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The Issue

In early June, David Letterman joked: “Sarah Palin went to a Yankees game yesterday. There was one awkward moment during the seventh-inning stretch: her daughter was knocked up by Alex Rodriguez.” Palin was outraged, claiming her 14-year-old daughter, Willow, had been slurred. Letterman explained that he was referring to Bristol Palin: 18, unwed, and a mother. He declined to apologize but said ruefully, “There are thousands of jokes I regret telling.” Sarah Palin, unappeased, called the joke “disgusting.” On June 16, he apologized on the show, mollifying Palin but not the demonstrators outside his studio. They demanded that he be fired. Should he be?



The Argument

He should not be fired. He should not even have apologized. His mordant and amusing discussion of the episode got it right: it was a lame joke, but no worse than what he’s been doing for almost 30 years. 

But while his initial response was appropriate, his analysis of that joke was imperfect. He rightly acknowledged it to be “ugly” and second-rate — so lackluster that many comics had been telling essentially the same joke for months. Here’s Jay Leno in early September: “Governor Palin announced over the weekend that her 17-year-old unmarried daughter is five months pregnant. And you thought John Edwards was in trouble before!” Similar gags were delivered by Conan O’Brien, Jimmy Kimmel and Craig Ferguson, among others. Hack work.

Letterman’s version had three targets — Alex Rodriguez for his sexual shenanigans, Sarah Palin for her abstinence-only politics and Bristol Palin for personifying the futility of that advocacy. All three are fair game, including Bristol, who, unlike, say, the Obama kids, is now over 18 and chose to be a public figure as a 17-year-old by participating in the presidential campaign and promoting teenage abstinence. Audiences enjoy irony. Comics mock hypocrites.

Here’s where things get cloudy. Palin declared that it was not Bristol but Willow who went to the ballgame — therefore Letterman had scurrilously attacked a child. He explained that he alluded to Bristol, and there’s little reason to disbelieve him. He’s an honest guy; he doesn’t taunt children; the audience clearly took him to mean Bristol. Indeed, I doubt that many of them knew Willow was in town. Or that she exists.

A joke is a form of fiction, the punch line a contrivance: the bartender was not actually talking to the duck. A premise, too, can be invented: a man with a duck did not really walk into a bar. Letterman’s premise was that Bristol attended a Yankees game. If reality muddied things, that is an aesthetic flaw, not a moral transgression.

Alas, the joke does have ethical shortcomings. Although Bristol is a legitimate subject, she is a slightly pathetic one, beleaguered by her family, pressed by her circumstances, abandoned by her boyfriend, making the joke a bit bullying.

More disheartening, sexism permeates the joke. Letterman has ridiculed Bill Clinton, Eliot Spitzer, John Edwards and, here, Alex Rodriguez for licentious excess — embarrassing conduct, perhaps, but Letterman treats it with nothing harsher than a sort of smirking envy. Bristol is condemned on moral grounds — she’s loose, she’s easy, she’s held to the standards of a 1950s high school. Nobody envies the tramp.

A joke is an expression of its teller’s persona; context counts. The night Letterman told this joke, his Top 10 List was “Highlights of Sarah Palin’s Trip to New York.” No. 2 was “Bought makeup at Bloomingdale’s to update her ‘slutty flight attendant’ look.” Male politicians are not so relentlessly mocked for their appearance, and when they are, it is for being a fop or a doofus, vain or foolish. Women politicians are evaluated for their sexual allure; they are put in their place. In his initial response to this contretemps, Letterman said of No. 2, “I kind of like that joke.” He should reconsider. He should retire the word “slut.”

In that wry, self-mocking and often astute clarification, Letterman dismissed the entire kerfuffle by saying of his material, “They’re just jokes.” This is not so astute. Every joke is an assertion about the world — sometimes indirect, sometimes ironic, always open to interpretation. Neither Sarah Palin nor I must endorse Letterman’s every (or any) assertion, but he must. Otherwise, he would be an unprincipled hack, saying what he does not believe.

My exegesis is not that of the Palins; theirs was more baroque. Todd accused Letterman of making light of rape. Sarah rebuked him for his “sexually perverted comments.” This is either faux umbrage or an inability to get the joke. When Letterman ultimately apologized and Palin accepted, she managed to invoke “our U.S. military women and men putting their lives on the line for us to secure America’s right to free speech.” If you cocked your head, you could almost hear “The Star Spangled Banner” and catch the faint aroma of . . . could it be eagles?

I wrote for David Letterman from early 1984 to 1990. I loved my job and found my boss smart, funny and worthy of respect. In my time at “Late Night,” he practiced ethical comedy. No orders were given, no rules were inscribed, but, as in most cultures, there was an unstated code the community absorbed. For example, much comedy attacks; the interesting moral question is whom and why. Our precept: assail the powerful, don’t pummel their victims. And we were to condemn only what is volitional: what someone does, not who he is. You do not mock a guy for having a great huge nose; you do deride him for being a bad actor in a crummy movie. Did Dave fall short? Often, as we all do. But he lived in a moral universe, subjecting his staff, his material and himself to moral scrutiny. Having subsequently worked on other TV shows, I learned that this is not universally done.

Soon after I started at “Late Night,” we did a spot with the Ridgid tool girl, a curvy spokesmodel for a tool company that issues the kind of calendar once ubiquitous on gas-station walls. Unsurprisingly, she was less than eloquent, and Dave came across as exploitative, as if he invited her onto the show in order to humiliate her. After the taping, he and the senior staff reviewed this, and we never again did such a segment. I don’t want to overpraise Dave: he was surely concerned with his image, with how the audience saw him. But he was also determined to do the right thing, one reason I was proud to be part of the show. That, and a chance to write Monkey Cam and work with one very talented chimp.

PAGE  
3

