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Perceptions of Modern Judaism
Comedy!
How do non-Jews perceive Jewish comedy?
Female Jewish Comedians

Are they funny? Are they perceived differently from men? 

· Joan Rivers

· Gilda Radner

· Fannie Brice

· Selma Diamond

· Sarah Silverman

· Roseanne Barr

· Fran Drescher

Huffpost – Blog

Joan Rivers’ Comedy Era Is Over — Younger Jewish Women Comics Have Better Attitudes About Looks and Sex

By Debra Nussbaum Cohen

Joan Rivers, who died Thursday at the age of 81, is being rightfully and widely praised as a sharply funny role model for female comics. Comedian Judy Gold wrote a lovely piece for CNN about how Rivers affected her, one misfit funny Jewish woman to another. What is starkly noticeable in the wake of Rivers’ death is how much has changed for funny ladies since Rivers first walked onto the Tonight Show stage in 1965.

Rivers, who was born in Brooklyn in 1933 as Joan Alexandra Molinsky, like Totie Fields and Phyllis Diller — two other funny women who became famous comics — made it big by belittling themselves. At the heart of their acts were self-deprecating jokes about being unattractive. It is hard to imagine any of the successful female comedians like Sarah Silverman or Amy Schumer doing anything similar today.

Rivers and Diller focused on how ugly they felt. Diller, who died in 2012 at the age of 95, put on a fright wig to make herself uglier. “If it weren’t for my Adam’s apple I’d have no shape at all,” she said in one of her famous one-liners. Much of Field’s act related to her weight. “I’ve been on a diet for two weeks and the only thing I’ve lost is 14 days,” she joked.

Rivers, though always slim and stylishly attired, talked about how unappealing her body was. “I have flabby thighs, but fortunately my stomach covers them,” goes one of her jokes. She subsequently plastic-surgeried her way to a look she — though few others — seemed to prefer. While she took aim at celebrities all along, in the last chapter of her career she focused almost exclusively on criticizing other women’s looks on her television show “Fashion Police.” Each episode since its 2010 debut was devoted to taking apart the fashions worn by celebrities, often with barbed jokes about their bodies.

A turning point away from Jewish female comics’ focus on appearance was Roseanne Barr, whose early act centered on her life as a working-class housewife. Her eponymous hit show wasn’t at all about how she looked, though at the start of the sitcom in 1988 she was large and none too stylish. But the focus was on the idiosyncratically nutty blue-collar Conner family. Not Barr’s appearance.

Today’s female comics, even if they don’t fit into a cookie-cutter idea of attractiveness, don’t criticize themselves. Instead, they mock anyone else who does.

Gold has a bit from when she had a small role on Law & Order. Before the taping, she got a call from the costumer needing to know her clothing size. She asks how tall Gold is. The comedian, deadpan, tells her “Six foot three.” “Okay, how much do you weigh?” asks the staffer. “One eighty.” “Umm, what shoe size do you wear?” Gold says, “Twelve.” “Okay...” says the costumer, “like do you have anything in your closet you think your character would wear?” Gold is pointing at her unusual size, but, unlike in Rivers’ standup, she points to society’s difficulty dealing with it — not her own.

The hottest female comics right now, like Amy Schumer and Sarah Silverman, appear to feel just fine about the way they look. It is hard to imagine either one telling jokes at her own expense.

Many of Schumer’s bits are about dating and sex. With a girl-next-door kind of prettiness, Schumer would much rather spend time poking fun, in her sly way, at cultural assumptions than at herself. In the scripted video bit “Operation Enduring Mouth” she plays a secret agent. She and a male partner are assigned by their CIA boss to take down a big target. The code name given to her male partner by their (male) superior? Cross Bolt. Hers? Butter Face. She is instructed to distract the target by cooking him a casserole while Cross Bolt rappels into his hotel room. Then, while Cross Bolt steals the hard drive, Butter Face is to lure their target into the bedroom. And give him oral sex. “I’m capable of hacking into the mainframe of a nuclear submarine,” she protests. The boss says she doesn’t need to do anything that drastic. Then they open their secret weapons. Cross Bolt’s is laser nunchucks. Hers is a red scrunchy. To keep the hair out of her face. A week later, they are rewarded for their successful mission. Bolt Cutter gets the agency’s highest recognition — a titanium star. The boss pats Butter Face’s arm and says “you can keep the scrunchy.”

To be sure, Schumer had predecessors in bawdy comedy, specifically the Jewish women Belle Barth and Sophie Tucker, both popular in the first half of the 20th century, were not conventionally beautiful. But they were known for their lusty humor.

Thankfully, now funny women are taking back that comedic power. When Rivers talked about sex, she was using her intelligence to put herself down as someone too ugly to be wanted. When Amy Schumer talks about sex, she’s taking aim at the jerks who want her only for her body, rather than for her mind.

esquire

Why Women Aren’t Funny

What makes the female so much deadlier than the male? With assists from Fran Lebowitz, Nora Ephron, and a recent Stanford-medical-school study, the author investigates the reasons for the humor gap

BY CHRISTOPHER HITCHENS

JANUARY 2007
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Be your gender what it may, you will certainly have heard the following from a female friend who is enumerating the charms of a new (male) squeeze: “He’s really quite cute, and he’s kind to my friends, and he knows all kinds of stuff, and he’s so funny . . . “ (If you yourself are a guy, and you know the man in question, you will often have said to yourself, “Funny? He wouldn’t know a joke if it came served on a bed of lettuce with sauce béarnaise.”) However, there is something that you absolutely never hear from a male friend who is hymning his latest (female) love interest: “She’s a real honey, has a life of her own . . . [interlude for attributes that are none of your business] . . . and, man, does she ever make ‘em laugh.”

Now, why is this? Why is it the case?, I mean. Why are women, who have the whole male world at their mercy, not funny? Please do not pretend not to know what I am talking about.

All right—try it the other way (as the bishop said to the barmaid). Why are men, taken on average and as a whole, funnier than women? Well, for one thing, they had damn well better be. The chief task in life that a man has to perform is that of impressing the opposite sex, and Mother Nature (as we laughingly call her) is not so kind to men. In fact, she equips many fellows with very little armament for the struggle. An average man has just one, outside chance: he had better be able to make the lady laugh. Making them laugh has been one of the crucial preoccupations of my life. If you can stimulate her to laughter—I am talking about that real, out-loud, head-back, mouth-open-to-expose-the-full-horseshoe-of-lovely-teeth, involuntary, full, and deep-throated mirth; the kind that is accompanied by a shocked surprise and a slight (no, make that a loud) peal of delight—well, then, you have at least caused her to loosen up and to change her expression. I shall not elaborate further.

Women have no corresponding need to appeal to men in this way. They already appeal to men, if you catch my drift. Indeed, we now have all the joy of a scientific study, which illuminates the difference. At the Stanford University School of Medicine (a place, as it happens, where I once underwent an absolutely hilarious procedure with a sigmoidoscope), the grim-faced researchers showed 10 men and 10 women a sample of 70 black-and-white cartoons and got them to rate the gags on a “funniness scale.” To annex for a moment the fall-about language of the report as it was summarized in Biotech Week:

The researchers found that men and women share much of the same humor-response system; both use to a similar degree the part of the brain responsible for semantic knowledge and juxtaposition and the part involved in language processing. But they also found that some brain regions were activated more in women. These included the left prefrontal cortex, suggesting a greater emphasis on language and executive processing in women, and the nucleus accumbens . . . which is part of the mesolimbic reward center.

This has all the charm and address of the learned Professor Scully’s attempt to define a smile, as cited by Richard Usborne in his treatise on P. G. Wodehouse: “the drawing back and slight lifting of the corners of the mouth, which partially uncover the teeth; the curving of the naso-labial furrows . . . “ But have no fear—it gets worse:

“Women appeared to have less expectation of a reward, which in this case was the punch line of the cartoon,” said the report’s author, Dr. Allan Reiss. “So when they got to the joke’s punch line, they were more pleased about it.” The report also found that “women were quicker at identifying material they considered unfunny.”

Slower to get it, more pleased when they do, and swift to locate the unfunny—for this we need the Stanford University School of Medicine? And remember, this is women when confronted with humor. Is it any wonder that they are backward in generating it?

This is not to say that women are humorless, or cannot make great wits and comedians. And if they did not operate on the humor wavelength, there would be scant point in half killing oneself in the attempt to make them writhe and scream (uproariously). Wit, after all, is the unfailing symptom of intelligence. Men will laugh at almost anything, often precisely because it is—or they are—extremely stupid. Women aren’t like that. And the wits and comics among them are formidable beyond compare: Dorothy Parker, Nora Ephron, Fran Lebowitz, Ellen DeGeneres. (Though ask yourself, was Dorothy Parker ever really funny?) Greatly daring—or so I thought—I resolved to call up Ms. Lebowitz and Ms. Ephron to try out my theories. Fran responded: “The cultural values are male; for a woman to say a man is funny is the equivalent of a man saying that a woman is pretty. Also, humor is largely aggressive and pre-emptive, and what’s more male than that?” Ms. Ephron did not disagree. She did, however, in what I thought was a slightly feline way, accuse me of plagiarizing a rant by Jerry Lewis that said much the same thing. (I have only once seen Lewis in action, in The King of Comedy, where it was really Sandra Bernhard who was funny.)

In any case, my argument doesn’t say that there are no decent women comedians. There are more terrible female comedians than there are terrible male comedians, but there are some impressive ladies out there. Most of them, though, when you come to review the situation, are hefty or dykey or Jewish, or some combo of the three. When Roseanne stands up and tells biker jokes and invites people who don’t dig her shtick to suck her dick—know what I am saying? And the Sapphic faction may have its own reasons for wanting what I want—the sweet surrender of female laughter. While Jewish humor, boiling as it is with angst and self-deprecation, is almost masculine by definition.

Substitute the term “self-defecation” (which I actually heard being used inadvertently once) and almost all men will laugh right away, if only to pass the time. Probe a little deeper, though, and you will see what Nietzsche meant when he described a witticism as an epitaph on the death of a feeling. Male humor prefers the laugh to be at someone’s expense, and understands that life is quite possibly a joke to begin with—and often a joke in extremely poor taste. Humor is part of the armor-plate with which to resist what is already farcical enough. (Perhaps not by coincidence, battered as they are by motherfucking nature, men tend to refer to life itself as a bitch.) Whereas women, bless their tender hearts, would prefer that life be fair, and even sweet, rather than the sordid mess it actually is. Jokes about calamitous visits to the doctor or the shrink or the bathroom, or the venting of sexual frustration on furry domestic animals, are a male province. It must have been a man who originated the phrase “funny like a heart attack.” In all the millions of cartoons that feature a patient listening glum-faced to a physician (“There’s no cure. There isn’t even a race for a cure”), do you remember even one where the patient is a woman? I thought as much.

Precisely because humor is a sign of intelligence (and many women believe, or were taught by their mothers, that they become threatening to men if they appear too bright), it could be that in some way men do not want women to be funny. They want them as an audience, not as rivals. And there is a huge, brimming reservoir of male unease, which it would be too easy for women to exploit. (Men can tell jokes about what happened to John Wayne Bobbitt, but they don’t want women doing so.) Men have prostate glands, hysterically enough, and these have a tendency to give out, along with their hearts and, it has to be said, their dicks. This is funny only in male company. For some reason, women do not find their own physical decay and absurdity to be so riotously amusing, which is why we admire Lucille Ball and Helen Fielding, who do see the funny side of it. But this is so rare as to be like Dr. Johnson’s comparison of a woman preaching to a dog walking on its hind legs: the surprise is that it is done at all.

The plain fact is that the physical structure of the human being is a joke in itself: a flat, crude, unanswerable disproof of any nonsense about “intelligent design.” The reproductive and eliminating functions (the closeness of which is the origin of all obscenity) were obviously wired together in hell by some subcommittee that was giggling cruelly as it went about its work. (“Think they’d wear this? Well, they’re gonna have to.”) The resulting confusion is the source of perhaps 50 percent of all humor. Filth. That’s what the customers want, as we occasional stand-up performers all know. Filth, and plenty of it. Filth in lavish, heaping quantities. And there’s another principle that helps exclude the fair sex. “Men obviously like gross stuff,” says Fran Lebowitz. “Why? Because it’s childish.” Keep your eye on that last word. Women’s appetite for talk about that fine product known as Depend is limited. So is their relish for gags about premature ejaculation. (“Premature for whom?” as a friend of mine indignantly demands to know.) But “child” is the key word. For women, reproduction is, if not the only thing, certainly the main thing. Apart from giving them a very different attitude to filth and embarrassment, it also imbues them with the kind of seriousness and solemnity at which men can only goggle. This womanly seriousness was well caught by Rudyard Kipling in his poem “The Female of the Species.” After cleverly noticing that with the male “mirth obscene diverts his anger”—which is true of most work on that great masculine equivalent to childbirth, which is warfare—Kipling insists:

But the Woman that God gave him,

every fibre of her frame

Proves her launched for one sole issue,

armed and engined for the same,

And to serve that single issue,

lest the generations fail,

The female of the species must be

deadlier than the male.

The word “issue” there, which we so pathetically misuse, is restored to its proper meaning of childbirth. As Kipling continues:

She who faces Death by torture for

each life beneath her breast

May not deal in doubt or pity—must

not swerve for fact or jest.

Men are overawed, not to say terrified, by the ability of women to produce babies. (Asked by a lady intellectual to summarize the differences between the sexes, another bishop responded, “Madam, I cannot conceive.”) It gives women an unchallengeable authority. And one of the earliest origins of humor that we know about is its role in the mockery of authority. Irony itself has been called “the glory of slaves.” So you could argue that when men get together to be funny and do not expect women to be there, or in on the joke, they are really playing truant and implicitly conceding who is really the boss.

The ancient annual festivities of Saturnalia, where the slaves would play master, were a temporary release from bossdom. A whole tranche of subversive male humor likewise depends on the notion that women are not really the boss, but are mere objects and victims. Kipling saw through this:

So it comes that Man, the coward,

when he gathers to confer

With his fellow-braves in council,

dare not leave a place for her.

In other words, for women the question of funniness is essentially a secondary one. They are innately aware of a higher calling that is no laughing matter. Whereas with a man you may freely say of him that he is lousy in the sack, or a bad driver, or an inefficient worker, and still wound him less deeply than you would if you accused him of being deficient in the humor department.

If I am correct about this, which I am, then the explanation for the superior funniness of men is much the same as for the inferior funniness of women. Men have to pretend, to themselves as well as to women, that they are not the servants and supplicants. Women, cunning minxes that they are, have to affect not to be the potentates. This is the unspoken compromise. H. L. Mencken described as “the greatest single discovery ever made by man” the realization “that babies have human fathers, and are not put into their mother’s bodies by the gods.” You may well wonder what people were thinking before that realization hit, but we do know of a society in Melanesia where the connection was not made until quite recently. I suppose that the reasoning went: everybody does that thing the entire time, there being little else to do, but not every woman becomes pregnant. Anyway, after a certain stage women came to the conclusion that men were actually necessary, and the old form of matriarchy came to a close. (Mencken speculates that this is why the first kings ascended the throne clutching their batons or scepters as if holding on for grim death.) People in this precarious position do not enjoy being laughed at, and it would not have taken women long to work out that female humor would be the most upsetting of all.

Childbearing and rearing are the double root of all this, as Kipling guessed. As every father knows, the placenta is made up of brain cells, which migrate southward during pregnancy and take the sense of humor along with them. And when the bundle is finally delivered, the funny side is not always immediately back in view. Is there anything so utterly lacking in humor as a mother discussing her new child? She is unboreable on the subject. Even the mothers of other fledglings have to drive their fingernails into their palms and wiggle their toes, just to prevent themselves from fainting dead away at the sheer tedium of it. And as the little ones burgeon and thrive, do you find that their mothers enjoy jests at their expense? I thought not.

Humor, if we are to be serious about it, arises from the ineluctable fact that we are all born into a losing struggle. Those who risk agony and death to bring children into this fiasco simply can’t afford to be too frivolous. (And there just aren’t that many episiotomy jokes, even in the male repertoire.) I am certain that this is also partly why, in all cultures, it is females who are the rank-and-file mainstay of religion, which in turn is the official enemy of all humor. One tiny snuffle that turns into a wheeze, one little cut that goes septic, one pathetically small coffin, and the woman’s universe is left in ashes and ruin. Try being funny about that, if you like. Oscar Wilde was the only person ever to make a decent joke about the death of an infant, and that infant was fictional, and Wilde was (although twice a father) a queer. And because fear is the mother of superstition, and because they are partly ruled in any case by the moon and the tides, women also fall more heavily for dreams, for supposedly significant dates like birthdays and anniversaries, for romantic love, crystals and stones, lockets and relics, and other things that men know are fit mainly for mockery and limericks. Good grief! Is there anything less funny than hearing a woman relate a dream she’s just had? (“And then Quentin was there somehow. And so were you, in a strange sort of way. And it was all so peaceful.” Peaceful?)

For men, it is a tragedy that the two things they prize the most—women and humor—should be so antithetical. But without tragedy there could be no comedy. My beloved said to me, when I told her I was going to have to address this melancholy topic, that I should cheer up because “women get funnier as they get older.” Observation suggests to me that this might indeed be true, but, excuse me, isn’t that rather a long time to have to wait?
New Theatre Quarterly

Female Jewish Comedians: Grotesque Mimesis and Transgressing Stereotypes

Roberta Mock

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266464X00012793Published online: 01 January 2009

Abstract

Female Jewish stereotypes such as the ‘Jewish Mother’, the ‘Jewish American Princess’, and the ‘Radical Bitch’ are often closely associated with sexuality. Roberta Mock proceeds from Riv-Ellen Prell's premise that these stereotypes are a projection of male Jewish fears of a changing secular society which yet must sustain religious continuity. She links a discussion of theoretical transgression of women's social roles to the physicalization of this transgression by female Jewish comedians who embody an explicit rebellion against function. Through the comic mimesis of established stereotypes, often combining more than one in a single characterization, female Jewish comedians typify themselves (to excess) from another's point of view, transforming themselves from the object of a gaze to subjects who redirect its focus. The appeal of these comedians moves away from a localized female (perhaps Jewish) audience to a more inclusive acceptance by applying Bakhtin's theories of ‘the grotesque body’, creating a subversion which embodies the ‘normal’ by being ‘abnormal’. The Jewish woman comedian is placed in the difficult position of being estranged from the community which ‘created’ her by being associated with the dominant culture, while being tolerated but not accepted as ‘one of them’ by that dominant culture. Roberta Mock teaches Theatre and Performance at the University of Plymouth. She is a co-founder of Lusty Juventus theatre company, and is currently editing a book entitled Performing Processes, which explores the relationship between the process of creating performance and spectator response.
America’s Madwomen: Jewish Female Comedians in the 20th Century by Grace Overbeke Class of 2008 
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Introduction: Who’s Who

In comparison to their better-known male counterparts, Jewish female

comedians are one of American theatre’s best-kept secrets. The connection between

Jews and stand-up comedy in the United States is far from secret. In 1979, Time

Magazine estimated that “while Jews made up only three percent of the American

population, fully eighty percent of professional comedians were Jewish” (Epstein x).

A great deal has been written exploring the nexus between Jewish theology and

history, and a well-developed sense of humor. Indeed, there is a whole genre

analyzing ‘Jewish Humor’ and its role in shaping American culture. However, these

examinations are based almost exclusively on male comedians. While there have

been many successful female Jewish comedians in America, research has largely

ignored the unique transformations that ‘Jewish humor’ undergoes in their

performances. This study aims to illustrate how, throughout the twentieth century,

Jewish female comedians in America have used techniques of Jewish humor in ways

that reflect society’s conception of women.

For the purposes of focus and analytic depth, this thesis will address only one

technique of Jewish humor: jokes rooted in subversive behavior. The first part of the

thesis, “The Subversive Jew,” explores the roots of subversive behavior in stories of

defensive measures described in Jewish theology and history. Subversion is the

element that reveals the greatest difference between male and female Jewish

comedians. While both share the ‘Jewish spirit’ of challenging authority, men are

more likely to do so in a political or social context. This portion of the

thesis also gives a brief profile of male Jewish comedians, such as Lenny Bruce,

Sholom Aleichem, and others, who used their wit to satirize problems in the world

around them. Females, however, were mostly unwilling to engage in these incendiary

topics until the 1970’s. Before then, they were not regarded as having important

social and political insight, and therefore felt uncomfortable expressing their opinions

on these matters in jokes.

Women’s lack of social and political agency is the main focus of the second

part of this thesis, “The World of Women in Twentieth Century American History,”

which charts the women’s movement in America. The one realm in which women

were granted membership was that of sexual intercourse and domesticity. Therefore,

Jewish female comedians channeled their subversive energy into this realm,

becoming notorious for their sexually explicit language. From Sophie Tucker, the

“Last of the Red Hot Mamas” to Belle Barth, Jewish comediennes used sex as a

fundamental part of their routines. It was only after a major burst of activity by the

feminist movement in the 1960’s and 1970’s that women began to expand beyond

sexual subversion, and tackle political issues. The fact that, throughout most of

history, it was unacceptable for females to show subversive behavior outside of the

sexual realm, was perhaps the main factor accounting for their comparatively small

place in history. While Lenny Bruce was changing the world, Belle Barth was forced

to sing songs about having sex with multiple men. Shocking though that may have

been, it could never approach the sort of historically significant material

with which men had the freedom to experiment.

Because of the abundance of female Jewish comedians, it would be

impossible to include all of them in the study. Therefore, brilliant performers such as

Molly Picon, Joan Rivers, Elaine May, Betty Walker, Gilda Radner, Sarah Bernhardt,

Susie Essman, Ruth Wallis, and many others will not be addressed. Admittedly, their

omission is a weakness of the study. However, by focusing on an average of onei

female Jewish comedian for each decade from the 1920’s to the 2000’s, the study

gains greater clarity and focus. This focus is also the reason for not expanding the

study to explore African-American and other female comedians, whose humor may

also be characterized as subversive and socially illuminating. The Jewish

comediennes analyzed in this study were selected based on their popularity, and the

opportunities they afforded for pioneering research. It is also important to note that

although all of these women have worked in film and television, this study will

analyze only theatrical routines, defined in this piece as routines performed before a

live audience.

The bulk of the thesis, parts four through eleven, consists of close readings of

Jewish comediennes’ routines, illustrating how their subversive jokes develop in

relation to women’s socio-political identity. The comediennes examined in this study

include: Fanny Brice, Sophie Tucker, Jean Carroll, Belle Barth, Pearl Williams, Totie

Fields, Rita Rudner, Roseanne Barr, and Sarah Silverman. Although the analysis will

focus mainly on one decade for each performer, the following paragraphs give a brief

overview of each woman’s career. Before analyzing these careers and

their connections to Jewish subversive tendencies and social illuminations, a brief

biography of each performer will help demonstrate the influence they yield through

their appeal to wide audiences.

Arguably, the first famous Jewish female comedian in America, Fanny Brice

(nee Fania Borach) began her career by winning an amateur talent contest at

Keeney’s Theatre in 1906. She worked as a chorus girl with occasional bit parts in

Vaudeville for several years before being hired by Florenz Ziegfeld, Jr. and his

Follies of 1910. Between 1911 and 1916, Brice worked in the Shubert organization,

and performed in three musical reviews in London. In 1916, she returned to the

Ziegfeld Follies, gaining fame and attention with Blanche Merrill’s composition,

“Sadie Salome.” Brice continued to gain popularity in the Follies through 1923,

during which she also participated in six other productions and made two records,

entitled Is Zat So? and The Brown Derby. In 1927, Brice became the first female to

star in a ‘talking picture’ entitled My Man. Though she made six more films in her

career, she ultimately returned to the stage for the Ziegfeld Follies of 1934 and 1936.

It was in November of 1938 that Brice left the stage and began working on radio,

gaining acclaim with her role as Baby Snooks, a mischievous toddler. She continued

working in the ‘Snooks’ persona until her death in 1951.ii

Sophie Tucker, (nee Sophie Abuza) began her career by performing in her

family’s diner. Her first break came in 1907, when she was booked into Joe Woods’s

New England Vaudeville Circuit where she wore black-face as a ‘coon-singer.’ By 

1910, however, she had shed her black-face, and was touring vaudeville

and gaining adulation with numbers like “No Man is Ever Gonna Worry Me.” In

1922, Tucker’s popularity brought her to England, where she became an international

sensation, hailed as “America’s Foremost Jewish Actress.” Tucker hit the height of

her fame in the late 1930’s, when her success in American Vaudeville combined with

rave reviews for her role in Broadway’s 1938 production of Leave It to Me. This same

year, she was featured in the film The Broadway Melody of 1938.

iii

.

Throughout the 1950’s, Jean Carroll, (nee Celine Zeigman) appeared on The

Ed Sullivan Show more than twenty times. Though she began her career singing and

dancing on Vaudeville, she soon transitioned to standup comedy, ultimately releasing

her live record Girl in a Hot Steam Bath. From 1953 to 1954, Carroll was also

featured on a sitcom entitled The Jean Carroll Show (Or, Take it From Me).

iv

The 1960’s witnessed the height of Belle Barth and Pearl Williams. Barth

established her success amidst the primarily Jewish audience of the Catskills. As her

appeal became more mainstream, she began releasing ‘adult party records.’ She even

performed at Carnegie Hall, though the performance was famously censored for its

sexually-explicit references. Over the course of her career, she released eleven

records, and even established her own theatre “Belle Barth’s Pub,” in Miami.

v Pearl

Williams’s career followed a similar trajectory. She began her career in show

business when, after accompanying a friend to an audition, she won the part herself.

After garnering attention in the Catskills, Williams began releasing records such as A
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Trip around the World is Not a Cruise. Williams produced nine of these

records, and, like Barth, concluded her career by establishing a theatre in Miami.

vi

Totie Fields (nee Sophie Feldman) also started her career in the Catskills, then

burst into the public eye when Ed Sullivan booked her for a stand-up routine on his

show in 1963. She was such a success that she appeared on the show 40 times

throughout the ‘60’s and ‘70’s. This achievement is particularly impressive, given

that The Ed Sullivan Show was the premiere venue for performers, leading to the

popularity of such iconic figures as The Beatles and Elvis Presley. In addition, Fields

made appearances on other famous programs, such as The Merv Griffin Show and The

Johnny Carson Show. Fields also produced audio recordings of her stand-up routines,

and wrote humorous books such as the diet book I Think I'll Start on Monday: The

Official 8 1/2 oz. Mashed Potato Diet, (1972). In 1976, health problems required her

to have her left leg amputated. However, by 1977, Fields was back onstage, filming

the live performance, On Location with Totie Fields as part of HBO’s “Standing

Room Only” series.

vii

Rita Rudner’s career began not at the microphone, but as a dancer. After

dancing in six Broadway shows, Rudner decided to transition to comedy, noting the

dearth of female comedians in comparison to female dancers. After gaining support

as an amateur at night clubs, Rudner achieved her first televised appearance with a

live audience in 1985, on HBO’s Rodney Dangerfield Hosts the 9th Annual Young

Comedians Special. After increasing her fan base by touring, HBO contacted her for

three televised shows, including 1990’s Born to be Mild. She then turned to 
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authorship, relying on material from her comedy act for books such as

1992’s Naked Beneath My Clothes. She also began writing comic screenplays with

husband Martin Bergman. Rudner’s popularity has continues, as she currently sells

out stand-up performances in a specially-built theatre in Las Vegas.

viii

Roseanne Barr began her career doing stand-up comedy on amateur nights at

places such as The Comedy Store. She won a spot on The Tonight Show Starring

Johnny Carson in 1985, which expedited her career. Subsequently, she starred in

HBO’s briefly-aired On Location: The Roseanne Barr Show, and ABC’s sitcom

Roseanne which ran successfully from 1988 to 1997. While filming the sitcom, Barr

continued performing standup, with some notable taped performances such as HBO’s

Roseanne Barr: Live From Trump Castle in 1991. After her series was discontinued,

HBO hired her again for Roseanne Barr: Blonde and Bitchin’ in 2006. She too turned

to writing, publishing two autobiographies, entitled My Life as a Woman (1989) and

My Lives (1994). Like Rita Rudner, her current performances in a Las Vegas Show,

entitled Roseanne Barr: Domestic Goddess Live, frequently sells out performances. ix

Sarah Silverman began her comedy career after leaving New York University

to perform stand-up full time in Greenwich Village. In 1993, she was hired as a writer

and performer by Saturday Night Live, but fired after one season. Although she

continued working on stand-up, Silverman was noted mostly for her appearances in

small roles in films and on sitcoms such as Seinfeld. However, in 2005, she released

her first (and, as of today) only filmed stand-up performance, Jesus Is Magic. That

year also led to her much-touted appearance in the film The Aristocrats. The success
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of these performances culminated in her television show on Comedy

Central, The Sarah Silverman Program, premiering in 2007 and continuing today.x

The women included in this study represent a variety of ages, personalities,

and backgrounds. They also demonstrate a variety of levels of religious observation.

Though all identify as Jewish, some view their Judaism as a cultural rather than

religious tie. Yet they are inextricably linked through their shared role as Jewish

women whose comedy highlights women’s roles in society. Subversively joking in

ways that illuminate the role of women, these Jewish women are explicitly

comediennes, and implicitly historians

CNN
By Michael A. Stusser

Mental Floss

(Mental Floss) -- Handed down since Moses was kvetching about having to cross the desert in his bare feet, Jewish humor emanated from Eastern Europe where the Hebrews overcame some seriously hellacious circumstances on the way to the Promised Land. "Laughter through tears," they called it.

Over the years it came in the form of slapstick (The Three Stooges), physical comedy (Jerry Lewis), smart-aleck observation (Norman Lear), occasional cruelty (Rodney Dangerfield), uncontrolled neurosis (Shelley Berman) and bemused irreverence (Jerry Seinfeld).

The religious theology itself also contributed to the craft, encouraging believers to question authority -- even God (Lenny Bruce) --and test audiences to the max (Don Rickles).

In the early 20th century, Jews used stand-up comedy to get out of tough, poor neighborhoods (and their overbearing mothers' living rooms). Kids with wicked senses of humor got on stage in vaudeville, at burlesque halls, Yiddish variety houses and resorts in the Catskills.

Then came radio, motion pictures and eventual spots on television where comics like Carl Reiner, Neil Simon and Mel Brooks defined today's talk shows and sitcoms.

So without further ado, we present: 10 Groundbreaking Jewish Comedians.

Fanny Brice (1891 -- 1951)

"I never liked the men I loved, and never loved the men I liked."

At the age of 14, Fania Borach changed her name to escape being typecast in Jewish stage roles. Instead, she created an act based on smart parody, screwball dialect and physical humor.

Ironically, in 1909, she would make her first Broadway mark in a musical comedy, "The College Girls," using a put-on Yiddish accent to sing Irving Berlin's "Sadie Salome, Go Home" (Fanny only knew a few Yiddish words and didn't speak the language). The act brought down the house, and, despite her intent, Brice found her place as a "Jewish" entertainer.

Brice gained international stardom in the "Ziegfeld Follies of 1921." During the performance, she moved audiences to tears with her signature rendition of "My Man."

In an effort to succeed as a serious actress and singer, she had her nose surgically straightened in 1923 (making her a plastic surgeon pioneer, long before Jacko). But, despite her efforts, Brice rose to stardom performing comedy with her accentuated faux-Yiddish accent.

In 1938 Brice launched her own weekly radio show. A wonderful mimic and impersonator, she chose to limit herself to a single character, Baby Snooks, a precocious, bratty toddler without a trace of accent. Her enormously successful run on radio lasted until her death in 1951.

Gilda Radner (1946 -- 1989)

"What's all this fuss I hear about endangered feces? That's outrageous. Why is feces endangered? How can you possibly run out of such a thing? And besides, who wants to save that anyway?" (from SNL's "Emily Litella's Hearing Problem")

"Saturday Night Live" is considered one of the best television comedies of all time, and at its peak, Gilda Radner's zany slew of hilarious misfits made the show "must see TV." The hard-of-hearing Emily Litella, the tongue-tied Babwa Wawa, and the pathetic and loveable Lisa Loopner were legendary.

After a stint studying drama at the University of Michigan, Radner moved to Canada where she made her stage debut in Toronto in a production of "Godspell." Her cast mates included Martin Short, Eugene Levy and Andrea Martin.

The next year she began performing at Toronto's Second City comedy club with an improv group that included Levy, Dan Aykroyd and Brian Doyle-Murray. Keeping such good company, she soon left Canada for the Big Apple and was recruited by actor John Belushi (an alumnus of the original Second City in Chicago) for the "National Lampoon Radio Hour."

Radner was then asked to join producer Lorne Michaels' comedy-sketch television program called "Saturday Night Live," becoming the first performer signed to the new show. In order to return Belushi's favor of hiring her on the "Radio Hour," she insisted Belushi join the show along with her (Michaels didn't like him) -- and history was made. In 1978 she won an Emmy for her outstanding performances.

In 1979 Radner moved on to Broadway, writing and starring in "Gilda Radner: Live From New York." From 1980 to 1982, she was married to SNL guitarist G.E. Smith, but soon fell in love with (and married) actor Gene Wilder.

Radner appeared for the last time, as herself, on "It's Garry Shandling's Show" in 1988. She penned the autobiography It's Always Something (1989), about her struggles with ovarian cancer -- the audio book version of which posthumously won her a Grammy for Best Spoken Word Recording. On May 20, 1989, Radner died at the age of 42.
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Self-deprecatory Humour and the Female Comic:

Self-destruction or Comedic Construction? 

Danielle Russell

Comedy stretches, often breaks, boundaries; it is a risky venture. Stand-up comedy in particular has a tradition of ridiculing moral, social, and political conventions. The performer steps into a space on the margin, observing the incongruities of society's behavior and/or attitudes and envisioning alternative interpretations of those behaviors. He or she then returns to the group bearing this newfound 'knowledge.' To varying degrees, stand-up comics serve as social interpreters.[1] Jeremy Beth Michaels identifies herself, and other comics, as 'living prophets': "We say the things people are too afraid to say or don't know how to say. That's why you laugh at our jokes, because you can relate to it [sic]" (Villagran, para.3). Humour depends in part on collaboration, on audience recognition and participation (active or reactive) -- no joke is funny if it has to be explained.

A common framework is logically a central element in a successful performance, but of equal, if not greater, concern is audience reaction to the performer - the message cannot be heard if the medium is rejected. "The comedian's traditional license for deviant behavior and expression," theorizes Lawrence E. Mintz, is key to "understanding the role of stand-up comedy in the process of cultural affirmation and subversion" (88). The status of comedic entertainer grants the speaker freedom to engage in "deviant behavior." A potential to affirm or subvert cultural norms gives the position an ambiguous power. The comic seemingly controls the interaction - he or she knows the intended destination of the audience - but the possibility of the crowd derailing the process is an ever-present hazard. A miscue can be fatal for any performer, but the balancing act is complicated by gender. For the purposes of this discussion, all references to gender are based upon Sally McConnell-Ginet's definition of gender as "the complex of social, cultural, and psychological phenomena attached to sex" (76). Clearly other factors like race, ethnicity, physical disability, and sexuality (whether articulated or inferred) can affect audience response, but the parameters of this discussion require a narrower focus. The subjects of this study are predominantly white (or could pass for it), most are straight, abled, and Christian, though several are openly Jewish and use this in their acts. Mintz's use of 'traditional' is a succinct modifier for, as this article will reveal, stand-up comedy has been (and regrettably still is) largely a man's domain.

The presence of a female comic elicits a much different audience reaction than that of her male counterpart. "Deviant behavior and expression" are somehow more palatable from a man. He is granted his due - assumed to be funny until he proves to be otherwise - while she starts from a different position - she must prove that she can be funny. Comedian Kim Wayans observes:

with men they're [the audience] like eager and they're ready . . . to accept him and then he has to prove that he's not funny before they . . . back off . . . but with a woman you have to come out and you have to win them over.

This comment is taken from the 1991 film Wisecracks which examines the world of female comedians in Canada, the United States and Great Britain. While differing on the extent of the problem, the women interviewed in the film conceded that gender is (at least initially) a barrier/obstacle between themselves and the audience.

Although the variety of comedic approaches are as varied as the comedians themselves, one form of humour continues to be identified with women in particular: self-deprecation. Through her 1976 study of male and female comics, Joan B. Levine determined that "self-satire can be expected to be women's niche in comedy" (174). Three years later, Paul E. McGhee concluded that the female use of self-deprecatory humour may reflect an internalization of social values, but held out hope that "changes in socialization" stemming from the "women's liberation movement should modify . . . humour preferences among women" (199). In light of women's social progress (at least for white, heterosexual, able-bodied, educated, North American women) in the twenty-six years since Levine's work, has there been any comedic 'progress' for women? This article will address the pitfalls and potential represented by self-deprecatory humour and the issue of whether or not it is a gendered practice. Is the female comic still in her "niche" or has she claimed a wider territory?

In an effort to determine if self-deprecation persists in the comedy routines of women, and if so, to what extent and to what end, one hundred and fifty performances were reviewed.[2] Thirty-seven female and one hundred and thirteen male comics were observed. The lengths of the routines varied (from three to forty-five minutes) but the average was ten minutes. Selection was random -- a sampling of North American television and video performances from the last three decades.[3] Of the males only five utilized self-deprecatory humour (4.4%); eight of the females used self-deprecation (21.6%). My findings indicate that self-deprecatory humour is neither restricted to, nor the staple of, female comics. It is, however, more prevalent in their stand-up routines than in those of their male counterparts.

Self-deprecation can be construed as a form of self-censorship. Satire is directed towards the self rather than confronting external targets. In a sense, it is a form of accommodation -- accommodating the perceptions of others. Censorship of female comedians arguably begins before their routines do. An example of this can be seen in the way a comic responds to hecklers. Greg Dean's guide to stand-up comedy cautions, "you can't blast women as hard as you can men no matter how much they deserve it" (164). Reasoning that "everyone has a primordial instinct to protect women" -- if only! -- Dean warns, "if you hit them with too harsh a line, the audience will turn on you" (164). Kibler's study of the representation of the audience on televised stand-up performances also raises the reality of gender and censorship. She observes that "the basic unit of [the] congenial Improv audience is a man and a woman laughing as a couple. Audience close-ups most often capture laughing pairs of men and women" (50). Dissenting laughter or the refusal to laugh at (and/or quietly accept) sexist or negative comments do not get airtime.

Skepticism about women's comedic abilities lingers. Widespread resistance to women's humour -- the persistent denial that it exists or is funny: "everyone knows women can't tell jokes" and that "feminists have no sense of humour"[4] -- often stymies the attempts of those women who venture into stand-up comedy. Kathleen Puls Andrade, co-founder of "Funny Women Fest" laments, "I still get emails saying 'It's already been proven women aren't funny, and so you can cancel your festival'" (Amedeo, n. para.). Comic Leighann Lord notes that you "have to fight all those stereotypes . . . that women aren't funny. People still think that [in 2002]" (Johnson, para. 2.). The assumption is twofold: women and men find the same things funny, but women are incapable of effectively conveying jokes or humorous anecdotes.

To appreciate "male" humour is a positive female trait -- a common tip in teen magazines is to laugh at the boys' jokes, let them know you have a sense of humour[5] -- whereas the creation of "female" humour is considered to be too aggressive for a "lady." Men are expected to be the "initiators" of humour, women the "responders", concludes McGhee (183).

Traditional gender expectations thwart women's comedic efforts on yet another level: conventional definitions of "femininity" and "lady-like" behavior render the stance of superiority inherent in stand-up comedy "inappropriate" for women. "Society gyps women", complains comedian Beth Littleford, "because comedy is seen as boys' territory . . . Women have to undo society's 'lady-izing'." (Hammer, para.61.). Stand-up comedy is an aggressive act; to elicit laughter is to exert control, even power. To stand on a stage and initiate humour in an attempt to evoke laughter (and applause) is to reject the submissive, passive role determined for women by North American social conventions. For female comics, gender-based behavioral norms collide with comedic methods. Comedian Robin Tyler offers an astute summary of the situation:

When a comic stands on stage it is the eternal battle between the comic and the audience; one woman is not supposed to battle and have that aggression with one man let alone with an entire audience that she can dominate . . . if she not only that, exposes . . . the lies and the myths and gets people to laugh she's extremely dangerous.[6]

The threat of a woman comic is multi-layered: she displays aggression, gains dominance (if successful) and, through her words and actions, challenges conventional definitions and power structures. The issues of redefinition will be addressed shortly, but at this point it would be useful to examine the aggressive stance inherent in comedy.

Although Elinor Och's work "Indexing Gender" does not specifically deal with women and comedy, her discussion of stances, social acts, and social activities can help to illuminate the situation of women in comedy. Gender ideologies, Ochs concludes, "are socialized, sustained and transformed through talk" (336). Specifically, "the relation of language to gender is constituted and mediated by the relation of language to stances, social acts, social activities, and other social constructs" (337). Stance is a culturally determined role/identity constructed through the use of particular speech strategies. In the case of a female comedian at least two distinct stances are at play: her identity as a female and as a public performer of comedy. These are in fact two conflicting stances (from a conventional standpoint): to be female is to be passive, demure and unobtrusive, while a comedian seizes centre stage, actively engages the audience and commands attention.

The position of the female comic is further complicated by the sexual aspect of comedy. Whether or not the comedian is actually dealing with sex, the edgy, aggressive quality of stand-up comedy is frequently linked to sex. A literal loss of the microphone strikes Paul Reiser as "like having your balls grabbed . . . you have no control." The "metaphor of 'microphone as dick,'" observes Betsy Borns, is shared by "other male comedians" (21). Where does this interpretation leave the female comic?[7] Regina Barreca wittily encapsulates the dilemma: "Making a joke is like making a pass -- you take control, take a risk, and try to bring the house down. Good girls just wait."[8] The laughter and applause which follow a successful performance, constitute, in part, what Ochs deems the act -- what is accomplished/performed through the behavior of speaking. Many, although not all, female comedians actively strive to convey a message through their routines and arguably all comics (male and female alike) seek to make their audiences think, for all comedy is based upon incongruities. As Mintz describes it: "the essence of the art is creative distortion. Such distortion is achieved through exaggeration, stylization, incongruous context, and burlesque. (Treating that which is usually respected disrespectfully and vice versa)" (95). Expressing a specific political or social view, or even a more vague questioning of social or cultural values and behaviors may also be construed as an act under Ochs' definition.

Acts are employed within a framework of a larger event or activity -- for example, a comic performs his or her jokes in front of an audience in a comedy club. The onlookers are in effect a microcosm of the larger speech community, the members of which share, along with a set of social rules, certain conventions in the use and interpretation of linguistic features.[9] In many cultures public narration is not open to females, thus limiting the stances and acts available to women. Ostensibly, North American culture is tolerant of the entrance of women in public arenas; however, some subtle, and not so subtle, barriers obstruct the female comic in particular.

For a woman to place herself in the foreground is to threaten "the most basic social gender arrangements" observes Leigh Marlowe (150). The comedian's "conversational dominance," she continues, violates "norms of gender-based verbal socialization prescribed for females: passive presentation; hesitant, tentative speech; eye-contact avoidance; and closed body postures" (150). To put it simply: in "doing" comedian the woman ceases to "do" female; that is, the linguistic behavior of one contradicts the expected speech patterns of the other. While the woman performer may hold her personal identity to be fluid, adapting to changing social situations, the social definitions by which she can be, and is, judged are relatively rigid. Ochs in fact acknowledges the limitations in adopting stances: stance, act, and activity are linked by language, but they are not unidirectional. One can assume particular identities (stances), which are reflected in different activities, which in turn can be limited by one's stance.

Women's humour is frequently interpreted as a challenge. The assertive nature of comedy often proves to be threatening to particular audience members (chiefly, but not entirely, men). Stand-up comedy is, in and of itself, an aggressive act and female performers quickly learn that (the perception of) too much aggression can alienate the audience. Of course "overaggressive" is a highly subjective term because the very presence of a female comic is itself an affront to the power dynamic; each performer directly usurps the male "authority" to evoke laughter. All women in comedy challenge the validity of separate spheres based upon gender -- male space is public, female space is private. Whatever their style -- provocative or ingratiating -- comics command attention. The creators of Wisecracks effectively illustrate this point through the powerful juxtaposition of two disparate comedians:

Joy Behar: "I just feel . . . intellectually . . . that the power and control is in the hands of men and they think that men are funnier than women and so therefore we either have to convince them or have more power." (Smooth transition from interview to a brief clip of Ellen DeGeneres' routine): "Listen to this . . . you'll have to . . . ."

The insistence, by female comedians, on transgressing societal norms in the pursuit of their personal goals is tantamount to self-definition.[10] By seizing what has traditionally been male territory, women in comedy are staking a claim to the power that accompanies that realm.

Humour can be a means of controlling a social situation. It can defuse a threatening situation, ease a tense moment, or destroy an adversary without an overt confrontation. Power can stem from the successful use of humour (both in personal and public situations). It is also associated with the ability to determine what is humorous. As Frances Gray observes, "to define a joke, to be the class that decides what is funny, is to make a massive assumption of power . . . that of defining and thus controlling the immediate area of discourse" (8). Power dynamics are interwoven with comedy; by pursuing their personal agendas female comics expose the politics behind definitions of what, and who, is funny.

In the case of self-deprecatory humour, the power dynamic is complicated. The performer seems to surrender control through the juxtaposition of her/his own inadequacies (self-putdowns) and the implied superiority of the audience (if I am the ugliest, dumbest . . . you can only be more attractive, smarter . . .). And yet, the comic retains the microphone (a determinant of whose voice will be heard) and center stage (the focus of attention). The surrender of power is an illusion. Even self-deprecation can "challenge the audience's expectations about women," suggests Gray, "a self-deprecating routine, can say, all right, I'm fat, I'm ugly, I'm a hopeless cook, a terrible mother, and a lousy housewife, but I'm here" (139). Comedy requires a delicate balancing act. An audience can be lost through relinquishing control via "under"-exertion (self-deprecation taken to the extreme can be a denial of authority) or "over"-exertion (turn off the crowd through aggressive superiority and/or the targeting of audience members). In each case, the group can usurp the power by withholding laughter.

Before she can attempt the daunting task of "mastering" an audience, the female comic must first successfully negotiate her way past the keepers of the gate -- the powers that decide who is given the chance to perform, assistance through the amateur ranks, and ultimately admittance to the professional circuit. Traditionally, few women have ventured into this field of entertainment and while the number of female comics has increased in the last few decades there is still a noticeable imbalance between female and male comedians. Comic Clara Clayy complains, "men tend to get more stage time than women" (Villagran, para. 5). Leighann Lord similarly laments, "we don't have as many opportunities to develop." She estimates that "for every 10 male comics there's one female, if we're even that lucky"(Johnson, para. 2). Kibler's work on A & E's An Evening at the Improv found that if a woman appears on the show "she will most likely be surrounded by four male comedians on the bill" (45).

Comedy club owner Mark Breslin comments on the situation:

. . . stand-up comedy is one of the last bastions of male heterosexual machismo in show business . . . Women are not becoming successful by and large . . . because it's a very direct affront to some people's notion of what women are all about . . . to stand on stage is de facto an aggressive act and women are not supposed to be aggressive. (Stebbins, 105-6)

Breslin does not claim (nor disclaim) these views as his own sense of the place of women in comedy; rather he offers an assessment of the general response to the female comic. Johnny Carson is less coy about his response to female performers: "[Women comedians] are sometimes a little aggressive for my taste. I'll take it from a guy, but from women, sometimes, it just doesn't fit too well" (Gray, 145). Both men have been powerful players in the careers of comedians -- Breslin in terms of a performer gaining experience and moving through the amateur ranks into professional status, and Carson, until relatively recently, controlled access to prime national television exposure. These attitudes (whether personal or a reflection of audience response) logically affect the selection process that Breslin, Carson, and countless other comedy club owners/managers and television producers subject female comedians to -- traditional gender expectations can clearly thwart female comics' efforts.[11]

As galling as it may be, women in comedy (at least those who wish to remain) must address the issue of audience discomfort with their presence -- quite simply, the performer cannot afford to completely alienate the crowd. The strategies employed by women to attempt to defuse the aggressive nature of stand-up comedy can be as varied as the women themselves. This article will discuss only two approaches: the first appears to be an inevitable pitfall -- attempting to become gender neutral -- and the second has been deemed the "natural" niche of women in comedy -- the use of self- deprecating humour. Since comedy has primarily been a male-dominated profession, role models for women performers have been scarce. That is not to say that they do not exist, just that the women of comedy have always struggled in the shadows of their male counterparts.

One method of adapting to the demands of performing is to attempt to assimilate to the ever-present male-model. Minimizing personal attractiveness and/or avoiding jokes that emphasize gender differences can be tactics to "placate" the audience; inciting envy or resentment are not in the comic's best interest. Comedian Abby Stein articulates a particular fear of female performers:

A very, very big fear is that the audience is going to be looking at your body instead of listening to what you say. So you try to deny any kind of gender differences between you and those [male] comics in the show. (Klein, 124)

The fear of being treated like a sex object[12] can lead to the subsequent trap of abandoning whatever unique personality, perspective, or approach made the woman funny in the first place. Stein's observations, made in 1984, echo the views of Jessica James, a stand-up comic of the late 1950s and early 1960s: "a comedienne is a kind of sex by itself . . . the stance of the thing, the physical thing is very masculine . . . So it's like you're sexless out on the stage" (Berger, 356, 357 and 359). The complications of dressing for the stage, observes Jay Sankey, are compounded for women: "I know women comics who deliberately play down their attractiveness, saying it can make women in the crowd jealous and distract men from focusing on their minds rather than their physical selves" (71-2). Nor is the fear of being objectified completely misplaced -- stand-up comic turned talk-show host Jenny Jones estimated that she lost the first minute of her routine while people decided if a buxom blonde had anything to say. However, Sankey also refers to the ramifications of dressing in "non-feminine" clothes: "I've had women comics tell me that if they wear clothing that is too androgynous, people think they are lesbians, and (as silly as it sounds) that too can be distracting."[13] The goal is not to be the object of, but rather the creator of, laughter. Gender neutrality is, however, in the final analysis a misguided, ineffectual, and ultimately impossible strategy for mitigating the aggressive nature of stand-up comedy. The "norm" in comedy is male, not neutral.

A seemingly more successful tactic for appeasing audience anxiety is the use of self-deprecating humour. The most frequently identified "staple" of women's humour is in fact the self-putdown. Self-putdowns are ingratiating rather than overtly hostile -- animosity is internally, not externally directed. Self-deprecation allows the speaker to adopt what is essentially an authoritative stance without alienating the majority of the audience members.[14] The (implicit) threat of the female speaker is defused when she sets herself up as the target of ridicule. An interview with comic/actress Kathy Najimy offers some insight into the motivation (past and present) for adopting such an approach to comedy:

[the audience] expect us all to be self-denigrating, self-hating, 'funny people' who have no sexuality, no personal life . . . the only way that people would let [women comics] succeed was if they made fun of themselves. Making fun of themselves dehumanized them, made them into something acceptable. (Gross, 93)

In order to be accepted and advance in comedy, many pioneering female stand-up performers succumbed to pressures to make themselves into objects of laughter. To invite the audience to laugh at you was deemed an acceptable (read non-threatening) strategy for women in stand-up comedy.

"Standup comedy as we know it," asserts Frances Gray, "began with the Music Hall of the nineteenth century . . ." (117). A broad range of female performers utilized a variety of comedic techniques -- skits, characters, songs, paired or solo routines -- to entertain the customers. Despite this reality, the tradition of women's humour is most readily identified with the self-putdowns of Phyllis Diller and Joan Rivers.[15] Diller started professionally in 1955; a period in which, notes Kathleen Rowe, stand-up comedy was "an unfriendly place for female performers" (69). Diller was advised by a male club owner to smile less -- be hostile. Not surprisingly (given that it was 1955), the target of that hostility became herself. In her act she remarks on a visit to the beauty salon: 'I was there five hours -- and that was just for the estimate'; the receptionist sneers: 'Lady, we do repairs, not reclamations.' She despairs about her "Living Bra": 'it died of starvation.' (Unterbrink, 86, and Levine, 174) The inadequacies of her appearance provide the bulk of Diller's material and she quite deliberately intensifies the effect of her words by dressing outrageously, inviting audience ridicule. In an interview with Laurie Stone, Diller refers to herself as having "had a beautiful figure, like Miss America" but, because she "wanted to make body jokes . . .[she] had to hide it" (14). Attacking herself, Diller contends, "got laughs". The costumes which have become her trademark -- outlandish styles, gaudy materials, over-the-top make-up -- intensify the impact of her routine. The jokes are deceptively simple, (cataloguing her multiple short-comings), told in a rapid-fire delivery, and the tone of voice is seemingly hostile (contempt for her own pathetic appearance).

Diller's performance is of course carefully crafted. Each joke builds upon the other and is further reinforced by the comedian's own distinctive laughter: not at all a "lady-like" twitter, but rather a "raucous guffaw" (Horowitz, 57). Diller clearly takes pride in her skills: "I get twelve laughs a minute because I edit to the bone. To play to ten thousand people, your act has to be structured . . ." (56). The explicit target of her wit is herself, her own inadequacies (sexual or domestic), but there is also an implicit target: the society that sets up the expectations she "fails" to meet. She is neither a sex symbol nor a domestic figure but she is emphatically present. Societal norms create an inadequate framework; it cannot contain a woman like Diller.

Joan Rivers specifically identifies her own use of self-satire as a deliberate strategy for dealing with the confrontational aspect of stand-up comedy. She mocks her appearance in order to relax the audience: "If you come on with a superior attitude, they cannot relate to you" (Collier, 10). Nearly every performance incorporates grotesque images of her body: "my body is falling so fast, my gynecologist wears a hard hat" or jokes about her childhood, as a girl so fat "I was my own buddy at camp . . . in my class picture, I was the whole front row" (Unterbrink, 131). Rivers, like Diller, speaks rapidly, her jokes punctuated by the refrain "can we talk" but the level of aggression clearly indicates that there will be no dialogue -- Rivers is very much in control. However, the two performers differ markedly in their physical appearances; Diller accentuates her stance as sexually inadequate female by rendering herself a spectacle through bizarre make-up, hairstyles and clothing whereas Rivers is impeccably groomed and well dressed -- her appearance belies her words: she is performing.

Highlighting the deficiencies (at times abnormalities) of their bodies are a mainstay of the comedy routines of Diller and Rivers. As Horowitz observes, "Diller is not simply plain or sexually neutral. She is aggressively, comedically repellent" and her outfits are "grotesque, unflattering, and funny" (48). While Rivers speaks of her bodily defects, they are not discernable. The grotesque body is rendered visible via Rivers' own words. "The grotesque body", proposes Mary Russo, "is open, protruding, irregular, secreting, multiple and changing; it is identified with non-official 'low' culture or the carnivalesque, and with social transformation" (8). To step out on a stage and speak from/of "personal" experience is, in a sense, to be both "open" and "protruding"; to do it as a female comic is to be "irregular"; "secreting" on a non-literal level can indicate the (potentially) subversive element of comedy (if only a refusal to be silent and compliant, that is, to maintain the "secret" of women's humour). Given their proclivities for plastic surgery,[16] Diller and Rivers are "multiple and changing." The female comic is the "non-official" comic. But what of social transformation?

The data collected for this study on comics of the last three decades suggest that those women who do incorporate self-deprecatory humour in their routines do so with a particular agenda in mind.[17] Self-putdowns appear more often in the women's acts (over twenty percent, compared to less than five percent for men) but they are not sustained to the same degree as in the performances of Diller and Rivers -- self-directed satire is incorporated into the routine as opposed to being the mainstay of the performance. While keeping in mind that citing one or two performances out of a comedian's repertoire is inadequate proof for a definitive statement about his or her use of self-deprecation, analyzing the demeanor and delivery of these isolated events does provide some insight into the individual's use of this comedic style.

Only two of the total thirteen subjects (male and female) that used self-deprecation maintained self-putdowns throughout their acts. Excerpts from their performances include:

I was a secretary for a life insurance company and I hated it . . . one day I just called in dead and . . . they couldn't tell the difference and like a lot of secretaries I practically ran the company . . .into the ground . . . my cousin Elizabeth looked so gorgeous in the dress she was wearing . . . she has like this hour glass figure . . . and I have an hour and a half . . . I have too much time . . . on my ass . . . and not enough at two and ten o'clock . . . I wear the eighteen hour bra in fifteen minutes . . . . (Wendy Liebman, Late Show with Letterman 1995)

I've been getting back to nature . . . well I was evicted . . . from my parent's house . . . but we're still very close . . . genetically . . . I'm engaged now . . . it was so romantic . . . he turned off the TV . . . well he muted it . . . during the commercial . . . . (Wendy Liebman, Late Show with Letterman 2002)

I just broke up with somebody and uh . . . I, I felt well she just wasn't into me . . . I would say I love you I adore you I worship you and she said to me ain't that a kick in the head that's not enough for me . . . now she's bad-mouthing me . . . she's telling all our friends that she had to fake foreplay . . . that I gave her an anticlimax . . . I had to go to a penis awareness clinic. (Richard Lewis, Comic Relief 2)

Both comics exploit their "inadequacies" virtually cataloguing their weaknesses: Lewis highlights sexual inadequacy and the traumas of locating a new sexual partner and Liebman moves from her job failure, to marriage failure, to her physical deficiencies. In each instance, however, overt hostility or anger is absent from the delivery of the monologue. Lewis paces and plays with his hair while Liebman smiles throughout her act; each maintains an even tone of speech.

In point of fact, the use of self-putdowns in this study seems to be divorced from even the appearance of self-hatred or loathing. The self-deprecating remarks are offered in a low-key, sometimes dead-pan, manner. With the exception of Wendy Liebman's comments about parts of her anatomy, the (general) trend seems to be a movement away from overt, explicitly negative self-directed putdowns towards more vague, implicit statements of personal inadequacy. Since reproducing entire routines is not feasible, a sampling of several comedians' use of self-deprecation follows:

A:  You know I applied for a job on a construction crew once . . . lot of big burly guys there . . . the foreman said you can have the job just fill this out . . . and he handed me a shirt (Paul Dillery, 12th Annual Young Comedians Show)

B:  I diet, I exercise, I still don't look anything like those women in Playboy . . . I think they get them from other planets . . . I hope so 'cause I don't want them here . . . this one girl I saw was amazing and I don't think she had silicone either. . . . I think it was helium. (Rita Rudner, Women of the Night)

C:  Did you get your cat neutered? Did you get him fixed? I couldn't get my cat neutered I felt bad I couldn't get him fixed so instead I dress it up to look exactly like me and . . . heck it doesn't get laid either . . . . (Howard Busgang, Young Comedians All-Star Reunion)

D:  Today my friend and I went out without make-up and scared little kids . . . you know when you think about it make-up is such a weird concept but I buy into it like every woman I know you know like I'll wake up in the morning look in the mirror . . . gee I don't really look so good . . . maybe if my eyelids were blue. (Cathy Ladham, 12th. Annual Young Comedians Show)

The first excerpt (A) offers an interesting variation of the "boob" joke -- this time it is a man who cannot fill out the shirt. Dillery makes no explicit statement about his body or body parts (or lack thereof); instead he implies his inadequacy -- he is not masculine enough to fill out the shirt. Example C employs a similar approach: Busgang makes no blatantly negative comment about his appearance, but still manages to convey the idea that his looks alone are an effective means of birth control. What is particularly interesting about Busgang's routine is that the "neutered cat" joke follows a lengthy reference to his "sex-offender" girlfriend -- these prior statements belie the implied inadequacy of the cat joke. In his four minute routine Busgang makes only one self-deprecatory comment; in contrast, Dillery offers six self-deprecatory statements in a six minute act. Noticeably absent from both monologues was any self-directed hostility or anger in the performance.

The implication of personal inadequacy is also common to examples B and D. Rudner initially seems to adopt the traditional formula: in comparison with the Playboy "model" she is physically inadequate despite her efforts to adapt to the standard of beauty. In the second half of the joke Rudner rejects the stance -- the magazine image is the abnormality, is alien. Example D offers a similar reversal of expectations as Ladman uses a negative statement about herself to lead into a questioning of cultural assumptions. She does more than critique standards of beauty; Ladman points out that women are guilty of complicity. Both excerpts are subversive in nature as each comic seems to accept cultural definitions of "femininity," but then proceeds to expose the idiocy of the attitude (and in the case of Ladman, the foolishness of the behavior and the choice). As was the case with examples A and C, personal inadequacy is implied rather than stated and self-directed hostility or anger is absent from the routines.

Jokes have the potential to be subversive. "A victorious tilting of uncontrol against control . . . an image of the leveling of hierarchy, the triumph of intimacy over formality, of unofficial values over official ones" is Mary Douglas' definition of a joke (98). Authority can be subverted through laughter. As the proceeding passages from the comedy routines of Rita Rudner and Cathy Ladman indicate, women in comedy are, as Nancy A. Walker observes, using "self-deprecation in a complex way" (124). On one level they adopt the traditional approach and seem to endorse the stereotype. On another level they seek to expose the "cultural assumptions" on which the stereotype is built (and thereby challenge both the assumptions and the stereotype). They step inside the claustrophobic space and transform it into a liberating site.

Stand-up comic and television actress Roseanne is a powerful (albeit controversial) example of a woman exploiting the image meant to confine her. The comedic persona she has created effectively illustrates how an imposed stereotype can be consciously adopted and redefined:

I'm not gonna go outside myself and say what I should be, I'm gonna say what is. And I suddenly knew I could . . . get inside the stereotype and make it three-dimensional from within. And then I could call myself a domestic goddess. (Dworkin, 206)

The self-proclaimed "domestic goddess" is a far cry from the "angel-in-the-house" male fantasy of the 1950's sitcoms. Roseanne's personal "failure" to live up to the culturally defined roles of wife, mother, caregiver, and sex-symbol, provide the bulk of material for her stand-up performances:

I will clean house when Sears comes out with a riding vacuum cleaner. If the kids are still alive when my husband comes home, I've done my job. Thank God for gay guys -- without 'em, us fat women wouldn't have anyone to dance with. (Dworkin, 108)

While her delivery is highly aggressive and charged with hostility, there is no indication that the anger is self-directed. Despite the fact that she is exposing her own "inadequacies", Roseanne is utterly unapologetic. Susan Dworkin describes her as the "symbol of the disgruntled American housewife, hanging in but perpetually pissed" (107) -- pissed at fate, the world or her family, but not necessarily at herself. Roseanne redefines the cultural definitions. By society's criteria she is not a "good" housewife or mother, but she rejects these standards, first by refusing to meet them; second, by claiming the title of "domestic goddess," she moves beyond their power to define her. Roseanne claims the stereotype for her own purposes without endorsing it; in doing so she rejects society's authority to define her, claiming the right of definition for herself.

Subtlety is not Roseanne's strong point and she frequently alienates people through her humour (witness the reaction to her rendition of the American National Anthem). As a means of conveying a message (personal or political) Roseanne's "in your face" approach is both effective and ineffective -- she has had a widely syndicated television show, power in negotiating with her network and lots of money, and yet the media and at least part of the public seem eager to discredit her. Arguably this is a hazard that follows success (the desire to see a hero/victor fall), but a particularly troubling development occurred after the break-up of her marriage to Tom Arnold -- credit for the success of her show shifted from Roseanne to him.

Other women in comedy are less eager or able (for various reasons) to present themselves as overt threats to authority. Mercilee M. Jenkins proposes that women use humour to get around their place in society; specifically to "deal with the contradictions and myths inherent in female stereotypes in a patriarchal society" (137). Self-deprecation (or at least the semblance of it) is proving to be a surprisingly effective means of exposing the incongruities of the dominant culture. Consider the following joke by Carol Siskind: "I just broke up with someone after three years. It was a love-hate thing. We both loved him and hated me" (Klein, 126). At first it sounds like self-derogation, but it is more subtle -- a comment on both male narcissism and on women's lack of self-esteem. Not just "male" myths about women are being exposed, but also women's complicity in the perpetuation of those myths. Self-deprecatory humour of this nature can be interpreted as a subversive strategy -- a voice of protest masked by apparent acceptance of the stereotype.

In theory, all comedians run the risk of alienating their audiences. Numerous interviews with comics reveal that a certain degree of anger fuels their routines and yet too much anger can frighten an audience. For a female comic, the need to recognize (and neutralize) audience resistance to her mere presence further complicates the issue of building a quick and positive rapport with her listeners. Self-deprecation can function as a means of defusing a potentially aggressive act or confrontational situation. To be able to identify the hidden (or not so hidden) truth(s) behind a cultural stereotype requires intellectual assurance. To seize center stage is to assert conversational dominance and, in the case of women, to directly challenge cultural stereotypes.

The tactic of adopting the traditional formula of self-deprecatory humour may serve as a face-saving strategy for the benefit of the audience. By exposing their own foolishness, female comics soften the jab at men; for example Rita Rudner jokes: "My boyfriend and I broke up. He wanted to get married . . . and I didn't want him to" (Women of the Night). Rudner comments on the faithlessness of men, the gullibility of women and the traditional belief that marriage is the ultimate goal of women (via the delayed punchline). Her tone of speech is gentle, her mannerisms and physical appearance ultra "feminine", but she packs a powerful message.[18] Rudner has had several television specials and numerous guest appearances; her non-confrontational approach has proven to be an effective means of conveying her thought provoking humour.

Self-deprecatory humour can serve a variety of purposes -- the multifunctionality of this comedic style depends in large part on the degree and nature of the self-satire involved. Unlike the explicit, negative comments on their body/physical appearance that are the trademarks of Phyllis Diller and Joan Rivers, self-deprecation is not sustained in the more current comedy performances of women. (The one exception being Wendy Liebman; however, she smiled, almost inanely, throughout her entire performance, thus mitigating the self-criticism of her words). My research indicates that not only are women not relying on self-putdowns as the mainstay of their routines (using instead one or two moments of self-satire punctuating observational humour), but few female comics are utilizing self-deprecation at all (only eight of thirty-seven). Despite a shift to different styles of comedy, self-deprecatory humour nonetheless lingers as a strategy of women in comedy. The distance between the self-putdown employed by Diller and Rivers and those of Rudner and Ladman is quite encouraging: gone are the blatant statements of inadequacy, and the anger which was apparently directed inward has been redirected.

To be able to laugh at our foibles and follies can be a positive trait. Walker defines a sense of humour as "the capacity for laughing at oneself -- a healthy self-criticism which bubbles up from confidence and self-respect" (1). Of particular note in Walker's interpretation is the source of the self-satire: confidence and self-respect. For any comic to succeed he or she must endure rejection and intense competition; the difficulties are intensified once gender enters into the equation -- female comics must also contend with cultural definitions of "femininity." Colliding with popular definitions of what and who is funny, women in comedy must confront the male-as-norm (both as performer and audience) mentality. Comedian Jenny LeCoat comments on the value judgments assigned to the differing satiric targets of men and women, observing that women have "been accused of ghettoizing themselves" (Wisecracks). The assumption is that the subjects women in comedy explore limit the effectiveness of their routines. Pushing at the boundaries of social expectations is the hallmark of stand-up comedy. Insisting on the inclusion of "alternative" subjects and comedic styles is the very nature of the beast -- yet resistance persists.

The majority of critical studies which deal with humour in effect (if not intent) deal with male comedy. Women's humour has, to a large extent, been denied, both explicitly ("women have no sense of humour") and implicitly (by virtue of its exclusion). Several critics have sought to counter this effect, not only by documenting women's humour, but also by re-evaluating traditional interpretations of comedic strategies employed by female comics. Distinguishing women's humour from that of men is one of Emily Toth's goals in "Female Wits." She emphatically rejects the misconception that women's humour is simply men's humour reversed (given the level of misogyny in men's humour, this myth could account for some of the resistance to women's humour!). Toth theorizes that most female humorists observe a "humane humor rule"; that is, they do not attack what people cannot change (a handicap, race, physical appearance). Instead female wits "attack or subvert -- the deliberate choices people make: hypocrisies, affectations, mindless following of social expectations" (783). My study did not find the first theory to be true of all female comics; however, a tendency to mock choices and behaviors was observed in several of the performances. The "humane humor rule" can be construed as incorporating those comics who use themselves as targets of their humour, but divorce the routine from the appearances of self-hatred which permeated the performances of Diller and Rivers.

Self-deprecatory humour may be used to discover a common ground between women; drawing on shared experiences, performer and audience connect in what LeCoat deems "a kind of process of inclusion" (Wisecracks). The listener identifies (perhaps empathizes) with the speaker. "Conversational intimacy," proposes Mary Crawford, is aided through "self-disclosure." The goal of any performer is a quick and positive rapport with their audience. The use of "apparent self-deprecation in women's humour," she asserts, is a strategy to achieve that connection (162). Once the link has been made, the potential to guide the audience to self-reflection (guilt-by-association syndrome?) is created. Qualifying her use of self-deprecation, Crawford suggests that describing one's mistakes or foibles is actually self-disclosure.

One of the more popular entertainers on the comedy circuit is Paula Poundstone. She has mastered the art of disclosure, identification and exposure:

I decided I'd like to take better control of my life and make sure that less things go wrong each day -- so what I've been doing is sleeping up to twenty hours a day . . . I figure that in four hours even I couldn't screw up that many things . . .

I used to work at the International House of Pancakes . . . thank you very much . . . you set your goals and go for 'em . . . it was a dream . . . I made it happen . . . . (Women of the Night).

Poundstone's comments are self-effacing, but her inclusion on international comedy specials and position as feature performer at comedy clubs throughout the United States counteract the effect of her words. She is a strong presence on the stage, her movements are bold, and her tone is decidedly unapologetic. Poundstone discloses moments of weakness or foolish behavior, but does not display any self-loathing or hatred. Such an approach to comedy is negative from a "male-as-norm perspective," proposes Crawford, because the comic fails to show herself to the best advantage (162). An alternative interpretation might view this comedic approach as a refusal to be drawn into a competition; the power dynamic is already evident by who is holding the microphone (and therefore controlling the discourse).

Self-deprecatory humour, as this study illustrates, is neither a staple of women's humour nor the niche of female comics. As a strategy for defusing the aggressive nature of stand-up comedy, self-satire does appear to be a (fairly) successful tactic for female performers. However, it can only be effective if it stems from self-confidence; when the "inadequacy" from which the humour is evolved is genuinely felt by the comic, her humour conveys self-loathing rather than the intellectual assurance which should accompany the stance of stand-up comedian. If the female comic wishes to "expose the sex-role stereotyping in our culture and to reject, either implicitly or explicitly, these rigidly prescribed images of women," asserts Suzanne L. Bunker, self-deprecation must be foregrounded as a strategy (86). Manipulating the traditional formula of the self-deprecatory joke, current female comics like Rudner and Ladman are able to expose the insidious cultural stereotypes which surround women.

All stereotypes come from ideology; it is, logically, in the interest of the dominant group to enforce stereotypes. Comedy can help to subvert those stereotypes and highlight the power dynamics lurking behind them -- in the words of Marilyn French, "one man's subversive is another's (woman or man) truth" (219). Women in comedy challenge traditional gender structures, firstly with their mere presence (violating norms of "feminine" conduct) and secondly with their words (whether or not they challenge social imbalances based on gender, by telling jokes they are defining "femininity" and humour from their own perspective). The increasing participation of women in comedy, both as performers and audience members, may ultimately have a positive impact on the level of misogyny in stand-up comedy. Writing in 1975, Robin Lakoff noted that "there is a whole genre of antiwomen jokes, based on sexual stereotypes as antiethnic jokes were (and are) based on ethnic stereotypes" (81). Nearly thirty years later, the antiethnic joke has decreased in use while the antiwoman joke remains popular (nor is it limited to the comedy routines of men). Perhaps as more women enter the field of entertainment a stronger, more positive image of women will emerge in and through comedy. We can but hope.

More than simply entertaining, comedy can serve as a coping mechanism. It can inspire an alternative vision even if it cannot alter power structures. Gender hierarchies and power dynamics are in fact maintained and reproduced through conversational practices. Women's sense of humour, proposes Walker, is "part of a complex web of cultural assumptions about women's intelligence, competence, and proper role" (98). Questions of who defines what is funny and who can be funny are intertwined with issues of power and control. By "usurping" the traditionally male territory of stand-up comedy, women are claiming a share of the power -- power to perform in public, power to define themselves, power to control the nature of the discourse. Confidently moving away from the angry self-putdowns of many of their predecessors, contemporary women in comedy are evoking both the derisive male snigger and the fortifying female laugh.

 Notes

1 Stephanie Koziski offers a unique comparison in her article "The Standup Comedian as Anthropologist: Intentional Culture Critic"; both the importance of humour as a social/cultural text and the observational roles of anthropologist and comic are discussed. back

2 Routines that are cited in this study are indicated in "Video References", all other performances were on the following: "HBO Comedy Showcase", "Caroline's Comedy Hour", "A & E Improv", "Comics", "Young Comedians Show", "Just For Laughs", "Comedy at Club 54", and the "Late Show with Letterman". back

3 I will concede that the performances in this case are likely complicated by the criteria of television: in some ways a live act becomes a polished (edited !) piece, certain behaviors must be toned down for general viewing (what can or cannot be said, and how), the process of selecting who gets a spot is full of biases and personal agendas. However, given that a large portion of consumers of comedy are home-based (the wide-reaching range of cable and specialty channels) stand-up comedy via video is a strong indicator (perhaps formulator -- chicken/egg conundrum) of popular conceptions of stand-up comics. Michael Fuchs asserts that cable, and more specifically HBO, "rekindled the interest in comedy. It was almost a dying craft when we started." As chief operating officer of HBO, Fuchs might be biased, but comic Tom Parks concurs that "it took cable to expose America to comedy as an art form . . ." (quoted in Borns, 47). back

4 A friend brought to my attention the following passage from John Sandford's Night Prey (1994) a murder mystery novel on the New York Times Bestseller List. The exchange involves three investigators, two male (Greave and Lucas) and one female (Connell) : 

"The whole thing is like some weird feminist joke" Greave said. "If their is such a thing as a feminist joke". "There are lots of feminist jokes" Connell said "Oh, Okay, I'm sorry. You're right," Greave admitted. "What I meant to say is, there are no funny feminist jokes." Connell turned to him, a tiny light in her eye." You know why women are no good at math?" she asked. "No. Why?" She held her thumb and forefinger two inches apart. "Because they're told this is eight inches." Lucas grinned, and Greave let slip a smile. "One fuckin funny joke after thirty years of feminism." (178-9).

Note that the male characters do not actually laugh despite Greave's grudging acknowledgement that she has told a "fuckin' funny joke". back

5 Even though twenty-three years have passed, the attitude lingers. Women's magazines continue to cite "having a sense of humour" as an attractive quality to men and it continues to have the primary meaning "she laughs at my jokes." back

6 Quoted from Wisecracks. The dangerous quality of comedy often surfaces in comments by comics (both male and female). Discussions by performers are marked by aggressive terms: a comedian kills an audience on a good night and dies on a bad one. The interaction between speaker and onlooker is that of adversaries engaged in battle. back

7 Borns offers the counter-perspective of Robin Tyler who rejects the notion that "the prick is the most aggressive thing". Tyler insists "the mind is much more powerful than the prick -- and the mind doesn't go down in two minutes" (21). back

8 Barreca, 61. Barreca's title -- They Used to Call Me Snow White . . . But I Drifted . . . -- reinforces the link between sex, aggression, and comedy. back

9 This definition of speech community is extracted from a discussion of Dell Hymes' "The Ethnography of Communication" which took place October 18th, 1994 in the "Language, Gender and Power" seminar at York University. back

10 Regardless of their individual styles (and there have been, and continue to be a wide range of comedic choices employed by women), the women who have stepped into the spotlight and attempted to elicit laughter have transgressed social norms. While pioneering comedians may or may not have "intended" to break ground for subsequent female comics, the fact that such women refused to be silenced did pave the way for all subsequent entertainers. back

11 Jackie Clune concedes that gender expectations have shaped her own comedic approach:

"I love dead pan comics and I love people who do very kind of lazy, slow, quiet delivery that just cuts through but I don't know any women that can do that . . . that can get away with it . . . 'cause their not really allowed to . . . you kind of have to go out and go ohohoh [overly excited tone] and smile a lot" (Just For Laughs, 2001). back

12 Susan Horowitz notes that "many male comics got their start doing comedy in strip joints"; as a result "audiences were used to equating men with humor and women with stripping" (3). Greg Dean's anecdote about working at Chippendale's offers an ("updated") glimpse into the pitfalls of working in such a setting:

"there was a woman drunk and drugged into another dimension. As soon as I entered she screamed in a three-packs-of-cigarettes-a-day, phlegm-filled raspy voice: 'Taa aaake it o oooff.' . . . it's the phrase they yell at the male strippers." (165). 

Not exactly "equal opportunity" at its finest! back

13 Sankey, 72. John Limon theorizes that Ellen De Generes neutralizes "the issue of attractiveness by a kind of girl-next-door transvestism" (55). Unfortunately, "costumes" and comedic performance fall outside the scope of my discussion. back

14 Self-deprecation is by no means limited to women (as is evidenced by the longevity of Rodney Dangerfield's career); it is often utilized by members of oppressed groups (whether racially, religiously, economically, politically, physically, or sexually oppressed). The confines of my discussion do not permit an exploration of how these factors affect the use of self-deprecation in stand-up comedy. back

15 In many "anthologies and studies of comedians", notes Horowitz, "women are significantly missing or minimized" (ix). Phyllis Diller and Joan Rivers are arguably the most recognized names in this limited context. back

16 While the appearance of self-loathing in their performances is exaggerated for comedic effect, the fact that both Diller and Rivers have had multiple plastic surgeries, in my mind, complicates the issue. Both comedians work the procedures into their routines, but enduring painful operations to alter their looks suggests that (at least to some degree) the self-loathing is genuine. back

17 While the constraints of this study require the omission of a great deal of material, a (limited) context for the specific use of self-deprecation by female stand-up comics was necessary. However, I am by no means suggesting that a seamless transition from the comedic approaches of Diller and Rivers to current comedians occurred. back

18 Rudner's website (http://www.rita-rudner.com/bio.html) touts her graceful look: "With her gentle voice, porcelain skin and big, crayon-blue eyes, Rudner shatters the stereotype of brassy, tough comediennes with poise and sophistication." Apparently, she is simultaneously shattering the stereotype of the female comic and redefining the stereotype of a "lady". Back
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