This, he describes as creeping
totalitarianism typical of “fear societies,” and which is a betrayal of Western values of free
speech and of dissidents from those societies:

It is no coincidence that people living in totalitarian societies [are jailed] for telling jokes...no one
can predict where self-censorship will end ...When the Cartoon Crisis was at its peak...many
Muslim dissidents...supported the cartoons’ publication. They viewed [them as essential] for free
speech and free religious exercise against totalitarian regimes and movements. Like the Soviet
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dissidents, they were speaking out against the fear society and warning of the consequences of
bowing down to intimidation.
(Rose, 2014, pp. 193, 195)

This paper takes the position that Cunk should be celebrated as an internationally successful
mockumentary, but that its avoidance of some topics altogether, and its selective, light
application of the Cunk treatment for others, evidences a narrow discourse and its own race-
class loyalties. It offers a very safe brand of humour, therefore. Ironically, while satirising what
it sets up and identifies as the ‘establishment’ of knowledge and authority in British society - an
increasingly isolated, aging and irrelevant section of traditional class systems - Cunk is a product
of, and represents, the new establishment. There is certainly nothing destabilising about white,
middle-class males writing comedy for the BBC, fronted/performed by a woman who is eager
to mock her own working-class background and accent for the benefit of a largely white, aging,
middle-class audience - an audience which is steadily dwindling as the British population overall
is losing interest in “the UK’s leading public service broadcaster” (Guttmann, 2025).
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