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American Humor: One Giant Comedic ‘Mixing Pot’
     American comedy did not arrive overnight. There was no large box that was dropped off at the door of the United States which contained a recipe for American humor and the components necessary to construct such. Additionally, no particular culture or race can claim sole stake to the success of comedy. African-Americans, Japanese-Americans, Jews, Latinos, Irish and Italian-Americans have all helped contribute to contemporary American comedy. This paper will focus  on the origins and contributions towards the development of an American style of humor for three majors groups: African-Americans, Jews, and Latinos.
     To find the origin of African-American comedy in this country, one has to look back to the beginnings of slavery. That treacherous experience played the predominant role in developing African American humor. “Remarkable resilient and inventive manner of behaving and observing both themselves and the eternal world began to engage during the transformation from African to African American slave.  Herded together with others with whom they shared only a common condition of servitude and some degree of cultural overlap, enslaved Africans were compelled to create a new language, a new religion, and a precarious new lifestyle” (Joyner 1984). In slavery, the often cruel relationship between the black slaves and the white slave-owners forced many African-Americans to develop a ‘dual personality.’ Blacks developed a public and a private sense of humor. They deliberately slowed down work, angering the slave-owners, and bringing comic relief to their fellow slaves. This ‘private humor’ was a way of easing the pain and hopelessness of their situation. Quite often, slaves would get together and tell jokes, often centering on their oppressors to mentally escape slavery and to allow them a sense of ‘power and control’ over the owners by using them as a topic of humor.  Slaves also used humor to teach morality. They often used animals in their stories. For example, in the second of the Uncle Remus stories, Tar Baby, Br'er Rabbit outsmarts Br'er Fox by begging not to be thrown into the briar patch, knowing he would do so and he’d be free (Simmons 2008). It doesn’t take much to read between the lines and identify the symbolic nature of the fox (slave-owner) and the rabbit (slave.) 
     The other type of comedy which developed during the era of slavery was the “minstrel show.” Slave owners required their slaves to entertain them. Around 1830, whites began to portray themselves as blacks, degrading them by depicting them as ignorant, lazy, and buffoonish (Simmons 2008). Many Wynton Marsalis argues that minstrel shows still exist, pointing the finger at rap, where performers exhibit negative black stereotypes for the entertainment of a white audience. Famous African-American comedians include Dave Chappelle, Chris Rock, and Richard Pryor. Chappelle’s comedy includes skits which reinforce the popular black stereotypes, but also address issues like domestic abuse, drug abuse, pimps and prostitutes (Upton 2006). 
                    Jews are another minority group deeply embedded in this country’s comic roots. Between 1880 and 1924 the largest Jewish immigration to America set the stage for their influence in comedy. Like African-Americans, they, too, faced a difficult time obtaining acceptance in mainstream America.  Anti-Semitism was prominent; the predominantly Christian community was unhappy about the influx of Jewish immigrants; the felt they were a threat to the American way of life and government (Barnavi 1992). 
                     As Jewish immigrants settled in the United States and their numbers grew their sense of humor trickled into the mainstream of American entertainment. The Marx Brothers and Burns and Allen, first in vaudeville and then in film paved the way for other Jewish comedy acts. A successful Jewish comedy to reach the mainstream in radio was Gertrude Berg's The Rise of the Goldbergs, in 1929, which offered the country a glimpse into a typical Jewish family. The show was so successful in winning over America that twenty years later it successfully made the jump television to become one of the first sitcoms. 
Television gave birth to other Jewish comics like Sid Caesar and Milton Berle, who strengthened the Jewish influence on American comedy. The Jewish comedians following in their footsteps include masters of comedy like Lenny Bruce, Mel Brooks and Woody Allen (Berkwits 2008). 
                    
But what made Jewish humor so comical? Psychologist Samuel Janus, who was a comedian, himself, after a year-long study, came to the conclusion that Jewish humor is born out of ‘depression and alienation.’ Janus believes that Jewish comedians “use comedy as a ‘defense mechanism’ to ward off the aggression and hostility of others" (Time 2008). This could quite possibly explain the sometimes cynical twist on Jewish humor and why many Jewish comedians are so bitter. Despite this, the successful Jewish comedians managed to find those elements of their depression and alienation with which the broader, non-Jewish audience could relate.
     Another minority group which can be considered a major pillar of American comedy is the Latinos. The U.S. Census Bureau defines “Hispanics” as people in the United States of any race who trace their origin to Mexico, Puerto Rico, and other Spanish-speaking countries in Central and South America and the Caribbean. This equates to approximately 15 percent of the population or 44.3 million, according to the 2006 Census. (Shape the Future. Vote 2008). 
While Latino comedians such as Desi Arnaz, Cheech Marin, George Lopez, Alex Reymundo, Carlos Mencia, and Paul Rodriguez Sr. have dominated since 1940, only three Hispanic comics have played lead roles in sitcoms: Desi Arnaz, Freddie Prinze, and George Lopez (Poniewoznak 2005). 
     Cuban-born Desi Arnaz is credited by many as the first Latino in comedy. He co-starred with his wife, Lucille Ball, in the sitcom I Love Lucy (1951) until 1960.  While his performances rank with the all time greats in comedy, Arnaz unfortunately never received an Emmy nomination (TV.com 2008).

     Cheech Marin worked with Tommy Chong (an Asian-American) as a team for eight feature films. The most famous of these films, Up in Smoke, was the highest grossing comedy of 1978, topping $100 million at the box office. Other hits by this talented duo were: Cheech and Chong’s Nice Dreams, Things are Tough All Over, Cheech and Chong: Still Smoking and Cheech and Chong: The Corsican Brothers. In addition to the previously mentioned movies, they also made guest appearances in Yellowbeard and Martin Scorsese's After Hours” (Chicano Art Life 2007). 
     So it is that comedy in the United States reflects the ‘melting pot.’ No single minority group can be credited with the success of American humor, but collectively they have made their contributions and helped to develop the ultimate funny American. Unfortunately, however, there is a double-standard in the world of comedy. So far, minority comedians can get away with certain topics that their white counterparts can't touch. Carlos Mencia, for example, reinforces every stereotype of every minority and people find his jokes hilarious, but a white performer performing the same routine would run the risk of looking and sounding like a racist. In an intriguing twist of this notion, while no white comic can acceptable wear blackface and mock black stereotypes, African-American comedians, the Wayans Brothers, in their film White Chicks, painted their faces white and acted like Caucasian women while reinforcing a wide range of white stereotypes. Perhaps it is the collectiv ‘white guilt’ in America that gives the minority comic the benefit of the doubt. (Upton 2006). And perhaps this is changing as we become more diverse, more truly a melting pot, and more willing to laugh at ourselves. 
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