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Preface & Acknowledgments
My interest in Jewish comedians began the day I learned the origin of my
name. My parents named me “Gracie” after Gracie Allen, wife of Jewish comedian
George Burns. Allen is often misremembered as a Jewish comedian herself. This is
inaccurate, as she was actually Irish Catholic, but she shared many of the sensibilities
associated with Jewish comedians. Shortly after my birth, my parents wrote to George
Burns, telling him that they had named me after his late wife. He responded with a
lovely letter, saying that he liked children very much, and was thinking of having a
few more. He was, at that time, in his prime, at a mere 93 years of age. Because of
this letter and my namesake, I’ve always felt a great kinship to Burns & Allen. I
remember crying hopelessly when George Burns died, and putting flowers into the
mausoleum at which he and Gracie were buried. The year of his death, I began
researching Burns and Allen, beginning with George Burns’s biography Gracie: A
Love Story. This led me to read voraciously about other vaudeville comedians. I soon
noticed that most of those whom I read about were Jewish. Although I have never
strongly associated myself with Jewish theology, my lifelong research on Jewish
comedians has led me to identify with Judaism as a culture which binds me to the
tradition of family, questioning, and, most importantly, laughter.
This project would not have been possible without the support of several
individuals who have been more than generous with their time and abilities. I would
like to gratefully acknowledge my family, who reinforce every day the importance of
humor. I would particularly like to thank my mother, who is as impressive as she is
inspirational. I sincerely thank the phenomenal theatre professors at Wesleyan; each
one is a fascinating well of brilliance, eccentricity, commitment, and insight. Special
thanks go to Professor Gay Smith and Professor Will Eggers, for generously agreeing
to read my work. Finally, I am infinitely grateful to Professor Ron Jenkins, who has
been an unending source of help and encouragement from the first day I began classes
at Wesleyan. He has challenged me as both a performer and an academian, pushing
me to do more than I ever thought possible. Lending books and ears, volunteering his
own time to meet and discuss my work, aiding my transition from academia to the
professional world, and daily exemplifying the possible result of hard work,
dedication, and talent, he has been not only the greatest teacher I’ve ever encountered,
but also one of the kindest human beings. To all these amazing people, from the
bottom of my heart, thank you.
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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
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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

Overbeke- 5
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
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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
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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.
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The Subversive Jew
A Jew with a joke can be a dangerous thing. This long-persecuted people have
used laughter as a form of subversion since the recording of the Old Testament. They
satirize not only their oppressors, but themselves, and even their suffering. Although
it may seem counterintuitive for a Jew to make jokes about the stereotype
surrounding Jewish people, it is ultimately an act of rebellion. For, as Christie Davis
notes in Semites and Stereotypes: Characteristics of Jewish Humor, “This [Jew’s
practice of telling jokes seemingly at their own expense] is a tactic that has both
frustrated and infuriated anti-Semites, who see Jewish humor as humanizing those
whom they wish to demonize, and making a people whom they seek to represent as a
malign threat appear comically harmless” (Ziv & Zajdman 42). In that sense,
seemingly self-detrimental ‘Jewish jokes’ are extremely subversive, for they mock
the attempt of anti-Semites to impact their perception of the Jews. Even gallows
humor jesting about the suffering of the Jews serves a subversive purpose. For
example, Paul Lewis describes the experience of Obrdlik, a Jew who spent nine
months in Nazi-occupied Czechoslovakia. Obrdlik found that gallows humor
“bolsters the resistance of the victims and at the same time…undermines the morale
of the oppressors” (Ziv & Zajdman 49). Therefore, far from making light of their
suffering, gallows humor serves as an “index of good morale and the spirit of
resistance of oppressed people” (ibid). An examination of the way Judaism has linked
humor and rebelliousness sheds light upon the inherently subversive nature of ‘Jewish
humor.’
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To a great extent, this sort of subversive behavior, resulting from
dissention and persecution, is a foundation of the Jewish religion. In “The Haunted
Smile,” Lawrence Epstein observes:
Jews were permitted, even encouraged, to question. There is no
prescribed set of beliefs a Jew must follow. It is a common tradition,
for example, to question God’s ways not only to denounce evil in the
word but also to search for truth…If God is allowed to be challenged,
then it is understandable, and even expected, that less powerful forms
of authority (parents, bosses, societies) can also be questioned (xvii).
Epstein’s statements find a great deal of support in the many instances of Jewish
heroes of the Old Testament acting irreverently towards figures of authority. For
instance, in Genesis 18:16-19:38, Abraham argues with God himself about the fate of
Sodom and Gomorrah, stating that God should delay the destruction of the cities on
behalf of their few righteous inhabitants. The manner in which he negotiates is almost
comical in its persistence: “Suppose there are only forty-five good people in Sodom.
Would you still wipe out the whole city?” (The Holy Bible 18:27) “Suppose there are
just forty good people?” (18:29) “Please don’t be angry Lord, if I ask you what you
will do if there are only thirty good people in the city” (18:30), and so on, until he has
bargained his way to only ten good people.
In Exodus 32:11, Moses argues with God on behalf of mortals as he urges him
to spare the Jews in spite of their idolatry of the golden calf. Reflecting on these
verses, Jewish columnist Denis Prager points out, “Abraham and Moses both have
prolonged arguments with God, and not only doesn't God mind, He seems to
welcome them. In fact, the name He gives Jacob and His Chosen People is "Israel,"
which literally means "Struggle with God.xi" Nor does God mind when Sarah
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receives news of her pregnancy with not reverence, but laughter.
Although he responds to her giggles with an indignant cry of “Why did Sarah laugh?
Does she doubt that she can have a child in her old age? I am the Lord! There is
nothing too difficult for me” (Gen.18:13), he still fulfills his promise and blesses
Sarah’s son Isaac (whose name, appropriately translates into ‘he who laughs’). God
even withstands impertinence in a physical form, as when Jacob wrestles God’s angel
and demands “You can’t go until you bless me” (Gen. 32:26), and emerges maimed,
but blessed.
Other instances of subversive behavior amongst biblical heroes of the Torah
occur not between people and God, but between people and human authority figures.
For example, in Genesis Chapters 27-28, Rebecca employs trickery against her
husband Isaac by wrapping her son Jacob’s arms in hairy goat skin, so that the blind
Isaac will bestow his land and blessings on Jacob instead of Esau. In Genesis 12:1020, Abraham uses trickery to protect his wife Sarah against the Pharaoh’s lechery and
himself against Pharaoh’s jealousy by urging her to present herself as his sister. For
the same reasons, Isaac tricks the King Abimelech by presenting his wife Rebekah as
his sister in Genesis 26:6-8. Most famously, Moses’s mother opposes the Pharaoh by
refusing to throw her son into the Nile, but instead putting him into a basket of reeds
and sending him towards a caregiver (Exodus 2:1-10). These instances of Biblical
heroes behaving subversively towards human authority figures are often punished by
God. Therefore, the stories can be read as evidence of, but not as support for
subversive behavior. Yet, the toleration with which God regards acts of subversion
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from his people suggests that it is not the act of subversion itself of
which he disapproves, but the deception that often accompanies it. Torah means
“teacher” in Hebrew, and it appears that one of its key lessons is an obligation to
question authority in the pursuit of justice. This is the essential lesson that leads to
the use of humor to subvert immoral or oppressive behavior.
This subversion is often characterized by humor. Even the Talmud, a
notoriously humorless text, tacitly condones the use of humor if it is for the purpose
of subverting oppressors or those who threaten Judaism. Sig Altman shows how
several episodes of Jewish history and Talmudic parables depict Jews using jokes as a
way of asserting their right to uphold Judaism in a Pagan society. For example,
Jewish historian Flavius Josephus writes of a troupe of Jewish soldiers lead by
Massolamus. As they made their procession, a pagan seer stopped them and began
divining what the troupe should do based on the movement of a bird. Massolamus
promptly shot the bird, and when he saw the seer’s dismay, quipped, “Had [the bird]
been gifted with divination, it would not have come to this spot, for fear of being
killed by an arrow of Massolamus the Jew” (Altman 129). Another instance of defiant
jesting occurs in the Talmud, when Emperor Hadrian condemns the Jewish faith,
demanding to be shown the so-called Jewish God. Rabbi Joshua leads the Emperor to
the balcony, saying “Let us first look at some of his Deputies.” The sun’s rays shown
glaringly into their faces, and Hadrian covered his eyes, saying, “I can’t face it.”
Joshua wittily replied, “So imagine what would happen if you tried to face God”
(129). The Talmud’s tacit approval of using humor as subversion against the Pagan
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majority becomes explicit in the declaration, “Rabbi Nachman said,
“All joking is prohibited, except joking about idol worship” (130). Hence, the Jewish
people’s tendency to use subversion in the guise of humor as a response to tyranny, is
evident in the Talmud, has remained one of their defining characteristics throughout
history.
In the contemporary era, the Jewish population in Lithuania exemplifies the
way that Jews can act subversively through comedy. In Ron Jenkins’s Subversive
Laughter, he reflects on Lyubya Traup, who spent her childhood in a Nazi-occupied
Lithuanian ghetto, singing funny Yiddish songs about “smuggling food behind the
backs of stupid guards of the ghetto” (Jenkins 47). Joshua Sobol’s play “Ghetto” tells
of an entire comedy troupe that was active in Vilnas during the Nazi occupation,
performing politically satirical jokes and songs. One socially-revealing joke that was
popular under both the Nazi regime, and, later, in Stalin’s Communist regime is
documented in the book Jewish Humor: xii
There was a Jewish musician famous for singing through his anus. He
could play anything from folk songs to Beethoven with the musical
notes he made by passing wind. Hitler summoned the artist and
ordered him to learn the Nazi Party anthem. When he came back the
next week and confessed that he could not play the song, Hitler
threatened to have him shot. “I’ve been trying all week,” said the Jew.
“It goes along fine until I get to the lyrics about building a new world,
but then only shit comes out (Jenkins 48).
This joke is notable in that it ridicules both the deceitfulness of the Nazi (later,
Communist) regime and the rampant anti-Semitism.
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Certainly, it is not fair to assume that all the politically dissident
jokes came from Jewish people. However, Robert Toth asserts that it wouldn’t be
unreasonable to say that the Jews accounted for a good portion of the dissident jokes,
since “Prior to Gorbachev, most dissidents were Jews, and biting sarcasm is precisely
the feature that has long characterized Jewish political jokes” (Telushkin 121). As
proof, Toth offers this “unmistakably Jewish” joke:
A Ukrainian Jew shows up at the office of OVIR and asks for
permission to emigrate to Isreal. “Why do you want to leave
the best country in the whole world?” asks the OVIR agent. “I
have two reasons,” the Jew says. “When my neighbor gets
drunk, he bangs on my apartment door and screams: ‘Just wait
until we put an end to the Communist regime: Then we’ll stand
up and get rid of all you Jews.’ Well. I don’t want to wait.” The
OVIR agent smiles, “Don’t pay any attention to him. The
Soviet regime will last forever.” “Well, that’s my second
reason,” says the Jew (Telushkin 122).
Beyond an association between sarcasm and Jewish humor, Toth’s reasoning is based
on an observation that the non-Jewish dissidents focused on the faults of communism,
whereas the Jewish dissidents realized that the end of Communism would not solve
the problem of Anti-Semitism. From the time of the Torah to today, Jewish dissidents
and subversives have realized that wit can be even sharper than knives.
Just as Jew’s subversive behavior is characterized by humor, so too is Jewish
humor characterized by subversive behavior. Jewish comedians have always pushed
the envelope and filled their humor with potentially shocking or controversial
statements. As Lawrence Epstein notes, “A challenge to authority is a hallmark of
Jewish humor. Jewish comedians were notable in their willingness to test their
audience’s sense of which subjects and words were acceptable” (Epstein xviii).
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Jewish male comedians often use this penchant for subversive humor to
challenge the society around them, particularly in a political and social context. Sarah
Blacher Cohen’s declaration that “Jewish humor is full of acute social observations”
(Jewish Wry, 19) finds strong and consistent support throughout the history of Jewish
male comedians. Between the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, Sholom
Aleichem wrote popular humorous tales about the oppression faced by the Jewish
people of Eastern Europe. The stories’ immense popularity may be attributed to their
cheery tone; although Sholom Aleichem never shied away from dark subject matter,
he had the kind of humor that Emanuel Goldsmith called “born out of pure joy of
living, the spontaneous expression of health and energy” (Ziv & Zajdman 17). This
determinedly buoyant tone is evident in the following passage by Sholom Aleichem:
The town into which I shall now take you, dear reader, is exactly in
the middle of that blessed Pale into which Jews have been packed as
closely as herring in a barrel and are told to increase and multiply. The
name of the town is Kasrilevka (Ziv& Zajdman 23).
In truth, the Pale was a reminder of the oppression faced by the Jews, as it was one of
the only areas that they were allowed in Czarist Russia. Yet, by calling it “blessed,”
and by giving the town an optimistic name like “Kasrilevka” (which translates into
“poor but cheerful”), Aleichem refuses to let the misfortune of his circumstances
depress him. However, it is important to recognize that his cheerful energy is a means
of preservation through deep suffering. Altman calls it “the vitality of the totally
powerless, of those who have nothing to lose” (155). In a letter to his friends,
Sholom Aleichem reveals that his humor was rooted not in ‘pure joy’, but in a kind of
rebellious urge or subversion: “It’s an ugly, evil world…I say to you that just to spite
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the world, one must not cry. If you want to know, this is my true source,
the real reason for my…’humor,’ as they call it—Just to spite the world, don’t cry!
Just to spite the world—only laugh, only laugh!” (Ziv & Zajdman 18).
In the early to mid-twentieth Century, the Marx Brothers continued the
tradition of Jewish male comedians who made people laugh through socially
rebellious behavior. In Jewish Wry, Albert Goldman describes their routines as
“anarchic mockery of conventions and values, which crumble to dust at the touch of a
rudely irreverent jest. ‘Subversive,’ was the word for the Marx Brothers” (Goldman
82). The Marx Brothers are at their subversive peak in the film “Duck Soup” (1933),
a satire of international diplomacy, in which Groucho Marx (in the part of President
Firefly), jibes, “Remember while you're out there risking life and limb through shot
and shell, we'll be in here thinking what a sucker you are.” The film was so politically
incendiary that Mussolini banned it from Italy. Around this same time period, Jack
Benny added his two cents to the politically subversive pile on his radio comedy
program, on which Mel Blanc played Hitler as “a crazed maniac chewing on a rug”
(Epstein 77). Benny also acted in the classic 1942 film “To be or not to be,” a comic
send-up of the Nazis.
The late twentieth century saw the rise of such politically caustic wits as
Lenny Bruce and Jackie Mason. To this day, the phrase ‘politically incorrect humor’
conjures up the name of Lenny Bruce. His hilarious comedy routines attacked the
racism and anti-Semitism prevalent in society. One particularly memorable routine
demonstrates the futility of stigmatizing certain words in society:
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By the way, are ther any niggers here tonight? …That’s two
kikes and three niggers…and one spic. One spic—two, three
spics, one mick. One mick one spic one hick thick funky spunky,
boogie…If President Kennedy got on television and said,
“Tonight I’d like to introduce the niggers in my cabinet,” and he
yelled “niggerniggerniggernigger” at every nigger he saw, and
“boogeyboogeygoogey, niggerniggernigger,” ‘till nigger lost its
meaning, you’d never make any four-year-old nigger cry when he
came home from school” (Cohen, Jewish Wry 94)
He also uses humor to attack anti-Semites who refuse to see Jewish people as
anything more than ‘Jesus-killers.’ He exclaims, “Yes, we did it, my family. I found a
note in my basement. It said: “We killed him. Signed, Morty”(ibid.). Rather than
oppose the accusation of Christ’s murder, Bruce embraces it and reveals its absurdity.
Jackie Mason shares Bruce’s penchant for controversy, using humor to discuss
the Nazis in World War Two, as he cracks, “You think I’m a hit in this country? This
is nothing. Germany—what a following…Storm Troopers. They all thought I was a
Jew; I never opened my mouth…but I walk with an accent” [going on to discuss why
he didn’t fight] …I said to myself, thank God [the Germans] don’t know where I am,
I should go looking for them?” (Epstein 63). He is equally subversive when
discussing domestic politics. In an appearance on The Merv Griffin Show, Mason spit
out a stream of jokes ridiculing the government of New York, remarking of thenMayor Lindsay, “He said ‘I won’t see any crime in New York,’ and that’s right, he’ll
move to Connecticut.” Mason’s career path exemplifies the connection between
Judaism and comedy, for before entering show business, he worked as a rabbi.
Affirming this connection, Wesleyan University’s Jewish Chaplain, Rabbi David
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Leipziger Teva speaks on the parallels between the two professions,
describing the challenges of his career as a rabbi in terms of comic performance:
You’re trying to connect to your audience, you’re trying to change
them…They come in gloomy, you want to make them happy… If you
say something deep and profound, it’s hard to know if anyone gets it.
What’s great about humor is it’s immediate…Humor diffuses tension.
Humor for me is the counterbalance for all the seriousness. You can
make great points… I consciously make one joke every talk, even if
it’s Yom Kippour [the day of repentance]…If you can use humor, you
can illustrate your point, and you can approach the issue from a
different perspective.
As the twentieth century turned to the twenty-first, John Stewart developed a huge
following with his politically subversive mock-news program “The Daily Show.”
These men have become successful by combining their Jewish proclivity for
subversion with the historical trend of expressing subversion through humor.
Moreover, they have established an historical precedent of Jewish male comedians as
important social and political activists.
Thus, the marriage of subversion and humor that began in the Torah has
informed comic performances of Jewish men until this very day. However, both men
and women learn from the same Torah, which features women like Sarah and
Rebecca being just as subversive as their male counterparts. Yet while Jewish males
seem to have exercised the urge towards subversive humor to critique social and
political issues, the history of female Jewish comedians in America reveals no such
phenomenon. Although it may appear that women have simply not internalized the
same subversive urges, a closer look reveals that the same subversion has manifested
itself in different ways.
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The World of Women in Twentieth Century American History
Although Jewish women do not manifest their subversive energy in politically
incendiary comedy routines, they still employ the characteristically Jewish use of
jokes as weapons. Yet they aim these weapons not against the government, but at the
perceptions of what a woman ought to be. This lack of political activism occurs
because of women’s position in society; they are not accepted as political and social
beings, so the only spheres in which they can challenge authority are those in which
they have enough of a presence to be heard. These spheres include sexuality and
domesticity. Thus, female Jewish comedians use their status as indispensable beings
in the world of sex and family to challenge notions of the virgin-bride and ideal
homemaker.
Jewish women are, in many ways, a ‘double minority,’ for not only have they
been marginalized as Jews, but they have also been marginalized as women. From the
foundation of America, women have been secondary citizens in terms of their
presence in politics and government. This secondary citizenship was the focus of
Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s pivotal ‘Declaration of Sentiments,’ of 1848, in which she
pointed out that, nearly three quarters of a century after the foundation of the United
States, women still did not have the rights that they fought for in the Revolutionary
War. Although they were free from British control, they were still forced to submit to
laws that they had no voice in creating. The issue of taxation without representation,
so central to America’s fight for independence, was still problematic for women.xiii
Therefore, Stanton and her party began the women’s movement with a demand for
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“immediate admission to all the rights and privileges which belong to
[women] as citizens of the United States.”
The admission to such rights and privileges, however, was far from
immediate. It was not until 1900 that the intense campaigning of the women’s
movement succeeded in passing nation-wide legislation granting married women
some control over their earnings and property. Furthermore, it was not until 1920 that
the 19th Amendment, granting women the right to vote, was ratified. Although the
women of the 1920’s perceived themselves as politically and socially empowered,
Eleanor Roosevelt’s article “Women Must Learn to Play The Game as Men Do”
proves otherwise. In this piece, Roosevelt points out that women’s nascent political
identity is empty, stating:
It is mostly a gesture without real power. With some outstanding
exceptions, women who have gone into politics are refused serious
consideration by the men leaders. Generally they are treated most
courteously, to be sure, but what they want, what they have to say, is
regarded as of little weight.…In small things they are listened to; but
when it comes to asking for important things they generally find they
are up against a blank wall… Their requests are seldom refused
outright, but they are put off with a technique that is an art in itself.
The fact is that generally women are not taken seriously. With certain
exceptions, men still as a class dismiss their consequence and value in
politics, cherishing the old-fashioned concept that their place is in the
home.
Fanny Brice’s comedy routines reflect the fact that women are ‘not taken
seriously,’ and take it to its logical and absurd conclusion through her portrayal of
‘Baby Snooks.’ This seemingly innocent little-girl character could be construed as a
discreetly subversive comment on the ridiculousness of society’s patronizing role
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towards women. Just as Fanny Brice, a fully grown woman, was
perceived as a bratty toddler, so too were female adults perceived as no more capable
than children. Although Roosevelt’s writings on the subject of women in government
take a more optimistic turn in the 1930’s, she concludes that “In government, in
business, and in the professions, there may be a day when women will be looked
upon as persons. We are, however, far from that day as yet” (Roosevelt “Women in
Politics”xiv). Women’s lack of a substantive political identity continued even
throughout the Second World War. Granted, they had a comparatively large amount
of power in the workplace and even in the government while their husbands were
away fighting. According to Jone Johnson Lewis’s article “Women and WW2:
Women at Work”xv, “thousands of women moved to Washington, DC, to take
government office and support jobs.” However, this power was illusory, for it was
assumed that upon the men’s return from service, women would go back to working
at home where she ‘belonged.’ With no real political identity of their own, Jewish
female comedians needed another outlet for their subversive tendencies. This outlet
took the form of sexually explicit language and images. Michael Bronski theorizes
that Jewish women were uniquely suited to this sexually brazen role, as their
experience in America was linked to the Yiddish shtetl culture that had “long
appreciated publicly assertive woman. After all, while men were expected to stay at
home and study the Torah, women were in the public sphere, the market place and the
street” (Bronski 4). Their experience as Jews thus served as a counterpoint to their
experience as American women, and allowed them an “outspoken candor” (ibid.) that
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came less easily to gentile women. Sophie Tucker’s racy patter and
shocking lyrics reflected an unspoken sexual current that brewed under the surface of
society. Thus, while she may not have been as clearly political as Sholom Alecheim
or her male contemporaries, she was nonetheless “a cultural provocateur who
relentlessly needled her audience from the bedroom rather than the streets’ (6).
The assumption that women would once again assume the role of
homemakers upon the return of the American troops proved largely correct. 1950’s
America is notorious for its glorification of women as homemakers and mothers of
the ‘baby-boomers.’ This glorification is exemplified in this excerpt from a Home
Economics textbook from the 1950’s:
ADVANCE: How to be a Good Wife
HAVE DINNER READY: Plan ahead, even the night before, to have a
delicious meal--on time. This is a way to let him know that you have
been thinking about him and are concerned with his needs. Most men
are hungry when they come home, and having a good meal ready is part
of the warm welcome that is needed.
PREPARE YOURSELF: Take fifteen minutes to rest so that you will be
refreshed when he arrives. He has just been with a lot of work-weary
people. Be a little gay and a little more interesting. His boring day may
need a lift. Greet him with a smile.
CLEAR AWAY THE CLUTTER: Make one last trip though the main
part of the house just before your husband arrives, gathering up
children's books and toys, papers, etc. Then run a dust cloth over the
tables. Your husband will feel he has reached a haven of rest and order,
and it will give you lift too.
PREPARE THE CHILDREN: If they are small, wash their hands and
faces and comb their hair. They are his little treasures and he would like
to see them playing the part.
MINIMIZE ALL NOISE: At the time of his arrival, eliminate all noise
from the washer, dryer, or vacuum. Encourage the children to be quiet.
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SOME "DO NOT'S": Don't greet him with problems and
complaints. Don't complain if he is late for dinner. Count this as a minor
problem compared to what he might have gone through that day.
MAKE HIM COMFORTABLE: Have a cool or warm drink ready for
him. Have him lean back in a comfortable chair or suggest that he lie
down in the bedroom. Arrange his pillow and offer to take off his shoes.
Speak in a low, soothing voice. Allow him to relax and unwind.
LISTEN TO HIM: You may have a dozen things to tell him, but the
moment of his arrival is not the time. Let him talk first.
MAKE THE EVENING HIS: Never complain if he doesn't take you to
dinner or to other entertainment. Instead, try to understand his world of
strain and pressure and his need to unwind and relax.
THE GOAL: TO MAKE YOUR HOME A PLACE OF PEACE AND
ORDER WHERE YOUR HUSBAND CAN RELAX IN BODY AND
SPIRIT.
While there were certainly women in the 1950’s making great political strides,
there was an undeniable social sentiment that women should be homemakers
and child-bearers, rather than politicians or social activists. Jean Carroll neatly
subverts the idea of the happy-homemaker by performing comedy routines
about the daily frustrations of attempting to be the perfect housewife. By
ostensibly aspiring to this goal, Carroll displays how ridiculous it is.
The ‘happy homemaker’ ideal was challenged by the rejuvenation of the
Women’s Rights movement of the 1960’s. With the new mantra “the personal is
political,” women took up causes related to lifestyle and economic issues, such as
domestic violence, hormonal contraceptives, and equal rights in the workplace. On
these issues, women found their voice being translated into policy. In 1961, Congress
passed the Equal Pay Act, stating that equal work must receive equal wages,
regardless of sex, religion, color, or national origin of the worker. In 1964, Congress
passed the Civil Rights Act, banning worker discrimination on behalf of sex, religion,
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color, or national origin. Both these policies attest to women’s growing
voice in the government and political identity. Yet women were not by any means
free from the ‘homemaker’ expectations. Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique
satirizes the notion that women had finally achieved a political and social identity
equal to that of men, exclaiming,
We ought to salute the wonderful freedom we all have and
be proud of our lives today. I have had college and I've
worked, but being a housewife is the most rewarding and
satisfying role.... My mother was never included in my
father's business affairs. . . she couldn't get out of the house
and away from us children. But I am an equal to my
husband; I can go along with him on business trips and to
social business affairs
The Jewish female comedians of the 1960’s followed the example of Sophie Tucker,
and seized upon the rebellious atmosphere to exercise subversion through sexually
explicit language and behavior. Though they did were not well-versed in political
knowledge, and could therefore not be critical of politics, they stood in staunch
support of a women’s right to own up to her sexuality, regardless of age or
appearance. Belle Barth, a zaftig middle-aged woman, was notorious for her frank
statements about her own sexual appetite, exclaiming, “Hey, I’m 65, I’m fat, and I
can still take five guys a night. I pay them now, but that’s okay” (Bronski 5). She and
contemporary Pearl Williams drew on what Bronski identifies as “a deep
undercurrent of sexual exuberance and frustration…in record after record, each
presented a distinctly female view of sex and sexual politics. For the most part, their
message was, women like sex, and they want lots of it” (ibid.) Yet their subversive
qualities lie not only in exposing this taboo topic, but also in the aggressive way that
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they deliver their material. Just as Betty Friedan’s The Feminine
Mystique has a tone of hostility towards her male oppressors, so too do Barth, and
Williams’s comedy routines have a “persistent tone of anger, even fury...Their sex
jokes often involve humiliation (mostly of men) …They are angry at women, angry at
men, angry at Christians…if Jewish humor is about survival, these broads were
surviving with a vengeance” (6). In this way, Barth and her contemporaries’ status as
a double minority works to their advantage. They use the subversive impulses that
come from Judaism to undermine the limitations of their role as women.
The 1970’s saw a continuation of the women’s movements’ efforts towards
sexual freedom and equity in the workplace. These efforts were recognized with the
passage of the historic “Roe vs. Wade” decision of 1973, which legalized abortion in
all fifty states. Yet still, the idea of women as housewives continued to dictate the
way females perceived themselves. The radical feminists were still very much a
minority that existed side by side with women who, though perhaps sympathetic with
the movement, did not find their social roles changed by it. The tension caused by the
coexistence of the feminist movement with the continuation of women’s roles as
housewives is made brilliantly clear in Time Magazine’s “How Women’s Lib Looks
to the Not-So-Mad Housewife”:
They will arrive at the hall, the auditorium, the community center,
take their seats—and slowly it will begin to happen…she feels this
powerful thing happening, this sweeping, surging, gathering-upmomentum feeling of intense camaraderie, solidarity movement.
Action. Yes, sister, yes….She feels the sweep of mass
identification, feels the sense of Tightness, shared protectiveness:
we are all birds of a feather. This is the way, the path. And
yet…After the meeting has dispersed… and the sense of
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excitement and communion begins to dim, she climbs into
her car, station wagon, Land Rover, bus, taxi—and goes home.
And it hits her. She arrives home to pay the sitter or what-haveyou, to take over the children, to keel the pot like greasy Joan, to
put the kettle on like Polly, to take up the reins of her
existence…She is overwhelmed by a terrible sense of wrongness,
of jarring inconsistency. There was that surging, powerful feeling
in the hall, and now, stranded on the linoleum under the battery of
fluorescent kitchen lights, there is this terrible sense of isolation, of
walls closing in, of being trapped. It doesn't compute. Something
in her calculations is wrong. She stands there, with a sense of being
too late, passed by, stuck—but she doesn't burst into tears. The
days of weeping are over… the hard fact is that no one, including
her sisters in solidarity, has figured out a way of reversing history,
of turning it all around in a way that would work. (Kaufman 1972)
Women are simultaneously aware of the changes wrought by feminism, and also of
the fact that, for all the legislative reform, they are still, “brainwashed more than even
we can imagine [from] too many years of seeing television women in ecstasy over
their shiny waxed floors or breaking down over their dirty shirt collars” (Mainari The
Politics of Housework”xvi). The extent to which women have internalized the idea of
themselves as not having enough of a political presence to legitimately make social
criticism (even in humor) is evident in Totie Fields’s comedy sketches. However, as
the achievements of the feminist movement begin slowly to take effect, Fields’s
humor begins to show a distinctly more political bent.
In the 1980’s, the Feminist movement received heavy backlash against what
people viewed as the ‘radical’ reforms of the 60’s and 70’s. With the endorsement of
the Reagan administration, Phyllis Schlafly and her anti-feminist organization “The
Eagle Forum” became extremely active in the government. Reagan’s support for
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Schlafly and her anti-feminist causes is evident as he lauds Shlafly’s
organization, The Eagle Forum, exclaiming:
Eagle Forum has set a high standard of volunteer participation in the
political and legislative process.... You've been out front on so many of
the most important issues of our time.... Your work is an example to
all those who would struggle for an America that is prosperous…Our
nation needs the kind of dedicated individual volunteer service you
and Eagle Forum have demonstrated over the last 20 years.... God
bless all of you for your dedication to God, Family, and Country.xvii
Reagan’s alliance with Schlafely and the anti-feminists was motivated in part by their
shared opposition to the feminist landmark Roe vs. Wade decision of the seventies.
Reagan was vehemently outspoken in his opposition to the decision, and even
proclaimed his hope to overturn it, asserting,
It is possible that the Supreme Court itself may overturn its abortion
rulings. We need only recall that in Brown v. Board of Education the
court reversed its own earlier "separate-but-equal" decision…As we
continue to work to overturn Roe v. Wade, we must also continue to
lay the groundwork for a society in which abortion is not the accepted
answer to unwanted pregnancy.xviii
The aid of the Eagle Forum helped Reagan garner support for anti-abortionist policies
such as the ‘gag rule’ of withholding information about how to get an abortion
(Planned Parenthood). Furthermore, Schlafly’s vehement campaign against the Equal
Rights Amendment, which would have mandated equal rights for the sexes,
contributed to the failure of the ERA to be ratified. In a decade exhibiting such ire
against feminism and its connotations of empowered women, it is not surprising that
the comic antics of the apolitical, hyper-feminine Rita Rudner gained such popularity.
However, a closer look reveals Rudner’s comic persona to be a subtle satire of what
antifeminist society expects a woman to be. Her routines about shopping and makeup

Overbeke- 30
are so excessively superficial that they double back on themselves and
mock the character that Rudner is ostensibly portraying.
Third Wave Feminism began in the 1990’s, and focused mainly on generalizing
the feminist goals of social and political equality beyond the white upper-class. The
Third Wave Feminists pointed out that in order to discuss the oppression faced by
females in its “purest form,” without complicating the issue with other factors such as
race and class, one would have to be discussing oppression only as it applied to
“white, wealthy, young, beautiful, able-bodied, heterosexual women” (Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy). These Third Wave Feminists were determined to raise
awareness among those who did not fit this narrow group. Their efforts to abolish
other forms of discrimination such as racism and classism are evident in the words of
Bell Hooks, author of Talking Back: Thinking Feminist Thinking Black:
Feminism, as liberation struggle, must exist apart from and as a part of
the larger struggle to eradicate domination in all its forms. We must
understand that patriarchal domination shares an ideological
foundation with racism and other forms of group oppression, and that
there is no hope that it can be eradicated while these systems remain
intact. This knowledge should consistently inform the direction of
feminist theory and practice (Antler, Talking Back 22).
How fitting, then, that Roseanne Barr, the spokeswoman for the previously ignored
blue-collar worker, takes the stage to appeal to a new generation of women. Her
comedy brings the lower-middle class women into feminism by making them allies in
the subversive use of comedy to upset the idea of the perfect housewife. The more
politically and socially comprehensive nature of feminism is also evident in Barr’s
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overtly political standup routines. Like her Feminist contemporaries,
Barr finds a need to integrate her role as a woman with her role as a political and
social being.
At the dawn of the twenty-first century, women are still fighting for equality.
The 2008 Presidential Election, in which Hilary Clinton vies for the Democratic
Candidacy amidst a torrent of doubt as to a woman’s ability to run the country, attests
to the still incipient stage of women’s rights. Old notions of femininity and the proper
role of women still linger and inform the way women perceive themselves and are
perceived by others. Yet women’s slowly growing confidence in their social and
political identity is evident in the humor of Sara Silverman. Silverman’s overtly
socially and politically critical comedy performances have resulted in frequent
comparisons to Lenny Bruce.
It is telling that only in the twenty-first century can a woman begin to perform
the same kind of material that a man was performing in the 1960’s. Yet it is a sign
that slowly but surely, women are catching up to men in their sense of belonging in a
political sphere. The women of the 2000’s have found pioneers in individuals such as
Silverman and Clinton. While the two women seem worlds apart, they share the same
willingness to embrace their social and political identities, and to delve into
controversial issues. They are women unafraid of power, and eager to stand up and be
heard for their opinions, ideas, and beliefs. Never in the history of the United States,
has a woman come so close to the Presidency as Hilary Clinton, and never in the
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history of American female Jewish comedians has a woman voiced such
incendiary social statements to such widespread acclaim as Silverman.
The jokes a woman tells will say as much about her role in society as it will
about her sense of humor. And in the case of Jewish women, the jokes she uses as
weapons will reveal the arenas in which she is sufficiently armed. Although
throughout most of history, women’s apolitical identity rendered them ill-equipped as
political and social critics, they always had an extensive arsenal in the department of
sexuality and domesticity.
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Fanny Brice and Soft Subversion
In the early twentieth century, Fanny Brice, with her lovingly goofy musical
parodies, was the reigning queen of Jewish comedy. Her subtly satirical routines,
many of which portrayed ridiculous failed attempts of Jewish women to assimilate,
revealed the limitations of Jewish acceptance in America. These limitations were
already evident in strict anti-immigration legislation, such as the National Origins
Quota of 1924, which imposed severe restrictions on the number of immigrants from
Russia and other areas of Eastern Europe (Epstein 21). Such legislation reveals the
anti-Semitic sentiments that were growing as a response to the recent influx of Jewish
immigration into the United States. Brice confronted these sentiments, but she did so
in a way that was charming and hilarious to audiences. Brice also challenged her
patriarchal society by bringing the woman’s perspective firmly to the stage. Thus, her
soft subversion dealt not with issues of government, but with issues of the heart. As
June Sochen observes, “Sexual and romantic themes dominated the universe of Brice,
as this was the world in which [she] and her compatriots lived” (Sophie Tucker to
Barbara Striesand 71). Through her vaudeville routines, Brice brought her
perspective from this ‘feminine’ world to the universal world.
Brice was sensitive to the fact that there are certain standards of decency in
comedy, particularly parody. Barbara Grossman quotes Brice as saying, “There is
good taste in humor like there is good taste in clothes or furniture. It is okay for one
Irishman to call another Irishman anything, any kind of name. But if you are not an
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Irishman, keep your mouth shut. The same with all people.” Therefore,
Brice emphasized her membership in the Jewish community, at least in part, as a way
of justifying her ability to mock them. To her biographer, Norman Katkov, Brice
insisted,
In anything Jewish I ever did, I wasn’t standing apart, making fun
of the race. I was the race, and what happened to me on the stage is
what could happen to them. They identified with me, and then it
was all right to get a laugh, because they were laughing at me as
well as themselves (Sochen 73).
However, it is notable that her membership in the Jewish community was marketed as
purely cultural, rather than religious. When giving interviews about her upbringing,
Brice waxed poetic about “… Loscha of the Coney Island popcorn counter and Marta
of the cheeses at Brodsky’s Delicatessen, and the Sadies and the Rachels and the
Birdies with the turnover heels at the Second Avenue dance halls…” (qtd. in
Grossman 31), but never once mentioned Synagogue or a Jewish holiday. In her
essay, “The Way She Really Is,” Felicia Herman affirms that, “Rather than acting as a
religious…Jew, Fanny expresses her Jewish identity only through her looks and her
ability to entertain. She employs her Jewishness as a vehicle for her comedy:
Jewishness becomes reduced to a funny accent, a funny nose, and one-line quips”
(Antler, Talking Back 175). Indeed, Fanny Brice did make liberal use of Jewish
behavior as a comic technique.
Brice was famous for the thick Yiddish accent in which she performed nearly
all of her material. The accent, Brice openly admitted, was inauthentic In fact, she
was so conscientious about informing her public that the accent was put on, that her
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biographer Barbara Grossman posited that Brice wanted her public to
think of her Judaism as only an act, “as foreign to her as it was to them” (28).
Certainly, Brice’s remarks about her accent sound a bit dismissive of Yiddish dialect:
“I had never had any idea of doing a song with a Jewish accent. I didn’t even
understand Jewish, couldn’t talk a word of it. But, I thought, if that’s the way Irving
[Berlin, her teacher and friend] sings it, that’s the way I’ll sing it” (27). Her later
rhinoplasty and attempts to eschew comedy perhaps speak to a rejection of Jewish
affiliation.
However, early in her career, a Yiddish accent and mannerisms were the
defining characteristic of her vaudeville acts. Greenberg asserts that “Her Yiddish
accent heightened the lunacy [of her parodies] because it sounded so funny and made
the characters seem more ludicrous than they already were…the idea of a Jewish
vamp or ballerina was apparently so incongruous that it made Brice’s outrageous
actions even funnier” (101). In addition to using clearly Jewish vocal mannerisms,
Brice imbued her physical mannerisms with what the audience would perceive as
“Jewish” characteristics. When describing her own routines, she states that she used
“grotesque Yiddish steps” (46). A review of “The Ziegfeld Follies of 1911,” in the
Springfield Daily News commented on this Yiddish physicality, commenting on
Brice’s “grotesquely humorous Yiddish facial grimaces” (56). Indeed, Brice used her
voice and body to declare herself a member of Jewish culture. This membership gave
her license not only to mock the Jews, but also to mock society’s prejudice toward
them.
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The targets of Brice’s mockery were usually “girls trying to be
something they were not, from Sadie Salome to the succession of inept ballerinas and
comic vamps” (151-152). Yet the common thread connecting all these girls was the
very thing that kept them from being able to be ballerinas or vamps: all were
obviously Jewish. June Sochen elaborates on Greenberg’s claim, specifying that these
“girls trying to be something they were not” were “first generation Jewish Americans,
who viewed cultural pursuits as the means to assimilate” (Cohen 50). The first of
these unfortunate girls was Sadie Salome, who featured in the song “Sadie Salome,
go Home,” written by Irving Berlin in 1908. The song tells the story of Sadie, a nice
Jewish girl, who leaves home to try her hand as a sexy dancer, to the chagrin of her
sweetheart Mose, who laments, “Oy, such a sad disgrace!” (Mock 103). Brice’s odd
gyrations and thick Yiddish accent rendered Sadie’s attempt at seductive dancing
ridiculous. This contrast between attempted sexiness and laughably unattractive
Jewish mannerisms was central in Brice’s humor. According to a 1934 article in Time
Magazine, “The comedy [consisting of her Yiddish accent and physicality] made [the
routines] innocent and wholly “antiseptic,” so that even a strip-tease lost its
suggestiveness” (qtd. in Grossman 223). This claim proved itself true, when, in 1934,
she performed a number called “Countess Dubinsky,” in which the character
attempted to do a seductive fan dance in the style of Sally Rand, with hilarious
results. Although she was clad only in high heeled shoes and feather fans, Brice made
her performance markedly asexual through her trademark Jewish “awkwardness,”
which had the crowds howling at the “Brice comedy” (207). Earlier in her career,
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Brice had capitalized on the joke of a Jewish woman as a sexual being
with her song “Sascha (The Passion of the Pasha),” in which her character Sascha, the
Jewish wife of a pasha, boasts of how her husband appreciates “a little kosher meat”
(171). Although the song’s lyrics are suggestive, Brice’s Jewish mannerisms ensure
that any attempt at sex appeal results in laughter rather than scandal. Grossman
declares, “The comedy softened the sexuality and made it safe. Brice could play at
being seductive without offending anyone because all the punchlines reassured her
listeners that…she was still a nice Jewish girl at heart” (171-172). Again, there is an
assumed exclusivity between being a ‘nice Jewish girl’ and a sexual being. Brice’s
performance in the Ziegfield Follies of 1917 again attests to such exclusivity, for her
number “Egyptian” features an absurd Yiddish maid named Sarah vainly trying to
emulate Ruth St. Denis’s sexy Egyptian dances. The lyrics “All dressed up in
Egyptian clothes/ She’s all Egyptian but her nose!” (106) suggest the impossibility of
assimilation; Judaism is fixed in the middle of one’s face, and Fanny mocks those
women who deny that fact.
While many reviewers gleefully gasped and laughed at Brice’s parodies, there
is an element of misunderstanding in their praise. This disconnect is clearest in the
response to Brice’s routine “I’m Bad.” The routine featured Brice dressed in clingy
black fabric with heavily-made up eyes. In this ‘vampy’ style associated with Theda
Bara, Brice crooned that she was, “the vampiest vamp you’ll ever know” (97) in her
characteristic Yiddish accent. Of this performance, The Cleveland Leader’s John De
Koven writes, “Alas for Theda Bara when Miss Brice is done. Theda is thrown, eyes
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and all, to the lions to make a Ziegfield holiday…it is almost libel and
the original Theda might well be ill over it” (qtd. in Grossman 96). Yet it is not Theda
Bara that Brice was parodying at all; it is the young Jewish women who set out to
assimilate into American culture by imitating Bara. Grossman quotes Brice
extensively in her discussion of the true satirical target, writing,
She wanted to satirize these incompetent imitators…who
insisted on covering their lovely natural color with cheap
cosmetics and were happy to dye and frizz their hair. They
raised their skirts to a scandalous eighteen inches above the
ground, adopted “a slouch which would eventually ruin their
lungs and warp their shapes”, and otherwise “acted as women
will if given little brainpower they set out to follow fashion.”
Far from being mysterious and seductive, Brice found these
self-styled “man destroyers” “funny” and “pathetic” and
perfect for a song (96).
It is the ‘incompetent imitators,’ that are Brice’s repeated target. “I’m Bad” satirizes
Bara wannabes, rather than Bara, and “Countess Dubitsky” parodies would-be Sally
Rands, rather than Sally Rand herself. Brice’s numbers mock imposters who try to be
what they are not, rather than those figures the imposters try to emulate. As stated
before, these imposters are Jewish women who attempt to assimilate by being what
they are not, with hilarious results. Yet the reasoning behind the hilarity reveals a
significant social prejudice. By mocking Jewish women who try to be what they
cannot be, she raises awareness of the tacit assumption that ‘sexy,’ ‘elegant,’ or
‘demure’ are unattainable traits for a Jewish woman. Surely, this sort of
discrimination resonated with Brice on a very personal level, as she spent a good
portion of her career trying to succeed as a dramatic actress; a goal which never truly
materialized. Rather than directly accuse society of refusing to let Jewish women be
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accepted as anything but a joke, Brice compliantly plays along, making
herself into a joke more socially revealing than an accusation could ever be.
Fanny Brice’s sly subversion also manifests itself in the way she highlights
women’s issues in her performances. One such issue is the sexual use and
abandonment of gullible women by deceitful men. The comparative sexual liberation
of the early twentieth century ‘flappers,’ combined with the lack of contraceptive
availability and education, was becoming problematic. As abortion rates increased,
society became vehemently critical of women. However, in her 1920 essay “Women
and the New Race,” Margaret Sanger denounces these critics, making it clear that
women are the victims of society:
When society holds up its hands in horror at the “crime” of abortion,
it forgets at whose door the first and principal responsibility for this
practice rests… [Women are] given their choice by society—to
continue to be overburdened mothers or to submit to a humiliating,
repulsive, painful and too often gravely dangerous operation
Fanny Brice also addresses women’s victimization, but does so obliquely and gently.
Just as Brice does not directly accuse society of being intolerant of Jews, nor does she
accuse men of oppressing women. Instead, her comedy routines simply show life
from a woman’s perspective. In the words of June Sochen, Brice “made women the
subject of her scrutiny, and by doing so, declared women’s concerns to be at least
equal to men’s” (From Sophie Tucker to Barbara Streisand 71). This woman’s
perspective acknowledges the position of victimization with humor, rather than anger.
For instance, in her song, “Making Breakfast for the One I Love,” she sings of the
labors of cooking for her man, inserting self-detrimental jokes about her poor cooking
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skills. For instance, she offers him a “beeskit,” and is delighted that he
will “reesk it” (69). In this number, Sochen observes that Brice is “playing the longsuffering prey, the woman who tries endlessly to please a difficult and demanding
lover…subject matter that women often hid from public view” (71). Yet the piece is
not a lament, but a comic number, for Brice’s sharp facial expressions and eye-rolls
reveal a self-awareness that tells the audience that she is “making fun of herself and
her utter devotion to this worthless man” (50). She continues doing comedy routines
about the victimization of women in her song “Oy, How I Hate that Fellow Nathan.”
The song tells the story of a Jewish rogue named Nathan who told the singer the
month he would marry her, but failed to mention the year, leaving her pregnant and
alone. Once again, the song acknowledges female victimization, but it does so in the
form of a joke. The objects of the joke are not only men for their unreliability, but
also women for their foolish gullibility. Unlike Sanger, who defiantly cries, “The
suffering …of these women is squarely upon the heads of the lawmakers and the
puritanical, masculine-minded person who insist upon retaining the abominable legal
restrictions,” Brice does not put all the blame on men. Sochen notes,
Fanny Brice mocked both herself for believing Nathan, and Nathan,
for his unreliability. There is no rage or aggressiveness in her
complaints. She assumes some of the responsibility for her problem.
But what, she asks frequently, can a woman do? (From Sophie
Tucker to Barbara Streisand 50).
Brice may have been subversive in her insistence on revealing lesser-discussed
aspects of life as a woman, but her humorous acknowledgement of victim-hood
stopped short of a condemnation. Thus, while her musical numbers were not
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interpreted as feminist statements at the time they were performed,
contemporary critics such as Roberta Mock observes, “Brice’s characters were the
victims of a society which limited women’s achievement. Her singing-comedy
routines combined self-censure and social commentary,” (Mock 104). In her parodies
of young Jewish women, Brice makes jokes of their efforts to assimilate as a means
of acknowledging America’s unwillingness to accept them. Similarly, she uses
comedy to laugh about her victimization as a way to publicly (if subtly) identify the
male oppression that put her in that position.
Like the unfortunate characters in her songs, Fanny Brice was unable to be
accepted by America as anything more than a jokester, for, with the exception of her
popular and heartbreaking rendition of “My Man,” her efforts at serious drama were
met with lukewarm reception. With Brice’s transition from her vaudeville career to
her radio career as Baby Snooks, her subversive tendencies transformed from sly,
indirect social satire to the mischievous hijacks of a bratty child. The humor on
Brice’s radio show “Baby Snooks and Daddy” was broad and largely unsophisticated.
A joke particularly representative of this white-bread sensibility occurs in the
“Halloween Show” in 1946, as Daddy tries to explain insurance to Snooks:
DADDY: You could even insure a finger.
SNOOKS: My little finger?
DADDY: Why yes. Suppose you lost your finger.
SNOOKS: (GIGGLES) How can I lose it? It's stuck
on to me.
DADDY: I didn't mean ya'd leave it lying around
somewhere. But suppose you accidentally cut off
your finger. What would happen?
SNOOKS: I could only count up to nine
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Another noteworthy feature of the ‘Baby Snooks’ routines was their
lack of dialect. In the midst of WW2, as powerful American magnates such as Henry
Ford and Father Coughlin urged the government to “drive the money changers from
the temple and hand America back to the Americans” (Coughlin, qtd. in Saposnik 4),
it is not surprising that Brice shied away from her ‘Jewish’ accent. Indeed, the
American Jewish Congress report found that in 1938, the number of anti-Jewish
restrictions in want ads reached their historical peak. In this hostile setting, Brice’s
Americanized voice, and slight retreat from subversion makes sense.
However, Brice’s pursuit of this non-controversial role did not mean that she
had given up on satire completely. In fact, in explaining what drew her to the part,
Brice exclaimed, “You know the way they have to go over your script for censorship?
…I knew this couldn’t happen with a baby. Because what can you write about a child
that has to be censored?” (qtd. in Grossman 234). In The Haunted Smile, Lawrence J.
Epstein theorizes that the freedom from censorship that was granted to Baby Snooks
appealed to Brice because of her Jewish background, stating, “The ability to utter
truths without serious repercussions—a luxury available to child characters such as
Baby Snooks—had often been denied to Jews through much of their history” (70).
However, the show was actually closely monitored by the media, so whatever
intentions Brice may have had regarding overtly controversial statements were
suppressed. For instance, the September 13th review of Variety suggested that a joke
Brice had made about a person being unfit to have children “may not only get this
comedy segment into hot water, but wash it up as a popular feature” (qtd. in
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Grossman 231). That does not, however, mean that her role as Baby
Snooks was without subversive undertones. But, like the social critiques present in
her vaudeville routines, the social criticism in “Baby Snooks and Daddy” was
indirect: By choosing to portray a child, Brice was taking the 1920’s patronizing view
of women as frivolous young girls, and pushing it “to its most absurd extreme”
(Grossman 235). Again, Brice’s roles as a woman and as a Jew are aligned, for Baby
Snooks epitomizes the plight of both groups. Women have long had to feign
intellectual inferiority to be considered attractive to men, and Lawrence Epstein posits
that Jews too “had to withhold their real intelligence and feelings to survive; they had
to pretend that they had a stunted intellectual and emotional growth” (71). Although
Grossman doubts that Brice was aware of the sociological implications of Baby
Snooks, it seems unlikely that Brice, with her keen eye for absurdity, would be utterly
oblivious.
Fanny Brice’s humor is the humor of the good-natured victim. She makes a
joke out of the way that Jewish women are unable to be seen as sexy, or artistically
gifted in anything beyond comedy, despite the fact that it was a point that hurt her
deeply. In an unusually explicit moment of discontent, Brice remarks to interviewer
Karl Kitchen, “I know I can act, and I want to show the public what I can do. It’s a
more difficult matter, for the public doesn’t want to accept me in any other role than a
comic one” (qtd. in Grossman 151). Yet she insisted on finding humor in her
unfortunate situation. Her infamous marriage to Nicky Arnstein is another source of
her subversive comedy. She turned her experience into jokes about how women tend
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to show utter devotion to the men who mistreat them. By making her
experiences of oppression into jokes, she is not belittling them, but pointing out their
existence to a society that would have looked the other way.
June Sochen clearly articulates the intersection between Brice’s experience
of victimization as a woman and a Jew, observing, “While the Jew has traditionally
portrayed himself as the hapless victim of Christian anti-Semitism, Czarist tyrrany,
and general Gentile oppression, Fanny Brice transposed that theme into that of the
female victim; The woman’s particular vulnerability makes her a victim” (56). Brice
is the ultimate double minority, victimized for both her sex and her culture. Yet, in a
triumph of subversion, she rebels against society by transforming her victimization
into a successful career, and laughing at her misfortune.
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The Double Life of Sophie Tucker: Predator and Prey
Whereas Fannie Brice based her routines on the premise that the very idea of a
Jewish woman attempting to be sexual was absurd, Sophie Tucker insisted that
Jewish women were unabashedly sexual, and even sexy. She was ground-breaking in
her insistence that all women have sex drives, even those who are Jewish, older, or
overweight. Sophie Tucker, “The Last of the Red Hot Mamas” is one of the most
obviously subversive Jewish female comedians, vocalizing the silent libido of
conventionally ‘un-sexy’ women. However, this brazen subversion stands in stark
contrast to the less publicized version of Sophie Tucker, who meekly acknowledged
her subordinate role as a woman, and accepted that her success precluded the
possibility of love in her life. Lenny Bruce once said that all comics are either
predator or prey. Sophie Tucker was both, for in her personal life, she was repeatedly
and resignedly victimized, but in her profession, “Sophie Tucker behaved like a
predator” (Sochen, Talking Back 71). It was precisely the suppression that Sophie
Abuza faced as a Jewish woman that drove her to show business, where she could
freely exercise her subversive tendencies as the bold Sophie Tucker.
The idea of women as meek, powerless beings is one very much grounded in
the Jewish religion. Roberta Mock writes that the Talmud explicitly orders, “A
woman should not read the Torah, out of respect for the congregation,” explaining
that, “a woman’s voice is a sexual enticement, as is her hair and her leg” (Mock 103).
Therefore, they must abstain from doing anything that will make them the center of
attention. Instead, they should conform to the Jewish idea of feminine modesty,
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known as ‘tzniut’ or ‘halacha’. Most importantly they should obey the
ritual of “kashrut—keeping kosher, keeping clean,” (Cohen, Jewish Wry 105), in not
only deed, but in word. The commandments of feminine subordination and modesty
were strictly upheld in the household of the Abuzas, Tucker’s very Orthodox family.
In her autobiography Some of These Days, Tucker recounts growing up unable to
criticize her father, saying, “Ours was an orthodox home, and not one word of
criticism could be spoken against the head of the house” (120). Even after she had
made a name for herself and was a successful performer, she was expected to
maintain her self-effacing identity as a Jewish woman:
No matter how set up I was with myself, the minute I set foot in Ma’s
house, I had to fall in line with the rules of an old-fashioned, religious
household. I had to stop being a headliner and the boss, and remember
that I was just a daughter, who had to sit back and let the men of our
family take the lead. Even Son, the eldest grandson, ranked ahead of
me when it came to our religious ceremonies (134).
Thus she was forced to establish exclusivity between her identity as the confidant
performer Sophie Tucker, and the silently subordinate woman Sophie Abuza.
Tucker’s alternate identity of ‘subordinate woman’ extended into her romantic
relationships as well. The expectations of the early twentieth century were that upon
meeting a man, women were to, in the words of Tucker, “throw her arms around his
neck and be a clinging vine all the rest of her life” (127). That is, she was to be
financially supported by him and therefore dependant on him. For a woman to be
financially independent was considered an affront to men. This perspective dominates
women’s magazines of the 1930’s and 1940’s, such as the 1944 issue of Ladies Home
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Journal, which features an article entitled “You Can’t Have a Career
and Be a Good Wife.” Explaining why women must be financially dependant on their
husbands, the article proclaims,
The woman who works to supplement her husband’s income is
setting up financial habits which she will find increasingly hard to
change. His money promotions, which would be important cause for
celebration if he alone were the breadwinner, become less
impressive. (Walker 72)
Tucker’s persona undermined women’s subservient position in society. However,
personally, Tucker accepted the inevitability of women’s powerlessness. She blames
the failures of her relationship on herself for not behaving in accordance with gender
norms, stating, “It was my success that brought about the failure of my marriage.
Since I’ve been in show business, I have been married twice. Both marriages were
failures, due, I can honestly say, to my earning capacity…no red-blooded man can
stand that situation” (Tucker 137). Even when confronted with her second husband’s
affair, she refused to show anger towards the status quo. Instead, she internalized
blame for going against the natural order of relationships: “There was nobody to
blame but myself. Frank wasn’t any different from most men who can’t stand having
a wife more successful and making more money than they do” (168). Although her
‘predatory’ stage persona demands love and sexual satisfaction, Tucker’s ‘prey-like’
actions in and attitudes towards her relationships with men reveal her belief that a
woman must be subordinate in order to maintain a romantic relationship.
However strictly she might adhere to the norms of a Jewish woman and a
female in her offstage life, Tucker’s subversive tendencies exploded through her stage
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persona. Thus, she moved seamlessly between prey and predator. As
Sarah Blacher Cohen explains, Tucker was “the pioneer flaunter of taboos, who
made illicit laughter more comfortable” (Cohen, Jewish Wry 106). As predator, the
first taboo that Tucker chose to flaunt was that of the outspoken and independent
woman. The popular article, “You Can’t Have a Career and Be a Good Wife,” (1944)
vehemently counsels against women speaking their mind and having ideas of their
own, as it warns,
…Ideas cannot be turned on and off by the clock…Now, every
family is the better for one person who is throwing off ideas and
creative steam in general…it’s good to have one partner vigorously
emitting ideas and challenging the imagination…and that person
needs an audience who is wholeheartedly interested, and who will put
everything aside to give him encouragement (Walker 73)
Tucker, however, refuses to play the role of an audience, forcefully claiming the
spotlight for her own ideas and desires. June Sochen recognizes Tucker’s choice to
transform from prey to predator, observing, “Sophie Tucker developed the persona of
an aggressive woman, the woman who initiates sexual encounters with men and never
loses” (Cohen, From Hester Street to Hollywood 47). This character of the sexual
predator dominates the lyrics of Tucker’s infamous song “He Hadn’t Up ‘Til
Yesterday”, which was so shocking that it was banned from several theatres:
There’s a boy I’m crazy about, and I know he’s wild about me.
At the love stuff, he’s not a real chic man,
‘Cause I’m the roaring lion, he’s the poor weak lamb.
…Now I’m determined to make him give it,
I’m just crazy to have him begin.
Will I make him? Yes.
Shall I take him? Yes.
Shall I burn him up with bliss?
…Well he’ll love his big fat mama, he’ll get no chance to fight,
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And my name isn’t Sophie Tucker, if that guy don’t fall
tonight!xix
‘Hot numbers’ such as this one were a staple in Tucker’s acts. In a review in the
Chicago Examiner, Ashton Stevens comments, “Some of her songs are red, white,
and blue, and some of them omit the red and white” (qtd. in Tucker 91). Yet their
function was not simply to shock or illicit laughter. Sophie Tucker’s hot numbers
served a much more rebellious social purpose. They functioned as, “challenges to
age, size, and gender stereotypes of women’s sexuality couched in humor that
provided an antidote to Puritanism” (Bordenxx). First and foremost, she declared that
women, the supposedly ‘meeker sex,’ had libidos just as powerful as men’s. In her
song “I Just Couldn’t Make Ma Feelings Behave,” she proclaims that “women have
sexual feelings, that they have a right to them, and even further, that they could state
them in public” (Antler, Talking Back 74). Likewise, one of her signature numbers
“Red Hot Mama” insists,
If you want to know the truth
I can warm the cold ones,
Give the old ones
back their flaming youth.
When I kiss men, they feel like they’ve had their tonsils taken out,
‘Cause I’m the last of the red hot mamas…but I’ve got to turn my
damper down
Rejecting demure femininity, Tucker acknowledges her womanly libido, and that of
other women, with pride.
In addition to attesting to the female sex drive, Sophie Tucker demanded
recognition of the sexual needs of overweight women, with her “huge bulk and her
correspondingly huge sexual appetite (Cohen, Jewish Wry 107). The beauty ideal of
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the 1930’s and 1940’s was far from accepting of larger women.
Women’s magazines such as Seventeen reveal a mutual exclusivity between
attractiveness and girth, through pieces such as “The Fattest Girl in The Class,”
published in January of 1948. The author, Janet Engel, describes her life as a healthy
but overweight young woman, recounting,
Boys who knew me all my life were kind to me, but a new boy, he’d
just avoid me ‘til he found he could tell me his troubles. The girls were
all fond of me. I was no competition…If Eloise went to a dance with
Joe, then Hank would take me, though I represented nothing more than
a pair of shoulders to weep on. More than that, he could ditch me at
the last minute without a scene…I couldn’t wear red, or have a beaux
(Walker 212).
Yet Tucker refused to let anyone deny her a red dress, beaux, or pride. Far from
being ashamed of her 200-pound figure, she extolled it with musical routines such as,
“I Don’t Want to Get Thin:”
Sophie: I’m fat, and I know it, and I intend to stay ‘fat’.
Pianist: But Miss Tucker, you shouldn’t say ‘fat’. In the best places,
they say ‘stout’
Sophie: Well, in the best places, I’m fat.
“I’ll tell you something girls, keep it in your dome.
All the married men who run after me have skinny wives at
home. I don’t want to get thin, I’m doing just fine the way I
am.
She continues glorifying non-standard forms of beauty in her song “Nobody Loves a
Fat Girl.” For, contrary to the title, the song asserts that “A fat woman is a better
lover, has more to give, and requires more than thinner women” (Cohen, From Hester
Street to Hollywood 53). Having faced discrimination early in her career for being too
“big and ugly” (Tucker 34) to sing about sex, Tucker made it a point at the height of
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her success to announce that “all women…of whatever shape, had
sexual natures” (Antler, Talking Back 74).
Tucker not only challenged the idea of what a ‘hot mama’ should be, but also
what a ‘Yiddishe Momme’ should be, as she “mirthfully shattered the idols cherished
by her Jewish audiences...they did not expect their food-pushing mammas to be
starved for sex…” (Cohen, Jewish Wry 107). Tucker’s zaftig appearance suggested
the traditional stereotype of the Yiddish Momme, an image that she bolstered with her
signature number of that same name. However, she insisted that even older women
have healthy sexual appetites, and “dispelled the myth of the sexually non-active
senior citizen” (110). Nowhere is this insistence more evident than in her song, “Life
Begins at 40:”
I've often heard it said and sung
That life is sweetest when you're young
And kids, sixteen to twenty-one
Think they're having all the fun
I disagree, I say it isn't so
And I'm one gal who ought to know
I started young and I'm still going strong
But I've learned as I've gone along.......
That life begins at forty
Commenting on the meaning of this song, Tucker noted that it reflected the situation
of every woman who “shivers at the word ‘middle-aged’…that is, the longing to
make life over, to live it more fully and freely. To have more love and a lot more
laughs” (Tucker 96). Her routines encouraged this longing, and suggested that it was
possible, regardless of sex, girth, or age.
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Sophie Tucker’s comic routines encouraged women to
embrace not only their sexuality, but also their independence. Her lyrics in the song
“No Man is Ever Going To Worry Me” belittled men as “tired or unwilling to be
sexually attentive” (Cohen, Hester Street 53) In the song “Never Let the Same Dog
Bite You Twice”, Tucker urged women to “leave unfaithful men and find new lovers”
(ibid). Her subversive exhortations to women to “stop crying and start acting on their
own behalf” (55) caused modern scholars to refer to her as “an early prophet of
women’s liberation,” (55) and “a woman’s liberationist against her time” (Cohen,
Jewish Wry 109). Songs such as “I’m Living Alone and I Like It” and “I Ain’t Takin’
Orders from No One” announce that it is possible for a woman to be fulfilled and
happy even without a man. Tucker’s performance of such a radical routine leads June
Sochen to call her a reformer, pointing out,” When Sophie sings…the women in the
nightclub audience smiled knowingly…and assimilated her perspective: whether they
accepted her point of view or not, they thought about it and compared it to their
preexisting viewpoints” (Antler, Talking Back 83). Indeed, Sophie Tucker used all
the anti-authoritarian sentiment she had pent up inside from her Jewish background
and lifetime of enforced subordination, and allowed it to spill out onto the stage. Had
Betty Freidan grown up in the early twentieth century, perhaps she too would have
stood before the footlights as a ‘Red Hot Mama.’
Beyond motivating Tucker to address women’s issues, her subversive
tendencies led her to criticize censorship in America. In her autobiography, she
expresses frustration at the United States as a place where an entertainer, “brings the
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wrath of the censor down on him if he mentions some of the wellknown facts of life” (185). She explains how this frustration at censorship caused her
to stay away from radio, saying, “You can’t do this, you can’t do that. I couldn’t even
say “hell” or “damn”, and nothing, honey, is more expressive than the way I say
“hell” or “damn” (Cohen, Hester Street To Hollywood 54). Even her musical lyrics
incorporate resentment toward the censors. The song “Fifty Million Frenchmen Can’t
Be Wrong” bitingly contrasts Puritanical Americans with what Tucker views as the
more reasonable French:
When they put on a show, and it's a hit
No one tries to censor it
Fifty million Frenchmen can't be wrong.
And when a book is selling at its best
It isn't stopped; it's not suppressed.
Fifty million Frenchmen can't be wrong.
Whenever they're dry
For brandy or rye,
To get it, they don't have to give up their right eye.
And when we brag about our liberty
And they laugh at you and you and you and me
Fifty million Frenchmen can't be wrong
These digs at America did not go unnoticed by Tucker’s audience. A review in
Bystander magazine described Tucker’s act as “a whole gamut of stark satire”
(Tucker 244). Granted, she did not see herself as a political satirist or social reformer,
the way her contemporary Sholom Aleichem did. However, she does air her
frustrations with society in such a way that they “raise consciousness, which may lead
to changed values and behaviors” (Antler, Talking Back 69).
The subversive impulses that governed her routines also influenced the way
she handled her career offstage. ‘Sophie Tucker, The Last of the Red Hot Mamas’
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was more than simply a stage presence. She was the persona of
independence and freedom, the bawd who stood as much for feminism and
subversion as it did for comedy and music. It was this persona who defied social
norms, and left her family and infant son to pursue show business. Yet she is unable
to completely escape her social role. In the following excerpt from her autobiography,
the struggle between her two identities, predator and prey, becomes clear:
I had to run. Otherwise the choke in my throat and the smart in my
eyes would have gotten to me. I’d have thrown the suitcase into the
gutter and gone back for good. I had to shut my heart against the pull
of the cute little baby face at the window and those fat little hands
waving to me. I had to remember that behind them was that kitchen
which was what I was really running away from (Tucker 20)
This passage pits the social identity of prey, symbolized by the kitchen and its
implied lifetime of subordination and servitude, against the subversive identity of
predator, symbolized by the suitcase and its implications of abandonment and
independence. It was this subversive identity that ultimately triumphed and defined
her career, in terms of both performance and management.
An anecdote from Tucker’s autobiography exemplifies the rebellious chutzpah
that characterized her career. She describes the manager of the Keith circuit, who was
known for making changes to all the acts within his purview, and delivering them, in
blue envelopes, to the performers. As Tucker comments, “There was no arguing
about the orders in the blue envelopes. They were final. You obeyed them or quit.
And if you quit, you got a black mark against your name in the head office and you
just didn’t work on the Keith Circuit any more” However, when she was headlining,
she returned to her dressing room to find a blue envelope. In her autobiography, she
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brags, “I took it out, and without reading the note inside, I tore it up and
dropped the bits in the scrap basket in my dressing room” (149). Such instances of
Tucker standing up to male authority figures took place on a number of other
occasions. Frequently, managers asked her to take out the more bawdy numbers.
However, Tucker defended her choices amiably but aggressively, declaring, “So long
as folks like those songs, they stay in my act…My hot numbers…are all, if you will
notice, written about something that is real in the lives of millions of
people…Another thing…they are all moral. They have to do with sex, but not with
vice” (95-96). These comments reveal the depth with which she evaluated her work,
and her awareness of the audacity of the messages she was sending her audience. Her
jokes were not by chance, nor were her songs parroted from the composers. Tucker
was her own manager and director; she knew exactly what messages she wanted to
relay to an audience, and would keep control to ensure that she did just that. This
determination to control her own career was the motivating force in one of her key
transitions. Although she had been finding success with an act entitled “Sophie
Tucker and the Five Kings of Syncopation,” she disbanded the group when the fiveman jazz band demanded a raise. Indignant over their attempt to seize control, she
writes, “I saw no reason to let five smart alecks tear down something I had spent
years to build up…No more Sophie Tucker and the Five Kings of Syncopation”
(174).
Her ability to maintain authority in a male-dominated society eventually led
her to become the first female President of the American Federation of Actors, the
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first union especially for vaudevillians. Her involvement in the political
side of show business reflects the kind of opportunity that was denied to her in the
larger political sphere. She cries, “Too often the artist doesn’t bother to attend
meetings, even when he could; nor does he read his union newspaper. Then he
grumbles: ‘What good is a union to me?’” (306). With this statement, her penchant
for activism becomes clear. Onstage, Sophie Tucker’s career persona refuses to
adhere to stereotype of the sexually-meek, submissive woman, instead glorifying the
body and spirit of women of all shapes and ages. Offstage, her career persona
eschews female subjugation, insisting on control and authority. Both sides of this
role exemplify the ‘predator’ identity so foundational to subversive comics.
Sophie Tucker was a woman unafraid to oppose authority for causes in which
she believed. Yet her identity as a subversive comic predator could never separate
completely from her identity as a preyed-upon woman. While she was politically
active, that activism was confined to the politics of show business, one of the only
fields in which a woman could (however rarely) have a voice. Similarly, although she
discussed women’s issues from a different and undoubtedly subversive perspective,
they were still issues of the bedroom and kitchen, not of the globe. Sophie Tucker
may have thought that she left behind her social role as a subordinate female when
she picked up her suitcase and walked away from the Abuzas kitchen, but she was
wrong. Her social role influenced her throughout her personal life, and limited her
career. She remained prey even as she became a predator. Though she traveled all
over the world, in a sense, she never left that kitchen.
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Jean Carroll: The Ideal Wife and Mother
Like Brice and Tucker, Jean Carroll did routines that showed life from a
woman’s perspective. Perfectly coiffed and unquestionably feminine, Carroll looked
like the 1950’s ideal of the perfect housewife and mother. The expectations
associated with this ideal are clarified by the article “Why I Quit Working,” which
first appeared in the popular women’s magazine Good Housekeeping in September of
1951. In the piece, the author asserts that only without a career to distract her was she
capable of pursuing the tasks expected of a true wife and mother, which included,
The discovery of unusual and unexpected facets in the
imaginations of children… “The production of an elaborate dish
I’d always meant to try…Homemade cookies, presents, dresses,
parties, and relationships…and shinier hair, nicer hands, better
manicures (Walker 85)
The author is careful to mention that she pursued these tasks happily, without
complaint or recognition, gushing, “No one can expect her husband to tell her how
beautifully clean she keeps the house or how well she makes the beds” (Walker 83).
Carroll’s comedy is clearly influenced by this and similar articles describing traits of
the ideal wife and mother. Judaism, however, was decidedly not such a trait. In fact,
a Roper poll in 1952 found that 53% of Americans believed that “Jews are different,
and should be restricted” (Epstein 25). Therefore, Carroll was unlikely to identify
herself as ‘Jewish’, explicitly or through mannerisms. Yet her Jewish background is
evident in the subtly rebellious nature of her act “Girl in a Hot Steam Bath.” With the
same sly wit that Brice and Tucker employ, Carroll mocks the ridiculous expectations
thrust upon a woman to be a gorgeous, domestically gifted housewife. Her unabashed

Overbeke- 58
confessions of inadequacy are not only hilarious, but subversive, for
they suggest that perhaps a woman’s role is not in the home after all.
Since society insisted on viewing women as superficial beings, Jean Carroll
exploited that perspective to her own advantage. She used the stereotypically
‘feminine’ preoccupation with appearance as material for jokes. Her appearancerelated comedy exemplifies the “self-mocking and allegedly self-derogatory jokes for
which the Jews are famousxxi” (Ziv & Zajdman, Semites and Stereotypes 30).
Theorists such as Freud assert that the reason Jews are so eager to ridicule themselves
is that they are using self-mockery as a defense mechanism, reasoning that an
insulting joke is less harmful if it is made by the victim before the aggressor. Carroll
epitomizes this tactic of beating would-be insulters to the punch as she declares, “You
know when I walk out on stage the first thing I do is stand up… let everybody take a
good look at me… and then I say “Oh my, didn’t she get fat?” (Girl in a Hot Steam
Bath). She continues mocking her own weight and eating habits, remarking, “Today,
you wouldn’t believe it, all I ate all day was one piece of fruit: a watermelon.” Carroll
was certainly not the first female comedian to joke about her weight. Clearly, Sophie
Tucker’s voluptuous figure was integral to her comic routines. However, while
Tucker embraced her weight, Carroll berated it. Carroll’s weight-related jokes have a
particularly sharp edge, given the fact that her figure was normal, bordering on slim.
Therefore, her constant jabs at her own need to lose weight reflect the unrealistic
body ideal foisted upon women. This body ideal is glaringly clear in the September,
1955 issue of Harper’s Bazaar, in which an article entitled, “Making Less of
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Yourself” describes “this year’s lady” as “slender as a willow wand, and
the less of her there is, the better” (Walker 224). Carroll reveals that the ‘willow
wand’ body expected of women is unattainable as she describes the pains she must go
through in pursuit of it, saying, “Every time I have to do a show on TV, three or four
days before the show, I go on a real crazy crash diet, and I hate the world, I’m so
irritable, I’m so nasty, I snarl at the dog.” This sense of failing to meet society’s
expectation of thinness is not something individual to Carroll. Indicating the
universality of the sense, Carroll describes others as they rationalize their own
‘failure:’ “People have all these excuses, like “Today they’re blown up with air”…or
else there’s another one, they have ‘big bones.’ And the bones get bigger with every
meal!” The routine becomes increasingly revealing as it progresses, for although
Carroll’s delivery is always unmistakably comic, the subject matter takes on a darker
tone. She expertly alternates jokes with earnest statements about her sense of
inadequacy because of her appearance. Acknowledging this tactic, she remarks, “I’m
not always making jokes, sometimes it’s a defense mechanism, sometimes it’s a
barrier, ‘cause I’m…self conscious about being overweight.” Her self-consciousness
attests to the body-image insecurities of so many other women. By addressing it, she
is also shedding light on the effects of society’s unrealistic ideal of the female form.
Carroll’s masterful ability to combine piercing social criticism with humor shines as
she comments,
My husband keeps reminding me of the time when I weighed 105
pounds and I remind him that there was a time when I weighed less
than that…when I was born, you know, I was only 7 ½ ! But in any
case, I joke about it, but I am seriously quite unhappy about the state
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of my figure and uh, I’m taking pills now and they’re just
wonderful, they paralyze my mouth so I can’t eat.
It is notable that the joke’s humor comes from her confronting the unrealistic nature
of her husband’s demands. In this flippant way, she touches on the role that men play
in creating women’s sense of physical inadequacy without making direct accusations.
Pointing to the ubiquity of messages encouraging women to be thin for men, is
Marghanita Laski’s May, 1950 Atlantic Monthly article “What Every Woman Knows
by Now.” This article claims to synthesize all the information in contemporary
women’s magazines into a few concise axioms, the first of which is, “Men like good
figures” (Walker 244). Carroll’s subtly barbed humor reflects this omnipresent and
harmful message without making an outright condemnation.
Carroll continues to make wry jabs at society under the guise of discussing
trivial womanly matters, in “Feel the Pough,” a portion of Girl in a Hot Steam Bath
describing her shopping adventures. The routine begins in Carroll’s customary lilting
tone as she merrily describes her efforts to haggle with a crafty merchant:
He said, ‘I’m not coming to a hasty conclusion…I don’t make rash
promises…with me, I don’t haggle, I don’t bicker, I don’t argue. With
me, a price is a price, and a word is a word. My last word….$6500.’
So I screamed ‘What? $6,500?’ And he said ‘Shhh, Don’t holler, I just
thought of another word…if I don’t put string on the box….$2,300.
It is interesting that while Carroll herself never uses any form of dialect that could be
considered ‘Jewish,’ she gives the money-grubbing merchant a distinctly EasternEuropean accent. This may be a more indirect use of her aforementioned tactic of
insulting groups of which she is a part, as a self-defense mechanism. For instance, she
plays up to the materialistic tendencies expected of women, as she demands to her
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husband, “I don’t ask for much, but I would like a mink coat. I’m not
issuing an ultimatum, but it’s mink coat or twin beds.” However imperious her
demand may be, the fact that she is requesting the coat from her husband places her
into the socially-conventional mold of women who are dependant on their spouses for
money. The ultimatum also hints at the concubine-like nature of marital relations in
the fifties, in which women exchanged sexual and domestic favors for financial
support. These favors are touted by Mrs. Dale Carnegie as “women’s primary job,” in
her article “How to Help Your Husband Get Ahead,” which first appeared in the
January, 1954 issue of Coronet. Carnegie also recommends that wives “Ask
[husbands] to fine you 25 cents every time you show irritation, give a harsh
command, or harp on a sore point” and “Get results by softer methods, like, ‘If you
will mow the lawn, honey, I’ll bake your favorite pie for supper’” (Walker 129).
Ostensibly, Jean Carroll behaves, and talks about the subjects that a woman of the
fifties should. She frets about her weight and delightedly relays anecdotes about
shopping for new clothes. However, her good-natured and self-deprecating chatter
covers a subtext which asserts, “I will mock myself before you can, and I will do so
better than you ever could.” Therefore, while she never identifies herself as a Jew, her
Jewish background surfaces in the subversive tinge that colors her jokes.
She continues her subtle rebellion by admitting her failure to embody that
paragon of woman; the perfect housewife and mother. Though she acknowledges her
ability to perform the domestic tasks of a housewife, she makes it clear that she lacks
enthusiasm for them, sighing, “When my husband came home, I said to him, ‘Honey,
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when you married me, you told me that I would have… a wonderful
housekeeper, and that was true… it’s me’” (“Feel the Pough”). This lack of
enthusiasm is also evident in the jokes about her interaction with her husband. Carroll
was married to another well-known comedian, Buddy Howe. Rather than use the
glowing praise that might be expected of the ideal adoring wife, Carroll discusses her
husband with a wry, cutting humor, remarking:
He has certain qualities, he’s hard to describe, he’s the intangible—
he’s stupid….I don’t mean stupid in the sense that he’s ignorant or
illiterate, that’s not what I mean. I mean—that he uh, he has to have
someone help him with little things, little stupid things…with my
husband it’s “Should I wear these socks with this shirt…
In this case, Carroll exploits the social expectation of women by beginning the joke as
if she is going to extol the ‘intangible’ virtues of her husband, and then subverting
these expectations by bluntly describing him as ‘stupid.’ In some cases, her humor
becomes markedly aggressive. Using her distinctive ability to blur the lines between
jest and sincerity, Carroll gives voice to the frustrations of a housewife who must
constantly try to ‘please her man.’
I’d say to him “Honey, you’re really going to enjoy your dinner, and
he said, “That’s right, tell me what to do…that sort of thing. So I
realized that I had to forget my role as an entertainer, altogether and
understand that the hostilities and frustrations that this man couldn’t
give vent to during the day, that he had to use me as a sort of sounding
post. And I didn’t mind…but I did divorce him later on. Well, that
isn’t quite true.
These last five words are representative of Carroll’s whole comic strategy. Using her
ceaselessly perky delivery, she subversively airs her feelings of inadequacy and
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dissatisfaction. Yet she makes a joke out of this negative emotion, and
that humor assures the audience, ‘Well, that isn’t quite true.’
Her ambiguously facetious humor is perhaps at its most subversive as she
discusses her role as a mother. The 1950’s saw the beginning of a new movement in
child-rearing, with magazines such as Ladies Home Journal, Good Housekeeping,
and Redbook advocating self-actualization of children.xxii Women regarded childrearing literature and figures like Dr. Spock with reverence, hoping to find in them
the wisdom to become the ‘perfect mother.’ Yet Carroll unceremoniously mocks the
literature of the day, exclaiming, “Today, they read in Child Psychology, ‘you should
never frustrate a child, a child must have something it can learn to lavish love and
affection on. Like a hamster.’ God forbid it should learn to love the mother or father,
that’s beside the point. A hamster!” As the monologue progresses, Carroll continues
to shamelessly reveal her lack of adherence to prescribed child-rearing methods. For
instance, the content analysis performed in Bigner’s study on parent literature of the
1950’s-1970’s found that women’s magazines urged mothers, “Always be in firm
control of all situations involving their children. Parents should not let children
manipulate them…rather, the parent should show the child who is the ‘boss.’”
Carroll, however, is humorously unable to embody this loving but firm ideal as she
describes her daughter’s request for a pet dog: “So, I haven’t got enough trouble
raising this kid; I need a dog in the house? But I don’t want to say no to her, ‘cause
she hits. But you know, You reach a saturation point, and you put your foot down,
and I put my foot down…and she stepped on it…and I got her the dog!” Carroll’s
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humor mocks not only her inability to follow the advice of ‘authorities’,
but also the presumption of other people telling her how to raise her own daughter.
This mockery is clearest as she describes an encounter with a solicitous friend eager
to dispense her own child-rearing wisdom:
I met this girl on the street….this girlfriend of mine….She lives in,
you should excuse the expression- Westchester…She said, ‘I have
something to tell you, and I’d rather tell it to you than someone else.’
Fine I admire this, this sort of candor. And then she said, ‘You have a
rotten kid.’ And this was a newsflash and I was grateful for it. And I
said, ‘Well, right so what do we do about it?’ She said, ‘It’s your
fault.’ ‘I said why is my fault—I’m a rotten mother?’ She said,
‘…You’re trying to raise this child in New York, and you know that
nobody grows up in New York! You know that today people just don’t
grow up in New York! Who ever heard of raising a kid growing up in
New York?’ Well, that mixed me up, because I’ve seen a lot of grownups in New York. But I figured it out- they grow up in Westchester,
they run in for a few days (Girl in a Hot Steam Bath)
Carroll’s skeptical attitude towards other people’s advice is also evident as she jokes
about her daughter’s attempt to invoke psychology, stating, “She [her daughter] said
‘Mom, you don’t understand. Today it’s important for a teenager to conform. I want
to do everything like the other girls do.’ So I said, ‘All right honey, you’re a little
older, we’ll get your nose bought.’” Here Carroll is satirizing not only the institution
of child psychology, but also the increasingly frequent custom of Jewish people to, as
Dorothy Parker put it, “cut off their nose to spite their race.”
That indirect mention of Jewish people typifies the way Carroll, nee Celine
Zeigman, deals with her Jewish roots. Unlike Brice or Tucker, who overtly place
themselves within the tradition of immigrant comics, Carroll makes only oblique
references to her background. For instance, when a woman suggests she move to the
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country, she humorously responds, “For a second, I thought she meant
the Old country!” Likewise, she is nothing short of coy as she describes her mother’s
accent by saying, “My mother talks with a little bit of a dialect. She’s…Egyptian.”
While Carroll never makes a point of denying her Judaism, she also rarely engages in
what Bernard Timberg terms “Jewdentification,” or, the practice of identifying as
Jewish even when it is unnecessary to do so. In his lecture at Wesleyan University,
he observed, “The first Catskill generation comes over imbued with the culture. The
second generation pushes away, tries to assimilate.” Certainly, Carroll would fall into
this second generation. Yet she does not assimilate away the subversive tendencies
that characterize the Jewish people. Rather, she uses the Jewish sensibility of selfdeprecation and skepticism to criticize the constrictions placed on women by society.
Although Carroll describes her humor as a self-defense mechanism, it has an
aggression of its own. For by mocking herself, she reveals the inanity of the
unattainable expectations that society places on women. Deftly mixing sincerity and
jest, she conveys an “irony which measures the distance between pretension and
actuality, and holds it up for public inspection”xxiii (Cohen, Jewish Wry 19). Her
congenial voice pokes holes into the social ideals of weight, marriage, and child
rearing. Without once addressing issues outside of ‘women’s matters,’ she mocks the
gender conventions and expectations of her society. Thus, Jean Carroll is a paradox, a
rebel in high heels and hair-curlers.
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Belle Barth, Pearl Williams: Laughter and Rage
On Belle Barth’s hit album “If I Embarrass You, Tell Your Friends,” She
boasts, “I’ve been told I look like the Great, Great Sophie Tucker.” Indeed, Barth and
Tucker do share the same full figure and penchant for “Red Hot” routines. But the
similarities end there, for Tucker was always insistent that her routines were moral,
dealing with sex, but not vice; while Barth, like her contemporary Pearl Williams,
made no such claim. Barth and Williams were perfectly comfortable with routines
that had to do with “sex and vice” (Cohen, Jewish Wry 110), since they enabled them
to express the anger that women were so seldom permitted to show. Indeed, it was a
deep sense of rage at the social restrictions placed on them that formed the core of
Barth’s and Williams’s comedy routines. Gloria Steinem’s quip, “The truth will set
you free, but first, it will piss you off” brilliantly articulates the anger of Barth,
Williams, and, on a more general note, the feminists of the 1960’s, who were
confronting the truths of their oppression, and taking action against them. Sarah
Blacher Cohen supports this view of comedy as an expression of being ‘pissed off’ by
referring to Barth’s and William’s routines as “disguised expression of women’s
anger…also, an explosive flaunting of the taboo of grossness which we secretly
admire, but which our internal censors prohibit” (106). This ‘grossness’ took the
form of boldly subversive humor that eschewed indirect criticism for aggressive
confrontation. In the dynamic 1960’s, the feminist movement was finding its voice
through legislative acts such as The Equal Pay Act, passed in 1963, and
organizations, such as the National Organization for Women (NOW), established in
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1966. This voice rings out proudly in Betty Friedan’s NOW mission
statement, which declares,
NOW is dedicated to the proposition that women, first and foremost, are
human beings, who, like all other people in our society, must have the
chance to develop their fullest human potential. We believe that women
can achieve such equality only by accepting to the full the challenges and
responsibilities they share with all other people in our society, as part of
the decision-making mainstream of American political, economic and
social life (Friedan, It Changed My Life)
Pearl Williams’s voice shares that same boldness as she bellows, “I got no talent, I
got guts, big balls. Get used to me!” (A Trip Around the World Is Not A Cruise).
Bolstered by the spirit of the feminist movement, both Belle Barth and Pearl Williams
perform routines that use ‘grossness’ to rebel against social perceptions of women,
and assert their superiority over men.
Perhaps the most obvious manifestation of ‘grossness’ as a means of
expressing anger lies in the scatological humor used by both Barth and Williams. In
her essay “The Unkosher Comediennes,” Sarah Blacher Cohen explains, “Scatology
represents a form of aggression against propriety, against society’s insistence that
certain human activities are not to be spoken of in public” (Cohen, Jewish Wry 111).
Yet Barth uses toilet humor in public to such an extent that she referred to herself as
an MD, or Maven on Dreck (expert on feces). Her love of scatological humor is
evident in her record, “If I Embarrass You, Tell Your Friends,” as she remarks,
“Someone asked told me why the Chinese have got slanty eyes. It’s ‘cause they eat
white rice, they get constipated, they go ‘Eh! Eh!’” She continues in this vein,
cracking,” You know how they brainwash a Texan? They give him an enema!” This
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war against propriety is also evident in the way that Barth and Williams
discuss the human body. Crassly mentioning the ‘unmentionable,’ Pearl Williams
asks, “Do you ever think of how a crowded elevator smells to a midget?” More
revealing though, is their brash discussion of female genitalia. Rather than
romanticizing or sexualizing a woman’s body, as men did, Barth and Williams
desexualized it, referring to their genitals as a “knish” (Williams, Trip) and
remarking, “I’m dusting the piano…this box is older than mine!” (Barth, Embarrass).
This determination to desexualize the female body is also a major factor in Barth’s
frequent references to douching, such as: “Children don’t know nothing today. An
eighteen year old girl runs up to me, asks “Do you ever douche with 7-Up?” And
here, I’ve been using Sprite all my life!” Also, after telling a particularly risqué story
that bordered on erotic, she immediately brought her audience back to the low realm
of ‘grossness’ by snapping, “Aint I refreshing like a douche, tell the truth?” Like
monkeys flinging feces at a tourist, Belle Barth and Pearl Williams joyously fling
their scatological jokes at an audience unaccustomed to women behaving so
indecorously.
Barth and Williams intentionally delibidinize the female body, as a way to refuse
to conform to man’s sexualized image of women. To this same end, they delibidinize
the act of sexual intercourse, by focusing on its more grotesque or foolish aspects. For
example, as she defines the word ‘indecent,’ Pearl Williams humorously reduces
intercourse to the bare mechanics: “Indecent: If it's long enough, hard enough, and in
far enough, it's in decent” (Trip). A particularly unsavory sexual joke is Belle Barth’s
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merry song about pubic lice, as she sings, “Get out your old blue
ointment to the crabs disappointment- That’s the only way! And though it burns and
itches, it’ll kill those sons of bitches!”
The women also capitalize on their matronly appearances and Yiddish accents to
ensure that their discussion of sex never becomes erotic. Barth, particularly, makes
brilliant use of ethnic humor to keep her routines more aggressive than sexy. For
example, as she jokes, “You hear the one about the man in the ladies room? The
woman finds him, she says, ‘This for women only!’ He says ‘Lady, don’t scream, so
is this,’” she delivers the punch line in Yiddish: “Ton nit shreien, dame, oich is dem.”
The joke then becomes more about the Yiddish dialect than the sexual content. This
tactic is one frequently utilized by Williams as well. The women are employing what
Sarah Blacher Cohen calls “potato Yiddish” (Cohen, From Hester Street to
Hollywood 3). Cohen notes that this mixture of Yiddish and English “catered to
former Yiddish theater fans who now wanted entertainment that was more American
than Yiddish, but still had a Jewish flavor” (ibid). Another instance in which Barth
uses ethnic humor in a sexual joke occurs as she cries, “You know what the colored
people say, ‘I likes to works for the Jews, because they blows the Shofar!’”
(Embarrass) Similarly, she mocks the British, declaring, “In London, Man wants to
go to bed with a young lady, he says ‘Pardon me, shall we have a go at it?’ Later he
says ‘I believe I’m arriving. Shall we arrive together?’” Although the topic of the
jokes never strays from sexual intercourse, they undermine sex by focusing on it in a
foolish or ethnic context, rather than an erotic one.
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Not only do Barth and Williams undermine sex, but they turn the
tables of objectification and view men as sex objects. For instance, on the album
“Battle of the Mothers,” Barth acknowledges her (all male) band by cooing, “My
boys…20 years ago I could take them all at one shot.” This immediate connection
between men and sex, as well as the dehumanizing suggestion that the men could be
“taken in one shot,” mimics the objectifying treatment that women received from
men. This objectification is even more obvious as Belle Barth belts out a song that
brags,
I’m gonna line a hundred men up against the wall.
I bet a hundred dollars I can bang them all!
I banged about 98-- I thought my back would break!
I went around the corner had an oyster stew,
Came back banged another two!
I’m gonna win this banging bet!
I may bang the other two yet,
Tomorrow night at the Dark Town Strutters ball!
Barth’s portrayal of this sexual encounter is so divorced from eroticism that it doesn’t
even involve pleasure, only back pain. The men, rather than having any agency of
their own, are merely ‘lined up against a wall,’ waiting to be ‘banged.’ The word
choice ‘bang’ is also revealing, for its onomatopoeic value of violence. In a decade in
which “the ‘pill’ liberated women from the uncertainty of childbearing” (SalzmanWebb 137), Barth clearly views her sexual encounters with these men as a form of
conquest. The fact that she can take a lunch break and still return to find a host of
submissive men waiting to be sexually conquered is a testament to her dominance.
Even when describing sexual acts typically associated with male domination, such as
fellatio, Barth manages to portray herself as the dominant agent. For example, as she
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asserts, “I may make the Cotillion room and blow the whole joint!” she
again portrays men as mere sexual conquests. Pearl Williams echoes this attitude as
she remarks of herself and Barth, “We’re going on the Tonight show, we’re gonna
blow the whole network, she’ll take one end, I’ll take the other!” (Battle of the
Mothers). Sarah Blacher Cohen speculates that jokes such as these would be likened
by Freud to “the denudation of a person of the opposite sex toward whom the joke is
directed” (Cohen, Jewish Wry 112). Through the jokes of Barth and Williams, men
are “forced to picture the…sexual act in question” (ibid). Thus, these two women
confront men with the uncomfortable mental image of males as subordinate sexual
objects.
In addition to objectifying men, Barth and Williams belittle them as they
repeatedly “attack and denude the male, making public his privates” (Cohen, Jewish
Wry 112). Rather than view the phallus as an instrument of power or desire, they treat
it as an object of ridicule. Such mockery takes place as Pearl Williams pokes fun at
erectile-dysfunction medication, warning, “You know there’s a pharmaceutical
company, put out a new sex drug. It’s called ‘UpJohn’. One thing, if you don’t
swallow it quickly enough you’ll get a stiff neck!” (Battle). Belle Barth also mocks
male impotence, though she does so in a figurative sense, claiming, “Only two words
you have to learn in the Yiddish language, and that is “Gelt” (money) and Schmuck
(penis). Because if a man has none, he is” (Embarrass). This joke makes the phallus
into a symbol of poverty and financial incapacity. Barth continues to “pin-prick our
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inflation of the prick” (Cohen, Jewish Wry 113) as she literally reduces
males to a hunk of meat, singing,
I’m East Side, I’m West Side, I’m all Around the Town.
They call me Bare back Gertie, ‘cause my pants are always down.
I don’t eat any ham and I don’t eat any pork.
But I get free baloney on the sidewalks of New York.
While the song’s humor does come partially at the expense of Gertie’s promiscuity, it
does portray her as in control of her behavior. She “gets” men, rather than being
‘gotten’ by them. More importantly, she belittles the male organ by dismissively
referring to it as “baloney.” Barth again compares male genitalia to meat as she tells
the story of a blind old woman who accidentally gropes a man’s penis, thinking it is a
chicken. Cohen deems this joke among Barth’s most subversive, since it suggests
“that what we construe as the male’s formidable penis, the instrument of his
uncontestable virility, is in actuality as flaccid as a limp chicken neck” (Cohen,
Jewish Wry 113). Beyond belittling the phallus, the two comedians joke about forms
of penis disfigurement. In a milder example of this type of joke, Pearl Williams
defines a “shmecklectomy” as “a circumcision with money. When you’ve got no
money, it’s a bris!”(Battle). By treating circumcision with levity, Williams wryly
highlights the more emasculating elements of the ritual. Reinforcing this point,
Michael Bronski comments on how Barth and Williams “lash out at their
audiences…Their …jokes often involve humiliation (mostly of men, and frequently
involve images of castration, often where women somehow hurt their partner’s
‘shlongs’ (“Funny Women Talk Dirty”). One such joke is Belle Barth’s story of the
hunter who got hit “right in the ‘jadrool’…that’s Italian for ‘cucumber.’ He had nine
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holes in it. He ran to the doctor, the doctor got scared, said, ‘I think I’ll
send you to Shwartz.’ The guy said, ‘Who’s Shwartz, a specialist?’ Doctor said, ‘No,
he’s a piccolo player, he’ll show you how to finger it!’” (Embarrass) Jokes such as
this reveal the anger at men that lies behind Williams’s and Barth’s jests. Their
subversive humor belittles men by objectifying them as their sex organ, and then
joking about that organ’s mutilation.
Another way Barth belittles men is to suggest that men are far less sexually
experienced than women. This sort of mockery takes the form of ridiculing men’s
ignorance on sexual matters. In one joke of this kind, Barth tells the story of a man
who thought that a woman’s “pukyakya” (vagina) had teeth, and was therefore afraid
to have sexual intercourse. The image of a vagina with teeth, or ‘vagina dentata,’ is an
iconic one of the feminist movement, with feminists interpreting it as a symbol for the
way men find female empowerment emasculating and castrating (Oxford English
Dictionary). In another joke mocking male’s sexual ignorance, a young boy believes
that he should not masturbate because it will lead to blindness, but rationalizes that he
can continue until he needs glasses. Barth’s humor also suggests that men’s
conception of women as virginal and inexperienced is but an extension of male sexual
naiveté. Exemplifying this suggestion, she exclaims, “The most difficult thing for a
woman to do on the first night of her second marriage is to holler it hurts!” and states
that the new husband should “tie his feet to the bed so he doesn’t fall in and drown”
(Embarrass). In a similar joke, she asks, “Hear about the girl who was a ‘virgin,’ sat
on a fire hydrant and slipped right down to the ground?” Nor is Barth afraid to attest

Overbeke- 74
to her own sexual experience. Again, she delivers her bawdy and
rebellious message through music, singing,
The farmer in the dell
The farmer in the dell
I had a cherry once
But now it’s shot to Hell (Battle of the Mothers)
Barth is clearly aware of the unnerving effect the idea of women as more sexually
experienced than men has on males. Addressing such male discomfort, she jokes,
“My husband’s making love to me I said ‘You’re the greatest lover in the world!’ He
smacks me in the head; I said ‘What was that for?’ He says ‘That’s for knowing the
difference!’” Indeed, as Cohen notes, Belle Barth’s jokes “covertly jest about the
sexual inadequacy Jewish males feel.” Yet the jests about sexual inadequacy apply
not only to Jewish males, but to all males. Barth and Williams use their ‘grossness’
and bawdy humor to strike out at all men and the male conception of women as
sexualized and submissive.
It is not difficult to pick up the notes of rage in the routines of Belle Barth and
Pearl Williams. In the recording of If I Embarrass You, Tell Your Friends, the first
thing Barth says to a man is, “Come ‘ere Shmuck! Say something smart, idiot!”
Likewise, on her album A Trip Around the World is Not A Cruise, Pearl Williams
screams at a man in her audience, bellowing, “Don’t Stare at me mister, you don’t
want to laugh? Out! Go! Out! None of you ringsiders gonna stare at me, I’ll throw
you out of here. And if I can’t do that, I’ll sit on you, you’ll disappear!”
Or I’ll cross my legs and choke the shit out of you! Shut up!” The threat of choking a
man between her thighs is emblematic of Williams and Barth’s humor in which
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sexuality is used as a form of aggression. This aggression, this eruption
of fury from women who have had to suppress their rage and indignation for years, is
what drives their comic routines. On the back cover of Barth’s album, it says that
psychologists have explained her appeal by saying, “We all have a little Belle Barth
in us…we don’t like to admit it” (Embarrass). What these psychologists call “a little
Belle Barth in us” is actually a well of repressed anger. In the 1960’s, women were
just beginning to reject this repression, and demonstrate their socially unacceptable
aggression. Belle Barth and Pearl Williams, these “very angry women” (Bronski)
mirrored the many other ‘angry women’ of the sixties who were slowly but defiantly
beginning to make themselves heard. Their reversal of objectification and declaration
of the sexual superiority of women is as subversive as it is hilarious.
As progressive and unapologetically rebellious as Barth’s and Williams’s
rage-based comedy is, it is worth noting that it is still within the confines of the
‘women’s realm.’ For, although they belittle men and assert their own dominance in a
sexual sense, neither one performs material discussing the more ‘male’ realms of
politics or social criticism. Furthermore, the back cover of Belle Barth’s record
assures her consumers that off stage, she is “a woman whose first interests are her
husband and home. Although she works until 5:00 Am and doesn’t unwind and get to
bed until noon, she’s up daily before six to personally prepare her husband’s dinner”
(Embarrass). Thus, they must be viewed as a step towards, though by no means a
realization of, subversive comedy on the same scale as that employed by Jewish male
comedians.
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Totie Fields: Before and After
Roberta Mock describes the transition between Belle Barth and Totie Fields
by noting, “By the time Barth died in 1971, her aggressive comedy which denuded
the male and stripped away his power had been superseded in popularity by the more
self-deprecating act of…Totie Fields” (107). Indeed, most critiques of Totie Fields
highlight self-deprecation as the defining trait of her act. However, this emphasis
overlooks her importance as a transition into females engaging in politically and
socially critical humor. Certainly, her fame was built on her self-deprecating humor,
but her increasingly politically-sensitive jokes reflected the changing political climate
of the 1970’s. While she started out dealing with ‘women’s issues’ such as her
appearance and shopping, by the late 1970’s, when Roe v. Wade and other legislative
advances gave women a more solid political identity, Totie was talking politics.
The transition from traditional ‘female’ humor to political and social humor
can be traced through Fields’s performance material. Her stand-up performance on
“The Merv Griffin Show” in 1970 and a recording of her act released in 1969, entitled
“Totie Live!” taken from contributions to “The Ed Sullivan Show” throughout the
1960’s, give credence to the claim that her routines were defined by self-deprecation.
Moreover, the issues about which she was self-deprecating were all conventionally
‘feminine,’ and focused on her appearance and attractiveness. Because Fields was on
the plumper side, “like Sophie Tucker and Belle Barth, she relied on…girth for her
mirth” (Cohen, Jewish Wry 114). Weight-related jokes dominated her routine on “The
Merv Griffin Show.” For example, she describes her humble beginnings in show
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business by remarking, “Do you remember me in Peter Pan? I wasn’t
Peter Pan…I was the counterweight at the other end of the rope, and whenever
somebody wanted Mary Martin to fly, they would push me off a plank!” Her delivery
shows no bitterness, but sheer glee. This positive energy puts the audience at ease as
they join Fields in laughing at herself. She continues ridiculing herself as she
bemoans her lack of grace, explaining “I watched the last show I was on, and all I
could look at were my feet, they were like this [splays feet] so I have to lean forward
now, and cross my legs--which is not easy [pause] for me.” She couples the joke with
a display of Herculean effort as she attempts to cross her legs, and the “Merv Griffin”
audience laughs at both her awkward body shape and her delighted ineptitude.
Another weight-related predicament which she frequently jokes about is her
unfortunate relationship with clothing. Describing her troubles with ski-apparel, she
exclaims, “I looked like a Jewish waffle, with the squares of fat sticking out! And
stretch pants [laughs uproariously] Stretch pants! Actually any pants I put on I
stretch.” She even pokes fun at the elaborate gown she is wearing that day, crying, “I
look like a pregnant bouquet in this dress!” Many of Fields’s weight-related jokes
were stereotypically ‘feminine,’ recounting her misadventures in shopping for
clothes. On the same episode of the “Merv Griffin show” she discusses her shopping
experiences to the audience, asking, “You know what I got for 87 cents? A bra with
three cups. Maybe one day my cup’ll runneth over,” and gesturing to her ample
bosom as she declares, “I don’t think I’m fully developed!” This joke is also notable
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for the stereotypically “Jewish” focus on thrift. On “Totie Fields Live,”
she again describes the perils of shopping as a large woman, saying,
So, I put on my boots (the poor man who sold me those boots is in the
hospital with a hernia)- You try to put on those boots—ooh! And then
you get em on, you think you look gorgeous, and you got two lumps
hanging out of either side!
Consistently, her rotund figure was the center of her markedly self-deprecating act.
Furthermore, the joy that comes through the self-deprecation is equally central.
Sarah Blacher Cohen analyzes Fields’s humor by reasoning, “Since comedy
makes us feel superior to those more wretched than ourselves, Totie Fields, whose
spills never miss ‘because the target is so big,’ made her audiences feel positively
lofty” (Cohen, Jewish Wry 114). Fields certainly fosters the audience’s feelings of
superiority, but also includes herself in the joke. Her routines, heavily laden with
reassuring grins and winks, always gave the sense that she’s laughing with the
audience. This inclusion explains the mirth with which she tells her stories. Although
she ridicules her weight, she is far from victimized. Rather, she is conscious that her
ability to self-deprecate is a source of power. The clearest example of Fields’s fusion
of self-deprecation and triumph occurs as she tells a story about buying a dress:
There are two salesgirls standing there…you know the ones with the
screwed up noses? They look like they’re smelling something, and I’m
the thing that they’re smelling. So the one gives the other one a push
…She comes walking over to me and I said to myself…“I’m gonna
give her a day todaaaay, she won’t forget for 20 years! …She comes
over to me and says “Can I help you madam?” I say “I’d like to see
something in an Italian knit.” She says “You’re kidding me! You’re
bigger than Italy, where am I going to get an Italian knit to go around
you?” She says “What size madam?” and I say “size seven”. The
whole floor is frozen…So I go into the dressing room with this little
number, and you kids know, an Italian knit, it gives a little, right?
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Well, what I’m about to ask this dress to do is ridiculous. Well I
shove myself into this dress, you had to see it to believe it! The
waistline was under my arms…, she sent every salesgirl in to come
take a look at this. Then she gives a yell across the store, “Heeeey
Camille! I want you to see the fat girl in the dressing room!” I stuck
my head out and said “Wheeere? Wheeere?” Then she came back to
me like the cat that got the canary, she couldn’t wait to get even with
me.” I says “I’ll take it. And call the seamstress; I want to take it in a
little Totie Fields Live
The story clearly paints Fields as the power-holder in the situation. Her frequent
requests for the audience’s affirmation, such as “You know the ones with the screwed
up noses?” and “You know, an Italian knit, it gives a little, right?” establish an
alliance. This alliance is then strengthened by its common enemy, in the form of the
rude salesgirl, who is ultimately defeated by Fields’s sense of humor. On a surface
level, the story is a self-deprecating joke about a woman who cannot fit into a dress.
Yet by creating a bond with her audience and painting herself as a joker rather than a
victim, Fields infuses it with a sense of joy and victory.
Totie Fields of the early 1970’s is a comedienne who deals out self-detriment
with an eternal grin, and happily labels herself as “imperfect and bungling”(Cohen,
Jewish Wry 114). The distinct mixture of joy and self-effacement in her routines is
epitomized in the song “Happiness is Something Money Cannot Buy,” in which she
sings, “Happiness is losing a $2,000 dollar diamond ring, when it’s insured for four…
Happiness is opening a calorie book and finding out that banana crème pie is only
seven calories. And a hunk of lettuce is 2,000!” (Totie Fields Live). Fields
unashamedly represents herself as a woman who can be pacified by these simple
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pleasures. Set to a cheery and triumphant tune, her jokes about weight,
shopping, and other ‘womanly matters’ form the bulk of her routines.
However, a noticeable change takes place in her routines after a brief hiatus in
which Fields suffered from diabetes and resulting leg amputation. This change
coincided with a particularly progressive period for the feminist movement. The late
1970’s witnessed the formation of ERAmerica, an organization to promote the
ratification of the Equal Rights Amendment, in 1976. Inspired by the group, hundreds
of women’s organizations and professional organizations began boycotting states that
had not passed the ERA (Women’s Rights Almanac, 568). That same year, the first
marital rape law, forbidding a husband to rape his wife, was passed in Nebraska. The
following year, the National Coalition Against Domestic Violence, advocating
women’s rights in the home, was established. Also in 1977 was the graduation of the
first female pilots from the United States Air Force (ibid.) The diversity and
frequency of these gains attests to the growing social and political power of women.
It is appropriate, then, that in 1977, Fields’s much-anticipated return to the stage,
Totie Returns, shows a movement from self-deprecating jokes to more socially and
politically relevant material.
Instead of constantly jesting about her body, she embraces her weight,
asserting,
I have found out that thin people are much crazier than fat people. Fat
people eat…you never saw an unhappy fat person…thin people are crazy.
They’re never thin enough. Somebody says, you know, “Twenty more
pounds, and you’re going to look great”…I mean, I’m so happy at this
weight…I was at a party the other night…I was standing with a woman
that maybe weighed 35 pounds. And they said “would you like an hors
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doeuvre?” and she said “No thanks, I’m trying to lose a few
pounds” and the door opened and she blew out! I saw a dress today and
said, “What size does that dress come in, and she said, “They’re new,
European sizes, one, two, three, and four. Who wears a one? Olive Oyle
wears a one!
Her shift from self-deprecation to self-confidence is so extreme that even when faced
with indirect criticism, as when they suggest that she’ll look great after losing twenty
more pounds, she is able to deflect the criticism and be happy with her current
weight. She directs her criticism at other targets, such as those who are pursuing a
physical ideal so unrealistic that even those women light enough to be blown around
by the wind have not reached it. Moreover, she questions the attractiveness of this
physical ideal by likening it to Olive Oyle, a character largely devoid of sex appeal.
Although her routine does include a few jokes at her own expense, for the most part,
her act reveals an acceptance of herself as both a physical being and, more
importantly, a social and political being.
Fields’s form of subversive, socially-critical comedy uses jokes about her
domestic experiences to undermine the ideal of the mother and housewife. She is not
afraid to sully the beauties of child-rearing with the dirt of reality, but instead uses the
contrast between ideal and actuality as a source of humor. For instance, rather than
marvel at her son’s intelligence as an infant, she cries, “The kid turns on ‘Sesame
Street’---pbttttht- mesmerized. He adds, subtracts, divides, counts to a hundred---isn’t
that clever? And then Pbth…kaks in his diaper! Why can’t they show these kids a
toilet on that show? “Hi Kids, it’s Kakky day! Watch Big Bird Make a Turd!” Such
focus on biological functions over cerebral functions is an insistence on reality over
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ideals. This insistence is also clear as she acknowledges the frustrations
of motherhood, stating, “[Kids] bring you so much joy…and I often wonder…where
do people go for aggravations that have no children?” She continues in this less-thandoting vein as she reflects, “When my little Jodie graduated, and I saw her coming
towards me in her little cap and gown…I’ve never cried so hard in my life. I turned to
Georgie, and I said, ‘I hope she doesn’t come home now!’” Just as she acknowledges
the frustrations she feels as a mother, so too does she address the annoyances she
feels as a wife. In one joke, she expresses irritation at her husband’s need to be taken
care of:
I will go through anything in life with my Georgie, but sickness- no,
let me tell you, they’re a pain in the ass when they’re sick, let me tell
you something. We are made of iron next to them, I lay there dying
with a leg cut off, every day he came in, “What’s wrong Georgie?” “I
think I’m getting a cold, I feel a cold coming on…
Whereas the Totie Fields of a few years ago was self-deprecating but contented, her
later routines show a willingness to accept herself and look to society for problems to
criticize, such as the physical and social female ideals.
Fields’s 1977 routine also puts a much greater emphasis on sex than her
earlier material. Bawdiness is surely nothing new for Jewish female comediennes.
However, whereas Sophie Tucker and Belle Barth were subversive by being sexually
aggressive, Totie Fields makes her mark by being sexually progressive. Her jokes
about sex are clearly influenced by the socially liberal views of the late 1970’s. The
very same year as “Totie Returns!” premiered, an article was published in Journal of
Marriage and the Family analyzing society’s altered attitudes towards sex. The article
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found that “the view among females that premarital coitus is immoral
had declined from a high of 70% in 1965 to 20% in 1975,” while, “Among males, the
view declined from 34% in 1965 to 19.5% in 1975.xxiv” Society was coming to view
sex less as a sin or sacrament, and more as a natural part of life, which is exactly how
Fields portrays it in her jokes. Her sexual jokes are too matter-of-fact to be considered
truly risqué, so her indignation is understandable, as she exclaims, “I have read so
many damn reviews that say, ‘She is slightly risqué.’ I talk like a nun next to what’s
going on today! A nun, do you hear what I tell you?” The main way that she moves
sex from the realm of the risqué to the realm of reality is by setting most of her sexual
jokes in the context of her own marriage. For instance, she claims,
[My husband is such a football addict] that when we have sex, he does
half-time. He has a flag by the bed, goes “Dah dah dah dah dah dah
dah” and every quarter we have to change sides. The man has not been
sexually excited in …too long! You know last time he was excited I
bought a night gown made out of Astro-Turf? He jumped me right in
the living room. I’m lucky he didn’t have golf shoes, right? I’d have 8
navels now!
The un-glamorous, realistic setting of marriage depicts sex as something real and
honest, rather than shadowy and lascivious. This earthy, uninhibited understanding of
sex is remarkably timely, which Fields acknowledges as she discusses the sexual
content in television programs:
I don’t know if it’s not healthier. When you think about it, it is
healthier. Because you’re talking about love, and you’re talking about
sex. I mean there’s so many things I’ve never done. I’d give anything
to do it on the beach. Did you ever do it on the beach, shick? I say,
‘Let’s do it on the beach Georgie!’ He says ‘Naah, I’ll catch cold.’ I
mean, I never did any of those things. I mean love is what we’re
talking about. Basics. Love. You’re not ashamed of your body
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anymore. Thank God our kids have taught us that. They’re so
open with love.
Her jokes about sex acknowledge its reality in every-day life, even including
mundane details such as catching cold from outdoor intercourse. She makes sex
humorous, but not glamorized in the way that it was by Sophie Tucker and Belle
Barth.
After taking the glamour out of sex, she uses it to transition into more political
jokes, leaving the ‘female’ domain of the bedroom and entering into the ‘male’
domain of the greater world. She begins by joking about non-political celebrities,
asking, “Did you ever really look at people, and you can’t picture them doing it? For
the life of me, I can’t picture Walter Cronkite doing it. He probably says, ‘And that’s
all there is, for Thursday night!’ And then he turns her over to Eric Sevareid.”
Because she has made a point of depicting sex as an earthy, not glamorous activity,
by linking it to these illustrious personas, she is depriving them of their mystique.
This deprivation takes a new significance as she transitions into mocking government
officials, exclaiming, “You know who I can’t picture doing it? The queen…she
probably does it with a pocketbook on her arm and a tiara…’Ok, I’ll do it, but I’m
taking my pocketbook!’” Yet her most politically subversive joke occurs as she
remarks, “Same with Nixon…He don’t have to ‘do it’, he’s busy screwing the
country!” With this joke at the government’s expense, Totie Fields asserts her
political identity. Her routine continues demonstrating a distinctly political sensibility
as she discusses the Yom Kippour War of 1974, when Israel fought Egypt and Syria:
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I don’t know how the hell we [Jews] ever won the war. They
never showed you a picture of a Jew chasing after an Arab. They
haven’t got one! Can you just picture it “Wait, Arab, Wait, I want to
shoot you! Wait, my feet are killing me! You know how we won the
war? We’re lucky those Arabs wear all those shmatas on their head.
They run, trip over the shmata, the Jews shoot them in the tuchasbhht, end of the war! You’ll see when they find them. They’ll all have
two holes. And I hope oil is coming out of both of them.
Fields’s discussion of the war, while perhaps revealing a bias toward Israel, clearly
demonstrates a move toward political humor. Her use of the Yiddish words ‘shmata’
and ‘tuchas,’ meaning ‘rag’ and ‘anus’ respectively, retain her Jewish identity. Also,
by calling the Palestinian head dressing a ‘rag,’ she injects her own political views
into her material. Furthermore, as she references oil “coming out of both holes,” she
echoes America’s contemporary sentiments of economic resentment against the
Palestinian territories.
Turning her focus to domestic American politics, Fields promotes the causes
of the feminist movement, crying, “Men don’t approve of our having our rights, right
women, right, it’s true! All of ‘em…and they can’t dress themselves!…They’re like
little boys, only their toys are more expensive!” The subversive tendencies that are
built into Judaism were certainly present in the jokes of Brice, Tucker, Barth,
Williams, and Carroll. However, it was not until Totie Fields’s transition that these
tendencies took a political manifestation.
Totie Fields’s metamorphosis from ebullient self-mockery to political satire
can be neatly represented by two contrasting jokes about hosiery. In the early
seventies, Totie Fields bragged about buying stockings, boasting, “You’ll never guess
what I bought today! Stockings! I bought 50 pairs of stockings for 12 cents a pair.
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The seams go up the front, but for 12 cents a pair I could learn to walk
backwards!” (Merv Griffin). Several years later, when women had enacted legislative
reform in Roe v. Wade, and the National Organization for Women was a formidable
presence, Fields has a different attitude towards stockings. Her new social and
political identity is evident as she quips, “You look around, men are so comfortable!
They have done things to women; it is amazing what they’ve done to us…panty-hose!
You understand who makes all these things to kill us…Men!” This Fields is no longer
afraid to show dissatisfaction or identify shortcomings in something outside herself.
No longer is she pacified by the simplicity of “a brown stain on a brown dress.” For
Totie Fields, as for women of the late 1970’s, happiness depends on matters of a
larger scale.
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Rita Rudner: You Have to Be Smart to Play Dumb
Rita Rudner’s approach to comedy would best be characterized as
‘scholastic.’ Although she left high school at age fifteen, she read voraciously,
spending countless hours in the Library of Performing Arts and the Museum of
Broadcasting in New York, researching her favorite comedians.xxv However,
‘scholastic’ would be one of the least likely words audience members would use to
characterize Rudner, based on her onstage persona. The version of herself that Rudner
portrayed in her act was a flighty and bubbly affirmation of the female stereotype that
perfectly reflected the regression of the feminist movement in the 1980’s. In a decade
where Howard Stern’s misogynist routines were quickly gaining popularity, Reagan
clamored for the overturning of Roe v. Wade, and Phyllis Schlafly and the Eagle
Coalition were preaching antifeminism, it is not surprising that Rudner’s comedy was
not overtly subversive. Insisting, “I’m not a political humorist…I’m someone who
comes from a personal point of view,” Rudner reassures her audience that she is
content to deal with the world on a smaller, personal, rather than a larger, political
scale. Like so many other women, she realized that in order to be accepted by
mainstream America, she would have to ‘play dumb.’
In an interview between Rudner and Dave Welch, it is clear that she is
extremely analytical and meticulous in her approach to creating comedy. Calling it a
“science and an art combined,” she describes her experiences studying comedy
saying, “Everything I could get I would listen to and analyze. I would sit in comedy
clubs night after night thinking, ‘Why is this funny tonight? It wasn’t funny last night.
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What’s different about this audience?’ In addition to analyzing
performances, she read countless books about comedy, stating, “You can never stop
learning about it.” Another testament to the intense academic thought that goes into
her routines is the fact that she cites cerebral comedian Woody Allen as one of her
main influences. Although few would be quick to draw comparisons between the
two, they do share a certain aptitude for creating and maintaining a stage persona that
differs greatly from their offstage selves. Lawrence Epstein also notes a similarity
between Rudner and the Marx Brothers, in their ability to “use masks to hide a real
self” (Epstein 262). The creation of a mask or persona requires not only continuity of
content, but also an understanding of cadence and rhythm. Elaborating on the effort
that goes into the musicality of her routine, Rudner says, “The words are tiny, well
chosen. I slave over each word. There has to be a rhythm; it's like a poem, the
timing…” Indeed, Rudner’s intense study of comedy and rigorous analysis of humor
reveals that she is both a comedienne and a scholar.
Nevertheless, her jokes onstage are characterized by a ‘ditzy’ sensibility.
Many of them are based on Rudner’s ostensible ignorance of the larger political and
economic world. For example, when summoned for tax auditing, she quips, “They
said something about coming in on June 12th and bringing my records. I thought I
was being invited to a party” (Naked Beneath My Clothes). She is as oblivious to her
civic responsibilities as she is to her economic ones, boasting that she “got of juryduty by telling them how long it took [her] to decide whether or not to buy a jacket.”
Her material stays a safe distance away from current events as well. Although the
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Equal Rights Amendment was a highly timely issue, Rudner dismisses
it by proclaiming, “It’s unjust that men get free alterations when they buy a suit, and
women don’t. If those morons in Washington ever pass the Equal Rights Amendment,
it should say ‘Equal pay for Equal work’ and free alterations.” Through jokes such as
these, Rudner’s onstage persona reinforces the stereotype of women as ignorant of
global issues.
Another facet of the female stereotype that Rudner’s character affirms is that
of women as superficial beings. She highlights this superficiality with a twentyminute performance of jokes all about hair, beginning, “Nobody is really happy with
what’s on their head. People with straight hair want curly, people with curly hair want
straight, and bald people want everyone to be blind.” Her discussion of her own hair
obliquely references her Jewish background, as she laments, “I grew up with very
curly hair when it was the fashion to have straight. I tried everything to make my hair
look like the girls in the magazines. I taped my hair to my head religiously every
night--and this is very difficult for someone who isn’t religious.” Her tendency to
separate herself from religion, Judaism in particular, is telling, but not unsurprising,
given that she seems to want to mask her subversive tendencies with familiar
‘feminine’ clichés. For example, a cliché that dominates in Rudner’s routines is the
belief that women are materialistic, compulsive clothing-shoppers. In a one-woman
show entitled “Born to be Mild,” Rudner announced, “The cliché is true! Men like
cars and women like clothes. I only like cars because they take me to clothes!” She
goes on to admit, “My last credit card bill was so large that before I opened it, I
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actually heard a drum roll!” Her explanation for this clothing fixation is
even more blatantly anti-feminist, as she addresses the females in the audience,
“Women, we spend so much money on clothes because our whole identities are
wrapped up in what we wear!” This exclamation sums up the tone of Rudner’s entire
stage persona: a flighty and foolish woman who has no social or political identity.
Rather, her identity is wrapped up in what she wears, and how she adorns her external
form. Yet a few of her jokes reveal a consumer-savvy intelligence that undermines
her affected ‘ditziness.’ One such glimmer of wit occurs as she discusses a recently
purchased dress, gushing,
Another thing about this designer dress…It is a size four! I’m usually a
size six, but that day, I was thin…this is how designers get you to
spend large amounts of money on pieces of material sewn together—
the more expensive the garment, the bigger it is cut. Somewhere, there
is a size 6 dress so expensive that it would fit Nell Carter! (Naked
Beneath my Clothes)
In this sly joke, Rudner is both the prey, in that she has been duped by the designers
and paid too much to be told she was a smaller size, and the predator, in that she has
identified the tactic and indirectly confronted the designers. In the words of Roberta
Mock, Rudner uses jokes such as this to “transform herself from the object…to a
subject” (Mock 105). Indeed, these jokes that show a shard of analytic ability, even in
the context of something as mundane and stereotypically ‘feminine’ as shopping,
poke holes in her stage persona and allow her subversive Jewish roots to peek
through. An equally subtle show of subversion is that many of her jokes about
appearance reveal the great pains and sacrifices women must endure to be attractive
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to men. One such joke is her declaration, “I don’t plan to grow old
gracefully. I plan to have facelifts until my ears meet (Naked Beneath my Clothes).
Another is her observation that “Girl kids are allowed to order desserts until they can
spell cellulite.” Yet these two quips are on the more subtle side of the spectrum, in
that while they acknowledge the great effort women go through to look nice, it is only
implied that men have anything to do with this pursuit. Rudner becomes more explicit
in acknowledging men’s roles in women’s labors, as she reveals,
Women look forward to shopping for a bathing suit with much the
same anticipation that baby seals look forward to clubbing
season…men don’t know what we go through. I mean, we only wear
these skimpy things to look good for men! If it were up to us, we’d
wear bathing suits that had feet!
She then identifies the double standard between men and women in terms of the
lengths they will go through to be attractive, remarking, “Let’s say someone decided
that in order for a man to look attractive in a bathing suit, he had to pour hot wax
dangerously near the most sensitive area of his body, and have it dangerously ripped
off at least once every two months. I think even Evil Knievel would say ‘Too risky.’”
Granted, discussing the inequities between male and female grooming is a far cry
from scathing social critique. However, it is a glimpse of the subversive tendencies
that characterize Jewish humor. Even when Rudner is at her most stereotypically
‘girly,’ she manages to inject a bit of subversion into her jokes.
It is not, perhaps, coincidental, that Rudner’s subversion is largely covert,
given that her Jewish background was equally unacknowledged. A website selling
tickets to one of Rudner’s performances politely states that while “she enjoys Jewish

humor, she reserves her Jewish jokes for Jewish audiences.”

xxvi
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more mainstream audiences, her Judaism is as subtle as her subversion. Lawrence
Epstein discusses Rudner as part of a group of Jewish comediennes for whom
“Jewishness was much less intense than in earlier generations. There were vestiges,
hints...” (Epstein 260) but they were almost imperceptible. Epstein explains this
phenomenon by reasoning that “Jewish women, after all, were meeting a lot more
resistance because they were women than because they were Jews” (ibid). Rudner,
therefore, develops a persona tailored to acceptance as a woman, her acceptance as a
Jew being an almost non-issue. She does make a coy reference to her background,
noting the stereotyped ‘Jewish’ nose and instructing, “The first lesson in show
business: Make everything about you bigger. Except your nose. Make that smaller.
Immediately” (Naked Beneath My Clothes). However, most of Rudner’s references to
Judaism distance her from the culture. It is with a tone of confession that she
announces her religion to the audience of Born to Be Mild, admitting “I should tell
you, I’m Jewish, but I celebrate Christmas! And I’m going to do that until the Jewish
people can figure out a way to spell ‘Chanukah’!” Not only does she immediately
‘compensate’ for her Judaism by assuring her audience that she has assimilated
enough to celebrate Christmas, but she makes Judaism an ‘other’ by referring to “The
Jewish People,” instead of including herself and saying ‘we,’ as a more overtly
Jewish comedienne would have done. She reinforces the point of her assimilation,
saying,
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And we were never religious- we always had a Christmas tree.
But if any of my religious friends came over, we’d say, “It’s not a
Christmas Tree, it’s a Chanukah Bush!” And they’d say, “Well, all
right then, but who’s that in the manger?” And we’d say “Hyme.”
They’d say, “Who are those three men standing behind him?” We’d
say “His lawyers.
By setting up a situation in which she has to deceive her Jewish friends, Rudner is
further ‘othering’ the Jewish people. Additionally, she distances herself by showing
herself able to use Jewish stereotypes, as she references baby ‘Hyme’s lawyers.’
Another tactic she uses to establish distance between herself and Jewish people is her
flippant references to the Nazis. Not fully developed jokes, these references are
simple statements like, “The Bikini- What Nazi thought this thing up?” (Naked
Beneath my Clothes), and, “If I ever walked out of a store without looking at
absolutely every item, I would have nightmares of similar intensity to a Nazi war
criminal.” By reducing the Nazis to comic hyperbole, Rudner attests to her distance
from the atrocities of the Holocaust.
Yet, just as she plays to stereotypes of femininity with a subversive edge that
betrays her Jewish roots, she also regards domesticity with a rebellious irreverence
that reflects the Jewish will to challenge authority. Most obvious is her rejection of
what some would call women’s most sacred duty: motherhood. When discussing the
‘miracle of childbirth,’ Rudner squirms, “It’s scary. One of my friends told me she
was in labor for 36 hours. I don’t even want to do anything that feels good for 36
hours.” Similarly, she dismisses videotaping births by musing that the only time
someone would want to watch such a tape was when “Freddy Krueger isn’t scary
enough” (Born to be Mild). Although the 1980’s saw the increasing popularity of
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Lamaze, a course advocating natural childbirth, Rudner became a sharpwitted opponent of such methods, exclaiming, “To me, natural childbirth is
backwards—everyone takes drugs nowadays except when they need them!” Offering
her own subversively cynical suggestions for childbirth, she recommends that “the
delivery room should have traffic noises and pollution, and you should immediately
put the baby on the phone and have someone be rude to it” (Naked Beneath my
Clothes). In the midst of a culture that, to this day, associates women with
motherhood, Rudner stands up and unabashedly says, “I guess what I’m trying to say
is that some women are cut out for motherhood, and some aren’t.” Nor is she
ashamed to identify herself as one of the women who aren’t, reasoning, “To me, life
is tough enough without someone kicking you from the inside.” Even after being
married for several years, she does not shy away from admitting her skepticism of
motherhood, announcing “My husband and I can’t decide if we’re going to have a job
or have a child. We can’t decide if we’re going to ruin our carpet or ruin our lives.”
(Born to be Mild). Yet, characteristically, she tempers this subversive view with the
softness of her hyper-feminine persona, musing about childbirth among kangaroos,
“I’d have a baby, if it would develop in my handbag! ...Nature just mocks us. I saw a
dolphin give birth once, and it didn’t even stop swimming. It had a baby while
working out! Talk about an overachiever!”(Naked Beneath my Clothes). In addition to
staunchly opposing motherhood as a prerequisite to womanhood, she rejects the
duties of a model housewife, such as cleaning and doting on her husband. Eschewing
domestic tasks such as laundry, she boasts, “I don’t separate my colors from my
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whites. I put them together; I let them learn from their cultural
differences” (Born to Be Mild). She continues her sugar-sweet rebellion, giving
mock-instructions for how to be the ideal wife, such as “You must always let your
husband be himself. And you must pretend he’s someone else” and “Honesty is very
important. It should be avoided at all costs.” This tactic of rebelling from within the
confines of stereotypical femininity and domesticity is clearly a throwback to Jean
Carroll. In fact, Rudner explicitly compares herself to Carroll, citing their shared
tendency to “wear stylish dresses and tell husband jokes” (Comedy College). Yet
while Carroll’s gentle subversion was progressive and even pioneering for the 1950’s,
Rudner’s use of the same tactics is mild to the point of regression for the 1980’s.
With her focus on material goods, appearance, and domestic disinclination,
Rudner is very much a caricature of women. Although her Jewish background shows
through in her subversive attitudes towards child-rearing and housework, she does not
make an effort to be politically subversive, or even to establish a political identity. It
may be the tractability of her onstage persona that made her so appealing to men; she
was, after all, the first female comedian to be invited to one of the Friar’s Club
Roasts. Yet Rudner’s domestic subversion and materialism served as a precursor to a
Jewish archetype noted for her utter lack of docility: The Jewish American Princess.
Thus, with wide-eyed innocence and affable ditziness, Rita Rudner made a fortune,
planted the seeds for the overtly subversive J.A.P. persona, and showed the world the
intelligence required to ‘play dumb.’
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Roseanne Barr: The Politics of ‘Bitching’
If Belle Barth’s humor could be called aggressive, Roseanne Barr’s could be
called downright hostile. Barr makes no attempt to hide her subversive tendencies.
Her routines are brashly, aggressively anti-authoritarian. Whereas Barth and Tucker
tempered their subversion with their matronly physique, and Totie Fields made her
body fodder for self-deprecatory wit, Barr refused to use her girth for material,
dismissing it by proclaiming, “If you’re fat like, be fat and shut up. And if you’re not,
well, fuck you” (qtd. in Mock 107). This refusal to dwell on her body insists on the
superiority of her mind. Her comedy, like her identity as a woman, is based on her
social and political views, opinions, and deeply subversive ideas.
Barr directly attributes her comical subversion to her Jewish background.
Growing up in heavily Mormon Salt Lake City, she felt bitterly repressed by the
intolerance surrounding her. She was able to use jokes as catharsis for these feelings,
noting, “We could say anything we wanted to in our home, as long as it was funny”
(Barr, My Life as a Woman 33). Because comedy was the one place where her
negative feelings of exclusion and subversion would be accepted, she identified it as
somehow inherently Jewish. She explicitly makes this connection in a passage of her
autobiography in which she describes her response to watching televised stand-up
comedians:
I watched [comedy] as a cultist, as the word of God incarnate. It was
this wonderful thing that was somehow about language, and also
somehow about politics, and somehow about rebellion, and resistance
and anarchy. It was sad, angry, misogynistic, defiant, misogynistic,
titillating, and misogynistic. It was some Jewish thing…something
that Jews really owned and knew about and did better tan almost
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anyone else. It was the Midrash, it was about connection, and
the symbolic murder of the status quo (Barr, My Life as a Woman 148)
She sums up this connection by stating that comedy is “a place where a Jew can speak
like a Jew” (148). Her implication of what it is to ‘speak like a Jew’ includes
attempting to overthrow institutions and ‘murder the status quo.’ Like her
predecessors, her identity as a Jew motivates her subversive tendencies. Unlike her
predecessors, however, Roseanne lives in a society where women have enough of a
political identity that she is able to recognize comedy as “a super-political act, the
power of creating a new point of view” (148). The point of view that she strives to
create is a markedly feminist one. Barr views herself as a sort of savior of females,
declaring, “What excited me, finally, was the thought of a woman, any woman,
standing up and saying NO…a huge, cosmic “NO” and the first time I went on stage,
I felt myself say it, and I felt chilled and free and redeemed” (152). In Roseanne
Barr, Jewish subversive tendencies are combined with women’s modern identity in
the socio-political sphere.
Certainly, Barr does her share of jokes about marriage and housework. Like
her predecessors, she is a housewife, or “Domestic Goddess,” as she terms it. As
such, she is not completely without similarities to her predecessor and contemporary
Rita Rudner. Yet, while Rudner is coy and feminine as she reveals her shortcomings
as a housewife, Barr sits unabashedly at the opposite end of the spectrum. On her first
live television appearance on The Johnny Carson Show in 1985, she stunned
audiences with her shrill, nasal voice, complaining,
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A lot of stuff bugs me about husbands, you know, like, when
they all the time want to talk to you - I hate that. Like he says: 'Hey,
Roseanne, don't you think we should talk about our sexual problems?'
You know, like I'm gonna turn off 'Wheel of Fortune' for that. Put it in
a gift certificate, babe.
Her routine continues similarly, mocking husbands with statements like, “[Steven
King] is coming out with the scariest book he ever, ever wrote….it’s about a husband
with a mind of his own. Don’t get tense ladies, it’s just a fantasy, it could never really
happen!” She addresses household tasks with equal vitriol, replying to her husband’s
requests that she wash dishes by snapping, “Get real…What’s the matter, is ‘Lemon
Joy’ kryptonite to your species?” While the subject matter may resonate with other
Jewish comediennes whose subversive tendencies are manifested in domestic
disinclination, the attitude is far more aggressive and ‘unfeminine’. In fact, Barr is
extremely critical of women like Rudner, who conform to the stereotype of
femininity. An article by Roberta Mock quotes Barr calling women like Rudner and
other contemporary Jewish female comedian Joan Rivers, “Uncle Women, female
Uncle Toms, whose first order is to be a lackey to anti-woman males” (Mock 100).
As a result of her determination to break female stereotypes, Barr received a great
deal of negative media attention. As an outspoken feminist, openly using comedy for
her platform, she was a great deal more controversial than Rudner. However, Barr
used such negative media attention to her advantage, reasoning, “When I realized the
powers that the press was giving everything I did, just because I was a big, scary, fat
woman—and also a big, scary, fat Jewish woman…I said, my God, I’m gonna be able
to work it even more for women” (Mock 108).
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Her key mode of ‘working it’ for women was to invent a new
mode of humor that combines feminist activism with stand-up comedy. Barr
describes this mode, saying, “What I do is a brand new thing I call funny womanness.
Based on a brand new theory that we women have our own way of thinking, different
from the way men think, and really different from the way they think we think” (Barr,
My Life as a Woman 176). One thing that made her ‘funny womanness’ stand out
from other jokes told from a housewife’s perspective was that they were rooted in
feminist literature. Through her work at the Woman to Woman Bookshop, a feminist
collective/bookstore, Barr had exposure to a great deal of women’s studies literature.
Recalling her time there, Barr stated, “I would read…I wolved Virginia Woolf,
especially Three Guineas, about the intermarriage of education, the professions, and
politics” (160). Indeed, her jokes often showed a political bent, such as when she
talks of running for President of the United States, claiming, “My campaign motto
will be, ‘Let’s vote for Rosie and put some new blood in the White House—every
twenty-eight days’” (Barr, The Unruly Woman 65). Even when not directly
referencing politics, Barr channels the righteous indignation of the feminist
movement through quips such as the one on her variety show, The Roseanne Show,
when a voiceover doing a mock-ad announces “Brought to you by FemRage—for that
one time of the month you’re allowed to be yourself!” This rage also took the genderbending form of yelling at problematic audience members, “Suck my dick!” Barr’s
form of violent humor made public the intense anger of the 1990’s feminist
movement.
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More importantly, however, Barr made the feminist movement
open to women outside of the white middle-class. She was deeply frustrated by the
way that the women’s movement had been “taken over by women hand-picked to be
acceptable to the establishment” (Barr, The Unruly Woman 66). Barr’s concerns
reflect those of the Third Wave Feminists, a new branch of feminism arising in the
1990’s which aimed to expand the gains of feminism beyond the white middle class.
Rebecca Walker, a major figure in the Third Wave of Feminism, describes it as, “a
response to critiques of the Second Wave. It was important to us (the founders) that
Third Wave be, at its very core, multi-racial, multi-ethnic, multi-issue, pan-sexual
orientation, with people and issues from all socio-economic backgrounds
represented.” Informed by this movement, Barr made a conscious effort to come
from what Roberta Mock calls a “‘white trash,’ working class framework” (107). She
describes the way her inspirations moved from Virginia Woolf to the streets
surroundings her as she writes,
No longer wishing to speak in academic language, or even in a
feminist language, because it all seemed dead to me, I began to speak
as a working-class woman who is a mother, a woman who no longer
believed in change, progress, growth, or hope. This was the language
that all the women on the street spoke. (Barr, My Life as a Woman
161)
Her working-class perspective allows her to draw contrasts between the idealism of
the early feminist movement, and the disappointments of their long-sought-after
‘equality.’ After years of fighting for places in the work-force, women were
disillusioned to discover that a successful career did not rid them of the expectations
of motherhood and housework.
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Kathleen Rowe picks up on this keen social commentary,
noting that Arnold’s blue-collar setting “exposes the gap between, on one hand…the
New Left and the other women’s movement of the late 1960’s and early 1970’s, and
on the other, the reality of working-class family life two decades later” (Rowe 54).
This reality includes a candid portrayal of poverty and domestic disturbance. Barr’s
television sitcom, Roseanne, was notable for its portrayal of the Connors, a workingclass family in which both parents worked in blue-collar jobs, such as “hanging
sheetrock, running a motorcycle shop, and eventually owning their own diner where
they served "loose-meat"” (Museum of Broadcast Communications). By setting her
stand-up routines and sitcom in this blue-collar framework, Barr insists that attention
be paid to the lives and rights of lower-class society. When Alan King dismissed
Roseanne’s fan base as
…the hopeless underclass of the female sex. The polyester-clad,
overweight occupants of the slow track. Fast-food waitresses, factory
workers, housewives—members of the invisible pink-collar army. The
despised, the jilted, the underpaid.
She quickly retorted, “In other words, the coolest people” (Rowe 57). Barr asserts the
importance of this ‘invisible-pink-collar army,’ and in doing so, renders them visible.
In addition to expanding the feminist movement to include the working-class,
Barr used her comedy to “break every social norm…and see that it is laughed at”
(64). Indeed, her standup routine and sitcom were well known and at times notorious
for featuring controversial social topics like gender deconstruction and gay rights. In
her 1991 comedy performance “Roseanne Barr: Live from Trump Castle,” she
subverts the constructs of gender, singing song lyrics that have reinforced gender
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norms to enormous photographs of “men dressed in bikinis, striking
beefcake poses, and another of women wearing the clichés of men’s working
uniforms, such as hard hats and briefcases.” The combination of the song lyrics and
convoluted images of gender symbols archly highlight the “arbitrariness, and the
foolishness, of our culture’s notions of gender” (75).
Her eponymous ABC sitcom also featured sensitive social issues. The
Museum of Broadcast Communication mentions that “one episode dealt with the
young son’s masturbation,” while in another, “Roseanne frankly discussed birth
control” and “explained her choice to have breast reduction surgery.” Exceptionally
controversial was the episode featuring a lesbian kiss. Frank Rich, of the New York
Times, described this episode as “a small step forward for the stirring of homosexuals
into the American melting pot.” When ABC refused to air the episode, Barr promptly
threatened to take her show to a competing network. It is appropriate that she turns to
Jewish people to find support for her subversive actions; the night before the airing of
the contentious episode, Barr spoke at a “packed Upper West Side
synagogue…saying, it’s “shocking to see a woman kiss another woman but not
shocking to see a woman raped, mutilated, and shot every two seconds” (Rich). It is
curious that a show that prides itself on raising subversive social issues would turn
Roseanne Barr into ‘Roseanne Conner’ a non-Jewish woman. Rather than being
explicitly identified as Jewish, Barr can show her Judaism only through her
subversion, which she does in spades. As her show depicts “candid scenes in which
straight, blue-collar families are casually thrown together with gay men without the
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walls tumbling down” (Rich), Lesbian displays of affection, and
candid discussion of taboo subjects, it brings topical social issues to center stage, and
challenges America’s promise of free speech.
Barr exemplifies women’s newly-solidified political identity as she
confidently uses comedy to critique the United States government. Her politically
subversive antics could occasionally get her into trouble, as they did in the infamous
‘Star Spangled Banner incident.’ On July 25, 1990, ‘Working Women’s Night’ at a
San Diego Padres baseball game, Barr shocked the nation with a purposely discordant
rendition of the national anthem, which she followed by spitting disdainfully.
Conservative columnist George Will reacted to the performance with outrage,
writing, “Last week, America’s patience snapped. With a single voice the nation
thundered, “Intolerable!” We are a people slow to anger but fierce when galvanized,
as by Pearl Harbor or, as last week, by Roseanne Barr’s rendition of “The Star
Spangled Banner” (Rowe 50). Even then-President George Bush spoke out against
Barr, calling her performance “disgusting.xxvii”
Such reactions, particularly Will’s comparison of Roseanne’s performance to
the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, may seem absurdly over-the-top as a response to
a comedienne. Yet they make sense given that Barr’s performance signifies women
embracing the subversive power of humor in a political context. For an audience to
laugh at the government with Barr acknowledges the strength of her political voice.
To conservative male leaders who had not been accustomed to dealing with such a
voice, it would certainly be unnerving. It would be even more alarming in light of the
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increasingly successful Third Wave Feminist movement of the 1990’s.
While the number of Black women in elective office was only 131 in 1970, it had
increased to 1,950 in 1990. Likewise, in 1992, a Washington D.C. Pro-Choice Rally
drew 750,000 women of color (Garskof 137). Minority women and women of lower
economic classes, whose voices had been unacknowledged, were asserting
themselves, and men in power felt threatened. Barr insightfully identifies the threat
she poses, stating, “It’s still dangerous to be a woman who…does any social
criticism, or a woman who has a brain, or a woman who has anything to say…it’s
dangerous and frightening” (Rowe 52).
However dangerous it may be, her routines continue to involve political
humor. One of her jokes deems women’s magazines “a political conspiracy to keep
women off base so we won’t demand the arms race stopped and the money it uses be
spent more productively” (Barr, My Life as a Woman 135). In a similar vein, she
complains about wasting time doing housework “When I should have been
organizing other neighborhood women and storming every government office and
agency and forcing them all to anoint me as your Queen, so I can clean up this world,
strengthen it, and organize it” (136). Even without storming the government and
being named Queen, Barr has been able to use subversive comedy to challenge the
government and make her voice, and the voices of thousands of other women, heard.
The ostracism Roseanne Barr faced growing up as a Jew in Salt Lake City
gave her a special determination to fight the oppression she faced both as a Jew and a
woman. Standing on a foundation built by Jewish female comedians whose
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subversive tendencies could not be manifested in political critique,
Barr took their subversion to the next level. Barr is, in many ways, the perfect
symbol of the “third wave” feminist movement of the 1990’s. Just as the feminist
movement moved from its early emphasis on the home and workplace to global
issues such as international peace, Barr moved from an emphasis on the malcontents
of a housewife to issues of the blue-collar class, and criticism of the government. Her
efforts to shed light on the lives of women in blue collar settings, to expose the
artifice of gender constructs, and to criticize the U.S. government are a testament to
the strength of women’s political identity in the ‘90’s. In a 2005 interview with
Jimmy Kimmel, Barr reflects on her past and current career, saying that her job is
“going around the world telling jokes about our country, our people, the world, how
screwed up everything is” and concluding, “I just basically bitch.” That may be, but
the unashamed subversion inherent in this ‘bitching’ is a clear indicator of women’s
new identity as political and social beings.
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Sarah Silverman: Reconciling the Impossible
Sarah Silverman is, in many ways, a fusion of all of her predecessors. She
combines the impish youthfulness of Fanny Brice, the unabashed libido of Sophie
Tucker, the feminine good looks of Jean Carroll, the foul mouths of Belle Barth and
Pearl Williams, the self-deprecation of Totie Fields, the J.A.P. tendencies of Rita
Rudner, and the outright political subversion of Roseanne Barr. This ability to
accommodate so many seemingly contradictory traits is Sarah Silverman’s major
achievement. She is a comedienne of contradiction, combining sweetness and
subversion, femininity and potty-humor, and, most importantly, Jewish, American,
and female identities. Silverman insists on reconciling three identities that were
formerly considered mutually exclusive: American, Jewish, and Female.
She is, first and foremost, an American. Her penchant for football jerseys and
Converse sneakers cultivates a casual American image, and her acts involve no
stereotypically ‘Jewish’ dialect. If there is any noticeable dialect, it is the distinctly
American tendency to insert the word ‘like’ at frequent intervals. More importantly,
her act is based on a persona that takes stereotypically American traits, such as
arrogance and ignorance, to their fullest and most absurd conclusion. Using this
persona, an “arrogant ignorant who goes through life very earnestly but is kind of an
A-hole,” (Silverman, Fresh Air) she is able to comment on pressing social issues in
America without making herself an outsider. Silverman comments on her eagerness
to address particularly sensitive issues, such as rape and AIDS, explaining, “They
create really good dichotomies: The contrast between the sensitivity of a topic and the
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insensitivity of a girl whose perception of herself is very different from
the perception the audience has of her” (Silverman, Fresh Air). This dichotomy is
evident in her filmed performance “Jesus is Magic,” as she discusses AIDS with the
audience by suggesting with a perky grin, “If God gives you AIDS—and, by the way,
God does give you AIDS—Make lemon-aids!” Silverman also tackles the issue of
global warming in a televised performancexxviii entitled “A Very Convenient Truth.”
In this short piece, she smilingly defends global warming, reasoning, “Let’s talk
economics. In 1996, I spent $384 on sweaters, and by the year 2016, I will be only
spending $108 per year on sweaters…Liberals will call it global warming, I call it
global comfortable-ing! So come with me into the future, and bring a bathing suit!”
This self-involvement, for which Americans are notorious, is a recurring target of
Silverman’s satire. It is shown to hilarious effect as she reflects on the events of
September 11th, 2001, stating,
They were devastating. They were beyond devastating. I don’t want to
say ‘especially for these people,’ or ‘especially for these people,’ but
especially for me, because it happened to be the same exact day that I
found out that the soy chai latte was, like, nine hundred calories. I had
been drinking them every day. You hear soy, you think healthy! And
it’s a lie (Jesus is Magic)
She again mocks the tendency of the American individual to inflate his own
importance out of ignorance by likening herself to Martin Luther King:
Guess what, Martin Luther King? I had a dream too! I had a dream
that I was in my living room. It wasn't my living room, but it was like,
playing my living room. I went to the back yard, where there was a
pool. And before I got into it, a shark came out. And he had braces. So
maybe you're not so fucking special.

xxix

Although an interview in Rolling Stone Magazine
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reports

that “at a Times Square show a few weeks ago, she was booed off the stage as soon as
she said King's name,” these audience members misunderstood the target of
Silverman’s satire. She is mocking not King, but the arrogance shown by her persona,
whose ignorance of the point of King’s dream allows her to assert the equality of her
own. Silverman has sparked similar controversy for her tendency to mock racists,
which some confuse with actual racism. She uses this misunderstanding as fodder for
a joke in her performance, informing the audience,
I got in trouble for saying the word “Chink” on a talk show, a network
talk show. It was in the context of a joke. Obviously. That’d be weird.
That’d be a really bad career choice if it wasn’t. But, nevertheless, the
president of an Asian-American watchdog group out here in Los
Angeles, his name is Guy Aoki, and he was up in arms about it and he
put my name in the papers calling me a racist, and it hurt. As a Jew—
as a member of the Jewish community—I was really concerned that
we were losing control of the media. Right? What kind of a world do
we live in where a totally cute white girl can’t say “Chink” on network
television? It’s like the fifties. It’s scary” (Jesus is Magic)
She takes a more serious attitude, however, in an interview on NPR, commenting on
the incident by explaining, “People aren’t getting the irony, they like my stuff in a
literal way that’s ugly, instead of gleaning the absolute power of what I mean, which
is usually the opposite of what I say.” She acknowledges that certain issues, such as
race, may be traditionally inappropriate for her to joke about, since she is white.
However, she maintains, “the license I see for myself is I’m a member of the world”
(Silverman, Slate). More specifically, she is a member of America, and as such, in a
position to mock it from the inside. Silverman’s comedy addresses social problems in
the contemporary United States, such as AIDS, the environment, and racism, by
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revealing the ignorance, arrogance, and self-importance which hinder
Americans from addressing and solving these problems. However, because she
satirizes these traits by inhabiting a persona who embodies them, she simultaneously
criticizes America and establishes herself as an American.
Silverman also establishes herself as a Jew, albeit a secular one. Clarifying her
Jewish identity in an interview with Slate Magazine, Silverman said, “It’s funny,
because I do think of myself as Jewish ethnically, but I’m not religious at all.” Rather
than being tied to Judaism as a religion, Silverman identifies with the cultural
tradition of subversive behavior. In the anthology “I Am Jewish: Personal Reflections
Inspired by the Last Words of Daniel Pearl,” Silverman writes, “Remember the guy
who smashed all the idols in the idol store? …That’s us. That’s me. I am Jewish”
(Pearl 66.)xxx She asserts her identity as a Jew by maintaining the tradition of
rebelling against authority. The U.S. government is a frequent target of the politically
liberal comedienne. In her standup routine, she comments on a recent law requiring
that women wait twenty-four hours before they are permitted to have an abortion,
exclaiming, “I think it's a good law! The other day I wanted to go get an abortion. I
really wanted an abortion, but then I thought about it and it turned out I was just
thirsty” (Jesus is Magic). She also rails against President George W. Bush in an
interview with The Village Voicexxxi, exclaiming, “George Bush should go to Iraq
and be on the front lines… why are we in Iraq when it has nothing to do with 9-11
and there's a fucking genocide in Darfur?” Indeed, her willingness to make politically
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subversive statements both on and off stage speaks to her pride in the
Jewish tradition of subversion.
More directly, however, she asserts her identity as a Jew by frequently
‘Jewdentifying,’ making reference to herself as a member of the Jewish community.
Unlike Rudner, she immediately announces her Jewish background with pride,
explaining that if she and her Catholic boyfriend marry and have children, it won’t be
a problem, because “we’d be honest, you know, and just say, you know like,
‘Mommy is one of the chosen people… and Daddy believes that Jesus is magic.’”
She also bolsters comparisons between herself and Lenny Bruce by doing a variation
on his ‘Jews killed Jesus’ admission, as she declares, “Good! I hope the Jews did kill
Christ! I’d do it again! I’d fucking do it again in a second! If I hear his Birkenstocks
clacking this way…” In a 2007 fundraising performance for the Arava Institute in
Israel, Silverman mocked the way Madonna and other Kabbalah-dabbling celebrities
had made Judaism appear trendy, by assuring her audience that Kabbalah is “totally
not Jewish…it’s like…the tiniest slice Jewish, but with like, none of the like, big
nose-ness.” In keeping with her tendency to joke about taboo subjects, Silverman also
acknowledges herself as a Jew with a slew of jokes about the Holocaust. Rudner
distances herself from the Holocaust by using terms like ‘Nazi’ as a slang word for an
unpleasant person. Contrastingly, Silverman retains the original meaning of words
like ‘Nazi’ and ‘Holocaust,’ and brings herself closer to the events, often mentioning
them in the context of her family, while still injecting them with humor. For example,
in one of these jokes, she brags that her grandmother went to one of the ‘better’
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concentration camps, and got a tattoo on her arm that read ‘bedazzled’
(Jesus is Magic). In another, she tells about a phone call from her niece, saying,
She called me up and she's like, "Aunt Sarah, did you know that Hitler
killed sixty million Jews." And I corrected her and I said, "You know,
I think he's responsible for killing six million Jews." And she said, "Oh
yeah! Six million! I knew that but seriously, I mean, what's the
difference?" "Uh, the difference is sixty million is unforgivable, young
lady!”
By joking about the Holocaust, Sarah Silverman also ensures that it does not go
unremembered. She touches on the alarming tendency of contemporary Americans to
forget or even disavow the Holocaust, as she makes a reference to the Holocaust,
interrupting herself with, “I’m sorry—Alleged Holocaust.” This same sort of denial
comes under attack as Silverman criticizes Jewish people who buy German cars,
exclaiming, “It’s not a secret that companies like Mercedes and BMW, I mean, Hitler
commissioned the Volkswagen. I mean, these are companies that built cars for the
Nazi war effort. And yet, Jewish people who drive German cars who just…it’s so
gay! It’s just gay!” Incidentally, her decision to use the word ‘gay’ as a negative term
pokes fun at the homophobia of contemporary slang. However, the main effect of
these jokes is not only to remind the audience of the events of the Holocaust, but also
to establish herself as a Jew. Although Silverman repeatedly states that she does not
want to be pigeon-holed as a ‘Jewish comedian,’ her willingness to incorporate
Jewish matters into so much of her act reveals a firmly-established Jewish identity.
Finally, Silverman embraces her identity as an attractive woman. Silverman
has received a great deal of attention for her wholesome good-looks. Named one of
Maxim Magazine’s Top 100 Sexiest Women in 2006 and 2007 and featured in
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Playboy and Esquire, Silverman has never shied from male attention
for her sex appeal. In an interview with American Jewish Life Magazine, Silverman
responded to an inquiry about whether she was offended by such attention by
exclaiming, “Not at all! I want to appreciate it while it’s here…One time I passed
some construction workers on the street and one of them whistled. I turned back to
him with disgust and he said, ‘Not you!’ The whistle was for the woman in front of
me. From then on I appreciated the stuff aimed at me.xxxii” While it is far from
unusual for a woman to receive attention for her appearance, what distinguishes
Silverman is that this attention coexists with her identity as a subversive and socially
incisive comedian. Unlike most female celebrities, her beauty is not the reason for
her fame. She is primarily identified with her views, jokes, and subversive ideas; her
appearance is always a secondary factor. Unlike Roseanne Barr, whose views took
center stage at the expense of her sex appeal, Sarah Silverman is able to maintain her
identity as a sexually attractive female, without letting that identity overpower her
voice. This accomplishment would have been impossible in Sophie Tucker’s day.
According to Tucker’s musician Fred Fisher, “Take a pretty, sexy looking girl and let
her pull something [like Tucker’s ‘hot numbers’] and it’s offensive right away. It’s
smutty without being funny” (qtd. in Tucker 48). Yet, Silverman makes jokes and
performs numbers like “The Porn Song” that make Tucker look positively tame,
while maintaining the humor of the joke. Her identity as an attractive woman does not
come at the expense of her ability to make an audience laugh at socially relevant,
politically subversive material, and in this sense, it is ground-breaking.
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Another factor that makes Sarah Silverman’s reputation as
‘sexy’ somewhat ground-breaking is that it co-exists with her identity as a Jew. The
stereotype of Jewish women as less desirable than blonde, Western ‘shiksas’ provides
fodder for jokes in Silverman’s standup routine, as she snaps, “People think Jewish
women aren’t sexy—that’s such bullshit! You know…put on a sexy negligee…” and
then proceeds to do a grotesque caricature of a ‘Jewish’ dance, singing “YieydelDieydel-Dieydel” (Jesus is Magic). She revisits this idea, bemoaning the fact that
there are “not enough Jewish women represented in porn,” and positing a
pornographic video in which a Jew ‘talks dirty’ by demanding, “Fuck my Tuchas!
I’m a bad Jew, I’m a dirty Jew…Fucking dirty Jew, Fuck my Fucking Tuchas!” The
ridiculous juxtaposition of pornography and Yiddish language sheds light on the
mutual exclusivity that exists between sexuality and Jewish identity. Yet by refusing
to compromise her identity as a Jew or as an attractive woman, Silverman forces
society to see them as compatible. Indeed, since she has become popular, American
society has begun seeing Jews in a different, more ‘hip’ way. In 2005, television
network VH1 aired a show entitled “So Jewtastic,” which aimed to “circumcise the
old ideas about Jewish mothers, ridiculous stereotypes and whether or not Jews know
how to play sports (they do!)” and urged viewers to “put down that gefilte fish and
pop open some Manischewitz, it's time to get your Jew on...VH1 style!”xxxiii Though
it would be an overstatement to attribute this shift in society’s perception of Jews to
Silverman alone, her image as a modern sex symbol has undoubtedly had an
enormous influence on the way that Jewish women are perceived.
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The back of the DVD case for Jesus is Magic boasts a review
by the L.A. Times reading, “Comedy as ruthlessly provocative as anything since the
heyday of Lenny Bruce!” Certainly, their shared taste for controversial material and
social criticism makes such comparisons legitimate. She has also been called a
“twisted Gracie Allen” (Goodyearxxxiv) and “a comedienne with the manic creativity
of Lucille Ball” (Lewisxxxv). Yet Silverman’s unique fusion of contradictions defies
comparison. Unlike her predecessors, she has carved out a new identity that
accommodates femininity and political subversion; Judaism and sex appeal. This
determination to forge ahead and create an identity reflects the can-do feminist
attitude of the new millennium. This is a decade in which Hilary Clinton insists that
she can both giggle about her preference of diamonds over pearls and lead the free
world. It is a decade in which authors like Ariel Levy write feminist tracts like
“Female Chauvinist Pigs,” criticizing women for spending too much time in strip
clubs. It is a decade in which the social restrictions and stereotypes are becoming less
rigid, and female Jewish comedians can not only manifest their subversive tendencies
politically, but become a sex symbol for doing so. It is, in short, a decade of seeming
contradictions, and therefore, well-represented by the impossible Miss Sarah
Silverman.
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Conclusion: The Struggle for Laughter
The feminist movement in America from the 1920’s through the 2000’s is
analogous to the drop of water that hollowed out the stone. In spite of massive
resistance, the unending persistence of the feminists slowly and painstakingly made
an impression on society. With a few exceptions, it was not until the 1960’s that
women developed an identity outside of the home. Before (and for some women,
during) this time, female identity was limited to the domestic sphere, and revolved
around domestic matters, such as cooking, cleaning, child-rearing, marital relations
and sexuality. The 1960’s and 1970’s witnessed a turning point, in which the
feminist movement emphasized issues of sexual health and equity in the workplace.
Women’s identities expanded, as more of them began to view themselves in the
context of their career. Women’s increased participation in the professional sphere
put them in greater contact with major issues in the world, and further developed their
sense of socio-political identity. In the 1980’s, the movement faced a bit of backlash
and regression. However, the 1990’s saw the birth of ‘Third Wave Feminism,’ in
which feminism expanded to address issues of class and race. As the movement
expanded, so did the identity of women, and they began to view themselves as global
citizens, taking active interest in international peace and environmental issues. The
new millennium brings with it a new set of challenges. However, women are wellequipped to face them; for, they have succeeded in the most important task of the
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feminist movement: convincing not men, but women themselves that
they hold important places in the social and political sphere.
The success of this task is evident in the changing nature of jokes told by the
female sex’s most subversive representatives, Jewish women. The subversive
behavior against injustice emphasized in Judaism has consistently characterized the
material performed by Jewish female comedians; however, that subversion takes
forms that reflect the role of women in a given decade. In the 1920’s, when women’s
identities were shaped largely by their relationships to males, Fanny Brice used her
mischievous charm to highlight the woes that women suffer at the hands of
thoughtless men. Similarly, Sophie Tucker brazenly stated that with relationships
comes sex, regardless of the size or age of the people involved. In the 1950’s, when
women identified themselves as housewives, Jean Carroll subversively pointed out
her domestic shortcomings. The 1960’s saw women begin to unleash their anger and
indignation at years of mistreatment, Belle Barth and Pearl Williams pushed that
anger to (and often beyond) its limits with their castration humor and hostile
bawdiness. When feminism had begun to perceptibly ‘hollow out the stone,’ in the
1970’s, and women achieved a more established political identity, Totie Fields’s
subversion came out in the form of politically critical humor. Throughout the brief
setback of the 1980’s, when many women showed a need to quash their developing
political identity, Rita Rudner’s subversion stayed as subtle as her Jewish
background. Yet in the 1990’s and 2000’s, women were once again embracing their
identity as political and social beings, and Roseanne Barr and Sarah Silverman were
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able to let their subversion take politically and socially incendiary
form. Lawrence Epstein attributes this increasingly political trend to the
establishment and empowerment of Jewish women as citizens of the United States,
stating, “The new Jews—American women—were not going to take it anymore”
(Epstein 266). These women, though all Jewish, came from drastically different
backgrounds. While Sophie Tucker grew up in an observant Orthodox Jewish home,
Sarah Silverman rarely went to temple. When she did, it was with a magazine hidden
behind the prayer-book. What unites them is the tradition of subversive behavior.
An article in Vanity Fair observes this trend of increasingly politically
subversive jokes, noting, “There has been an epochal change from 20 years ago, when
female stand-up comics mostly complained about the female condition—cellulite and
cellophane…the repertoire of women isn’t limited to self-loathing or man-hating
anymore” (Stanley 190). Indeed, while Jewish women once used humor to release
their subversive tendencies from the house, they are now doing so from the House
and the Senate.
The increasingly political bent of Jewish women’s subversive humor is
considerably unsettling to men, for it attests to female’s established socio-political
identity and empowerment. Just as men in the late 19th century responded to feeling
threatened by the suffragette movement by making humorlessness of women “a staple
of club toasts and magazines such as Punch” (Stanley 184), men today respond to
feeling threatened by trying to re-assert women’s inability to be funny. In 2000, Jerry
Lewis notably announced to his audience, “I don’t like female comedians.” Equally
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notable was the January 2007 article in Vanity Fair by Christopher
Hitchens, entitled, “Why Women Aren’t Funny,” in which he wrote,
For some reason,” he wrote, “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.
By asserting that women are rarely capable of humor, Hitchens responds to his fear
of females in power by putting them back ‘in their place,’ and reduces them to the
status of a ‘dog walking on its hind legs’. The intensity of the men’s insistence that
women are inferior comedians may seem unwarranted, but it makes sense with an
understanding of the power inherent in subversive humor. Therefore, women have
responded with equal intensity, insisting on their comic ability. The April, 2008
edition of Vanity Fair features Alessandra Stanley’s response to Hitchens, an article
entitled, “Who Says Women Aren’t Funny?” The article addresses ways that men
have suppressed women’s senses of humor, stating,
Not everything has changed since 1885, when educator Kate Sanborn
tried to refute the conventional male wisdom in her book The Wit of
Women.” Sanborn pointed out that women have good reason to keep
their one-liners to themselves. “No man likes to have his story capped
by a better and fresher from a lady’s lips,” she wrote, “What woman
does not risk being called sarcastic and hateful if she throws the merry
dart or engages in a little sharp-shooting. No, no, it’s dangerous—if
not fatal (184).
As further evidence of the comedy industry’s misogynistic environment, Stanley cites
an incident in 1999, in which a female writing assistant made an unsuccessful attempt
to sue the producers of Friends because of the disrespect and sexism of the male
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writers, Stanley writes, “it was a little like suing Pepsi because its
carbonated soft drinks are so bubbly” (251).
Corey Kahaney, a contemporary Jewish female comedian has also noted that
women’s jokes too often go unheard due to misogyny, commenting, “I have
witnessed such outright blatant unapologetic misogyny in the clubs, and worse, I see
the audience respond favorably! I also see the industry rewarding them for it! It’s not
easy to perform in that climate, let alone do thought provoking comedy” (Kahaney).
Beck Drysdale, another contemporary Jewish comedian, offers up a more optimistic
perspective, recognizing, “Funny women are intimidating…there is a lot of power in
humor,” but suggesting that “recently…people can better handle a woman having that
kind of power.” To a great extent, Drysdale is correct; the increased number of
popular female comedians reveals that women are more accepted in comedy today
than they were even twenty years ago. Women’s struggle for laughter continues to
reflect the feminist movement, for both are far from over. As of 2008, women are
paid an average of 76 cents to a man's dollar; and for African-American and Hispanic
women it is even lower (Gandyxxxvi). Kim Gandy, president of the National
Organization for Women, points out, “We represent only 16 percent of Congress, 18
percent of governors, and 16 percent of top U.S. corporate leaders.” Acting as a
microcosm to the greater socio-political arena, comedy remains a heavily
misogynistic field. The day that men like Christopher Hitchens acknowledge females
to be just as funny as males will be a triumph not only for female comedians, but for
the feminist movement.
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Jewish female comedians continue to be on the front lines of
the struggle for laughter, representing some of the most subversive elements of
women. The subversive behavior encouraged in the Torah by heroes like Moses and
Sarah has fostered a long line of Jewish female comedians unafraid to thumb their
noses at unjust authority. Moreover, this tradition of promoting social justice is a
great source of pride for many contemporary Jews. Even if Jewish women today do
not trace their subversive tendencies back to the Torah, they draw inspiration from
more recent figures, such as Belle Barth and Totie Fields. These women were
unafraid to approach stand-up comedy, which Vanity Fair cautions,
…was always harder for women, because it is aggressive—comedians
have to dominate their audience and “kill” by common metaphor.
Male listeners might make allowances for sparkling repartee—which
is, after all, instinctive and responsive and manslaughter at the very
worst. But a premeditated joke or routine can be murderous in the first
degree. Stand-up comedy is tougher and meaner… (191).
Corey Kahaney explicitly acknowledges her predecessors in her off-Broadway
production entitled, “The J.A.P. Show: Jewish American Princesses of Comedy.” The
piece features monologues alternating between older comediennes like Belle Barth,
Pearl Williams, Betty Walker, Jean Carroll, and Totie Fields, and contemporary
Jewish female comedians. The interaction between performers and audience in this
play also reveals the subversive tendencies of Jewish people. For, at moments when
the audience was indecorously shouting at the performers, Kahaney and her costars
grinned and remarked, “Only at a Jewish show!” Beck Drysdale also refers to her
predecessors, though less directly, saying, “I am grateful for women who have paved
the road for people like me who have it so much easier.” Jewish females such as those
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featured in this essay, and countless others throughout history, tackled
the most aggressive of performance styles and triumphed. Today, they continue to
play leading roles in stand-up comedy. Corey Kahaney notes, “In the Vanity Fair
article only five are stand up comics—with the exception of Wanda [Sykes] they are
all Jewish. That’s encouraging.” When asked why they think Jewish women are so
willing and able to employ their subversive tendencies in comedy routines, Drysdale
and Kahaney gave answers that hinted at comedy as a way to deal with suffering.
Drysdale reasons, “If tragedy + time = comedy, we fit into that equation nicely.”
Kahaney also refers to tragic circumstances, saying, “We would have killed ourselves
if we didn’t find ways to laugh about [the world around us].” If humor is a response
to suffering, then Jewish females, as members of a double minority, have a wealth of
experience from which to draw.
The tendency to subvert, or rebel against oppression, as established by the
Torah and reinforced through years of Jewish comedians, provides a rich tradition of
Jews who use comedy to make their voices heard. The topics on which women’s
voices are able to be heard, however, have been limited by their social roles and
identities. There is an imperative for Jewish comediennes to continue their subversive
behavior, while women continue to expand and strengthen their socio-political
identities. For, as Beck Drysdale asks, “If it truly is a white Christian man's world,
who the hell else is going to make fun of it?” In 1964, Lenny Bruce cried out to the
United States, “You need a deviant! You need a madman!” Yet an examination of
Brice, Tucker, Carroll, Barth, Williams, Fields, Rudner, Barr, and Silverman reveals
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that society would be equally incomplete without its share of
madwomen. To gauge the discontents and social roles of women at a given point in
U.S. history, one need look no further than the jokes told by its Jewish female
comedians.
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