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Minorities in American Comedy

“Comedy, because it relies on creating and breaking tension, has been one of the main means for minorities to confront America and get away with it” (Poniewozik 1). America is an amalgam of cultures and nationalities; at one time or another in the history of this country we have all been minorities. Our differences are what make us unique as well as expose us to criticism, abuse and stereotyping. A comedian can take that criticism and make it funny. When the comedian is part of a minority group such as Jews, Muslims, homosexuals, Asian, Latino and African Americans, and can make people laugh about those stereotypes it can change the way society views these groups.
American comedians today are more defined by their ethnicity than in the past. For instance, as James Poniewozik says in his article on Comedy Central’s “Axis of Evil” comedy special, the pop-culture profile for Middle Eastern Americans before 9/11 was nil. Knowing a comedian’s ethnicity was trivia, “There was no figure whose ethnicity deeply informed his or her work--no Arab-American Dick Gregory or Iranian-American Lenny Bruce”. Minorities in comedy today do not shy away from talking about their ethnicity or sexual orientation and incorporating it into their work. A few examples are Jerry Seinfeld, Margaret Cho, Carlos Mencia, Chris Rock, Sandra Bernhardt, and Rosie O’Donnell. 

The minority group with arguably the biggest influence on American Comedy today is the Jews. The Jewish style of comedy is self-deprecating, psycho-analytical  and completely relatable, “…being Jewish is not only a religion, it is a state of mind, a condition, a way of looking at the world” (Saposnik 19). Beginning in the 1950’s comedians like Jackie Mason, Woody Allen, Mel Brooks, Milton Berle, and Joan Rivers “…brought Jewish life into the living rooms of America” (Saposnik 5). By the end of the 1960’s “Jewish jokes, like Jewish words, entered the American mainstream”(Saposnik 6).  In the 1970’s Jewish comedians such as screenwriter and actor Al Brooks, Richard Lewis and Billy Crystal came along and with stand-up, movies and television continued establishing Jewish humor and sensibilities into American culture. Today, though Jews are still a minority, Jewish comedy is so entrenched in American culture that comedians such as Jerry Seinfeld, Adam Sandler, and Roseanne are considered American comedians before it is noted that they are also Jewish. 
Arguably as influential in American comedy as Jews are African Americans whose contributions to American humor is substantial. Black comedians have come a long way from Amos ‘n’ Andy type of shows, they are no longer limited to playing the buffoon or clown. Due to such comedians as Richard Pryor and Bill Cosby; comedians who “…helped pave the way for today's comedians to ride at the front the bus and hire their own drivers” African American comedians are taking center stage in American humor and challenging stereotypes (Holloway 1). The Cosby Show, a sitcom about the day to day life of a large, affluent African American family was number one in ratings for five of the eight years it was on the air and helped to change common misperceptions of African Americans as poor and uneducated (Hughes 4; Hunt 1). The popular 1990’s television skit comedy show In Living Color which was created, written, and directed by African Americans was a turning point in the careers of several African American comedians such as the Wayans brothers, Jamie Foxx and David Alan Grier, all of whom have since established themselves as respected actors and comedians. The list of  renowned African American comedians is extensive.
While African and Jewish American comedians are an integral part of American style of humor, Hispanic and Asian Americans have not made as much progress or had as much impact. Desi Arnaz was one of the first Latinos to break into American comedy with on I Love Lucy in the 1950’s and there have not been many to follow; George Lopez, Carlos Mencia, Paul Rodriguez, Cheech Marin, Freddie Prinze and John Leguizamo are the most notable. There are even fewer Asian American comedians with the most prominent being Margaret Cho, and martial artist Jackie Chan. As a comedian, actress, feminist and supporter of gay rights Margaret Cho is more than just a Korean American comedian (Cho). Jackie Chan whose movies are listed under both Action and Comedy has taken the stereotypically overly serious martial arts movie and made it light-hearted, funny and kid-friendly. 
Then there are homosexual comedians who bring their own unique style to American humor.  Though there may have been comedians in the past who were gay or lesbian, it was not as socially acceptable to admit it. Homosexuality is a controversial topic and being gay is even less accepted by many Americans than being lesbian. Gay comedians such as Mario Cantone and Sean Hayes from Will and Grace tend to be stereotypically over-the-top flamboyant. Lesbian comedians have slightly more variety. There is Sandra Bernhardt who is raunchy; definitely for adults only, Ellen DeGeneres who is more family oriented and Rosie O’Donnell who has fluctuated between being kid-friendly and bitterly confrontational.  Each of these women is taking on the criticisms of homosexuality differently. Sandra Bernhardt is unapologetically and brutally honest while still being funny. Ellen, though completely honest about her sexual preference, now chooses to make her sexuality a non-issue in her comedy. Since Rosie has “come out” she is blunt, often tactless and unfortunately, rarely funny. If nothing else, these differences punctuate how difficult it is to lump all lesbians, and by extension gays, into one group. 

What connects all minorities in American comedy today are the feelings of being an outsider and the struggle to overcome stereotypes. Unlike comics of the past who were pigeonholed by the social intolerances of the times, many of today’s comics are open about their differences and refusing to allow themselves to be typecast. Through laughter these comedians are showing their audiences how similar we all are and forcing Americans to acknowledge that they are the changing face of this country.  
Works Cited

Cho, Margaret. “Margaret Cho Biography”. January 18, 2008. Margaret Cho Official Site 25 July 2008 < http://www.margaretcho.com/bio/bio.htm>
Holloway, Lynette R. "The new kingdom of comedy. " Ebony.  61.2 (Dec 2005): 110(4). Expanded Academic ASAP. Gale. Southern New Hampshire University. 27 July 2008 <http://find.galegroup.com/itx/infomark.do?&contentSet=IAC-Documents&type=retrieve&tabID=T003&prodId=EAIM&docId=A139256995&source=gale&srcprod=EAIM&userGroupName=nhc_main&version=1.0>.
Hunt, Darnell M. “The Cosby Show: U.S. Situation Comedy”. The Museum of Broadcast Communication. 27 July 2008 <http://www.museum.tv/archives/etv/C/htmlC/cosbyshowt/cosbyshowt.htm>
Poniewozik, James. "Stand-Up Diplomacy.(Arts; Culture Complex)(Middle Eastern American comedians)." Time 169.12 (March 19, 2007): 69. Expanded Academic ASAP. Gale. Southern New Hampshire University. 24 July 2008 
<http://find.galegroup.com/itx/start.do?prodId=EAIM>.
Saposnik, Irv. "These serious jests: American Jews and Jewish comedy." Judaism: A Quarterly Journal of Jewish Life and Thought 47.3 (Summer 1998): 311(1). Expanded Academic ASAP. Gale. Southern New Hampshire University. 24 July 2008 
<http://find.galegroup.com/itx/start.do?prodId=EAIM>. 

