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ABSTRACT

Social media has fostered new forms of political communication and participation. These communicative 
forms include wit, parody, sarcasm and memification. Politicians who attempt to enhance their 
popularity using a humorous tone in their online discourse, is watched by a broad audience. In doing 
so, they try to project a positive self-image to attract prospective voters. Using the former Malaysian 
prime minister, Dato’ Sri Najib Razak’s Facebook posts as a case study, this research investigates the 
persuasive capability of political humour. Based on interviews with 27 undergraduates students from 
Universiti Sains Islam Malaysia, this study analyses how exposure to political humour by Najib Razak 
would increase the salience of particular issues or constructs in the minds of the youth and how it 
contributes to bonding between politicians and audiences. This study found that the respondents who 
already have a high interest in politics are persuaded by Najib Razak’s political acts and decisions.  
However, the majority of the respondents are less persuaded by his political humour and did not 
think his Facebook posts will change their attitude towards him. They, however, found his humourous 
political message entertaining and improved his image among the younger generation.

Keywords: Political communication, Facebook, humour, youth, Malaysia



Persuasive political humour on social media: A study of Najib Razak’s Facebook posts

2

INTRODUCTION

The digital realm has risen to prominence as a platform of political discourse. The use of 
social media, in particular, provides an environment for political leaders seeking to attract 
and convince the public. Even within this digital space, humour is an essential political tool 
for politicians to influence public opinion. Through entertaining and humorous messages, 
social media gives more access to political content and allow people to participate in 
political culture, particularly the younger generation. 

The term "political humour" refers to any satirical text that deals with political 
topics, political actors or institutions. Jokes, satires, cartoons, criticism, and irony are 
common forms of political comedy. In the digital world, memes have become a new 
and common example of political satire. Photographs of political figures are altered or 
repackaged with captions to create memes, which can be compared to the traditional form 
of political cartoons (Aytuna & Capraz, 2021).

According to The Internet User Survey 2020 by the Malaysian Communications 
and Multimedia Commission (Malaysian Communications and Multimedia Commission 
[MCMC], 2020), Facebook remains the most widely used social media site in Malaysia, 
by more than 90% of the Malaysian population.  Internet users in Malaysia are mainly 
comprised of young people in their 20s and 30s, where they account for 46.0% and 21.2%, 
respectively. Other sites such as YouTube, Instagram and Twitter have also experienced an 
increase in their user base. YouTube, in particular, has had the most significant increase 
from 48.3% in 2018 to 80.6% in 2020. Instagram users climbed from 57% in 2018 to 63.1% 
in 2020, whereas Twitter users have risen from 23.8% to 37.1% in the same period. The 
survey showed that entertainment and humorous contents are the most shared in Malaysia, 
with up to 56.1% of the Internet users doing so.

There is a long history of political satire in Malaysia. The Malay editorial cartoons 
first appeared in the 1930s through major newspapers, namely Warta Jenaka and Utusan 
Zaman. Most of the cartoons functioned as instruments of criticism and satire to raise 
Malay consciousness about their rights and their future (Mahamood, 1997).

Today, social media has fostered new forms of political communication and 
participation (Idid & Souket, 2019). These communicative forms include wit, parody, 
sarcasm, co-optation, and playful memification. Some of the popular political parody 
social media accounts in Malaysia are Troll Politics on Facebook, BERMANA, Amusing 
Meow dan PRAY FOR ROSMAH on Twitter. One politician known for his political 
humour usage on social media is former Malaysian prime minister, Dato’ Sri Najib Razak. 
The hashtag #BOSSKU translated as myboss, for example, has gained momentum and 
support from among the young generation (Zainal Anuar & Jalil, 2020).

The present study primarily focuses on the persuasive effects of Najib Razak’s 
Facebook posts among the Malaysian youth. This study argues that Najib Razak deploys 
political humour to enhance conditions for a favourable reception of his arguments, 
including positive impressionable management. It is essential to highlight that Najib Razak 
was facing several allegations of money laundering during the time of analysis. Najib Razak 
was beset by a corruption allegation where he was implicated in a global investigation 
exposed by a Wall Street Journal report that more than $700 million had flowed from the 
state 1MDB fund to Razak’s bank account (Wright & Clark, 2015).  His political humour 
approach through his Facebook page is seen as his attempt to win the hearts and minds of 
the netizens and to persuade Malaysians, particularly the younger ones, to have a positive 
impression towards him. When this article was written in November 2020, his Facebook 
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account, @najibrazak, had the most number of fans among Malaysian politicians and was 
one of the most popular Facebook accounts in Malaysia, with more than 4 million fans.

PERSUASIVE POWER OF POLITICAL HUMOUR 

This study investigates the use of humour in social media as a form of political persuasion 
towards young people. The research attempts to obtain an understanding of this generation's 
political representations, attitudes, and values in the current social and political context 
of Malaysia. It attempts to understand how digital netizens perceive political persuasion 
through social media and how this generation uses social media for accessing humourous 
political messages.

Political humour can take many forms, including jokes, criticism, ridicule, and 
parody, and it is conventionally presented in late-night entertainment shows, presidential 
debates, campaign rallies and others (Innocenti & Miller, 2016). Tsakona and Popa (2011) 
argued that humour serves two purposes: first, it conveys criticism of the political status 
quo, as shown by political satire, or political cartoons, and other forms of political humour; 
and second, it recycles and confirms prevailing beliefs and views on politics, enhancing the 
commonsensical views on political matters.

In their work, Ramsey and Meyer (2019) identified four critical functions of 
humour: identification, which supports the message creators by identifying them with their 
audiences; clarification, which encapsulates the views of message creators in exciting forms; 
enforcement, which levels criticism while maintaining a degree of identification with the 
audience, and differentiation, which contrasts the message creators with their audiences. 
Most importantly, the humorous message should establish incongruity or an unusual 
feature or occurrence unexpectedly taking place in a given situation. Incongruity is seen 
as the basic denominator of humour, where philosophers such as Aristotle, James Beattie, 
Immanuel Kant, and Soren Kierkegaard promote incongruity as the primary source of 
humour (Tsakona & Popa, 2011)

Despite its long tradition in political communication, researchers are still debating 
if  humour helps or hurts persuasions. In other words, humour’s persuasive strength is yet to 
be proved (Innocenti & Miller, 2016). Research, however shows that political humour can 
help draw attention to particular topics concerning candidates and raise the importance 
of specific issues or structures into the public consciousness. The emphasis here is not 
changing attitudes but rather emphasising upon specific issues or event characteristics that 
can influence subsequent decision-making processes (Young, 2012).

Given this, the explanatory force of humour continues to fascinate communication 
researchers. Persuasion is a symbolic activity that involves exchanging messages to influence 
the emotional states or patterns of actions (Mio, 2018).  Some research show that comedy 
can help persuasion (Eisend, 2011), while others show that humour can also detract from 
persuasive efforts (English et al., 2011). According to Walter et al. (2018), humour has a 
minor but important impact on persuasion, a moderate impact on awareness, and a minor 
impact on attitudes and behavioural intent. Humour, according to many studies, is also 
more effective for individuals who are highly involved in politics. 

Scholars have looked at the overt and indirect impact of political humour on 
knowledge and information acquisition. Literature shows that attention to political humour 
relates to knowledge recognition and a viewer's sense of being informed (Becker, 2011). 
However, it seems that political humour viewers mostly have a strong understanding of 
politics before watching, but the effect of the exposure on political humour on information 
acquisition is unknown. 
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According to Mendiburo-Seguel et al. (2017), humour will influence attitudes only 
momentarily. Their findings are consistent with previous studies (Weinberger & Gulas, 
2019). People who are more interested in learning political humour might expect their 
behaviours to be influenced over a more extended period because they are continually 
subjected to humorous stimuli. As Baumgartner (2013) suggested, it is possible to think 
that those who are more knowledgeable in politics may be more interested in knowing 
about it and be more interested in consuming political humour. According to recent 
research, highly-involved people are more likely to be swayed by humour that is related. In 
contrast, efforts to convince highly-involved people with irrelevant humour are less likely 
to work (Walter et al., 2018).

Research suggests that political humour may lower individuals’ capacity to evaluate 
claims and arguments critically. Studies show that watching political satire reduces the 
retention of detailed factual and topical information compared to conventional news 
consumption (Innocenti & Miller, 2016). Such reduced capacity has been explained as 
receivers assuming the message as "just a joke" and thus possessing less motivation to test 
claims. Furthermore, receivers who have a less contextual understanding and knowledge 
may devote so much cognitive attention to processing humour and as a result, a reduced 
capacity to critically examine arguments (Young, 2012; Innocenti & Miller, 2016). In 
line with a report by Innocenti and Miller (2016), LaMarre et al. (2014) discovered that 
receivers of humorous texts were less likely to challenge the statements contained in the 
message. Furthermore, whether recipients interpreted the information as humorous or not 
determined the influence of a particular message (Holbert et al., 2011).

For lowly-involved individuals in politics, presenting politics in an entertaining 
or humourous way may motivate them to acquire additional political information. This 
is known as the "gateway" effect (Baum & Jamison, 2011), where "soft news", including 
political humour, serves as a gateway to politics for viewers who are otherwise not interested 
in politics. Political humour has been linked to heightened exposure to high-profile political 
stories and issue-specific news items by politically inattentive viewers (Feldman et al., 2011).

According to Gruner (2017), the most crucial feature of humour is its ability to 
enhance the source’s reputation. He claims that humour works because it allows people 
to equate a humourous source with strong credibility, even though it is unrelated. On the 
other hand, humour's potential to influence people has been related to a sleeper effect, in 
which humour is correlated with low levels of source credibility that steadily rise as the 
viewer disassociates the source from the message (Walter et al.,  2018).  

Mendiburo-Seguel et al. (2017) looked at the possible effects of being exposed to 
political disparagement humour on trust in politicians. Disparagement humour (Braun & 
Preiser, 2013) refers to the use of humour to denigrate a given target. Their study argued 
that a one-off  exposure to political disparagement humour affects trust in politicians 
negatively. This echoes an argument by Schuck (2017) which found that the stimuli 
influenced individual-level trust in politicians, in which the negative frames prevalent in 
political humour seem to breed or reinforce a certain cynicism about government and 
politics. 

It is vital to bear in mind that many social variables must be addressed when 
determining how people respond to humorous political content. Individual-level 
differences influence the impact of political humour, such as political knowledge (Young, 
2012), interest in politics (Becker, 2011), and political ideology (Lamarre et al. 2014). With 
diverse political background and understanding, these multiple variables are likely to draw 
different political humour interpretations, resulting in different processes and results. 
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NAJIB RAZAK’S FACEBOOK POSTS

While research on social media and politics is burgeoning in Malaysia, there is relatively 
little research on the aspect of humour usage in political communication. A study by Chen 
(2018) on Najib Razak’s rhetorics, found that humour in the form of “silly citizenship” 
is a legitimate form of engagement in civic discourse. Through digital visual satire such 
as memes, the Web 2.0 capabilities have widened citizens’ options as a defensive weapon 
and as a form of political engagement. Content analysis of Najib Razak’s Facebook 
updates from January 12, 2019, until March 1, 2019, found that the former prime minister 
used dominant propaganda agendas against the opposition coalition, Pakatan Harapan 
(Zainal Anuar & Jalil, 2020). His posts also portray himself  as living like ordinary people, 
appearing as ‘normal’ people and claiming to represent the public.

In their content analysis of Najib Razak’s Facebook updates from January 12, 2019, 
until March 1, 2019, Zainal Anuar and Jalli (2020) revealed that he utilised five dominant 
themes in his Facebook posts. They included “Criticise Pakatan Harapan (PH)”, “Promote 
Najib Razak”, “Endorse Barisan Nasional”, “Condemn Democratic Action Party”, and 
“PH ruining Malaysia’s economy”. Through his Facebook posts, the study argued that 
Najib Razak uses propaganda tactics to influence his audience to rebuild support and trust 
towards his party and himself.

A brief  observation from June 1, 2020 until July 31, 2020, a period where the 
recruitment of respondents and interviews were carried out, revealed that Najib Razak 
Facebook posts were either in the form of parody, political satire or irony employed in 
the language used or in the postings' overall theme. Most of the postings included an 
elaborate explanation of particular issues relating to the accusations hurled by his political 
opponents. His postings mostly pertained to criticisms against a specific person, idea or 
situation to establish a negative impression or stereotype. 

Najib Razak is also known for his “Bossku” tagline, which has gained momentum 
on social media. His supporters have created the “Bossku” catchphrase, translated as “my 
boss”, and Najib Razak himself  had been capitalising on the hashtag by hashtagging 
#Bossku in his social media posts. The tagline resonates well with a certain segment of 
young Malay voters, making him appear more accessible to people. This #Bossku appeal 
has indirectly become a winning factor for Barisan Nasional in several by-elections held in 
the second half  of 2020, where Najib Razak was actively campaigning (Tan, 2020).

METHODOLOGY

The present study is primarily focused on the persuasive effects of political humour on 
young people. Based on Najib Razak’s Facebook posts, the study investigated two aspects 
of humour in political persuasion. First, how persuasive is Najib Razak’s political humour 
in his Facebook posts towards young people and second, how political engagements explain 
respondents’ receptions of Najib Razak’s political humour on Facebook. 

The research was based on 27 semi-structured interviews conducted on third-year 
students of Universiti Sains Islam Malaysia aged between 21 and 23 years old. The respondents 
were recruited through the snowball sampling. Seventeen respondents were female, and eight 
respondents were male. All of them were Malay Muslims and were religiously educated. 
The main reason for choosing these respondents is to understand to what extent the Malay 
Muslims gravitate towards Najib Razak’s posts. It is based on the current political context 
where Najib Razak’s party, United Malay National Organisation (UMNO) is in coalition 
with Malaysian Islamic Party (PAS), together with the ruling party Parti Pribumi Bersatu 
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Malaysia (BERSATU). This arguably witnesses the unity of the biggest Malay-Muslim 
political power block in Malaysian politics.

 The interviews were conducted in July 2020. Each interview lasted approximately 30 
to 45 minutes. The interviewees were asked general questions about their interest in politics, 
political positions and political involvements. Their engagement with Najib Razak’s social 
media posts was done by cross-checking Najib Razak’s posts. Questions about support for 
Najib Razak in general and opinions about his political career were also situated in the 
discussion.  

FINDINGS

The persuasiveness of Najib Razak’s political humour
When this article was written, Najib Razak was facing four counts of abuse of power for 
using his position as then prime minister, finance minister and chairman of 1MDB’s board 
of advisers to receive gratification worth RM2.28 billion. He was also facing 21 counts of 
money laundering involving over RM4.3 billion (Achariam, 2020). Since his Facebook posts 
have been the main communication channel after losing the 2018 election, we argue that it 
plays an important factor in shaping the respondent's positive impression towards him. These 
respondents view his political humour and the trolling of the oppositions as entertaining. 
More so, they are persuaded by his political arguments, which is supported by facts.

“What I love about his posts is that he responds to feedback made by other 
individuals about him. Furthermore, the answer given by him is pretty concise, 
with links to the facts for the answer.” (Respondent 1) 

“In my opinion, he is "living his life to the fullest". I don't follow his developments 
on social media, but I do just read his hilarious posts. I just read his trolling of 
the opponents, and that's entertaining.” (Respondent 19)

“Before the 14th General Election, Datuk Seri Najib Razak's post on social 
media received less attention because it discussed more serious issues. However, 
after the defeat of Barisan Nasional, the post was more about "trolling" and 
jokes. This has caused more people to be attracted to follow his posts on social 
media, especially teenagers”. (Respondent 21)

“I like his posts because there is no element of slander. Everything he wrote on 
Facebook is based on facts, and he will put a related hyperlink to explain the 
fact. If we doubt the points he wrote, we can click the link to check. Most of his 
posts show the truth with data from national statistics, financial statistics.”  
 (Respondent 25)

Below is an example of Najib Razak’s use of political humour in his social media 
posting (June 17, 2020) to answer Mahathir’s Facebook statement that the Democratic 
Action Party (DAP), which describes itself  as a “democratic socialism that promotes the idea 
of Malaysian Malaysia”, will not destroy the rights of the Malay. In the post, Mahathir 
attributes Najib Razak as one of the people who made the allegation. Najib Razak replied 
with “jokes” that Mahathir keeps pointing fingers at him, and it should be better if  he joins 
the DAP party.
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As stated by the respondents, Najib Razak also uses his Facebook page to answer 
any allegation against him by the opposition coalition PH, particularly regarding the 
1MDB issue. In his post below (July 15, 2020), he provided  links from several online news 
portals, which he claimed contradict each other, about the allegations that the 1MDB 
money was channelled to his bank account.

 

As indicated by the respondents, Najib Razak also uses his Facebook page to 
troll his opponents. In his post on July 27, he is seen making fun of Anwar Ibrahim, the 
chairman of the PH coalition, for failing to obtain support from his political alliance for 
the prime minister’s post.
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Four respondents declared that they were neutral towards Najib Razak, but they 
agreed that their attitude towards him had become more favourable due to their engagement 
with his posts on Facebook. These respondents found that the explanation he posted were 
credible, and the political humour he used helps him become more connected to the people.

“I don't think I fully support him. It's just that I am more open-minded towards 
him. Maybe before this, when people mentioned his name, I was very adamant 
that he's guilty. However, when he posted more facts and explanations on many 
issues, I was more open-minded to accept views and his explanation about those 
who are against him.” (Respondent 15) 

“What Najib Razak is doing now is to get the attention of the people and to 
clear his name from all the defamation from the previous government. What he 
is doing now is better. If there is an opportunity, maybe there is a chance of his 
comeback. “ (Respondent 17) 

“Yes, his posts have changed my view towards him because he is still very much 
people-oriented and very relaxed even though many parties criticise him.”   
 (Respondent 27)

In trying to appear more “people-oriented” and “more relaxed”, as indicated by 
the respondents, Najib Razak often posted about his personal, private, trivial or everyday 
acts. His posts about his grandson (July 23, 2020), as shown below, is one of the examples, 
with a caption - “nothing is more important than happiness and the wellbeing of the family”.
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Najib Razak also often portrays the human side of himself  in his Facebook posts. 
In the posting below (July 10, 2020), he wished his political opponent, Tun Mahathir, a 
prolonged and healthy life on his 95th birthday.

 

In contrast, a week after that, he throws a sarcastic comment at Mahathir, responding 
to his article written in MalaysiaKini on July 22, 2020. In the article, Mahathir alludes to the 
moniker “bossku”, which refers to Najib Razak. He wrote that it seems to be the new norm 
that people would accept and not mind if the person who steals the money is our “boss”, 
and the people would still choose him as the leader for the Malay-Muslim regardless of the 
misdemeanor. Knowing that the article is directed towards him, Najib Razak reciprocated 
in his Facebook post below “correcting” him; saying that “the new norm is those who win 
suddenly resigned” – sarcastically referring to Mahathir resigning as the prime minister earlier 
in February 2020 due to the defections of several members of his party alliance.  
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Receptions of Najib Razak’s political humour and political engagements
Interestingly, all the nine respondents who either showed their open support or shared a 
positive reception towards Najib Razak had demonstrated a more active involvement and 
interest in politics. These interviewees mostly engage families/friends in political activities 
and political issues. 

“Of course, I discuss with my family and friends about political matters. We 
discuss the latest political news from the opposition or the government.”  
 (Respondent 1) 

“Yes, I am interested. Because for me, it is one of the forms of contribution I 
can make to the party.”  (Respondent 6) 

“Yes, I am interested because by engaging in political activities, we will know 
more about current issues. Political activities can also build ourselves in terms 
of volunteerism and increase in knowledge.” (Respondent 21) 

“Yes, I am interested in politics because I was born into a political family from 
the grandparents to grandchildren. Many of us love politics.”  
 (Respondent 25)

This is in line with previous literature that confirmed humour is more effective for 
highly-involved individuals (Walter et al., 2018) as they tend to be persuaded more by 
humour when it is related to persuasive messages. In other words, it is expected that people 
who are more interested in consuming political humour could have their attitudes affected 
for a extended period because they would be constantly perusing Najib Razak’s Facebook 
posts. These respondents are more interested in political issues and therefore, would be 
more interested in consuming the political humour in his Facebook posts (Mendiburo-
Seguel et al., 2017; Baumgartner, 2013). 

However, the rest of the 18 respondents of this study did not show their support 
towards Najib Razak. Reasons given were due to the incompetence of his previous role as 
a prime minister, particularly relating to the 1MDB scandal.
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“Probably not, because he was involved in the 1MDB scandal. This case is 
enormous. If there are any supporters of him, they are probably come from 
rural areas because they are not exposed to Najib Razak's case.” 
 (Respondent 7) 

“No. There may be some who support him, but I don't think the people will 
support him with all the issues and scandals. However, it also depends on the 
performance of the current government. If the government are not performing, 
he will probably be supported again by the elderly people are more likely to 
support UMNO". (Respondent 8) 

“No, weakness in economic management causes the country's debt to rise, and 
the country's economy is severely affected.” (Respondent 10) 

“No, because in my opinion, during Najib Razak's administration, he is not 
productive, and I feel from his posts after not being a Prime Minister his 
character is very different.”  (Respondent 22)

For some respondents who did not support him, Najib Razak’s use of political 
humour in his Facebook posts seems to have a detrimental effect. Most of them reacted 
negatively to his use of disparagement humour towards his political opponents. This is 
in line with Mendiburo-Seguel et al.’s (2017) argument regarding the adverse effects of 
political disparagement humour on trust in politicians. 

“In my opinion, Najib Razak should not post something quite sensitive, like 
political issues, on his social media because he is a well-known person and was 
once the Prime Minister. This shows his immature attitude. In the end, what 
he posted became the subject of laughter and ridicule by the people in this 
country. It would be better to post something positive while living his life after 
his tenure as Prime Minister.” (Respondent 3)

“I consider his posts to be sometimes funny but sometimes a bit immoral. 
This is because he often belittles or ridicules other politicians and thus causes 
conflict.” (Respondent 8)

“Sarcastic, trolling, that is indeed what he does without benefiting the people. 
Glad to see his disgrace being seen by the people.” 
 (Respondent 10)

“That is his right. It is more to solicit sympathy.”  
 (Respondent 11)

His Facebook posts in June and July 2020 mainly attacked his political opponents 
and the opposition party, DAP. His propensity to ridicule his political opponents is shown 
below through his trolling of Anwar Ibrahim. Referring to the picture of the leaders of 
party PH, posted by DAP Minister Hannah Yeoh in her Twitter account, Najib Razak 
again laughed at Anwar for being sidelined by DAP (July 14, 2020). He said that based on 
the picture, Anwar is not even positioned beside Tun Mahathir to be seen as the successor 
of the coalition.
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Eleven respondents out of 18 who did not support Najib Razak declared that they 
have a low interest in any political activities or are not from a family that is politically 
active. This could explain why they have less interest or are not persuaded by Najib Razak’s 
Facebook posts, which employ humorous and political arguments that require readers to 
know a particular issue or person he targets. 

Paradoxically, although these respondents did not support Najib Razak, many 
of them found that his trolling of the opponents or his tit for tat on Facebook posts 
entertaining.

“I like it because there are some of his posts that may open the minds of 
Malaysians about dirty politics in Malaysia.” (Respondent 2)

“His posts are creative and follow the latest trends. I neither like nor like.” 
 (Respondent 5)

“Sometimes the post is funny; sometimes, there are facts that are intertwined 
related to the issues with the previous government. If the post is correct, I like 
it. But if the posts are not correct, I disagree with him.”  
 (Respondent 7)

“In my opinion, his current posts are mostly defensive, and of course, he trolls 
a lot. He can be called the king of trolls. At the same time, he did present 
many facts. When he answered an issue, he would answer it with facts. I like to 
read his posts because they are entertaining, so his trolls are sometimes fun to 
read.” (Respondent 15)

“I was intrigued by his post as he is very active and often uploads the latest posts 
on current issues. From there, I could see that he is a person with the  people's 
spirit despite often receiving accusations and slander from the public.” 
 (Respondent 26)
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When asked about Najib Razak’s infamous moniker, #Bossku, almost all respondents 
said that the tagline has improved his reputation among the younger generation and given 
the impression that he is more accessible. 

“Yes. The people are starting to forget the scandal about 1MDB, and it is the 
new branding for Najib Razak.” (Respondent 2) 

“In my opinion, the hashtag #bossku has improved his reputation because he is 
fearless despite various criticisms thrown by netizens towards him.”  
 (Respondent 5) 

“Yes, it managed to increase his reputation. He managed to attract young 
people to support him.” (Respondent 6) 

“The word #BOSSKU is viral on social media and increases his reputation as 
a politician for the people, with a relaxed attitude, even though he is embroiled 
in the 1MDB issue.”   (Respondent 27)

Although Najib Razak did not use the tagline #Bossku directly in his posts, he 
embraces the moniker and does not mind being referred to as #Bossku. The post below 
(July 19, 2020) describes how during a rally organised by the opposition party, for the first 
time, Tun Mahathir and his son called Najib Razak as #Bossku or “my boss”. The post 
also ironically states how Pakatan Harapan still blames Najib Razak for the failure of the 
party to be government.

This suggests that political humour reduces respondents' motivation to scrutinise 
arguments put forward by Najib Razak and who mainly perceive his Facebook posts as 
entertaining or "just a joke" (Chattoo, 2019). To the respondents who have a low interest 
in politics, such humorous posts could serve as a “gateway” to politics for those otherwise 
not interested. Exposure to political humour among politically inattentive audiences could 
lead to increased attention to political stories (Compton, 2012; Feldman et al., 2011).
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As explained, Najib Razak’s party, UMNO is in coalition with the ruling party, 
BERSATU together with PAS and other minor parties. The coalition was established in 
February 2020 when Muhyiddin Yassin, the leader of BERSATU, led his party exit from PH, 
which won the election in 2018, and joined PAS and UMNO to create a new government. 

For most of the respondents who are Malay Muslims and religiously educated, the 
newly formed Perikatan Nasional, which saw BERSATU and UMNO teaming up with 
PAS, is very much welcomed. They view the coalition as securing the Malay and Muslim 
rights in the country. Most of them credited Prime Minister Muhyiddin Yassin for saving 
Malaysia from the political crises created by PH.

Yes. I strongly agree because the majority of our society is Malays. So in 
my view, it is natural that Malay Muslims should unite and bring the country 
forward. (Respondent 6)

For now, this coalition is the best. The freedom of speech brought by the 
previous coalition, Pakatan Harapan, was very worrying for the unity of the 
country. (Respondent 12)

I agree with the current coalition of political parties because it consists of 
credible and fair leaders. (Respondent 13)

Their political standpoint, however, does not fully translate to their support of 
Najib Razak. Out of 27 respondents, only five declared their open support towards him. 
They believed that he may not be guilty and could have a chance in his political career. 

At the beginning of his downfall, I somewhat believed in his wrongdoing 
(1MDB scandal). Every day, he answered the questions and accusations about 
all with the correct arguments and facts. This made my suspicion of him as a 
robber fades away. (Respondent 1) 

I support him because when I look back, there may have been mistakes before 
when he was governing the country. However, if you look at it from a different 
angle, there's a lot of good things that he had done compared to the PH 
government. (Respondent 6) 

Yes. Before the GE14 (2018 General Elections), many mocked Najib Razak, 
which made me somewhat dislike him due to all the scandals (1MDB). However, 
after GE14, I followed him more and more on the issues, and I became more 
supportive and agree with what he said. (Respondent 21)

I like him more and more because I can see his vision to purify himself from 
PH slanders. (Respondent 25)

The findings of this study, based on Malaysian socio-political context, demonstrate 
that political humour through social media allows young people to consume political 
entertainment culture, which transforms the directions of political persuasion. Thus,  
social media allows political actors to target their communication strategies to persuade 
this digital generation. 
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Based on Najib Razak political posts on Facebook, he managed to adapt to the 
use of social media among young people and understood their motivations, attitudes, and 
wants. Through political satire, parody and memes, he used a more conversational and 
colloquial language which allowed him to speak in everyday terms. This gave the illusion 
that he “speaks the language of common people” and is “one of them” (Tsakona & Popa, 
2011). 

The analysis found that respondents who showed a positive attitude towards 
Najib Razak and these attitudinal changes are arguably stimulated by the employment 
of humour and information in his Facebook posts. All of these respondents showed high 
interest in political activities and engagements. This is in line with previous studies that 
show those who consume political humour as being more politically knowledgeable, more 
participatory, and more attentive to political news and politicians (Hoffman & Young, 
2011).

However, most of the respondents declared that Najib Razak’s Facebook posts 
did not change their attitude towards him. Most of the respondents showed low interest 
in engaging in any political activities. This group also expressed cynicism towards Najib 
Razak and questioned his intention in "trolling" his political opponents. However, they 
agreed that his posts and the tagline #Bossku employed by him and his supporters were 
entertaining and perceived the humorous political message as "mere joking". They also 
appeared not to scrutinise the humorous message due to the contextual inferences required 
to understand his social media posts' arguments (Chattoo, 2019). 

CONCLUSION

It is clear that social media has afforded politicians with platforms to reach new audiences 
and disseminate their messages with less control and at a relatively low cost. Utilising digital 
platforms to convey ideological and political messages has provided a new set of tools for 
various forms of persuasion (Kasmani, 2019). It has also required political actors to adapt 
their communication to the trends and tastes of virtual communities (Hakoköngäs et al., 
2020).

The findings have important practical implications for politicians and their political 
campaigns to reach and influence voters through social media, particularly among the 
younger generations. Making jokes, using common speak, and using trendy digital culture 
references could help contribute to the bonding between politicians and audiences who 
agree on the substance and targets of the humour. On the other hand, it widens the divide 
between voters with opposing views on humour's topics and aims. Interestingly, this study 
also shows that, regardless of the support towards a politician, a humourous tone or witty 
remarks might boost the popularity of the individual who projects a positive self-image 
and therefore can attract prospective or undecided voters.

Although this article suggests that Najib Razak's usage of political humour in his 
Facebook posts has yet to change the way political message is being conveyed, there is 
still ample of territory left unexplored. The study is only limited to the Malay Muslim 
respondents, which therefore limits the applicability of the findings. Future studies should 
include respondents from different races and different methodological settings such 
as focus groups or surveys. This study is also aware that other social variables must be 
addressed when determining how young people respond to humorous political content. 
A comparative study with other politicians and other groups of young people with the 
same or differing contexts would shed further light on the influence of political humour on 
persuasion and attitude change. 
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