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[As prepared for delivery]
“Thank you very much for that kind introduction.  I notice that you said: “It gives me great pleasure” to present Dan Glickman.  And that reminds me of a story about Winston Churchill.  He was at a function where everyone was given an index card with a one-word topic on it and then had to give an extemporaneous speech about that topic.  So Churchill is given the card that says: “Sex.”  So when it’s his turn, he stands up and says: “It gives me great pleasure.”  And then he sits down.
“Today, I thought I might finish Churchill’s speech for him...but I then thought better of it.  Those of you who have been around Washington a while will remember that a former Secretary of Agriculture, one Earl Butz, was forced to resign over an offensive dirty joke he told at the Sperling Breakfast.  So I think I’ll just give you some good clean fun...and a look into the important role that humor plays in public life.

“This may be my last speech after a quarter century in public service, so I thought I’d start by telling a story from one of my first appearances during my first race for Congress.  At the time, you see, the only thing I knew about agriculture was that my mother was always encouraging me to: “Eat, eat.”  So I gathered a group of farmers together to bring myself up-to-speed on farm issues.  And I admitted that I was a novice, that my family was in the scrap iron business, that I had never even pushed a tractor in my life.  So this ancient farmer in overalls in the back of the room stands up and says: “Well, Glickman, the first thing you need to understand is: you don’t push a tractor, you ride one.” 

“So why do I tell this story, which makes me look sort of naive and stupid?  Well, because it makes me look naive and stupid.  You see, today, I want to talk especially about self-deprecating humor as a strategic tool of the political trade, a means of puncturing pomposity, defusing tense situations, attracting allies and even getting people to focus on serious policy issues.  As my fellow Kansan, Dwight Eisenhower, put it: “A sense of humor is part of the art of leadership, of getting along with people, of getting things done.”
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“I know that my father believed that.  He was quite a character, and he became one because he believed that humor was good business.  Even when people were out of work and down on their luck, they did business with my dad because he made them laugh and they enjoyed being around him.

“I wish he could have been here today because he would have enjoyed this kind of speech.  He might even have insisted on giving it himself.  He took his humor very seriously.  His various jokes were annotated and indexed on note cards, literally thousands of them.  Even former House Speaker Jim Wright would call him to tap his library of funny stories.  Throughout my political career, he would fax me jokes for my use in floor statements and speeches.  And let me tell you, some of them would’ve made even Earl Butz blush.  My staff could usually be found running the faxes over to the shredder. 

“Not all of his jokes were off-color though.  He was partial to Henny Youngman/”Take-my-wife-please”/Borscht Belt-type schtick.  He would turn to my mother and say: “You know Gladys, I can’t believe we’ve been married for more than fifty years.  It seems like just yesterday...and you know what a lousy day yesterday was.”

“He had a weakness for the pun.  For example: “I went to bed one night worrying about how the sun came up, but then it dawned on me.”  Or another favorite: “The other night, I had a nightmare that I swallowed a muffler...the next morning I woke up exhausted.”

“Like many jokesters and storytellers, my father was given to embellishment.  A few months ago, a new book came out called “The Jews of Capitol Hill,” a compilation of short biographies of Jewish members of Congress.  My father was the main source of information for my bio.  And wasn’t I shocked to read that, in 1995, President Clinton offered me the job of White House Chief of Staff!  And apparently, it was only after I turned it down that the President gave me Agriculture as a consolation prize.  I have no idea where he got this.  There’s not a grain of truth in it.  But then again, my father did invent the Internet.

“My mother was the more subtle wit.  I remember taking her to the White House to meet President Bush -- President George H.W. Bush that is.  And the President very graciously shakes my mother’s hand and tells her how much he likes me and wishes that I would convert – meaning from the Democratic to the Republican party.  And my mother, without missing a beat, says: “Oh no Mr. President, we’re very happy being Jewish.”

“When my parents passed away about a year ago, I wanted to honor their memories in a way that would capture the essence of their personalities.  I wanted to recognize the qualities in them that I believe were passed on to me and helped me be an effective politician.  So my siblings and I are helping establish a lecture series and research institute on humor in public life at Wichita State University.

“The true mark of a sense of humor is the ability to laugh during life’s darker moments.  It’s easy to be funny when things are going your way.  But when you’ve suffered loss or disappointment, that’s when you need humor the most.  I think my father’s sense of humor was actually shaped by growing up during the Depression, when humor was a means of survival.  The ones who couldn’t handle the adversity jumped out of windows.  The rest used humor to fend off misery.  
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When the Civil War threatened to rip the nation apart at the seams, Abraham Lincoln said simply: “I laugh because I must not cry.”

“I certainly don’t mean to compare this to the Depression or the Civil War, but when I lost my seat in Congress in 1994, it absolutely devastated me.  The job I had held and loved for 18 years was taken away from me.  But instead of shaking my fist or pointing fingers, I found solace in quoting one of the great political funnymen, Mo Udall, who said: “The public has spoken...the bastards.”

“Of course, for this last Presidential election, you’d have to amend that to: “The public has spoken, but we don’t know exactly what they said because the Supreme Court wouldn’t let them be heard...the bastards.”

“Now telling jokes and funny stories is just one aspect of a sense of humor.  Equally important is the ability simply to find the humor in life’s little quirks and absurdities. 

“For example, how else but with a sense of humor – or at least a sense of irony – can you be a Jewish Secretary of Agriculture advocating for the pork industry?  

“Or, how about the fact that, in my job, I’ve spent a lot of time preaching the health benefits of sound nutrition...but just from looking at me you can tell I get most of my foods from the top part of the Food Guide Pyramid.

“You also need to appreciate the humor in bizarre and unsettling things that happen to you.  Like the fact that people can’t seem to help throwing things at me.  Last May, I was delivering the opening address at a National Nutrition Summit.  And just as I began my speech, a young woman -- an animal rights activist -- comes tearing down the aisle, hurls a pie at me (she missed, by the way), and shouts: “Shame on you, Dan Glickman, you meat pimp!  Shame on you for promoting meat!” 

“Rather than lashing out or throwing something back at her, I simply pointed out to the audience that it wasn’t a very nutritious meal she threw at me, and then I turned to Bob Dole who was sitting on the stage and said: “Bob, I don’t think we’re in Kansas anymore.”

“A few years ago, I was in Rome for the World Food Summit, and as I was about to hold a press conference, a group of anti-biotechnology protesters threw genetically modified soybeans at me, then proceeded to strip naked and display messages painted on their bodies that said things like “No Gene Bean” and “The Naked Truth.”  At least, I’m told they were naked.  I, of course, didn’t look. 

“My mother called me frantically: “Danny,” she said, “What were those naked people doing to you?”  Frankly, I never got much sex education at home.

“When they showed this incident on the news, it was interesting to note that CNN, as you might expect, used one of those black stripes to cover the women in the appropriate places.  CNN Europe, on the other hand, just showed the whole thing uncensored.
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“‘So what’s the point of this story, other than the fact that women clearly can’t help but take their clothes off in front of me?  The history of political protest, frankly, is long on self-righteousness and short on humor.  But these folks, by protesting in an off-beat, eccentric kind of way, left an impression.  Case in point: I’ve been telling that story for four years now, giving a little free advertising to their cause, which I don’t even really believe in.  

“No more than a few weeks later, I was again the target of flying objects.  Again, it was an animal rights activist, but this time in Montana, where they pelted me and the Governor with rotting bison guts, also known, rather appropriately, as “offal.”  When my mother found out that this stuff could give you undulant fever, she was just beside herself.  Again, she called and this time she said: “Danny, how stupid were you to take this job?”  And my father piped in from the background: “I told you he should have accepted White House Chief of Staff.”

“It’s no coincidence that many of our most successful presidents – Lincoln, both Roosevelts, Kennedy and Reagan come to mind – all could tell and appreciate a good joke, often at their own expense.

“At their own expense -- that is they key.  Self-deprecation is the most effective form of political humor.  It’s disarming; it projects humility.  Tip O’Neill spoke of hanging a lantern on your problem, in other words finding your weakness and joking about it, thus deflecting your opponents’ criticism of that very same weakness.  It’s precisely because it’s so counterintuitive that it’s so effective.

‘When Stephen Douglas accused him of being “two-faced,” the less-than-handsome Lincoln famously replied: “If I had another face, do you think I would wear this one?” 

“Kennedy, when he was roundly criticized for naming his young and inexperienced brother Attorney General, quipped that he thought he’d give Bobby a little experience before he had to go out and practice law.

‘The criticism of Ronald Reagan was, of course, that he was a doddering old man, barely in touch with the goings-on in his Administration.  So, the day after his aides failed to wake him up in the middle of the night when our military had shot down two Libyan jets, Reagan said publicly: “From now on, about anything that happens...no matter what time it is, I’m to be awakened... even if it’s in the middle of a cabinet meeting.”  Rather than be embarrassed, he hung a lantern on his problem.

“President Clinton has been able to do it too.  No President has been more analyzed and scrutinized.  But he has often handled it by hanging that lantern.  Recently on C-SPAN, they replayed all of his speeches from the White House and Radio and TV Correspondents dinners.  Whatever the crisis or controversy of the day, he was able to laugh about it.  After the 1994 elections, he talked about seeking protection for the Democratic party under the Endangered Species Act.  When the Lincoln Bedroom sleepovers were the talk of the town, he said: “The bad news is: our only daughter is going off to college.  The good news is: frees up another bedroom.”
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‘I have learned over the years the importance of hanging a lantern on my own problems.  You see, I had a few overdrafts at the House Bank back in the early 90s.  And no matter how much I protested that no checks actually “bounced,” my constituents didn’t want to hear it.  The deluge of criticism was overwhelming.  Even in my hometown, people heckled me, some even calling me a cheat and a crook. 

“But rather than going into despair or becoming evasive, I borrowed a page from Nancy Reagan’s book.  Some of you may remember how she handled the criticism of her extravagant wardrobe. She went to the Gridiron Club and sang “Second Hand Clothes” to the tune of “Second Hand Rose.”  It was very effective.  So I got myself invited to the Wichita Gridiron Club, where I proceeded to dress up like Uncle Sam and do my own rendition of “Hey, Big Spender” with dollar bills falling out of my hat.  My version went something like this:

“At the moment, I believe we’re in something of a drought when it comes to political humor.  There are some genuinely funny people in public life -- Barney Frank, Pat Roberts and Dick Durbin, to name a few.  Bob Dole and Alan Simpson are retired from the Senate but are thankfully still providing some peanut gallery humor.  But, frankly, not enough modern politicians know how and when to lighten up.

“I suspect one of the reasons has something to do with the saturation of media coverage.  Every gesture, every quirk, every idiosyncracy is now dissected around the clock by pundits who have to feed the 24-hour-a-day media beast.  Sixty years ago, most Americans didn’t know that their President used a wheelchair.  Today, we often know the intimate details of our leaders’ personal lives, or, at the very least, we actively speculate about them.  In that environment, the fear that some joke will strike the wrong chord and set off a political firestorm is very real and often justified. 

“You frequently hear veteran journalists complain about the protective bubble that today’s politicians use to fend off the media.  You hear them wax nostalgic about the days when they could kick back and crack wise with the politicians they covered.  But I believe the media themselves are partly to blame for this.  Their thirst for the gaffe has naturally led politicians to be more reluctant to let down their guard.  And the whole “gotcha” mentality has, frankly, led many of us in public life to see the press as major-league assho...I mean, jerks.  Big-time.

“The truth is that there is still plenty of political humor.  It’s just that very little of it is practiced by politicians.  When politicians don’t make fun of themselves -- which is more and more the case -- someone else happily does it for them.  A vacuum is created, which is eagerly filled by Jay Leno, David Letterman and other comedians.

“I think a lot of their stuff is quite funny.  I even had the chance to trade barbs with Craig Kilborn on his late-night show about a year ago.  It was a good time.  And to his credit, he asked probing questions about agriculture.  For example, he wanted to be clear on the difference between hemp and marijuana.  He also wanted to know how many sausages he could safely eat without the risk of heart disease.  He also thought I might have something to do with the “Got Milk” ad campaign.  He was especially interested in the one ad that featured the bikini-clad model.  And when he flashed a picture of that particular ad on the screen, let’s just say it wasn’t her milk mustache that the camera zoomed in on.
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“All that being said, I think a lot of late-night political comedy amounts to glib one-liners based on tired stereotypes -- Al Gore is stiff, George W. Bush is dumb and so on.  The same joke gets told over and over again with a different context. 

“And the problem is that, according to a recent study from the Pew Research Center, the role of late-night comedy in our culture has shifted.  It’s no longer just an amusing diversion; more and more people are using it as a source of political news, a democratic tool, even a voting guide.  And that, I think, is a little worrisome.  

‘Look, I like Leno, Letterman and the rest of them.  I think they’re funny.  In fact, if they’re looking for a writer, I am going to be out of work in 9 days, so Jay, Dave, give me a call.  But I think it would be good if politicians started to take back political humor for themselves.  The key to late-night political humor is that it targets those qualities that we, the politicians, don’t want you to see.  But if we bring our blemishes out into the open, it takes the edge off the jokes that other people make about us. 
“Even politicians know that people don’t always have the highest opinion of them.  So instead of denying it or hiding from it, why not laugh about it?  One of my favorites is about the rabbi, the Hindu priest and the congressman who are driving across western Kansas when they get stuck in a huge blizzard.  

“Fortunately, they find a farmhouse nearby.  They knock on the door and ask the farmer if he might be able to put them up for the night.  The farmer explains that he has no extra bedrooms, but they’re welcome to sleep in the barn with all the animals.  The travelers are desperate, so they gladly take the farmer up on the offer.

‘In the middle of the night, there’s a knock on the farmer’s door.  It’s the rabbi: “Mr. Farmer, I can’t sleep in that barn.  There’s a pig in there.  In my religion, if I lie down with a pig, I’ll be condemned to eternal damnation.”

‘The farmer shrugs: “Fine.  If you want to go back into the cold, be my guest.”

“A little while later, there’s another knock on the farmer’s door.  This time it’s the Hindu Priest: “Mr. Farmer,” he says, “I cannot sleep in that barn.  There is a cow in there.  Cows are considered sacred in my religion.  I would be violating every moral principle I believe in.”

“The farmer rolls his eyes and said: “Fine, don’t sleep in the barn.  Go out there and freeze half to death.”

“A little while later, there’s yet another knock on the farmer’s door.  Now the farmer’s really getting annoyed.  He mutters to himself: “I wonder what that damned congressman wants.”  He opens the door...and there’s the cow and the pig.

“Self-deprecating humor makes people feel good about their elected representatives.  It makes us look like the genuine human beings that we really are, instead of the pompous gasbags that we sometimes appear to be.  
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“I don’t think this last Presidential campaign will go down in the annals as one of the all-time funniest.  But I thought it was very effective when Gore and Bush, after weeks of being lampooned mercilessly on Saturday Night Live, went on the show to make fun of themselves – Gore doing an exaggerated version of his eye-rolling and his awkward voice inflections and Bush mispronouncing every other word.

“Don’t get me wrong...government is serious work.  But paradoxically, that is the best argument for injecting a little humor into it.  As Churchill put it: “...you cannot deal with the most serious things in the world unless you also understand the most amusing.”  

“When stakes are high and opinions are strong, that’s when you need humor the most.  It relaxes people and, I believe, helps them move toward solutions and consensus.  Funny people are accessible, approachable and likeable, all critical assets when you’re trying to push legislative solutions.  Without humor, people burn out from the heat of their own self-importance.  They become so tightly wound that they become rigid and recalcitrant. 

“Ultimately, I believe that humor, rather than diverting us from our public policy goals, helps advance them.  Humor doesn’t just make politicians more fun to be around.  It helps them serve the American people better.  In short, humor is one of our greatest democratic resources.

“I’ll close with just one more story

“I’m sure all of you are familiar with the so-called “doomsday scenario.”  You know, when one member of the Cabinet doesn’t attend the State of the Union address, so there’s someone to lead the country in the event of some kind of disastrous attack.  A few years ago, it was my turn, and I was told to get out of town.  So I decided to go to New York to visit my daughter and watch the speech at her apartment.  

“And with me, I brought all the trappings of the Presidency.  You should have seen the look on the doorman’s face when I walked in flanked by the Secret Service, the President’s doctor and the guy who carries the “football,” you know the little device that has all the nuclear codes, which I could presumably use to launch World War III from lower Manhattan.  I was surprised I didn’t have a valet, a food taster and Gene Sperling to hand me the latest economic data.

“Well, needless to say, there was no attack.  When the speech ended, the phone rang.  I answered it, and an anonymous voice said:  “Mr. Glickman, the mission is terminated” and hung up.  

“And then that was it.  No more trappings.  No more Secret Service.  After arriving in New York with a police escort and a motorcade, I’m now out on the street, in a driving rainstorm, sopping wet, trying to hail a cab to get to a restaurant.  And I’m thinking to myself: What happened?  Just five minutes ago I controlled the world’s most powerful nuclear arsenal.
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“I see that story as kind of a metaphor for my political career.  It’s over before you know it.  One minute you’re a VIP, the next, you’re just another guy trying to get a cab.  I’m determined, though, that it won’t rain on my post-political life.  I’m confident, in fact, that the sun will shine bright.  I expect to continue fighting for the issues that have mattered to me most...and to do it with a smile and a few bad jokes.  

“Thank you all very much”.
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