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Introduction 
 

Humor is playful, brutal, and, most importantly, liminal. The structures that create what 

humans perceive as “humorous” walk the fine line betwixt and between what is socially 

acceptable and what is not socially acceptable. The thought centering around perceptions of 

comedy is usually not a statement -“this is in jest” – but rather a question: “Is this in jest?” In a 

stand-up comedy performance, the stakes to produce reactions of laughter and shock become 

even more heightened, and the frames that classify that a performance is meant to be humorous 

allow the comic to blur the line of “in jest” and “in jest?” even further. Once confronted with this 

liminal performative space, according to performance studies theorist Victor Turner, an audience 

member has two possible responses: one of schism - explicit rejection - and one of reinforcement 

- laughter and acceptance (Turner 1969; McKenzie 2001). Mediated stand-up comedy has (at 

least) four complex and prominent structures that encourage reinforcement: 

Verbal Language and Rhetoric 

Language is at the heart of stand-up comedy – what about it, then, causes an audience to 

find it humorous? Linguist A. Peter McGraw’s Benign Violation Theory suggests that humor 

occurs when a situation is perceived both as benign and as a violation simultaneously (McGraw 

1141). In a contemporary context, this can be translated into situations that are intended to shock 

an audience using both prejudice and subversion of expectations – simultaneously. This includes 

juxtaposing politically correct remarks with offensive ones, and disguising prejudice with 

statements that are on the surface benevolent. I am most interested in how language is used to 

create comedic segments or “bits” that are simultaneously benevolent and prejudicial. 

Gestural Behaviors and Body Language 
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Stand-up comics employ a number of repeated bodily “ticks” that work in conjunction 

with verbal language. These gestural behaviors have the ability to denote certain verbal language 

as being ironic, without the comic explicitly saying so. Gestural behaviors, when used with a 

certain confidence, can also be used to establish dominance (putting a hand on one’s hip, for 

example, can denote: “I know what I’m talking about). This gestural display of dominance, of 

course, can be used to justify prejudicial viewpoints. 

Venue 

Physical structures create spaces of privacy, and therefore, spaces of justified 

reinforcement. The most common and normalized space for stand-up is a theatre, an enclosed, 

indoor “pleasure dome” in which audience participants are surrounded by darkness. A bright 

light shines on the comic and the comic only, who stands on a raised stage in front of the 

audience. In theatrical spaces, particularly enclosed ones, the etiquette is to listen and react not to 

the other shrouded figures in the audience, but to listen and react to the commander of the space: 

the comic, who acts as a god of sorts. The comic gives the spectator permission, in this private 

space to laugh, clap, and react positively, all reactions of reinforcement. To leave or to heckle are 

reactions of schism, and unsurprisingly, reactions that are considered rude. 

Mediated Spectatorship 

In mediation of a stand-up performance, another layer is added to the pre-existing 

physical structures that justify stand-up comedy.  Monthly subscriptions to online streaming 

mediums such as Netflix, HBO, and Amazon Prime allow access to taped recordings of stand-up 

performances. These taped recordings can be found using a search engine, filtered down through 

a “Stand-Up and Talk Shows” genre category, or even pop in on a “recommendations” feed 
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shown by the streaming medium. The spectator is, in all these instances, able to view the title of 

the special, the special’s description (often touching on topics covered or “hooking” the viewer 

in), and the special’s ratings (scaled from 1 to 5 stars – how do other people perceive the 

stand-up?) before finally clicking on the stand-up special to watch. Once watching, the spectator 

is guided by the camera’s gaze, which follows – and sympathizes with – the stand-up comic. The 

camera cuts to the audience’s reactions (always ones of laughter) to assure the spectator that 

other spectators find this behavior humorous as well – laughing is normalized. In the case of 

audience members engaged in schism (not listening/ignoring the comic, heckling), they are only 

acknowledged in controlled instances, such as when the comic calls them out for such acts of 

schism, and even in controlled instances such as this, their faces are never shown. 

These four layers create structures of private reinforcement in which the voyeur is 

permitted to view and laugh at these controversial, humorous behaviors. However, though the 

stand-up routines are viewed privately, these privately viewed behaviors can consciously or 

subconsciously manifest themselves in the viewer’s public behaviors. The cycle of creating 

humor and reinforcement, then, transforms from the private to the public sphere, and certain 

public actions and doings become normalized as being “in jest.” This research intends to break 

down the specifics of these structures and deconstruct Westernized and mediated perceptions of 

humor. 

“Prejudice,” of course, is a broad term. I am most interested in gendered prejudice and 

the prevalence and/or absence of feminist ideology in stand-up comedy. The three primary 

feminist lenses I intend to explore stand-up through are: benevolent sexism (a chivalrous attitude 

toward women that is actually sexist), white feminism (feminist ideology centered around white, 
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well-off, cisgender women), and postfeminist sensibility (an entanglement of feminist and 

anti-feminist themes, as explored by feminist theorist Rosalind Gill, 2007). In accordance with 

these lenses, the stand-up comedy “texts” I intend to center my research around are (included but 

not limited to) Louis C.K’s “Hilarious,” Amy Schumer’s “Mostly Sex Stuff,” and Ali Wong’s 

“Baby Cobra.” I intend to encode, by close-reading the language, behaviors, and structured 

mediation, how these comedy specials work within and perpetuate a larger, perhaps prejudiced, 

narrative about gender in twenty-first century America. 

Why These Comics 

Louis C.K. is a white, cis, heterosexual, male comic in his late forties. He is the most 

seasoned of the comics I have chosen; C.K. has been performing stand-up for thirty-two years.  

He has written, produced, and starred in several shows, including Louie (2010) and 

Horace & Pete (2016). His latest special, 2017, was released as a Netflix Original in (you 

guessed it) 2017. He has four other specials available on Netflix.  

Amy Schumer is a white, cis, heterosexual female comic in her mid-thirties. She has been 

performing stand-up for eleven years, and has recently risen to Hollywood fame with her 

Comedy Central show Inside Amy Schumer, and her 2015 movie Trainwreck, written and 

starring herself. Her latest special, The Leather Special, was released as a Netflix Original in 

2017. She has four other specials, but none of the others are available for streaming on Netflix.  

Ali Wong is a half-Chinese, half-Vietnamese, cis, heterosexual, female comic in her 

mid-thirties. She started performing stand-up at the age of twenty-three in 2005, and was one of 

the first female comics to be “passed on” to the Comedy Cellar. She has a job writing for the TV 

show Fresh Off the Boat at ABC. Her special, Baby Cobra, was released on Netflix in 2016. 
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Why these comics? For one, these comics all have established themselves as successful 

and well-known comics, and all have specials available for streaming on Netflix that have been 

released within the past two years. Since comedy rapidly evolves (by the day), my intention was 

to choose comedy that was contemporary, relevant, and hip, to examine how formulations of 

power and prejudice might be presented in ways that are contemporary, relevant, and hip.  

All of these comics are cis and heterosexual. Two of them are white. One of them is 

male. These characteristics fit the bill for what humor scholar Rebecca Krefting has labeled “the 

ideal candidates for humor production” (Krefting 149). At the top of the hierarchical social 

pyramid, there lies C.K., who has all of these characteristics, and who also happens to be the 

most successful. In the middle, we have Amy Schumer, who is white. What I am interested in is 

how these comics may portray their weaknesses as purposely self-deprecating and 

non-threatening to establish a relatable persona (C.K., as humor scholar Linda Mizejewski has 

pointed out, uses his “portliness” to emphasize his relatability), and then elaborate on their 

strengths (Amy Schumer and Ali Wong talk about heterosexual sex to a large extent) to 

assimilate into traditional notions of power, and to assert prejudice against others as to further 

assert their own power and further guarantee laughter.  
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Humor, Gender, & Play: An Overview 

Theories of Play and Humor 

As I have mentioned, humor is playful and liminal, often producing laughter, a vocalized 

release, from another human being. By play, I am referring to a series of activities that are 

intended to be interpreted as “fun” or “non-serious.” A humorous joke, for instance, is 

sometimes referred to as “poking fun” or “playful teasing.” How do audiences know that 

humorous material is meant to be “fun” or “non-serious,” and why do they laugh? 

In order to gain a deeper understanding of what we mean by humor’s “playful” nature, it 

is crucial to look into early theories of play and then work to connect them back to theories of 

humor. American anthropologist and social scientist Gregory Bateson unpacks “play” quite 

eloquently in his 1955 article “Theories of Play and Fantasy,” in which he attempts to understand 

how humans comprehend or do not comprehend the frames and paradoxes of play, and the 

implications of this towards the evolution of the human psyche. This series of evolutions that 

help us to subconsciously understand the frames of play are helpful in understanding how 

audiences comprehend the playful frames of comedy. Bateson first acknowledges that human 

communication, specifically verbal communication, operates at different levels of abstraction. 

These different levels of abstraction - for example, acknowledging that the verbal sound “cat” is 

used to represent a certain schema of mammal, and that the word “cat” in itself does not have fur 

and claws - are called “metalinguistic.” Metacommunication, then, is another set of abstractions 

which operates implicitly between two speakers - for example, the implicit signal that “this is 

play.” 
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Bateson is interested in metacommunication, and how species, particularly the human 

species, evolved to recognize that these abstractions are, in fact, abstractions. The ability for 

human beings to recognize that both involuntary signals or “mood-signs” (i.e. sexual odor) and 

voluntary signals (i.e. newspaper headlines) and delay an automatic response, in recognition that 

the sign is a signal that can be trusted or distrusted, Bateson proposes, has evolved over time. He 

acknowledges that this process of evolution is not complete, of course, and that human beings do 

not always recognize these abstractions; for example, humans may be automatically excited still 

by a newspaper headline, or by perfume. Still, Bateson is curious about the very ability to 

recognize these metacommunicative signals, and how humans know that they are 

metacommunicative signals.  

For this, Bateson points to two young monkeys he observed “playing” at a zoo, or 

exchanging interactions which were not combat, but that were the actions of combat. In order for 

this to occur, Bateson realizes, the monkeys must exchange signals that carry the message “this 

is play.” While the actions are “real,” they are framed within a context of play, making them 

paradoxically “not real.” This particular frame implicitly states: “This is play,” or, in Bateson’s 

words, “These actions, in which we now engage, do not denote what would be denoted by those 

actions which these actions denote.” The actions are real and are being played out, but the 

meaning that these actions would communicate, within this particular frame, is not “real.” Play, 

however, is placed in interesting tension between this “real” and “not real,” sometimes posing a 

question of threat: “is this play?” This, Bateson proposes, may be why even in recognizing that 

play is play, humans experience feelings such as terror; a clenched fist is not a punch, but it 

refers to a possible future of a punch. Play, therefore, involves a complex, unpredictable 
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entanglement of feelings - both pleasure and terror. A joke, if playful yet combative, is 

pleasurable in its heightened tension between the “real” and “not-real” - the serious and 

non-serious - but loaded with terror, as it refers to the possible future of seriousness, threat, 

and/or harassment toward the “butt of the joke.” 

How, then, is this frame created? Here Bateson examines psychological frames as 

“premises” that combine primary-process and secondary-process thinking. To explicate this, 

Bateson uses illustrates a physical frame that includes the phrases “All the statements within this 

frame are untrue. I love you. I hate you.” Primary-process thinking is unconscious, 

black-and-white thinking, in which the thinker is unable to discriminate between the fact that 

some of the sentences may be untrue, not just “all” or “none.” The secondary-process thinking, 

or the ego, is able to discriminate between fantasy and non-fantasy. Therefore, the “play frame” 

uses a combination of primary and secondary processes to both equate and discriminate certain 

actions from meaning. In other words: “it is the thing, but it is (at the same time) not the thing.” 

These psychological frames are inclusive and exclusive, telling the being to attend to certain 

messages inside the frame, and not to attend to messages outside the frame. Bateson concludes 

that these metacommunicative “paradoxes of abstraction” are necessary for the survival of the 

human race, in order to differentiate between “play” and “not-play”; “combat” and 

“non-combat.” 

Theories of play, particularly in terms of the question of threat - “is this play?” - can be 

extended to theories of humor. Not only are a certain number of metacommunications involved 

to indicate “this is a joke,” but humor almost always walks the line between what is socially 

acceptable and not socially acceptable. Bateson’s monkeys, engaged in playful combat, are not 
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unlike human beings telling a joke to one another.  Bateson says: “play involves ‘real’ words and 

actions that are paradoxically ‘not-real’ because they are ‘framed’ within the context of play” 

(159). We can extend this to include humor, which involves “real” words and actions that may 

ordinarily denote aggression, which are then rendered as “in jest” through frames that 

communicate that it is a joke. There is a certain danger that is involved in humor; if the setup is 

not appropriate, then the audience may interpret the joke as an act of aggression, for example, 

and react negatively. Frame is crucial.  

If humor has the potential to be so aggressive dangerous, then why not “play” it safe? 

According to popular scholarship on humor, the most successful jokes tend to be those that take 

the audience by surprise - and what surprises (and delights) audiences is how far a comic is 

willing to push the line between what is “in jest” and “not in jest.” The pleasure of reacting to a 

joke is created from 1) the body’s automatic shock-reaction to hearing something not typically 

uttered (McGraw, 2010), and 2) ego-based satisfaction, when the audience is smart enough to 

“get” the joke. Consider “bisociation,” or the simultaneous mental association of two seemingly 

unrelated topics or objects. The most common example of this is a pun; the joy is in being smart 

enough to “get” the association of these two seemingly unrelated topics or objects. 

A theory of humor that lines up with Bateson’s play is linguist A. Peter McGraw’s 

Benign-Violation Theory, which claims that in order for a joke to be considered humorous, it 

must be a violation of social norms/cues, but benign and gentle enough to keep the audience 

listening (McGraw, 2010). In stand-up comedy, the benign-violation theory ensures that a joke 

will be shocking enough to produce a bodily reaction - laughter - but benign enough to ensure 

that the audience does not leave the theatre. If we are to relate this to “play,” then what makes a 
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joke “benign” are the frames that communicate “this is in jest” or “this is play,” and what makes 

a joke a violation is the aggression/threat/combat that may be underlying the joke: “is this in 

jest?” or “is this play?” 

How do comics approach the complexities of humor in stand-up? The most successful 

stand-up comics perform with a series of linked and connected “bits,” often times which create a 

story arc. A “bit” is a brief comic joke or humorous story, sometimes used in repetition. If used 

in repetition enough, it may become a “running gag,” or a repeated joke throughout a 

performance, that the audience comes to recognize. Often, the gag becomes funnier the more it is 

repeated or alluded to. What may make a bit successful is how successfully it is framed, to 

borrow from Bateson. In live stand-up, this involves a premise for the joke, or a foundation 

which it is built upon. This may also be called a “setup” - the audience learns the background for 

the joke, and patiently expects and waits for the punchline. 

Since stand-up comedy is such a personal and auteurist art form (Mizejewski, 2014), the 

premise of a joke is often linked to the comic’s own backstory and/or personality. We will call 

this a “persona” - the framing of a person. A comic persona is built even before the comic steps 

onstage - through advertisements, introductions, word-of-mouth, and when the performer steps 

onstage, through body language, outfit choices, rhetoric, tone of voice, and content (see 

“Establishing Comic Persona: The Semiotics of an Opening” for specific close-reading of 

stand-up openings and persona).  

A comic does not need to have just one persona; in fact, an “ironic persona” is a 

rhetorical tool which the comic may employ in order to simultaneously receive laughs and prove 

a point. In “‘When God Gives You AIDS ... Make Lemon-AIDS’: Ironic Persona and 
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Perspective by Incongruity in Sarah Silverman’s Jesus is Magic,” scholars Lacy Lowrey, Valerie 

R. Renegar, and Charles E. Goehring analyze Silverman’s ironic persona in her 2005 comedy 

film Jesus is Magic. Lowrey, Renegar, and Goehring rely on Kenneth Burke’s theory of 

“perspective by incongruity,” or the practice of applying a word that is inappropriate for a 

specific situation in order to highlight hidden or new perspectives. According to Burke, this 

creates a “double vision” of perspectives (Burke 90). They apply this theory of perspective by 

incongruity to a new term called “comic minimization,” also referred to as meiosis. Comic 

minimization is a humorous rhetorical strategy in which one reduces the apparent significance of 

a topic in order to emphasize its true gravity and relevance (Goehring et. al, 60). Silverman is 

known for “playing” with her audiences in an ironic fashion, approaching topics such as race, 

gender, and queerness with a childish, “ignorant” lightheartedness that an audience must be 

intelligent enough to “get.” This flatters the audience, adding another level of pleasure to the 

politics of her humor. The pleasure of Silverman’s comedy comes from the shock of political 

incorrectness (violation), the feeling of being intelligent enough to comprehend that Silverman is 

actually being ironic, and the “benign” knowledge that what she is saying is meant in jest (and is 

meant to make a more politically correct point). Goehring et. al. say of Silverman’s controversial 

comedy: 

While some audiences may assume that Silverman discusses controversial topics 
in the interest of simply providing shock value, we believe that her performance is 
an exemplar of stand-up comedy that serves multiple purposes, from 
entertainment to social critique. Through our analysis of Jesus is Magic, we 
suggest Silverman draws on a performative resource in her embodiment of what 
we call an ironic persona...by adopting this onstage persona of childlike 
innocence, Silverman is able to discuss controversial and edgy social topics in a 
distinctive and humorously successful way that makes these issues more palatable 
to audience members (60).  
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Even more significantly, Silverman’s ironic persona is meant to be shockingly playful, to draw 

on Bateson: “...Silverman’s comedy, like much stand-up comedy, is engaged in embodied social 

critique and makes political statements in a playful manner” (62).  

Yet, while ironic personas such as Silverman’s are often used to make more politically 

correct statements about sensitive issues, we have to consider the politics of comics 

incorporating politically incorrect sentiments into their material as a popular phenomenon. With 

the particular calculated metacommunications and framing, prejudice that is not socially 

acceptable outside of the comedy venue becomes acceptable within the comedy venue. What we 

have to consider are these questions: what if a comic abuses the ironic persona just for shock 

value? How do we know when a comic is being ironic, and when a comic is just being 

prejudiced? 

Since play and humor involve the entanglement of what is “in jest” and what is “not in 

jest,” often stand-up comedy involves the entanglement of prejudice and “non”-prejudice. 

Gender has been a popular and widely covered topic in stand-up comedy’s history, and with the 

emergence and acceptance of certain feminisms into the American mainstream, it is interesting to 

explore the reaction of stand-up comedy as a medium to these shifts. Since comedy involves 

entanglement, comedy concerning gender often involves an entanglement of feminist and 

anti-feminist themes. An analysis of this, of course, requires a survey of the history of gendered 

prejudices as analyzed in media scholarship and their connections to humor.  

Benevolent/Ambivalent Sexism 

Social psychologists Susan Fiske and Peter Glick define benevolent sexism as “a 

subjectively favorable, chivalrous ideology that offers protection and affection to women who 
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embrace conventional roles” (Fiske et. al, 109). It puts women on a pedestal as the weaker, but 

essential, sex, as a way meant to be seen as cherishing rather than restricting her. According to 

cross-cultural surveys conducted by Fiske and Glick, benevolent sexism co-exists with hostile 

sexism, as defined below, and exists on an international level (Fiske et. al). Benevolent sexism 

benefits the traditional social structure; the more women see men as protectors and supporters, 

the more subservient and less independent women are willing to be, and women will more likely 

occupy the domestic sphere. According to Fiske and Glick, benevolent sexism is characterized 

by an emphasis on the following: 

• Protective paternalism (e.g. “ladies first”) 

• Sexual difference (e.g. “women are naturally purer than men”) 

• Heterosexual intimacy (e.g. “every man needs a loving woman”) 

Fiske and Glick break down benevolent sexism into these three categories, and then provide a 

cross-cultural analysis of quantity of benevolent sexism across regions and nations. These terms, 

of course, need a bit more unpacking; for example, what does it mean to “emphasize” – is this 

meant in regards to rhetoric? Body movement? Does benevolent sexism occur on the macro level 

or the micro level? In human interaction or in larger systems? 

One does not identify as a “benevolent sexist” – in fact, those who express sentiments 

that are characteristic of benevolent sexism are usually not aware that they are doing so. 

“Benevolent sexism” is a labeling term, and for that reason, in usage it is inherently considered 

to be accusatory and even aggressive. This is to an extent true: to label as “benevolently sexist” 

is to accuse the speaker of expressing sentiments that are on the surface altruistic (and usually 

meant that way), but under the surface expressing more traditional, condescending values in 
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regards to women. As a result, to accuse someone of “benevolent sexism” is to an extent to 

accuse someone of inauthenticity – of attempting to disguise more regressive politics with 

sugar-coated “benevolence.” 

Let’s first examine human interaction at the micro level of communication between two 

human beings. Let us assume that this communication is happening between a cis man (the 

presumed perpetrator) and a cis woman (the presumed victim). Let’s look at our first 

characteristic of benevolent sexism: protective paternalism. What exactly is meant by “protective 

paternalism”? To “protect” means to “cover or shield from exposure, injury, damage, or 

destruction” (Merriam Webster). Paternalism means “a system under which an authority 

undertakes to supply needs or regulate conduct of those under its control in matters affecting 

them as individuals as well as in their relations to authority and to each other” (Merriam 

Webster). What is interesting about the term “protective paternalism” is that it takes the verb “to 

protect,” a direct action usually performed at the individual level (“I will protect you”) and 

combines it with the “-ism” noun “paternalism.” The “-ism” implies that a larger system is at 

work; it implies a larger practice, a system, an ideology, or a school of thought. The “paternal” 

part of the word “paternalism” means “of or relating to a father.” So, “paternal” and “ism” placed 

next to each other, at the most basic level, mean a larger system that is of or relating to a father. 

The system is fatherly. Merriam Webster’s interpretation of this term, interestingly, does not 

imply that paternalism is an inherently masculine term; its definitions are relatively 

gender-neutral. The Oxford English Dictionary gives a similarly gender-neutral definition: “the 

policy or practice of restricting the freedoms and responsibilities of subordinates or dependents 

in what is considered or claimed to be their best interests” (OED). A dictionary provides the 
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definitions that protective paternalism is highly gendered and highly raced. The term 

“paternalism” has its associations with European colonialism, the “white man’s burden,” and 

“Manifest Destiny.” It invokes images of Christian missionaries attempting to convert a marked 

Other. It implies a assimilation; it implies conversion; it implies ownership; it implies failed 

execution and violence disguised by “well-meant” superiors. In a gendered and familial sense, it 

implies the power of a superior masculine father over an inferior feminine daughter. The father is 

associated in the above dictionary definitions with authority – the gendered and raced natures of 

the term are taken to be assumed extensions that are made with white male WASPy authority. 

In the Merriam Webster definition, “supplying needs” and “regulating conduct” are 

mentioned as the actions of this term, and that the victims are “affected at an individual level” as 

an effect.  Oxford Reference mentions that protective paternalism “restricts freedoms” is the 

action performed upon the “subordinates or dependents” (Oxford Reference). Protective 

paternalism, then, involves a larger system of  high regulation and surveillance in which the 

inferior Other learns to depend upon the superior. These actions are meant to establish authority 

over the Other, and to ensure subordination through seemingly benevolent protection. It is 

claimed that this dependence on the superior is “in their best interests.” For protective 

paternalism to be most effective, the subordinate must genuinely believe that this dependence is 

in their best interests as well. 

Benevolent sexism, then, involves a feminine dependence on a masculine superior that is 

masked as being in a woman’s best interests. It involves a larger system of gendered dependence 

that is evident in social structures. I gave the brief example above of “ladies first” as an adopted 

cliche in popular American rhetoric. For example, in an emergency situation, women and 
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children are usually evacuated first, as to ensure their protection. The men, assumed to be 

stronger and more equipped to handle the dangers of the emergency situation, are evacuated last. 

This, of course, has its benefits: the women are more likely to survive. Ideologically, of course, it 

perpetuates that men are inherently stronger, and that women are weaker, even equivalent in 

power to children. In the moment, women are protected, but when “ladies first” keeps being said, 

we have to wonder the subconscious and conscious associations of men with strength keep being 

perpetuated as the phrase remains in the cultural consciousness. 

What we must also notice, of course, is that the term “ladies first” has been 

re-appropriated as an empowering term for women; we could view this re-appropriation in two 

ways. The first is that women are re-appropriating the term as a way of fighting against the 

potentially sexist practices that it implies. The second is that “ladies first” has been 

re-appropriated as an empowerment term, and that means that the goal of protective paternalism, 

to have the subordinates genuinely believe that their dependence on the superior is in their best 

interests, is working.  

Protective paternalism also extends to behavior and body movements – usually 

chivalrous acts. Opening the car door for women, giving a woman a coat when it’s cold, and 

standing up for women in the face of another masculine threat could fall under this category. As 

mentioned previously, the actions of protective paternalism are beneficial to women in 

immediate practice, and even allow women to take advantage of the system that subordinates 

them to a certain extent. The question is, however, why is it always women who are in these 

positions, and why does popular culture need and continue to romanticize it? It is this immediate, 

short-term benevolence that ensures long-term subordination. 
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In order for protective paternalism to be even more convincing and romanticized, an 

emphasis on sexual difference is needed to ensure that it is women that always will and always 

be “naturally” in these positions. The foundation is gender essentialism, which includes a 

number of building blocks. The first is that to be a man means to have a penis, and to be a 

woman means to have a vagina. “Male” and “female” are terms that are associated with 

genitalia, and in popular American culture, “male” and “man” are regarded as synonyms, as well 

as “female” and “woman.” At birth, babies are marked as “girl” if female, and “boy” if male 

(they are given appropriately colored blankets to denote this difference), and the way that the 

baby is socialized depends on this ritual of marking at birth. An emphasis upon sexual difference 

assumes that male and female are the only two sexes, and that “man” and “woman” are the only 

two genders, and erases intersex, genderfluid, or trans identities. Moreover, because it is 

presumed that there are only two genders, there is an assumed biological difference in 

personality between the genders, and an assumed antagonism. This difference is assumed to lie 

in biology rather than in cultural/social/historical conditions. 

These repeated gendered assumptions enact a continual perpetuation of the social 

structure that considers women as subordinates. Since these qualities are seeming compliments, 

women are encouraged to adopt and claim these labels as their own, enacting the psychological 

concept of self-fulfilling prophecy: if women are told that they are more compassionate, they 

will be more compassionate. If men are told that they are protectors, they will be more 

protective. 

From this emphasis on sexual difference we can derive an emphasis on heterosexual 

intimacy. Because women are assumed to be compassionate maternal figures and men are 

20 



assumed to be aggressive, protective paternal figures, these seemingly opposed sexes and 

genders are taken to be perfect complements of one another. A man needs a woman to 

“complete” him, and a woman needs a man to “complete” her – this is enacted at its most basic 

level in the heterosexual act that leads to reproduction. A man penetrates, and is inside, a woman, 

therefore filling a “void,” not only completing the “other sex” but ensuring the continuation of 

the species. It justifies heterosexual intercourse, and by extension, heterosexual intimacy. 

Benevolent sexism depends on all these characteristics, which lean heavily on and 

intertwine with one another. From this, we can create a portrait of the ideal woman in benevolent 

sexist discourse: compassionate, intuitive, subservient, fertile, heterosexual, and domestic. What 

I am curious about is how these characteristics, which serve a larger social structure, are repeated 

subtly over and over again in popular American discourse and media. 

Distinguishing Benevolent Sexism from Rosalind Gill’s Postfeminist Sensibility 

The feminist ideology that most opposes benevolent sexism is liberal feminism – the 

“superwoman” ideology (van Zoonen, 1991). The system is broken, and if it is “fixed”/revised, 

women can be anything they want to be; they can rise to the top of the career ladder. Liberal 

feminism at its core is capitalism, revised: the ideal is not that women reside in the domestic 

sphere and that men reside in the public work sphere, but rather than women and men reside in 

both of these spaces. In execution, women have become more socially accepted in the workplace 

as a sort of compliment to masculinity – masculinity is what women strive for. On the other 

hand, while liberal feminism strives to incorporate men into the domestic sphere, the results of 

this have not been as successful – men still remain, at large, in the public work sphere and make 
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a limited presence within the domestic sphere (if they do make a presence in the domestic 

sphere, they are hailed as heroes). 

I hypothesize that the result of the seemingly polarized combination of benevolent sexism 

and liberal feminism as represented in media culture is postfeminist sensibility. This term, coined 

by British feminist Rosalind Gill in “Postfeminist Media Culture: Elements of a Sensibility,” is 

represented by the following: 

• The notion that femininity is a bodily property 
• Shift from objectification to subjectification of women 
• Emphasis upon self-surveillance, monitoring, and discipline 
• Focus upon individualism 
• Makeover paradigm 
• Resurgence in ideas of sexual difference 
• Sexualization of culture 
• Emphasis upon consumerism 
• Irony and knowingness (Gill 149). 

 
As feminists attempt to reconcile seemingly polarized beliefs about women in the 

workplace, anxieties about masculine assimilation arise, and both women and men begin to 

mourn a seeming “loss of femininity.” As a result, this becomes reflected in media culture, and a 

sensibility characterized by an entanglement of feminist and anti-feminist themes arises.  

The problem with postfeminist sensibility, as potentially (in my own interpretation) both 

a combination of benevolent sexism and liberal feminism, is that it assumes that the problem 

with benevolent sexism is that it perpetuates female domesticity, and the problem with liberal 

feminism is that it perpetuates masculine assimilation – with postfeminism as a sensibility in 

popular culture, women are encouraged to “have it all.” Postfeminist sensibility is a phenomenon 

in media culture which emphasizes that women can enter the workplace, but women can (and 

must) retain their femininity. This places an emphasis on the individual personal improvement 
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and self-surveillance that is characteristic of postfeminist sensibility. If women improve 

themselves individually, then they can rise within the American capitalist system and feel 

empowered. The emphasis is on neoliberal personal improvement rather than on an attack of the 

neoliberal capitalist system that subordinates women in the first place.  

What does this have to do with my studies in stand-up comedy? Prejudice is at the center 

of my research, and that involves the entanglement of many types of prejudice, as justified by a 

certain amount of benevolence. As I have explored, linguist A. Peter McGraw’s benign-violation 

theory claims that in order for a bit to be considered humorous, it must both be a violation of 

social norms (this is why many comics so often incorporate some level of political incorrectness 

into their performances) and benign (not enough of a violation for the audience to be severely 

disturbed, sometimes justified with a more benevolent statement). Postfeminist sensibility, as the 

entanglement of feminist and anti-feminist themes, is media culture’s gendered embodiment of 

benign-violation theory, as characteristics of it are both violations of political correctness and not 

violations of political correctness. Benevolent sexism, as an entanglement of sexism, a hostile 

expression toward women, and benevolence, a non-hostile expression, allows for a more 

“shocking” hostile expression as countered by a more benevolent expression. Since comedy does 

not usually just adhere to one ideology or sensibility, the entanglement of different sensibilities, 

as rendered socially acceptable through verbal, gestural, and physical play frames, is particularly 

interesting to analyze going forward. These sensibilities - benevolent sexism and postfeminist 

sensibility - will act as lenses for the entanglement of gender prejudice and benevolence explored 

in the playful medium of stand-up comedy. 
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Comic Persona as Frame: 
The Semiotics of an Opening 

 
The following sections of this chapter close-read the openings - or more specifically, the 

first two minutes - of the following specials: Louis C.K.’s 2017, Amy Schumer’s The Leather 

Special, and Ali Wong’s Baby Cobra.  

What makes up an opening? An opening is a framing device for the actions that are about 

to take place - it tells the audience what to expect when they view the special. This audience is, 

more specifically, the Netflix audience, since all three of these specials are available on that 

streaming platform. Gregory Bateson, who writes extensively on play frames, states that frames 

establish a “premise,” assisting “the mind in understanding the contained messages by reminding 

the thinker that these messages are mutually relevant and the messages outside the frame may be 

ignored” (Bateson 323). If we consider the streaming platform of Netflix as a frame, then the 

way that the special is presented on the streaming platform communicates a series of messages 

that the active Netflix viewer is able to consider when making a decision about what to watch. 

What is the title of the special? What genre does the special fall under? What are the provided 

images? What does the special’s description say about the comic, and what are its key words? 

What are the reviews? Is it a popular special? 

Once the audience member decides to click on and “try out” the special, the dynamics get 

even more complicated. I have hypothesized that within the first two minutes or less of a special, 

the audience member decides whether the comic is worth listening to or not. It should come as 

no surprise, then, that the first two minutes are packed to the brim with factors that establish the 
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performer’s likeability: wistful montages, exciting introductions, sweeping camera angles over 

the (usually sizeable) live audience, and funny (but non-threatening) jokes. 

In short, an opening should answer the following questions: Who is this comic? What is 

their schtick? Why is it worth my time, energy, and investment to listen to them? An opening is 

an assertion and communication of the comic’s power: “I am funny”, “I am likeable", “I am 

worth your time and energy”, and even “Listening to me speak for a long period of time has 

social advantages for you”. Ideas of hierarchy and power are always gendered and raced 

concepts - the ways in which gender and race are inscribed on bodies simultaneously inscribes a 

level of power on those bodies as well. The gendered and raced dynamics of both the potential 

audience member and the comic determine whether the audience member is able to identify with 

the comic, and whether the audience member believes that the comic is worth listening to. 

Feminist and humor scholar Rebecca Krefting asserts that: 

Comics occupying privileged social locations in the national imaginary, i.e., 
white, heterosexual, male, advance a position and bear identity markers audiences 
recognize as dominant in the shared national imaginary and thus bear the promise 
of incentive, e.g., if I can understand dominant modes of being I will increase my 
chances of gaining access to the power and prestige of the dominant class or ideal 
citizens. Heterosexist, sexist, racist, classist, and ableist ideas of nationhood work 
to create a cultural economy that supports these beliefs. It comes as no surprise 
then, that most comics touring the national circuit are heterosexual men (146). 
 

Therefore, if the “shared national imaginary” of comedy is white, heterosexual, and male, then 

comics who do not fit into these categories have two choices: to assimilate into them or to break 

from them. Whichever choice that this Othered comic makes, it must be a bold one; she must be 

prepared to establish her power in other ways. The comics that I have chosen are: 

● a white heterosexual man, divorced with two children, in his late forties 

● a white heterosexual woman in her mid-thirties 
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● an Asian heterosexual pregnant woman in her mid-thirties 

The following sections will examine how each of these comics establish their power in the comic 

arena in the first two minutes of their comedy specials.  
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The Semiotics of an Opening with Louis C.K. 
 

The name of the special on Netflix is “Louis C.K.: 2017.” Let’s say that you see the 

thumbnail image on Netflix, and you consider watching it. You click on the image, and it 

expands for a larger description of the special, complete with a slideshow of images. The name 

of the special, plus C.K’s full name, is in bold, blue-white font, with black “cracks” in the letters 

as if they are about to burst. “2017” is bigger than C.K’s name - perhaps 2017 is bigger than him. 

The description reads: “New year, new jokes, classic Louis. Comedy star Louis C.K. is back with 

his take on the misery and hilarity of life in 2017.” This is our primer for the special, and the 

keywords are “misery” and “hilarity.” The slideshow includes a number of images. The first is of 

C.K. walking out on stage, arms outstretched. This is from a side angle that allows the viewer to 

see the stage, which is black and has his shadow reflected on it, Louis C.K. stepping out in a suit 

as if “in motion,” a black “starry” background that is behind him, an audience cheering in front 

of him, bathed in warm, orange and red light. The next is an intimate, close-up shot of C.K. that 

includes his face, the microphone, and his shoulders. He is turned slightly left, and his large 

hands are gripping the microphone so that his fingers cover even the transducer (the top part of 

the microphone). He wears a smirk on his face, and his eyes are slightly squinted. He knows 

something we don’t, or something is amusing to him. There is mostly a black backdrop, but we 

see a glimpse of lights behind him - three small blue lights and two large orange-red lights. The 

last photo in the slideshow is a bit of a larger shot that includes Louis C.K. down to his hips. He 

is holding the microphone at the bottom of its shaft. His hand is on his hip, and his eyes are 

wider than in the previous shot, his mouth slightly parted. His wide eyes denote surprise. As it is 
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with many American comics, a big part of C.K.’s comedy is playing the sane man amongst many 

insane people (Walmsey). He is their “tell-it-as-it-is” interpreter. 

You decide to watch the special. You click on it, and the Netflix logo appears, and next, a 

black backdrop with white letters: “A Netflix Original Comedy Special.” We open with a shaky 

close-up shot of Louis C.K. presumably backstage. A close-up shot, particularly an intimate one, 

denotes intimacy between the Netflix audience and C.K. - he is the first body the camera latches 

onto, and by association, the first body that the audience latches onto. Moreover, the camera is 

slightly shaky - a bit less professional than the smooth, panning shots we see later on - indicating 

a rather intimate, informal situation. This “interaction” between Louis C.K. and the camera must 

have been planned (as the camera is close, he must know it is there), but C.K.’s lack of 

acknowledgment combined with the “unplanned” shakiness of the camera performs a 

trustworthy candidness to the Netflix audience before the show actually starts. This angle and 

movement of the camera allows for a performance of authenticity from C.K. that allows the 

audience to sympathize with him.  

He is in the darkness, but there is a blue light that rests on him that comes from the upper 

right. We see that he is wearing a tie, and a black striped suit - different from his signature get-up 

of a black t-shirt and jeans. Perhaps this performance is important to him - it is his first Netflix 

special - why else would he don the new, more formal image? There are murmurs behind him, 

but he seems oblivious - C.K. is deeply concentrated, and seems a bit melancholy. He is looking 

down at the floor, his mouth turned slightly downward. He seems to be seriously contemplating 

something; the frown looks natural; gruff but not necessarily displeased. “Gruffness” is certainly 

a part of Louis C.K’s performance as a comic - he has a reputation for ignoring political 
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correctness and “telling it as it is.” This gruffness is performed in juxtaposition with a certain 

misery and cynicism towards life. This is a tactic used in film dramas centered around men to 

establish sympathy: “considering the sense of failure that permeates some male-centered dramas, 

a useful starting point...is those apparently minor scenes that exemplify and explore disturbances 

in the male psyche” (Dennis 127). It is the sense of failure that allows the audience of 

sympathize with C.K. - he’s seen it all, and is therefore a trustworthy social interpreter. Because 

of this, the audience of his comedy can experience a strange combination of pity and admiration 

while C.K. still establishes his gruff, masculine control.  

We are allowed this image for a couple of seconds, and then C.K. turns to the left, 

addressing someone we cannot see. “Go ahead and do the lights,” he says in a low, 

expressionless voice. He stares to the left, listening to someone say “...house lights…” Suddenly, 

we hear loud cheers, presumably from the audience. C.K. immediately turns to the right and a 

huge, contagious grin spreads across his face. This is a quick relief from the lack of expression 

we saw before - we get a little snippet of emotion to establish C.K.’s humanity. He glances back, 

smiling, at the people presumably off-camera and backstage, and then back toward onstage, 

delighted that he’s being cheered at. A skinny man with glasses grabs a microphone. Still 

smiling, C.K. looks at him and says, “go ahead,” giving him a pointer figure. “Ladies and 

gentlemen, Louis C.K.!” C.K. points at the announcer again as this is being announced. The 

crowd goes wild. C.K. pulls the announcer in for a hug, slapping him on the back several times. 

Then, he turns around and walks into the darkness, becoming shrouded by it. The camera follows 

him, and never leaves him. 
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The screen turns black, but we still hear the crowd going nuts. “Louis C.K.” appears in 

bold, white letters. “2017” appears soon after, right below, in even larger font. The words 

disappear, and we see some brightness emerge as C.K. opens the curtain. We are behind his 

head, and the curtain opens to an audience bathed in orange and red light. The camera pans down 

so we are still following him, but we are below him, allowing a full body shot from behind. The 

crowd is still cheering loudly.  

Finally, we cut to a wider shot in which we are no longer behind C.K., but in front of 

him. There are orange lights framed by a black background, with starry white dots. The camera 

pans, following C.K. as he waves to the audience. We are then offered several shots from various 

angles of the audience, which is presented as a collective. The audience, a temporal entity, 

becomes the collective “us” - the shots are reassuring, satisfying the desire to have a collective 

emotional experience through comedy. According to comic theorist Judy Batalion, “a comedy 

audience...is a group held together by a desire to have an emotional experience and one shared 

mainly with (irrelevant) strangers, by their desire to be that comedy audience” (Batalion 6). This, 

by extension, includes the Netflix viewer, and their desire to be a member of this collective 

experience. We do not see individual faces, but a crowd of collective supporters and cheerers 

darkened in the auditorium, and made only slightly visible by the warm, orange light.  

Why the choice of orange light in this special as a theme? The orange light, an emblem of 

warmth, counters C.K.’s gruff persona that could be perceived as “cold” in a different 

environment. The orange, like C.K’s earlier smile, helps to counter and balance his performance 

of masculinized, rational misery that is a large part of C.K.’s comedy. This creates a balance of 

affect that allows identification with the “gruff” comic - the warmth invites us, as viewers, in. 
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Comedy venue architect Iain MacKintosh says on color and room design that people in a “red 

and gold room laughed quicker and cried quicker than the people who’d been in the black and 

concrete room. It takes longer to get the audience on your side in a black room” (Batalion et. al). 

We cut back to C.K., who grabs the microphone, which is laying on a stool with a glass 

of water. He waves, no longer smiling, but looking rather gruff. His eyebrows are furrowed, and 

he is walking briskly across the stage, microphone in hand. “Hello,” he says, in his characteristic 

low, gruff voice. “Thank you.” He puts his hand in his pocket. “Thank you very much. Thank 

you. Um…” He paces to the left of the stage, and the camera pans with him in a full body shot. 

The audience waits in anticipation, quieting down. Anyone familiar with Louis C.K’s work 

knows that starting shows is not easy for him - it requires riling up the audience to a certain 

extent, which conflicts with his bumbling, awkward, gruff persona. In his 2010 special 

“Hilarious,” he begins with “uh, hello everybody” before proceeding to deconstruct what he 

means by “everybody,” and even highlighting that he “hates starting shows.” 

The start of his 2017 special is a nod to his hatred of openings. He begins awkwardly, 

continuing to pace. “So, you know, I think abortion is, um…” He deadpans, scratching the left 

side of his nose casually. This is a classic example of a form of rhetoric known as comic 

minimization: the comic reduces the apparent significance of a topic for both humorous effect 

and to raise the true significance and/or gravity of the topic. Not only is abortion a dangerous, 

controversial topic often tiptoed around, but introducing such a controversial, hotly debated topic 

right off the bat to the audience is so shocking that it creates pleasure. This adheres to linguist A. 

Peter McGraw’s Benign-Violation Theory; in order for a bit to be considered humorous, it must 

both be a violation of social norms (in this case, mentioning abortion, a hotly debated topic - I 

32 



might add that this is why many comics employ a disregard of political correctness in their 

stand-up) and benign (in this case, he has not yet expressed an opinion on it, though he will 

certainly express ambivalence later). The benign-violation theory ensures that a joke will be 

shocking enough to produce a bodily reaction - laughter - but benign enough to ensure that the 

audience does not leave the theatre (McGraw 1141). C.K. relies heavily on benign-violation 

theory, as it supports his performance of gruff rationality - the audience may be shocked, but he 

sure isn’t. In fact, if the audience is shocked, he usually imitates their reaction with a feminized 

impersonation. They can’t stomach the joke, and since he has the rational power as a man on the 

stage, he is allowed to poke fun at them, posing “feminized disgust” as monstrous, oppositional, 

and “against the rules” in his comic arena.  

The audience breaks out in laughter. “I…” There are some hoots from the audience. He 

paces to the left again, and the camera zooms in on his face. He allows a slight smile to play 

around the corner of his lips - he knows what he’s doing. “Here’s what I think.” Notice how his 

speech is an authoritative utterance, giving the impression of an objective lecturer - he is already 

establishing what he speaks as the rational truth, even if the timing of the topic is surprising. He 

allows a little laugh at the end of “think,” finally acknowledging his own comedy. “Here’s what 

I-” He suddenly launched into a snobby, feminized voice, characteristic of his feminized 

“oppositional” impersonations. His face scrunches, almost monstrous. “This is what I think.” He 

smirks, and then his voice returns to a lower, more supposedly “rational” tone. “Here’s what I 

think. I think you should not get an abortion...unless you need one.” The audience laughs, still 

caught in the absurdity of this start. He nods, smiling. “In which case, in which case...you better 

get one!” He allows his voice to raise in pitch a bit for emphasis. “I mean, seriously! If you need 
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an abortion you better get one - don’t fuck around. And hurry!” He raises his eyebrows, in full 

lecture mode. “Not getting an abortion you need is like not taking a shit. That’s how bad it is. It’s 

like not taking a shit. That’s what I think,” He laughs. “I think getting an abortion is exactly like 

taking a shit. I think it is 100% the exact same as taking a shit.” The audience chuckles. He 

pauses, then raises his eyebrows and allows his eyes to widen. “Or it isn’t!” He puts his hand up 

in fake surrender, and the audience lets out a louder laugh at his indecision. 

What is fascinating about this opening is that C.K. both expresses a masculinized 

rationality (which, might I return to here, is put in opposition with a feminized disgust and 

“irrationality”) and ambivalence (his back-and-forth commentary on abortion). I say 

“masculinized rationality” because when C.K. means to denote sincerity, his voice drops. When 

he is being sarcastic - or playing a character that is in opposition to his main point - his voice 

raises in pitch, becoming supposedly feminized. According to Stuart Price’s “Rhetorical 

Masculinity: Authoritative Utterance and the Male Protagonist,” men in films “must constantly 

perform a masculinity based on a panicked headlong flight from any implication of feminine or 

gay; even women often fear being labeled as ‘too girly,’ and gay men often value machismo and 

denounce flamboyance” (Price 111). This is the establishment of C.K.’s masculinity as rational - 

he puts it in opposition to a flamboyant femininity that is positioned as ridiculous. To counter 

this is C.K.’s miserable awkwardness that is almost contagious - his awkwardness and the 

disturbances in his psyche allow for the audience to sympathize with him. It is pathetic, but not 

too pathetic - the audience can stomach his comedy because he is masculine, but not 

intimidating. He is an awkward, masculine social interpreter from the sidelines, and for that the 

audience learns to love him.  
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This rational, gruff, masculinity, humbled in its bumbling awkwardness, is what allows 

C.K’s jokes to fly. He is miserable and cynical - what bell hooks has labeled as “white cool,” a 

characteristic of Tarantino’s cynical films such as Pulp Fiction:  

a hard-core cynical vision that would have everyone see racism, sexism, 
homophobia but behave as though none of that shit really matters, or if it does it 
means nothing ‘cause none of it’s gonna change, ‘cause the real deal is that 
dominion is here to stay - going nowhere, and everybody is in on the act. Mind 
you, domination is always and only patriarchal - a dick thing...folks be laughing at 
the absurdity and clinging to it nevertheless” (hooks 60). 
 

The absurdity of C.K.’s gruff, miserable (misery to a mentally unhealthy extent, in which he 

goes so far as to later describe his hatred of life and contemplation of suicide) persona is 

laughable to the audience, but one has to wonder the extent to which it becomes internalized 

within the audience member - particularly the Netflix viewer. Netflix viewers have the ability to 

go back and rewind a section of the comedy special, repeating it over and over until it is 

ingrained in their minds. The behavior becomes normalized, and perhaps subconsciously 

incorporated into our own psyches and everyday performances of ourselves. And while Louis 

C.K.’s stand-up is quite hilarious (and even as a critic of it, I laugh every time), one has to 

wonder the extent to which his performance of rationality may be abused, perpetuating and 

normalizing certain kinds of prejudice - even beyond the monstrous “feminized” voice.  
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The Semiotics of an Opening with Amy Schumer 

“NETFLIX ORIGINAL” is on the top of the thumbnail, in small letters. “AMY 

SCHUMER: THE LEATHER SPECIAL” is written beneath in yellow letters, all caps; the “Amy 

Schumer” has a larger font than “The Leather Special”. Compare this to Louis C.K.’s title: 

“Louis C.K.: 2017,” in which the “2017” is much larger than his name. C.K. has five specials on 

Netflix, so what is important is not his name in the special, but the title of his special. This is 

Schumer’s first special on the Netflix streaming platform (though she has had specials on other 

platforms before, including Hulu and Comedy Central), so her name reads large as a way of 

branding her special as representative of herself on that platform. As is typical with Netflix 

specials, there is a slideshow of images. The first is a glamour shot, with Amy’s hands on her 

hips, her eyes looking up left (this is the first of the images, and it is the one, probably not 

coincidentally, that she looks most attractive in). We can see that she is wearing a shiny, 

skin-tight, leather shirt, and can recognize that this is why she titles her special “The Leather 

Special.” The second is an action shot of her in the special, “hamming it up.” Her body is slightly 

bent over, her right palm out. She has a slight double-chin, and is wearing a smug expression on 

her face; she is in the middle of a joke that involves her body in the telling of it. The third is a 

close-up on her face in which she is staring at the audience with a calm expression, gauging the 

crowd’s reaction.  

There are two special descriptors that we are offered; one thumbnail version and one 

extended version. The first is: “Comic sensation Amy Schumer riffs on sex, dating, and the 

absurdities of fame in a bold and uncensored stand-up set at Denver’s Bellco Theater.” The 

second description of the special is: “All of the swagger. None of the shame. A night of 
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stripped-down, turned-on, and totally unbridled hilarity.” Consider the word “unbridled,” which 

perhaps puts Schumer in the category of what Kathleen Rowe has termed “the unruly woman”: 

the voluptuous, rebellious, joke-making “woman on top” (this most specifically refers to 

primetime star Roseanne Barr). Opening the description with, “All of the swagger. None of the 

shame” also puts Schumer in the “unruly woman” category. She is a subject who perhaps makes 

a spectacle out of herself, but is not ashamed; she allows us to laugh at her, but also with her. 

The stripped-down, turned-on” hilarity primes us for Schumer’s raunchy comedy, as does the 

emphasis on sex in the first description. Amy Schumer has a reputation for making jokes about 

sex in her stand-up. She embraces this fully; she named her 2012 stand-up “Mostly Sex Stuff,” 

and in a sketch she wrote called “Last Fuckable Day,” she wrote in a line in which Tina Fey asks 

her: “Aren’t you the girl who talks about her pussy all the time?” Netflix wants to make sure that 

the audience knows about her raunchy humor (even though male comics make jokes about sex 

very consistently, but are not labeled for it). Under the details section, Netflix describes the 

special as “irreverent” and “raunchy.” In case you need some context for what Netflix considers 

“raunchy,” in Louis C.K.’s special “Live at the Comedy Store,” he enacts fingering a female rat - 

yes, the animal - onstage and is labeled as just “irreverent,” not “raunchy”.  

The special begins with the familiar Netflix logo, then a cut to black. The next shot we 

see is a lens flare shot of Amy in the car, reading. She is wearing a coat, and her hair is slightly 

wavy; it is a wholesome shot, complemented by sentimental piano music playing in the 

background. This opening shot is in contrast to the “raunch” and “sex” we have been primed 

with in the description; we learn to sympathize with her. The next shots include her walking with 

her production team backstage, and her walking with her sister down a hallway, making her 
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laugh. We see a shot of her holding hands in a circle with her production team backstage, and 

then a few shots of her past shows onstage, which include Schumer dancing and waving to large 

crowds. The piano music continues in the background as we hear an announcer’s voice break in 

across this montage: “Ladies and gentlemen and all you other motherfuckers!” We see several 

quick shots of Schumer here: riding on a boat with her friends, feeding a goat, spitting out a 

piece of gum, waving to crowds, and writing (her sketches and stand-up; presumably). More than 

two shots include Schumer holding a wine bottle (unabashedly being drunk is part of her 

persona), and she is laughing in most of the shots. “Get up off your ass for the baddest bitch: 

Amy Schumer!” 

These images are in stark contrast to what we saw in Louis C.K.’s “2017” opening (see 

my earlier post); they do not establish gruffness and cynicism, but a fun-loving and still 

hardworking persona. We see Schumer with her friends and family - she is a caring, 

compassionate person who we are to sympathize with. We see Schumer dancing, drinking wine, 

and laughing - she is a fun-loving gal who doesn’t take herself too seriously. And, of course, we 

see Schumer writing - in the midst of all this, she works her butt off and writes everything she 

performs. It is only twenty seconds into the special and just through the introduction, Amy 

Schumer has established herself as being compassionate, fun, crazy, funny, hardworking, and, as 

the announcer says, “the baddest bitch” - we are already primed to like her and look up to her, 

almost as a cool big sister.  

The screen goes black, and yellow letters in cursive spell out: “Amy Schumer: The 

Leather Special.” We hear deafening applause in the background, and there is no more time 

wasted with the intro. The black fades, and we are suddenly behind Amy Schumer as she walks 
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out to greet her audience, waving hand outstretched. She is awash in blue and purple lights. The 

camera pans around her as she raises both arms now outward, and we can see that she is holding 

a wine bottle in her right hand. As the camera pans outward, we are able to see the stage, which 

is round, and a sweeping view the audience surrounding her. They are mostly in the dark, but the 

dim lights allow us to see that they are on their feet cheering for her. We hear some “pump-up” 

opening music in the background: some drums and a guitar.  

We are next offered a number of sweeping views of the audience; this offers the Netflix 

viewer reassuring shots of the size and enthusiasm of the live audience (the Netflix viewer then, 

as a member of the extended collective, will also feel drawn to support her). In one shot, we are 

behind some of the audience members, and offered our first frontal view of Schumer walking 

onto the stage, arms outstretched. This shot allows the Netflix viewer to further feel assimilated 

into the live audience. We get a quick close-up shot of Schumer’s grateful, smiling face; the next 

shot is a wider one in which we are able to take in the full size of the theater she is in. The crowd 

is expansive, and is mostly in darkness; we can only see faint outlines of cheering bodies. There 

are two screens in the theater that allow audience members who are further back to watch 

Schumer’s facial expressions “up close.” In these screens, we see that Schumer is 

self-consciously putting the wine bottle on the stool (a twist on what comics usually do - put 

bottles of water on the stool). The dominant color of the lights is a deep purple, shone against 

blue velvety curtains. While Louis C.K. went with warm hues of orange and red, Schumer opts 

for the cool blues and purples, establishing coolness, wisdom, and extravagance. Her persona is 

not gruff in the least; she, rather, needs the deep blues and purples to counter her bright 

personality and add a certain coolness or wisdom. She is on a small, round stage in a large to 
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medium-sized theatre; there is nothing on the stage but her and the stool, but her big personality 

seems to fill the room. The seats in the theatre start below and around her, and slope upward; half 

the audience is below her, and the other half is about at her level.  

The camera pans from the audience closer toward Schumer. “Yeah!!” She shouts, 

jumping up and down with arms outstretched. She puts her hands together, smiling, and then 

grabs the microphone off the stand.  

She opens with an energized shout. “What the fuck is up, Denver?!” Deafening cheers 

and applause come from the audience. We get a panning shot behind her as she moves the 

microphone stand back behind her - the crowd is almost overwhelming. Next, we get a body shot 

from the front. We can see that she is wearing a skin-tight leather halter top, leather pants, and 

black heels; she has fully committed to the leather. “Thank you so much for coming out. Oh my 

God!” The audience cheers. “This is such a big deal for me. I um...I uh, I don’t know if you guys 

know this but this past year,” She shrugs, “I, I’ve gotten very rich, famous, and humble, um…” 

She inhales, allowing the audience to absorb the impact of the joke. They laugh during the pause. 

This is one of Schumer’s tics: she’ll inhale quickly after a joke, especially a joke about her own 

cocky nature, to communicate the irony of the statement, and allow it to register in the 

audience’s minds.  

“Thank you, thank you,” she says with slight vocal fry, further indicating the irony of her 

previous statement. Her tone changes, raising slightly, the vocal fry gone - she’s “getting real” 

with us now. “And maybe you caught this, I don’t know if you saw this. Uh,” We get a more 

intimate shot that just includes Schumer’s upper body. “I tweeted out a photo of myself wearing 

just underwear.” She bends her body slightly to demonstrate. “Nothing but underwear…” There 
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are cheers from audience, which she smiles and acknowledges with an outstretched palm. 

“Thank you, just the women.” Her faces scrunches, confused. “What the fuck?!” She shouts. The 

audience cheers, and we get an audience shot of three girls laughing so hard that their bodies are 

thrown forward.  

The camera returns to Schumer. She has turned to the left, and seems to be addressing an 

invisible audience member, her arm outstretched as if to scold him. “No! It’s too late, sir.” She 

plays with her hair. “This could’ve been crumpled on your floor in the morning, but no!” She 

pauses to let the audience laugh, and smiles, allowing herself to laugh. “I really like the idea of 

this being crumpled on someone’s floor. Like having to put this back on in the morning?” She is 

referring here to her leather get-up, as she indicates by bending her body forward slightly and 

clutching her leather pants.  “Just like…mmmm!” She demonstrates attempting to slide back into 

her leather outfit, groaning. Her eyes open wide, innocent. “And you’re like, ‘Call me.’” She 

uses a whiny vocal fry again, waving to an imaginary man she has slept with. “And then - 

imagine doing a walk of shame in this shit? You’re like, ‘Hi. Taxi.’” She puts up a frail hand to 

wave half-heartedly to an imaginary taxi. “And they’re like, ‘Hmm…’” She puts her hand behind 

her head, taking on the character of a taxi driver who is taking in the absurdity of her “morning 

after” get-up. Her voice becomes deeper, more rational now as she launches into self-deprecation 

of her “dumb-blonde morning after” character. “That’s an actual trash bag. Like that looks like a 

Glad bag.” 

What are we to make of this bit? On one hand, we are only two minutes into the special 

and almost her entire routine thus far has been based on self-deprecation. In “Self-Deprecatory 

Humor and the Female Comic” scholar Danielle Russell emphasizes that because stand-up is 
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such a masculinized art form, the female body is automatically registered as “abject” in a 

comedy space. Immediately, the female body is scrutinized for attractiveness, and may be 

criticized for too much of it, or not enough of it. Self-deprecation is a way of countering the male 

gaze in stand-up: “One method of adapting to the demands of performing is to attempt to 

assimilate to the ever-present male model. Minimizing personal attractiveness...can be tactics to 

‘placate’ the audience; inciting envy or resentment are not in the comic’s best interest” (Russell 

7). The audience knows that Schumer has become relatively famous in the past year (she wrote 

and starred in acclaimed movie Trainwreck, has her own Comedy Central show “Inside Amy 

Schumer,” and is the best friend of A-lister Jennifer Lawrence), so immediately Schumer 

addresses this, putting on a mock-cocky attitude: “As you know, this past year, I’ve gotten very 

rich, famous, and humble.” Her willingness to make fun of herself lets the audience know that 

she is still “on their level”; she doesn’t think that she is “above” them in any means. This is 

especially important for female comics, as an overly pretentious nature (or, to generalize, a 

nature that is unsettling in any way) is displeasing to the audience, as her body is already 

rendered as abject in the space. And, Since Schumer recognizes that her body is on display and is 

being scrutinized, she decides to acknowledge it, launching into a self-deprecating bit about the 

ridiculousness of her leather outfit. 

On the other hand, Russell indicates that self-deprecation can be a useful means of 

“exposing the incongruities of the dominant culture” (13). Schumer’s self-deprecation seems to 

not be directed at her “real” self, necessarily, but of an imaginary, “dumb blonde” character that 

she has created for her comedy. This character is characterized by vocal fry, innocence, 

promiscuity, and pseudo-confidence. She juxtaposes this character with a more rational “big 
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sister” character, who calls out the ridiculous nature of the “dumb blonde” character. If the 

“dumb blonde” character is the one timidly saying, “Call me,” then the big sister character is the 

one saying, “That’s...an actual trash bag. Like that looks like a Glad bag.”  

In switching between this characters, what Schumer seems to be doing is calling out 

postfeminist sensibility. As we’ve covered, “postfeminist sensibility” is a term coined by British 

feminist Rosalind Gill, and involves the entanglement of feminist and anti-feminist themes in 

media culture. It is characterized by: 

 
-The notion that femininity is a bodily property 
-Shift from objectification to subjectification of women 
-Emphasis upon self-surveillance, monitoring, and discipline 
-Focus upon individualism 
-Makeover paradigm 
-Resurgence in ideas of sexual difference 
-Sexualization of culture 
-Emphasis upon consumerism 
-Irony and knowingness (Gill 149). 
 
In the “morning after” bit, Schumer is already attacking several of the qualities of 

postfeminist sensibility. Though postfeminist sensibility is a sensibility in media culture and not 

the qualities of an actual person, what Schumer seems to be satirizing is a young woman trying 

to live by the “feminine” values fed to her by postfeminist media culture. The subtext of the bit is 

that a young woman has donned a sexy, glamorous, all-leather get-up to go out. She ends up 

going home with someone, only to realize that she has to do the so-called “walk of shame” in the 

morning. Postfeminist sensibility emphasizes that women can find empowerment in hookup 

culture: that women can find empowerment in being “sexual beings”. In the morning after, the 

seeming glamour and “empowerment” of making oneself up and sleeping with a stranger is 
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satirized, as the young woman realizes how much work she has put into making herself look 

“effortlessly glamorous.” What is also important to emphasize here is that Schumer is not 

slut-shaming this innocent young woman; rather, she is exposing the amount of effort women 

have to go through in order to adhere to newly sexualized feminine standards of beauty. In just 

this bit alone, Schumer is calling out the makeover paradigm, the sexualization of culture, the 

emphasis upon self-surveillance, monitoring, and discipline, and the notion that femininity is a 

bodily property.  

 She continues in her “rational” voice. “I feel like every comedian needs a leather special. 

Like, there’s,” The audience cheers, interrupting her. “Right? Every comic has some special 

where they wear all leather and they regret it later?” She holds her arms out, embracing it. “It’s 

my fucking moment. Leather special! Whoo, whoo, whoo, whoo!” She dances around in a circle 

as the audience cheers. She points to the audience, taking on her rational “big sister” voice again. 

“Already regret it! Already regret it. Very overheated. Very overheated.” Here, though Schumer 

is putting her body on display, she does not emphasize that she regrets wearing all leather 

because of the way her body looks in it, but rather because of the heat. This is important, as 

Schumer has been often criticized for being “heavy,” but here she refuses to acknowledge those 

criticisms even in the midst of a self-deprecating bit. 

She continues. “So I tweet out this photo of myself, okay? I’m in, I’m holding coffee, I’m 

topless in just underwear, and it goes viral. Like it was everywhere, like every news show, every 

website, and that’s when I learned…” She slows down, emphasizing every word. She is getting 

to the punch line. “...the word you don’t want people to use when a nude photo of you goes 

viral.” She pauses for dramatic effect. “Brave? Um…” Her face contorts, confused, and the 

45 



audience bursts into laughter. She looks down for the first time at her body, scrutinizing it as if 

she is noticing it for the first time. 

Another tic that Amy Schumer has is that when she makes a joke, she’ll follow it with a 

very quick, seemingly confused, “um,” or “I, uh,” and then pause. This is a characteristic of hers 

in specials and stand-up shows throughout her career - Schumer rarely lets a joke stand on its 

own without that verbal tic. We could read this in two ways - the first being that as a woman 

comic, all of Schumer’s “uh”s, “like”s, and “um”s speak to a certain self-consciousness about the 

funniness of her stand-up. This seems to underestimate Schumer’s intelligence and confidence 

however; rather, since this tick is a pattern throughout her stand-up, it seems intentional. The 

“um” becomes a part of the momentum of the joke - a space in which Schumer makes a noise to 

allow the audience to absorb/register the meaning of what she just said, and then laugh. The 

“um” also allows Schumer to establish her ironic “dumb blonde” persona. The history of this 

persona is complicated. In an earlier special on Comedy Central, Schumer says, “I used to sleep 

with mostly Hispanic guys, but now I prefer consensual. Um…” She uses this to jump into a 

larger point about the pervasiveness of rape culture. Using a “dumb blonde” persona to joke 

about race is not uncommon; Sarah Silverman does this as well. In some cases, the comic is 

using “comic minimization,” a humorous rhetorical strategy in which one reduces the apparent 

significance of a topic in order to emphasize its true gravity and relevance. Schumer, however, 

rarely has larger points to make about race; she just wants to make the audience laugh. I’m 

hesitant to call it comic minimization; Schumer’s early comedy is textbook “white feminism” - 

Feminist ideology centered around white, well-off, abled, cisgender women. White feminists fail 
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to recognize, acknowledge, and respond to the problems faced by women of color and/or women 

with less privileges. 

Amy Schumer expresses a certain ambivalence in regards to joking about race. She has 

been oft criticized for racism in her comedy, and she knows. Guardian writer Monica Heisey 

said of Schumer’s comedy, “Schumer’s stand-up repeatedly delves into racial territory tactlessly 

and with no apparent larger point....much of her character’s dumb slut persona is predicated on 

the fact that the men she sleeps with are people of colour” (Heisey) At first, Schumer defended 

her jokes about race, but she has since realized that if she wants support from her mostly liberal 

audience, this is not the best route.  In 2015, she tweeted a response to someone criticizing her 

Hispanic guys joke: 

Thank you so much for asking. I wrote this joke 2 years ago. I used to do a lot of 
short dumb jokes like this. I played a dumb white girl character on stage. I still do 
sometimes. Once I realized I had more eyes and ears on me and had an influence I 
stopped telling jokes like that on stage. I am evolving as an artist. I am taking 
responsibility and hope I haven’t hurt anyone. And I apologize it I did. Thanks 
again for asking (THR). 
 

In “The Leather Special,” Schumer’s persona is a bit more wise, and a bit more calculated. As 

she says, “I’ve gotten very rich, famous, and humble” - she knows that she cannot get away with 

explicitly racist jokes anymore, and they are noticeably absent from her comedy. Jokes about 

race at all seem to be absent from her comedy - but this does not mean that her comedy is not 

implicitly racist and directed toward a certain (exclusive) group of people.  

Let’s return to the nude photo joke. As we have covered, a good portion of Schumer’s 

comedy involves satirizing postfeminist sensibility, though her history with feminism is very 

white. What Schumer is creating through her comedy is a space in which she acts as a “big 
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sister” and guide for women encountering a postfeminist media culture. The extent to which 

Schumer plays with postfeminist sensibility is complicated. On one hand, she satirizes the 

makeover paradigm; on the other, however, she still portrays it as necessary to “get by,” and 

relies on self-deprecation of her own body image in her comedy. And, in addition, her feminism 

is mostly centered around white, cisgendered, upper middle class, able women. Her comedy 

centers around comforting bodies that are cis (she still associates her “woman”ness with her 

female genitalia, and the upkeep of it, even in her satire of it), middle to upper-middle class (the 

people who can afford to buy a ticket to see her comedy, and who can afford to attempt to 

“maintain their femininity”), and white (she has moved from making derogatory jokes about race 

consistently to not acknowledging race as a factor in her comedy at all). If the comedy space is a 

homosocial pleasure dome of sorts, then it is a cis white middle-class women's homosocial 

pleasure dome. This is an improvement, of course, upon a male homosocial comedy space, and I 

do not mean to discount the work that Schumer has done in satirizing postfeminist sensibility, 

but there is still criticism to be had of Schumer’s comedy. 

Schumer continues with her nude photo joke. “Can you imagine? You take your clothes 

off in front of someone for the first time, and they’re just like,” She bends her body over, 

imitating the male gaze. “‘Damn. You look mad brave right now. Whoo-ee! Shorty looks 

empowered!’ Like no! As if I’m standing there like, ‘I am brave!’” She puts her hands on her 

hips and puffs her chest outward, further satirizing the “empowerment” mantra of postfeminist 

sensibility. She ends the bit with a blunt statement that indicates the desperation of her young 

woman persona to appease the male gaze, made ironic by vocal fry: “No, just fuck me. I am 

blacking out tonight, I am blacking out tonight. Anybody?” There are cheers from the audience. 

48 



She has established the politics of her space, and the audience - both the live audience and the 

Netflix audience - are with her. 
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The Semiotics of an Opening with Ali Wong 

“NETFLIX ORIGINAL. ALI WONG: BABY COBRA,” The title reads, in white 

lettering and all caps. The title is already interesting; it includes the word “baby,” which signifies 

innocence and nurture, and the word “cobra,” a venomous, dangerous snake - a monstrosity. 

“Baby cobra” together puts two words that typically signify opposite meanings together; the title 

alone is already a playful inversion. The thumbnail shows an Asian-American woman with black 

hair and red glasses. We get a side-view of her, and are able to see that she is pregnant (seven 

and a half months in, if you decide to look it up); the side image allows us to get a full view of 

her rounded belly. She is set against a turquoise background. If you hover over and click on the 

thumbnail, there are two descriptions of the special available. The first is: “She’s fierce, filthy, 

and very pregnant. And after finally finding her Mr. Perfect, she dreams of never working 

again.” The second, available if you choose to expand the description of the special, is: “Ali 

Wong’s stand-up special delves into her sexual adventures, hoarding, the rocky road to 

pregnancy, and why feminism is terrible.”  

The statements “after finally finding her Mr. Perfect, she dreams of never working again” 

and “why feminism is terrible” are seemingly traditional on the surface, and seem to contradict 

the powerful position Wong occupies as a pregnant woman performing comedy. We learn later 

that Wong’s bit on “why feminism is terrible” is mostly ironic, and is meant to satirize neoliberal 

values and the liberal strand of feminism, which promote happiness through assimilation into the 

capitalist workplace. We don’t, of course, know this from the description, so this description 

becomes strategic, intriguing bait. This baits feminists who on one hand, are inspired by a 

woman performing stand-up comedy pregnant, and on one hand, curious (if not already angry) 
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about how Ali Wong will explain why feminism is “terrible.” It also baits those who do not 

define themselves as feminists, who are looking for a confirmation of their beliefs.  

As always, Netflix offers a slideshow of images to frame the special. The first image is a 

“Mom-zilla” image of sorts. In it, we see a city with large skyscrapers and buildings, and a 

highway with a raised highway traveling over it. There are cars and people on the highway 

(some people are out of their cars, running). Over this scene towers a gigantic, monstrous Ali 

Wong, taller and larger even than the city skyscrapers. Ali Wong is a very pregnant (we can see 

this due to the size of her belly in the picture, and she specifies that she is seven and a half 

months pregnant in her special) Asian-American woman. She is wearing large, red glasses, a 

tight, striped and flowered dress, a statement necklace, and beige, open-toed heels, but is a 

terrifying sight to the city below her - she is a feminine monster. She is not smiling, but is 

looking straight ahead with a certain vengeance, her eyes wide. Her legs are straddled over the 

raised highway, and given her tight dress, it is clear that she is “flashing” the highway, though 

this is not the focus of the picture. Her left foot is wearing a beige heel, and makes cracks from 

impact in the lower highway. Underneath her legs, on the raised highway, two cars have crashed 

into one another, and they are both on fire - smoke rises up into the sky. Some of the people 

beneath her are running away while looking back at her, though one man is standing on a car to 

take a picture of the “spectacle.” Wong grips a car (it looks like a police car), which is turned 

sideways, in her right fist. Her French manicured left hand is reaching down, seemingly to grab 

the other cars and people below her. This image seems to communicate almost exactly what is in 

the description of the special: “she’s fierce, filthy, and very pregnant.”  
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This is an inversion of the stereotypical notion of the pregnant woman as nurturing, 

caring, and loyal. In this image and her title, Wong allows both femininity and pregnancy to 

become “filthy,” monstrous, and sources of power. As she tells Elle magazine in an interview, “I 

wanted to use my pregnancy as a source of power and turn it into a weapon instead of a 

weakness. When you’re pregnant, you’re hungry, tired, and fat, so you have this ‘I don’t give a 

fuck’ attitude that lends itself really well to performance. You let go of all dignity and shame, 

and it’s beautiful” (Kovan).  

The next image is of Wong in action onstage, during her stand-up. There is a turquoise 

background, which we can see Wong’s shadow reflected on. There is a black stool on the stage 

to the right. Ali Wong is the center of the shot. She is wearing the same dress and glasses as in 

the first image of her, and she is wearing a watch on her right hand, which is resting on top of the 

microphone stand. She grips the microphone in her left hand, and sassily leans on her left hip. 

Her pregnant belly protrudes from the dress, and there is a slight, knowing smile around the 

corners of her lips. This is a stance that allows Ali Wong’s body to take up a good amount of 

space, and that establishes her dominance as a performer. This is an expansion upon the message 

we get from the first image; she is monstrous, and she is feminine, but she is rational. She “tells 

it like it is.” In addition, Wong’s slight, playful, witty smile further establishes her power and 

control - she knows something we don’t.  

The final image is also an action shot of Wong in the middle of her stand-up. The camera 

is positioned just above the audience, but below and to the right of Wong (we are above the 

audience, but below her). From this camera angle we can see that the stage is flat and 

rectangular. The lights are still turquoise, but we can see that there are also round, yellow white 
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lights behind her. The audience members, positioned strategically below Wong, are mostly in the 

dark, though there is a faint blue light over them that allows us to see that they are present and 

watching attentively. We have a full body shot of Wong, who is wearing the same outfit as in the 

first two images, but red flats instead of beige heels - these both match her glasses and allow for 

greater mobility. She takes on a similar stance as she did in the second image; she is leaning on 

her left hip (her signature “sassy” stance). The “sassy hip” establishes Wong’s confidence and 

willingness to take ownership of her body on the stage - she is comfortable in this setting, and in 

control. Her right hand is holding the microphone, and her right arm is bent at the elbow, her 

palm out and facing slightly downward toward the audience. Not only does the audience see the 

bottom of Wong’s hand -further establishing her dominance, but the outstretched hand signifies 

that Wong is communicating a story that offers some form of guidance or knowledge that we are 

meant to trust and take seriously. What further establishes Wong’s dominance is the both the 

audience and camera’s positioning below her. What is the significance of an image in which a 

collective audience, insignificant, shrouded in darkness, find themselves below a very pregnant 

Asian American woman who is bathed in light, and towers, powerful and knowing, above them? 

It is as if they have come to the altar of Wong’s worship; they are here to be subjected to what 

she has to say; they are here to be acted upon, not to act. In media culture, non-white bodies, 

female bodies, and pregnant bodies are typically positioned, especially in genres of comedy, as 

the Monstrous Other. These bodies are typically treated as abjects, and are the butt of jokes that 

involve stereotypes and the marking of their bodies as “non-normal.” Louis C.K., for example, is 

a white comic who employs a feminized “irrational” voice and “funny” foreign accents (see “The 

Semiotics of an Opening with Louis C.K.) as a method of positioning himself as dominant and 
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rational in his comedy. Wong does not deny any of these parts of herself, as we can see in the 

first image (and as we shall see in her stand-up material). She is unabashedly Asian, feminine, 

womanly, and pregnant (in no other special has a comic performed seven and a half months into 

her pregnancy). But, through the positioning of the camera and of her body, Ali Wong 

establishes herself as a monstrous, feminized, pregnant Other, yes, but also as a fierce, rational 

site of knowledge and power. This is a very powerful image, in which the Other becomes the 

new normal; the Other becomes rational without having to deny any part of herself. Already, in 

these slideshow images, we have this crucial inversion that will frame Ali Wong’s comedy.  

In the actual filmed content of the special, Ali Wong needs little introduction. Unlike 

C.K. and Schumer, who have very calculated Netflix introductions to cultivate their image and 

personality, Wong’s special jumps right into the stand-up (this echoes her sentiments on how 

pregnant ladies “don’t give a fuck”). The special opens with the familiar Netflix logo, and then 

the screen turns black, with the words “A New Wave Entertainment Production” over it. We hear 

immediately in the background, “Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome to the stage: Ali 

Wong!” As we hear the words “Ali Wong,” we see an image with a pink and purple background. 

“ALI WONG” is written in all caps in black, and “Baby Cobra” written underneath in cursive. 

We see a black silhouette image of a pregnant woman with one hand on her belly, one hand on 

the microphone. Her legs are positioned so it seems like she is walking forward.  

Upbeat music plays in the background, and we hear loud cheers from an invisible 

audience. The next shot shows an empty stage. It is a large, flat, rectangular stage, with deep blue 

lighting and a turquoise background that also fades into a deep blue. Spotlights are moving on 

the stage, to pump the audience up. We get another shot from a side angle, that allows us to see 
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some of the audience; some of the audience members are standing even before Wong comes 

onstage. We cut to a shot from the right, and see Ali Wong waddle on from the left of the stage, 

her belly leading. The camera cuts to a more intimate shot of Wong from belly up; we see that 

she is not only waddling, but grimacing slightly, already playing the “body comedy” of 

pregnancy. She takes the microphone off the stand and smiles at the audience as the music fades.  

She waves. She does not shout, but her voice still has a bright, crackling energy. “Hi. 

Hello! Welcome. Thank you! Thank you for coming.” She points at the audience while doing 

this, seeming to intimately point them out one by one. The camera cuts to a close up of Wong 

from shoulders up.  “Hello. Hello. We are...going to have to get this shit over with, ‘cause,” The 

camera offers a full body shot of her, in which we see her pregnant belly again, “I have to pee in 

like ten minutes.” Her eyes widen, mockingly annoyed. The audience laughs at this indirect 

acknowledgement of her pregnancy.  

“But thank you everybody, so much for coming, um…” Her voice grows slightly softer. 

According to an interview with Ali Wong with the New Yorker, this is how Wong both draws 

and audience in, and “tests” to see if the joke can stand without taking advantage of her wild 

energy. “It’s a very exciting day for me. It’s a very exciting year for me. I turned,” She puts her 

hand out to emphasize, “thirty-three this year.” There are a few whoops in the audience. “Yes! 

Thank you five people,” She says calmly, eyes wide to denote irony. The audience laughs - the 

joke here is that thirty-three is not an age typically celebrated. The lack of enthusiasm for this 

age is what will drive the next part of Wong’s stand-up. “I appreciate that.”  

Her voice becomes lower in pitch, but slightly louder. “Uh, I can tell that I’m getting 

older, because now, when I see an eighteen year old girl, my automatic thought…” The camera 
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has closed in on Wong’s face and shoulders now. She taps her finger to her brain and pauses 

slightly for emphasis, “Is fuck. You,” She almost whispers, her eyes wide. “Fuck you. I don’t 

even know you, but fuck you!” She glares at an imaginary eighteen year old, and her voice raises 

in pitch - she is angry. Her voice becomes quieter again. “‘Cause I’m straight up jealous. I’m 

jealous, first and foremost, of their metabolism. Because eighteen year old girls, they could just 

eat like shit,” She mimes stuffing food in her mouth, “And then they take a shit,” She points 

down to her lower body, “And have a six-pack, right?” On the words “six pack,” she places her 

hand on her belly - part of the comedy here is that she clearly does not have a six pack. “They 

got that - that beautiful inner-thigh clearance,” She bends over slightly, waving her hand in 

between her thighs, “Where they put their feet together and there’s that huge gap here, with the 

light of potential just radiating through?” Her voice is getting louder as she emphasizes every 

word,  “Like ahhhhhhhh,” She vocalizes the song from The Little Mermaid where Ariel gives up 

her voice in exchange for human legs from Ursula. We get a shot of the audience here: the 

choice for this shot is three women and one man, all laughing hysterically in the audience. They 

seem approaching or at middle-age; this is the target, “knowing” audience for this particular 

joke.  

“And then when they go to sleep, they just go. to. sleep. They don’t have insomnia yet. 

They don’t know what it’s like to have to take an Ambien or download a Meditation Oasis 

podcast,” She slows down, emphasizing every word. Her eyes are wide, annoyed, and her voice 

is biting, almost acidic, “To calm the chatter of regret and resentment towards your family just 

cluttering your mind.” She’s almost grumbling now. “They have their whole lives ahead of them. 

They don’t have HPV yet,” The audience laughs louder, but she keeps breezing on. “They just 
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go to sleep in peace at night.” She pauses, observing the audience; they are still recovering from 

the HPV joke. She puts her palm out, defensive. “Everybody has HPV, okay? Everybody has it. 

It’s okay. Come out already, everybody has it!” The camera cuts into an intimate shot of Wong’s 

angry face. “If you don’t have it yet, you go and get it,” She clenches her teeth, threatening. 

“You go and get it. It’s coming. If you don’t have HPV yet you’re a fucking loser, alright?” She 

points to the audience, and they roar with laughter. “That’s what that says about you.”  

Who is the “you” in Ali Wong’s comedy? In the first minute, it seems to be other people 

in their thirties, but her target demographic ends up moving. In a later bit, she makes this clear as 

well when she talks about her experience having a miscarriage: “A lot of twenty-year olds freak 

out when I tell them that...Girl, I’m thirty-three. When you’re thirty-three, you’ll know plenty of 

women who have had miscarriages.” The “you” in Ali Wong’s comedy, the audience for her 

advice, is the anxious girl in her twenties. Her comedy is applicable to several demographic 

groups (as we saw, the beginning of her stand-up provides a laugh for middle-aged audiences), 

but the audience she speaks to primarily is the girl in her twenties; for these young women, 

Wong acts as the wise mentor of the older generation who knows how to have fun, but who tells 

it like it is. For the HPV joke, the implicit audience expands beyond the knowing middle-aged 

audience of her opening bit, and becomes centered on the woman in her twenties who may be 

anxious about HPV and other sexually transmitted diseases. “It’s okay! Everybody has it,” marks 

the beginning of Wong’s reassurance, which provides an arc of guidance in her comedy. 

This guidance is reassuring, but interestingly not calm; as we see, what punctuates 

Wong’s comedy is anger, resentment, and irony. Why is this so? Ali Wong purposely does not 

present herself as an embodiment of perfection; she is the filthy, feminine, monstrous guide that 
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reassures an anxious younger generation of women. The “angry woman,” or what Sara Ahmed 

calls the “feminist killjoy” in her studies of feminism and affect, is considered as abject in the 

typical affective community. At the dinner table for instance, the “angry feminist killjoy” is 

considered to be a disruption of unhappiness if she interrupts the conversation and brings 

feminist points to light. Ahmed explains that this annoyance at the feminist killjoy arises from 

the feminist not experiencing happiness from the things she is supposed to experience happiness 

from: “When we feel happiness in proximity to the right objects, we are aligned; we are facing 

the right way. You become alienated—out of line with an affective community—when you do 

not experience happiness from the right things” (Ahmed). This is a position that feminist women, 

especially young feminist women feeling pressure to be obedient of their families, experience, 

and this position brings conflict: do I voice my unhappiness and bring anger, or do I remain 

silent and let my anger stew? 

What does it mean, then, to be angry, and to go against the affective community? Ahmed 

defines this by the term “willfulness,” a term she appropriates from womanist writer Alice 

Walker:  

When you are charged with willfulness it is as if your being is an insistence on 
being, a refusal to give way, to give up, to give up your way...It is the experience 
of "coming up against" that is named by willfulness, which is why a willful 
politics needs to be a collective politics. The collective here is not assumed as a 
ground. Rather, willfulness is a collecting together, of those struggling for a 
different ground for existence. You need to be supported when you are not going 
the way things are flowing (Ahmed). 
 

To be “willful” is to refuse to be complicit, and to refuse to be submissive. Consider Ali 

Wong’s dominant stance, and the camera’s positioning below her, establishing her power. 

Consider her comedy, punctuated by anger and frustration, and consider the listening audience, 
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complicit and sympathizing with her anger. Wong’s angry, advisory comedy allows her to be a 

mentor for a younger audience of women; it is a call to be willful. This is why the collective, 

accepting, and laughing audience is so crucial in Ali Wong’s comedy. She creates a dome of 

pleasure and laughter that arise out of anger, in which women are at the center. She offers 

women a seat at the table (or, in this arena, a seat in the dome) because her comedy, angry, 

raunchy, uncensored, but still reassuring and positioned as rational, appeals to women and is 

directed at them. It is this willfulness that drives Ali Wong’s comedy; she’s pregnant, filthy, 

womanly, angry, and, in her words, she “doesn’t give a fuck.”  
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Feminist Entanglements and the Stand-Up Comic 

The following chapter returns to the theme of entanglement as we dive into the core of 

Louis C.K., Amy Schumer, and Ali Wong’s stand-up special material. This chapter is an 

expansion upon the last, exploring the comedic histories of each comedian and intricate 

complexities of each comedian’s material. As characteristic of stand-up humor’s playful nature, 

their material pushes the boundaries of what is “in jest” and “not in jest” - and, even further, 

what is “feminist” and “not feminist.” In most of the the entanglement of feminist and 

anti-feminist sensibilities blurs the lines between what perpetuates gendered prejudices and 

stereotypes. 

In the Louis C.K. section, entitled “Louis C.K. and Sexual Difference as Benevolence,” I 

examine gender essentialism as a repeated theme in Louis C.K.’s comedy through the lenses of 

Judith Butler, Julia Kristeva, and Sigmund Freud. C.K.’s comedy, I hypothesize, uses an 

emphasis on essential sexual difference to position himself as subject, girl as abject, and woman 

as object in order to assert his own masculinity and turn the audience “on his side.” In the Amy 

Schumer segment, entitled “Amy Schumer’s White Heterosexual Female Space,” I examine the 

space that Amy Schumer creates with her comedy as an attempt to combat postfeminist 

sensibility. This feminist space allows Schumer to act as an advisor and sarcastic “big sister” to 

an audience of women; this audience is, however, mostly garnered toward white, cis, and 

heterosexual female membership, especially given the complex raced histories of Schumer’s 

material. Finally, in the Ali Wong section, entitled “Ali Wong’s Playful Anti-Neoliberalism,” I 
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examine Ali Wong as an up-and-coming feminist comic, and her explicit disgust with the office 

workplace as a potential resistance of American neoliberalism.  

 
Louis C.K. and Sexual Difference as Benevolence 

 
In an interview on Conan O’Brien, Louis C.K. defends the candidacy of the 2016 

Democratic Party’s nominee, Hillary Clinton. Her legitimacy as a candidate, he argues, lies in 

her experience as a mother. “A mother’s just got it,” He says, “She feeds you and teaches you, 

she protects you, she takes care of shit...a great father can give a kid 40 percent of his needs, 

tops. Tops out at 40 percent. Any mother, just a shitty mother, a not-even-trying mother? Two 

hundred percent” (CONAN). 

On the surface, Louis C.K.’s comments are fairly benevolent towards women. Some may 

even label them as “feminist” (to which the question in response must always be: “which 

feminism?”). He defends and advocates the election of the first female Presidential nominee, and 

portrays motherhood not as a weakness in her candidacy, as several major news outlets did 

during her campaign, but as a strength.  

Under the surface, however, we have an explicit outlining of sexual difference that is 

slightly suspicious. Not only does C.K. not mention her positions on U.S. issues or past 

accomplishments, but he also seems to be equating her legitimacy as a candidate with her 

reproductive and mothering capabilities. With the statement “any mother, not just a shitty 

mother, a not-even-trying mother” always gives “two hundred percent” comes the implication 

that women are “naturally” skilled and compassionate mothers. This benevolent appreciation for 
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women’s mothering capabilities sugar-coats an essentializing of sexual difference, and, we might 

say, a benevolent sexism. 

To review (see: “Humor, Gender, and Play: An Overview”), benevolent sexism has been 

described by psychologists Susan Fiske and Peter Glick as “a subjectively favorable, chivalrous 

ideology that offers protection and affection to women who embrace conventional roles” (Fiske 

et. al. 109). It is characterized by the following: 

● Protective paternalism (e.g. “ladies first”) 
● Sexual difference (e.g. “women are naturally purer than men”) 
● Heterosexual intimacy (e.g. “every man needs a loving woman to support him”) 

Benevolent sexism, according to Fiske and Glick, coexists with hostile sexism, or “antipathy 

toward women who are viewed as usurping men's power” (109). Fiske and Glick are concerned 

about benevolent sexism because it is “disarming”: “to the extent that women depend on men to 

be their protectors and providers, they are less likely to protest men's power or to seek their own 

independent status.” (111) Therefore, the benevolence “sneakily” establishes sexual difference 

and essential weakness to secure heterosexual partnership and ensure male power, disguised as 

“protection” of the “weaker sex.” The prevalence of benevolent sexism as a phenomenon in 

popular culture allows for the creation and repetition of such a system in which women are seen 

as subordinates, and men are seen as protectors (in this system, no other genders are 

acknowledged).  

What I’m interested in is not placing blame on a singular comic for perpetuating 

traditional notions of essentialist sexual difference. In fact, in terms of treatment of women as a 

concept in his comedy, C.K. is more benevolent than several other male comics. It is this very 

excellence at navigating prejudice and benevolence - at navigating entanglement - however, that 
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makes me suspicious. What I’m interested in is the benevolent acknowledgement of sexual 

difference as a popular phenomenon that tends to land well with audiences. Why has this type of 

benevolent prejudice become so popular in routines, why does it land so well, and what tone, 

body language, and venue allow for its public acceptance and reinforcement? 

In order to understand this, of course, we must first understand how C.K. establishes 

himself in the comic arena (see “The Semiotics of an Opening with Louis C.K.”). In her 

enlightening article “Laughter in the Final Instance: The Cultural Economy of Humor (Or why 

women aren’t perceived to be as funny as men),” Rebecca Krefting argues that audiences tend to 

support comics whose categories of identity correspond to the “ideal” American citizen. This is 

because there is cultural capital available to be acquired in listening to the “ideal” citizen: 

Comics occupying privileged social locations in the national imaginary, i.e., 
white, heterosexual, male, advance a position and bear identity markers audiences 
recognize as dominant in the shared national imaginary and thus bear the promise 
of incentive, e.g., if I can understand dominant modes of being I will increase my 
chances of gaining access to the power and prestige of the dominant class or ideal 
citizens. Heterosexist, sexist, racist, classist, and ableist ideas of nationhood work 
to create a cultural economy that supports these beliefs. It comes as no surprise 
then, that most comics touring the national circuit are heterosexual men” 
(Krefting 146). 
 

We can consider the comedy space, therefore, as a “shared national imaginary” - as a temporal 

community of people who have come together for the purposes of laughing. The audience’s 

willingness to laugh at a joke signals a community of shared culture. Not laughing in a group of 

laughers sends the message: “You think this is funny, but I disagree with you.” Refusal to 

comply in laughing at a joke signals disengagement from the affective community, positioning 

oneself as vulnerable. Furthermore, the comic, positioned on the stage with a view of the 
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audience, has the ability to call out an audience member for not laughing, as to guarantee that the 

non-laugher is rendered as abject.  

C.K. is what Krefting would label as “the ideal candidate for humor production” - white, 

heterosexual, and male (146). The comedy space, historically dominated by this demographic, 

does not threaten to other the white heterosexual male comic. There is cultural incentive for an 

audience in listening to a white heterosexual male up on a stage; the white, heterosexual, male 

body, as the “ideal candidate,” is trusted to be funny and knowledgeable on the comedy stage, 

and is even more accepted in vocal confirmation and reassurance of his hegemonic identity in his 

material (affirmations of heterosexuality, masculinity, etc.). The white heterosexual male 

experience is already positioned as norm in dominant American culture and on the American 

comedy stage, and is further affirmed as normative in the re-telling of his male experiences and 

the audience’s agreement to laugh with him.  

What makes C.K. likeable is the combination of these ideal characteristics - white, 

heterosexual, and male - with characteristics that are considered to be less than ideal, but 

relatable to audiences. He is, for example, relatively heavy-set, but allows his appearance to 

become a part of his persona - what humor scholar Linda Mizejewski has labeled as his 

“bumbling, schlep persona.” This makes self-deprecatory humor available to C.K., allowing him 

to establish himself as an ideal, but non-threatening subject to identify with. Self-deprecation 

positions the comic partially as an object of pity, but still allows the comic to maintain power, as 

he is the one who told the joke. Not only does self-deprecation prevent the audience from 

patronizing the comic (the comic has already joked about himself, so the joke has already been 

used - it is no longer original), but it also allows a disavowal of responsibility. Because C.K. 
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makes fun of himself, making fun of others - even an entire gender - appears less threatening, 

since C.K. pokes fun at himself as well.  

Furthermore, C.K. is divorced, and has two kids, opening up a series of jokes in which he 

expresses cynicism about marriage and children. As someone who has “been around the block,” 

as we might call it, and who has a combination of threatening and nonthreatening characteristics, 

C.K. is positioned as a wise social interpreter (or even, we might say, an anthropologist) whom 

the audience respects, finds non-threatening, and is able to trust. 

How does C.K. subtly reaffirm his white male heterosexual identity, and what is the 

cultural incentive for listening to him? In establishing himself as norm, C.K. must position 

something else as the non-norm: the “not-me.” This “not-me” is what feminist scholar Julia 

Kristeva describes in her book Powers of Horror as “the abject,” or what is “cast off”. Abjection 

is the experience of subjective horror toward an Other; it is the mental, emotional, and even 

physical breakdown between the self what the self finds the need to declare as Other. Kristeva 

goes into great detail in her comparison of emotional abjection to physical ejection from the 

body: 

...nausea makes me balk at that milk cream, separates me from the mother and 
father who proffer it. "I" want none of that element, sign of their desire; "I" do not 
want to listen, "I" do not assimilate it, "I" expel it. But since the food is not an 
"other" for "me," who am only in their desire, I expel myself, I spit myself out, I 
abject myself within the same motion through which "I" claim to establish myself. 
That detail, perhaps an insignificant one, but one that they ferret out, emphasize, 
evaluate, that trifle turns me inside out, guts sprawling; it is thus that they see that 
"I" am in the process of becoming an other at the expense of my own death, 
During that course in which "I" become, I give birth to myself amid the violence 
of sobs, of vomit. Mute protest of the symptom, shattering violence of a 
convulsion that, to be sure, is inscribed in a symbolic system, but in which, 
without either wanting or being able to become integrated in order to answer to it, 
it reacts, it abreacts. It abjects (2). 
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A large part of abjection, then, is ejection from the body, like vomit. This, of course, does not 

always (and does not usually, except in cases of very extreme disgust) result in the act of 

vomiting food, but rather in the act of “vomiting” (as we might call it) words and expressions 

that separate the self from the Other. Abjection is very closely related to phobia, and a large part 

of it implies a fear that the self will merge with the Other. Men, for example, in an act of 

misogyny, may need to position the woman as repulsive “abject” in order to cope with the fear of 

becoming a woman (and thus becoming less privileged in the social hierarchy).  

The opposite of the abject is the “deject,” which is the role C.K. will play in order to 

situate himself as the respected white, heterosexual man. Kristeva even implies that the deject 

often plays a comic role: “The one by whom the abject exists is thus a deject who places 

(himself), separates (himself), situates (himself), and therefore strays instead of getting his 

bearings, desiring, belonging, or refusing. Situationist in a sense, and not without laughter— 

since laughing is a way of placing or displacing abjection” (8). The deject lays out the terms of 

what the abject will be; in positioning himself as the deject and the Other as the abject, he not 

only separates himself from abjection, but also situates himself as the one in power. 

There is a difference as well between an object of desire and an abject. “Man fucks 

woman,” for example, as Judith Butler touches on, is laid out in this format: subject, verb, object 

(Butler 110). In his comedy, C.K. positions the “young girl” as abject - the “not-me” - and the 

mature woman as object - what he desires. He does this by explicitly laying out what he 

perceives as the differences between girls and women, going so far as to even spell out why he 

finds himself more attracted to women than girls. 
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This shot is an intimate one, from shoulders up. “That’s what I like, man. I like women. 

Women-women. Girls, man, I’m done. A long time ago. Twenty-two year old girls, God bless 

you. Go do a...shot,” He throws his arm up and emphasizes the word “shot,” as if the word is 

foreign to him. “Whatever the fuck you do with your time?” He imitates a woman, throwing his 

arms up again and throwing out a feminized “Wooo!” He lowers his voice again, back to 

himself. “That’s not me anymore. I like women. And I know that’s offensive to twenty-two year 

old girls, like,” He puts his hands up in mock surrender, and suddenly launches into a feminized, 

nasally, lispy voice: “‘I’m a woman! I’m twenty-two, I’m totally a woman!’ When C.K. 

performs this monstrous, feminized voice, he sticks his tongue out and barely emphasizes his 

words, ejecting them from his body almost like vomit. It is as if, like Kristeva points out when 

she describes abject nausea, that he is ejecting the voice of the “abject girl” from this body. He 

wrinkles his nose and shakes his head.  

He talks in a regular, more masculine toned voice, lecturing now with one hand out. “Not 

to me, sorry. To me you’re not a woman ‘till you’ve had a couple of kids and your life is in the 

toilet. That’s really...when you become a woman is when people come out of your vagina and 

step on your dreams.” The audience laughs and starts clapping, but he keeps a straight face. 

“That’s...if you’re still standing after that shit, you are a woman! If you’re still going to clubs,” 

His voice becomes feminized again, and he bounces comically from side to side, eyes wide, 

“And you have a ponytail and a little dress, and you’re standing outside of a club waiting to get 

in and it’s two degrees out, you’ve got no jacket, a little dress, ‘It’s gonna be great in there!’” His 

voice becomes heightened and feminized again. He stands to the side, hunched over and 

shivering, shaking the microphone with eyes wide.  
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His voice then returns down to his normal tone, and he shouts, “You’re a girl! I wanna 

give you a sweater and a ride home, I don’t wanna fuck you. I’ll jerk off to ya,” He quickly 

mimes jerking off, “But I don’t wanna fuck you and get involved…” C.K. keeps an appropriate 

distance from the abject, refusing to become one with “it” through sexual intercourse; this further 

establishes the young girl as the “anti-me” in C.K.’s comedy. The benevolence toward the abject, 

which we might originally interpret as a benevolent entanglement or an act of kindness, actually 

further establishes the young girl as abject through its attempt to “cure” the girl of her 

“abject”ness. This sweet condescension toward the “lower” woman is actually what Kristeva 

outlines as being the foundation for several religions. She writes: 

\The various means of purifying the abject—the various catharses—make up the 
history of religions, and end up with that catharsis par excellence called art, both 
on the far and near side of religion. Seen from that standpoint, the artistic 
experience, which is rooted in the abject it utters and by the same token purifies, 
appears as the essential component of religiosity. That is perhaps why it is 
destined to survive the collapse of the historical forms of religions (Kristeva 16). 
 

Furthermore, in establishing his kindness towards this abject creature, C.K. paints a picture of 

himself as the benevolent savior of a “naturally” slutty girl. We must remember that this 

“sluttiness” and utter lack of complexity is completely imagined by C.K. himself. His next 

special, Hilarious, similarly plays on this theme of the “slutty abject girl,” replacing “girl” alone 

with “the hot girl of the bar.”  

The bit occurs about ten minutes into the special, and opens with a side shot of C.K., who 

is pacing slightly. He is wearing his signature “laid-back” outfit that complements his persona: a 

black t-shirt and jeans. He holds his right hand out to the audience in an “explanation” position. 

“I just don’t look at a woman as a pair of tits anymore…and there’s the women, the hot chicks,” 

He punctuates this last phrase, “The hot girl of the bar. You know when you see them, that’s 
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just,” He stands upright with his chest out, holding an imaginary glass. “She’s the hot girl of the 

bar. She’s got the shirt and the skirt and the boots, those three lines.” He draws imaginary “cut 

off” lines for the shirt, skirt, and boots on his body, going so far as to bend over fully. “There’s 

like, some perfect ratio that they hit with those three lines and you…” He grunts incoherently, 

wide-eyed. The audience laughs. “And they’re all standing there, like that.” He scrunches up his 

face and puffs his chest, launching into the feminized voice again. Here he has painted 

descriptions of two different imaginary beings: one, the caricature of the hot girl at the bar, 

whom he seems to already be criticizing, and two, the incapacitated, incoherent, grunting man 

spellbound by her power. Already we see a characteristic of hostile sexism, which addresses 

power relations between men and women regarding sexuality: “men often resent women's 

perceived ability to use sexual attractiveness to gain power over them,” and therefore express 

that “many women get a kick out of teasing men by seeming sexually available and then refusing 

male advances” (Fiske, Glick et. al. 111). 

 We cut to a full body shot of C.K. He is smiling slightly at the ridiculousness of the bit. 

“And I used to look at somebody like that and I’m like, ‘Wow, she’s an angel. What could I ever 

say to make her like me?’ Now I look at her,” He imitates this imagined girl at the bar again, 

raising the pitch of his voice and puffing out his chest, “And I’m like, ‘What is that? Is that even 

a person? What the fuck kind of person is that?’ Is that an identity even?” He shrugs, furrowing 

his eyebrows. “Who would want to be that? I have two daughters. I pray they don’t grow up to 

be the ‘ehhh,’” He imitates the abject girl at the bar again, sticking his tongue out slightly, “The 

hot girl at the bar. Like ‘Hey, what do you do?’ ‘People wanna fuck me.’” The audience laughs, 
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more loudly than usual. “Really, that’s it? ‘Yeah. I go to this club and they wanna fuck me over 

here. Ha-ha. Not you. Ha-ha.’” 

In opening with “I just don’t look at a woman as a pair of tits anymore,” C.K. dissociates 

himself from the male gaze. The bit he launches into, however, contradicts this earlier statement, 

where he enacts the very gaze that he condemns. In fact, his “younger self,” which exalts and 

objectifies the “girl at the bar” on a pedestal, at least considers her worthy of a human 

interaction. His older self, however, explicitly rejects the “hot girl at the bar” as an overly 

sexualized, monstrous being. Her lack of complexity, once again, is imagined by C.K. himself. 

This seems to be a transition from benevolent sexism to hostile sexism; the hot girl at the bar, in 

C.K.’s mind, has become an “un-woman.” He entangles this hostile sexism with benevolence in 

mentioning that he has “two daughters” and prays “they don’t grow up to be the...hot girl at the 

bar,” protecting them from the non-complexity and sluttiness that he has imagined for his own 

pleasure. He does not see this imaginary abjected girl as a person; she is a monstrous non-person; 

a “pair of tits”; “the three lines.” The “girl at the bar” is our monstrous non-subject: our 

monstrous abject.  

Should we see this as irony or parody of himself? After all, C.K.’s statement, “I just don’t 

look at a woman as a pair of tits anymore” is completely antithetical to his gaze at the imagined 

“hot girl of the bar.” However, even if C.K. is parodying himself, the established message of the 

bit still positions girl as abject. As Judith Butler reminds us: “Parody by itself is not subversive, 

and there must be a way to understand what makes certain kinds of parodic repetitions 

effectively disruptive, truly troubling, and which repetitions become domesticated and 

recirculated as instruments of cultural hegemony” (113).  
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What does C.K. do in order to balance the young woman as abject in his comedy? Alone, 

these bits appear sexist, even if they are entangled with statements of benevolence (i.e., wanting 

to protect his two daughters). Kristeva says that the abject is not the object of desire, so C.K. also 

must position what he believes is an “object of desire” if we are to respect his dominance as a 

heterosexual male. If we recall, C.K. mentions in his earlier bit that “to me you’re not a woman 

‘till you’ve had a couple of kids and your life is in the toilet. That’s really...when you become a 

woman is when people come out of your vagina and step on your dreams.” Here, he seems to be 

admiring women for their sexual reproductive capabilities; it is in his mind, a struggle, and the 

ability to deal with this struggle is a desirable strength. As a feminist interpreting this comic 

material, there is an entanglement in wanting to interpret C.K.’s appreciation of reproductive 

capabilities as positive, and wanting to interpret the bit as a negative essentializing of gender, in 

which a woman is defined by and made desirable by the existence and usage of female 

reproductive organs. This is such a sharp turn from the hostility directed toward the abject girl 

that the desire for the traditional domestic woman can actually be seen as a certain benevolence. 

It is her ferocity, created through heterosexual marriage and the bearing of children, that makes 

her a desirable partner.  

To demonstrate this, C.K. continues the bit, elaborating on the difference between girls 

and women (as perceived through his own sexual desires and fantasies). He raises his voice, in a 

lecture tone again, and waves his hand up and down to indicate a return to seriousness. “But, 

there’s just a difference between girls and women, and it’s not about age. Like that’s - this - 

there’s a reason why they call it ‘girls gone wild.’ You notice there’s not ‘women gone wild.’” 

He hunches over and widens his eyes again, smiling slightly, and then throws up his arms in 
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mock surrender. “‘Cause no one would fuckin’ buy the ‘Wild Women’ DVD. Because when 

girls go wild, they show their tits to people. When women go wild, they kill men,” He says this 

in a matter-of-fact way, counting on his fingers and pausing for dramatic effect, “And drown 

their kids in a tub. That’s what wild women do. They don’t show their tits to nobody. They fuck 

with their bras on. It’s a whole other thing.” He nods and raises his eyebrows slightly throughout 

this to punctuate his aphorisms. “Try taking your forty-year-old wife’s picture when she comes 

out of the shower. ‘Fuck you! Get the fuck out of here!’” He yells this in imitation of his wife, 

fake-clutching his breasts. “It’s not fun - she’s not - you thought it would be cute, like ‘Don’t!’” 

For the word “don’t,” he uses the feminized voice again, imitating what he has labeled as a 

“girl.” “She’s like ‘FUCK OFF!’” He cringes. “Sorry. ‘Cause she doesn’t have tits anymore. She 

has breasts,” He says slowly, emphasizing every word, “That need to be checked and 

maintained. I get bills for my wife’s breasts. That’s some grown-up woman shit right there. Girls 

have the titties with the little perky nipples. And that’s awesome. But you’re not a woman till 

you’ve got long, chewed-up nipples.” He then pauses for dramatic effect, and then points at the 

audience. “And you’re not a man till you’ve sucked one of those fucking things either, by the 

way.” 

What’s interesting to note is that in positioning the married, post-child woman with 

“chewed-up nipples” as desirable (this bit is considered so humorous that not only does C.K. end 

his special with it, but he titles his special Chewed Up), C.K. may actually be combatting the 

concept of the Madonna-whore complex. This complex, outlined by Freud, describes a 

phenomenon in which “where such men love they have no desire and where they desire they 

cannot love” (177). In other words, while men may love the woman they marry, they cannot 
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desire her; and while men may desire a prostitute, they cannot love her. Indeed, positioning 

“chewed-up nipples” as attractive is perhaps subversive in its re-creation of the ideal woman as 

the woman that he is married to. Of course, C.K. repeatedly mentions in his special that his 

marriage is disintegrating, and even that “my wife will never fuck me again. I know that now.” 

While C.K. may desire her, he does not love her; in a strange paradox, he finds her aged 

domesticity and ferocity sexy, but his tender love for her disintegrating, as demonstrated in the 

“FUCK OFF” bit. His wife’s domesticity is useful and desirable, but not necessarily loveable; 

she is positioned as more rational and desirable than the “girl” abject, but still as limited to an 

object. He validates motherhood, and yet also renders it bodily vulnerable as a way of affirming 

his masculinity. 

Furthermore, beyond positioning girl as abject and woman as object, C.K. repeatedly 

establishes and reestablishes the “essential” differences between men and women in his comedy. 

In what we might call “comic categorizing”, now that he has created the differences between 

“girls” and “women,” he moves on to naming the differences between “men” and “women.” This 

spelling out of differences between sexes does not merely describe sexual difference, but rather, 

as Judith Butler may argue, creates this difference in the social community of the comedy venue. 

Butler describes gender as a performance that is continuously repeated and enacted, re-creating 

itself: 

Because there is neither an ‘essence’ that gender expresses or externalizes nor an objective ideal 

to which gender aspires, and because gender is not a fact, the various acts of gender create the 

idea of gender, and without those acts, there would be no gender at all. Gender is, thus, a 

construction that regularly conceals its genesis; the tacit collective agreement to perform, 
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produce, and sustain discrete and polar genders as cultural fictions is obscured by the credibility 

of those productions - and the punishments that attend not agreeing to believe in them; the 

construction ‘compels’ our belief in its necessity and naturalness” (Butler 114). 

Gender, to summarize, is a series of repeated performances that lack an internal 

“essence.” In enacting gender, we create gender. Disguising this performance of gender as a 

phenomenon that is internal and essential rather than external and performed, Butler argues, is 

how institutions of masculinist domination and compulsory heterosexuality maintain power and 

continue to subordinate the non-masculine subject. To deconstruct gender is to deconstruct the 

history of patriarchal power: 

That gender reality is created through sustained social performances means that 
the very notions of an essential sex and a true or abiding masculinity or femininity 
are also constituted as part of the strategy that conceals gender’s performative 
character and the performative possibilities for proliferating gender configurations 
outside the restricting frames of masculinist domination and compulsory 
heterosexuality (115).  
 

In outlining the “essential differences” between men and women, therefore, C.K. is further 

establishing stereotypical characteristics of men and women as “essential,” and his own 

masculine power as dominant. 

In Chewed Up, he elaborates thoroughly on what he perceives to be the essential 

difference between boys and girls, and men and women. “That’s, that’s the difference between 

boys and girls,” He sighs out the line, shaking his head and raising his eyebrows, almost as if to 

communicate, “I don’t like it, this is how it is.” These body movements, which communicate a 

laid-back confidence in what he is saying, but also a certain objective detachment from the 

material. The camera has zoomed in on him; this is an intimate shot that shows only his face and 

shoulders. He looks upward and to the right, as if he is trying to figure out what to say next. C.K. 
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has acknowledged that subtle tics like this are actually very calculated and planned. In an 

interview, he says, “I try to make it seem like I’m just getting all this out, but I know all the 

moves. I know every little piece of it.” These facial expressions and body movements, subtle as 

they are, present the “difference between boys and girls” as a situation that is out of C.K.’s 

hands, rather than an essentialist presumption about gender that he has made the choice to 

perpetuate. The bit needs to seem unplanned and improvised; even if the audience “really” 

knows he wrote most of the material, stumbling over words creates a casual, improvisatory 

attitude that makes the material more spontaneous, and therefore passable. Since the live 

audience has agreed to be complicit, then they have also agreed to listen to and laugh at whatever 

C.K. decides to say about gender next, whether they agree with these sentiments outside of the 

comic arena or not.  

As for the audience of the comedy special, the stakes are much less high. Someone who 

decides to turn off the special in the middle of watching can do so freely at the click of a button; 

they don’t have to get up from their seats, squeeze past other audience members, and stumble out 

of the dark theatre, all at the risk of being heckled by the comedian on their way out. The 

audience member of a live comedy show is as much a part of the show as the comedian. The 

audience of a Netflix special, on the other hand, does not have to worry about the reactions of 

others if they choose to disagree with or turn off the special - unless they are watching the special 

with a group of friends and family, in which they may run the risk of seeming “too sensitive.” 

Consider my positioning as an audience member: a college student in a dorm room, watching 

Netflix in bed in the dark, able to laugh as loudly as I want to, or turn off a special out of 

boredom or disagreement without the fear of being seen.  
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However, the framing of a Netflix special is much more controlled than the framing of a 

live comedy show. A comedy special is directed with the purposes of establishing the 

comedian’s likability. If we return to how C.K. establishes what I’ve labeled as a laid-back, 

gruff, masculine persona in 2017 (see “The Semiotics of an Opening with Louis C.K.”), we have 

introductions, camera angles, shots of audience members, and edited-out material to consider, in 

addition to the additional “live” factors that establish likability, including but not limited to 

venue, body language, and rhetoric. This particular bit about “girls versus boys” is placed 

towards the end of the Chewed Up special (about forty-five minutes in), so if the audience is still 

watching, then they have already committed themselves to watching the special, meaning that 

they have accepted a majority of the comedian’s material (otherwise, they would have turned the 

special off already). Even if the audience does not agree with this particular bit, they have 

already agreed to watch the material. And watching, to some extent, means absorption of that 

material into the psyche, whether one is aware of it or not.  

C.K. continues the bit, expanding upon his earlier point. “And it becomes the difference between 

men and women, really.” He furrows his brow slightly, and puts one hand out to emphasize what 

he is saying. “Because a man will like, steal your car, or burn your house down, or beat the shit 

out of you...but a woman will ruin your fucking life.” His eyes widen in surprise, and the 

audience laughs. We get a side shot of him; he is hunched over slightly, and starts laughing 

himself. “Do you see the difference?” The camera cuts to a full frontal shot of C.K., that includes 

his body from the waist up. “Like a man will cut your arm off and throw it in a river,” He mimes 

carelessly doing so, ironically undercutting the extremity of the act, “but he’ll leave you as a 

human being intact.”  He won’t fuck with who you are.” He furrows his eyebrows again, smiling 
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almost wickedly.  He continues, raising his voice as if making a statement. “Women are 

nonviolent, but they will shit inside of your heart.” He points repeatedly and urgently to his own 

heart, widening his eyes again to emphasize the pain of this.  

And, further, not only does C.K. essentialize the inner emotional qualities of men and 

women; he also essentializes the sexual qualities of men and women as “given” and natural. In 

Chewed Up, he posits: “Because...I think it’s hard for women to have sex if they don’t feel like 

it. It’s not a skill they have generally. Men have it, that’s just given. We have different sexual 

skills.” In Live at the Beacon Theater, C.K. elaborates on the inevitability of the intense male sex 

drive:  

It’s really a male problem, not being able to control your constant sexual impulse. 
Women try to compete. They’re like, ‘Well, I’m a pervert. You don’t know. I 
have really sick sexual thoughts.’ No, you have no idea. You have no idea. ‘Cause 
you get to have those thoughts. I have to have them. You’re, you’re a tourist in 
sexual perversion. I’m a prisoner there. You’re Jane Fonda on a tank. I’m John 
McCain in the hut. It’s a nightmare. I can’t, I can’t lift my arms. And for men, sex 
is just such a constant thing. We just, it’s not even sex to us. It’s just pussy. That’s 
what we call it. Pussy. It’s just such a, it has nothing to do with women. It’s not 
about girls, or chicks like it was in the fifties. There’s no guys anywhere in the 
world going like, ‘Let’s go meet some chicks! And kiss them on the mouth, and 
see what happens.’ There’s none of that. ‘Mm, I sure would like to have a girl! 
My arm around a girl! There’s, mmm, Vanessa, I love’ - no, it’s not. It’s 
just...pussy!  

Here, C.K. parodies his own intense male sexual desire toward “pussy” as ridiculous. In 

portraying this intense sexual desire as a “nightmare,” he expresses a benevolence toward 

women as being less gross and more pure; however, in this parody, he still portrays this intense 

sexual desire as essential to the experience of “being a man” - as natural. The woman, according 

to this bit, is naturally more pure than the man, who is imprisoned and condemned, inevitably 

and tragically, in his own sexual desire. Furthermore, the bit does nothing to deconstruct the 

implications of oversexualized male culture; C.K. highlights it and condemns it, but poses no 
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real challenge to this culture or to the essentializing of gender. To quote bell hooks, “exposure 

does nothing to intervene on this evil, it merely graphically highlights it” (60). 

The “women trying to compete” portion of the bit, in which he returns to the monstrous 

feminized voice when he says, “Well, I’m a pervert. You don’t know. I have really sick sexual 

thoughts,” illegitimizes women’s sexuality, rendering it less intense. The use of the abject “girl” 

voice, juxtaposed with his lower, masculine, more rational, “No, you have no idea,” places him 

as trusted deject and girl as untrusted abject. It portrays the “constant” male sex drive as a part of 

men which is out of their control; he is a prisoner, unable to control his intense sexual impulses. 

On the surface, C.K. may partially deconstruct the heterosexual institution by implying that 

women are not always interested in sex with men. But by essentializing this interest, he 

implicitly essentializes and perpetuates the concept of the male sex drive as “out of control,” and 

with that, he perpetuates the inevitability of rape culture. 

In addition, what is the effect on women watching this bit? Even though C.K. parodies 

men’s intense desire for “pussy” as ridiculous, he still accepts and perpetuates this strong sexual 

desire as fact. C.K.’s bit isn’t a description. In this bit, because of C.K.’s positionality as a man 

spouting the tenets of male desire, the characteristics of women other than “pussy” are devalued. 

This bit is not a description. Rather, it’s a challenge: “I dare you to fuck me.” It plants, perhaps, 

an anxiety within the woman that men want sex constantly, and that a woman’s “natural” 

aversion toward sex is something she must prove wrong to appease male desire and combat the 

stereotype of the non-perverted woman. C.K.’s comedy, therefore, plays a part in constructing 

the cultural propaganda of heterosexuality and male desire. 
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To sum up, Louis C.K.’s are not deconstructions or descriptions, but rather constructions 

and inscriptions of gender and sexuality that confirm his masculinist dominance in the comic 

arena. If, as Michel Foucault writes in “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” the body is “the 

inscribed surface of events (traced by language and dissolved by ideas), the locus of a dissociated 

self (adopting the illusion of a substantial unity), and a volume in perpetual disintegration,” then 

on his own body, put on display in the comic arena, C.K. inscribes rational masculinity (Foucault 

83). On the imaginary female bodies that he describes in his bits, he inscribes a feminized 

Otherness that the audience comes to see as non-rational, non-subject, and even non-human. 

These categories create a hierarchical order of dominance and rationality, with man (rational, 

subject being) at the top, woman (object of desire) in the middle, and girl (abject, anti-human) at 

the bottom. This becomes socially acceptable on the comedy stage with the entanglement of this 

hierarchy with “benevolence” towards the women he describes, and with the establishment of his 

non-threatening, “schlep” persona. 
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Amy Schumer’s White Heterosexual Female Space 

“I don’t know if you guys know this, but this past year, I’ve gotten very rich, famous, and 

humble,” Amy Schumer says to open The Leather Special, her first Netflix Original Special. 

She’s joking - the intention, denoted by her quick inhale, is to expose the false modesty of 

celebrity culture - but the statement isn’t inaccurate.  

Amy Schumer’s comedy has evolved dramatically. This is not a surprise for those who 

know of Schumer’s rise to fame - slow, steady, and then, dramatically, all at once. Schumer 

began performing stand-up at the Gotham Comedy in 2004, after graduating from Towson 

University with a degree in theater the year prior. In 2007, after performing stand-up for 

two-three years, she recorded her first special for Comedy Central, and soon after appeared on 

and placed fourth on the NBC reality show Last Comic Standing. Since then, she has recorded 

several specials (Cutting, Mostly Sex Stuff, Live at the Apollo Theatre, The Leather Special), has 

created, written, and starred in a show on Comedy Central called Inside Amy Schumer, has 

written and starred in the movie Trainwreck directed by Judd Apatow, and has become a 

mainstream Hollywood comedy icon, appearing on late-night talk shows and having a very 
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famous friendship with A-lister movie star Jennifer Lawrence. According to her 2016 

best-selling memoir The Girl with the Lower Back Tattoo, in between all this she worked hard 

every night, constantly writing and trying out material. 

Defining characteristics of Schumer’s comedy pre-Hollywood included irony and the 

shock factor. As mentioned in my “Semiotics of Amy Schumer” chapter, the history of Amy 

Schumer’s race ambivalence is complicated. One tic that Amy Schumer has is that when she 

makes a joke, she’ll follow it with a very quick, seemingly confused, “um,” or “I, uh,” and then 

pause. This is a characteristic of hers in specials and stand-up shows throughout her career - 

Schumer rarely lets a joke stand on its own without that verbal tic. The “um” becomes a part of 

the momentum of the joke - a space in which Schumer makes a noise to allow the audience to 

absorb/register the meaning of what she just said, and then laugh. The “um” also allows Schumer 

to establish her ironic “dumb blonde” persona.  

In an earlier special on Comedy Central, Schumer says, “I used to sleep with mostly 

Hispanic guys, but now I prefer consensual. Um…” She uses this to jump into a larger point 

about the pervasiveness of rape culture. Using a “dumb blonde” persona to joke about race is not 

uncommon; Sarah Silverman does this as well (Goehring et. al., 2013). In some cases, the comic 

is using “comic minimization,” a humorous rhetorical strategy in which one reduces the apparent 

significance of a topic in order to emphasize its true gravity and relevance. The intention of this 

anti-PC humor is to parody the ignorance of the racist statements by rendering them ridiculous 

and absurd.. I’m hesitant to call Schumer’s early comic minimization; her early comedy is 

textbook “white feminism” - feminist ideology centered around white, well-off, abled, cisgender 

women. White feminists fail to recognize, acknowledge, and respond to the problems faced by 
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women of color and/or women with less privileges. In writing on Sarah Silverman, Linda 

Mizejewski mentions, “if Silverman uses the joke for a laugh, but the cost of the laugh is 

continued circulation of the slur, then she is exploiting the stereotype even if her intention is to 

puncture it” (Mizejewski 117). That is, playful anti-PC humor, often put to use by the white 

female comic to parody an ignorant white female persona, tests the boundaries of what is 

considered “joke” and “not-joke.” Furthermore, we must consider the positionality of the 

audience - are they laughing at Schumer’s ignorant persona and explicit expression of racism 

because they recognize it as irony, or are they laughing with the ignorant persona in agreement of 

the racist joke, not recognizing the irony? 

Another “edgy” bit on race occurs in Schumer’s 2012 special Mostly Sex Stuff, which she 

performed a sample of on the Conan O’Brien show in 2011. “I’m not racist at all, by the way. I 

mean, racism, it’s an issue! You know?” She says this straight-faced, but wide-eyed and 

innocent, in a sweet voice. “We have to deal with it. Like I was talking about this the other day. I 

was hanging out with all my black friend...and...and I’m like Tamembe, or whatever,” She puts 

her hand on her hip and shifts uncomfortably, eyes still wide, “Um, let’s talk about it. And what 

was she saying? She was like girl, like girl, like I couldn’t understand her but she was pissed! 

I’m like, stop yelling! We’re not at the movies!” She laughs wildly, still wide-eyed. 

The bodily aesthetics of Schumer’s performance indicate irony - the childish wide eyes, 

the self-righteous hand-on-hip placement, and her exaggerated, superficial laughter. What makes 

this playful parody confusing, of course, is Schumer’s own positionality as a well-off white 

woman - to what extent can a white comic aggressively joke about race and get away with it 

(even when the intentions are to examine the absurdity of racist statements), especially when that 
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expression of prejudice benefits her own position in society? To what extent is this examination 

of racism a deconstruction, and to what extent does it merely replicate and perpetuate the racist 

sentiments she intends to critique?  

Gregory Bateson’s “Theories of Play and Fantasy” states that play involves a series of 

actions and metacommunications exchanged between conscious beings that relay the message: 

“this is play.” For example, if a dog and a human are engaged in playful combat, “the playful nip 

denotes the bite, but does not denote what would be denoted by the bite” (Bateson 317). The 

more aggressive the play becomes, however, the more ambiguous the metacommunications 

become between the conscious beings. Threat becomes a more “serious” extension of play: “the 

clenched fist of threat is different from the punch, but it refers to the possible future (but at 

present nonexistent) punch” (Bateson 318). 

These actions and metacommunications are filtered through play frames, or premises. 

Frames create a “premise” for play by allowing the audience to evaluate the messages that are 

relayed through a certain lens. If Amy Schumer is telling a playful joke, for example, the frame 

through which the joke is evaluated involves the positioning of her body, the pitch of her voice, 

and the intricacies of her facial expression. The play frame “assists the mind in understanding the 

contained messages by reminding the thinker that these messages are mutually relevant and the 

messages outside the frame may be ignored” (323). To apply this to comedy, the frame allows 

the audience to interpret the language of the joke as ironic or non-ironic.  

If, as Bateson describes, “the play of two individuals on a certain occasion would then 

new defined as the set of all messages exchanged by them within a limited period of time and 

modified by the paradoxical premise system which we have described” (322), then Schumer’s 
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stand-up, framed by the aesthetics of her body and voice, is a series of plays actions exchanged 

between two individuals that are inhabited within her one body: her rationalized, serious “self” 

and her ironic “non-self.” 

 

Rationalized, Serious “Self” Ironic, Playful “Non-Self” 

Voice lower in pitch Voice higher in pitch 

Palm outstretched Exaggerated, large movements 

Voice even Vocal fry, superficial laughter 

Closer, intimate shots Full body shots to capture full spectacle 

Eyes squinted or normal size Wide eyes 

 

And yet, even if Schumer makes a point of emphasizing that her “non-self” persona is 

indeed ironic, when or why she is being ironic is not always clearly communicated. Since both 

her “self” and “non-self” personas are communicated in her one body, and she switches quickly 

back and forth between her performance of these personas, the audience may become confused 

about the ambiguity of her performance’s message. It is Schumer’s intention to initially elicit 

disgust from the audience - she wants the audience to both react negatively to and discuss her 

performance of ignorance. In addition, according to A. Peter McGraw’s benign-violation theory 

of humor, “humor is elicited by benign violations and show that moral violations that 

simultaneously seem benign elicit laughter and amusement in addition to disgust”; therefore the 

violation aspect of the ignorant joke is what elicits a bodily reaction - laughter - and the benign 

aspect of the joke - irony - is what makes the audience stay and continue to listen to Schumer’s 

comedy (McGraw 1141). Of course, even though the shock and violation aspect of the joke 
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contributes to its effectiveness, it also contributes to its potential negative effect on members of 

the audience who may be the butt of the joke. Bateson writes: 

A man experiences the full intensity of subjective terror when a spear is flung at 
him out of the 3D screen or when he falls headlong from some peak created in his 
own mind in the intensity of nightmare…these images did not denote that which 
they seemed to denote, but these same images did really evoke that terror which 
would have been evoked by a real spear or a real precipice (319).  
 

When Schumer tells an ironic racist joke, what is the effect on a member of the audience who is 

a person of color? Even if the audience member of color recognizes that the joke is playful, 

ironic, and meant to parody the persona of a racist white girl, the initial reaction might be one of 

pain, anger, and/or rejection. In addition, Schumer’s jokes also become available to be 

re-appropriated by listeners in a non-ironic fashion, especially when they become available in a 

mediated comedy special to be re-played, memorized, and incorporated into everyday speech. 

Schumer’s comedy, therefore, is available to be fed into a series of available, appropriable 

microaggressions that perpetuate and enforce a racist system that benefits her as a white woman, 

even if that was not her original intention. 

Her ironic white-girl ignorant persona has certainly generated discussion. Amy Schumer 

expresses a certain ambivalence in regards to joking about race. She has been oft criticized for 

racism in her comedy, and she knows. Guardian writer Monica Heisey has said of Schumer’s 

comedy, “Schumer’s stand-up repeatedly delves into racial territory tactlessly and with no 

apparent larger point....much of her character’s dumb slut persona is predicated on the fact that 

the men she sleeps with are people of colour” (Heisey). At first, Schumer defended her jokes 

about race, but she has since realized that if she wants support from her mostly liberal audience, 
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this is not the best route.  In 2015, she tweeted a response to someone criticizing her Hispanic 

guys joke: 

Thank you so much for asking. I wrote this joke 2 years ago. I used to do a lot of 
short dumb jokes like this. I played a dumb white girl character on stage. I still do 
sometimes. Once I realized I had more eyes and ears on me and had an influence I 
stopped telling jokes like that on stage. I am evolving as an artist. I am taking 
responsibility and hope I haven’t hurt anyone. And I apologize it I did. Thanks 
again for asking (Staff, THR). 
 

As her audience has expanded, her comedy has become a bit less edgy. Race, once discussed 

ironically and often in her stand-up, for example, is noticeably absent from The Leather Special - 

once prevalent in her comedy, race as a topic has seemingly “disappeared” from her material 

altogether. This is a safe move. In The Leather Special, Schumer’s persona is a bit more wise, 

and a bit more calculated. As she says, “I’ve gotten very rich, famous, and humble” - she knows 

that she cannot get away with explicitly racist jokes anymore, and they are noticeably absent 

from her comedy. Jokes about race at all seem to be absent from her comedy - but this does not 

mean that her comedy is not implicitly racist and directed toward a certain (exclusive) group of 

people.  

Schumer is a careful architect of the audience space that she has created - this space is 

largely dominated by white, cis, heterosexual, able, and female bodies. For this portion of the 

population, she acts as an advisory, comforting big sister to these subjects. In The Leather 

Special, for example, she directly addresses body image issues surrounding women, putting her 

own body on display. “You know what? I don’t know if you guys noticed…” She waves her 

hands in the air and twirls around, showing off her body. The camera pans around the back of 

her, so we are watching the audience watch her twirl around, body under full inspection under 

the bright lights. “But I am what Hollywood calls… ‘very fat!’” Her eyes widen, and she waves 
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both her hands above her head. There are a few hoots from the audience. She puts her hand to 

her heart and furrows her brow. “No, you guys know me, I feel very good in my own skin. I feel 

strong. I feel healthy -” We hear cheers from the audience. “I do! I feel sexy.” She puts her hand 

on her hip, and the camera pans behind her from right to left, giving us (the Netflix audience) a 

full view of both the live audience cheering and of Schumer’s tight leather-clad backside.  

There are whistles in the audience. “Also, like, my dad has MS and is in a wheelchair, 

and it’s like, I’m just so psyched I can fucking move, you know? I’m just like, fuck you. How 

are you gonna complain?” Her voice becomes heightened and feminized - not unlike Louis 

C.K.’s “abject girl” voice. “‘Oh what? This, how do I get rid -’ shut the fuck up!” Her voice 

becomes lower in pitch, but she’s shouting. “You’re alive.” We get a shot of the audience 

cheering from behind Schumer again. The camera returns to a close-up as she continues 

speaking. “You can move and we feel good. And you know, I bought into it, because when I was 

doing my first movie, Trainwreck, they said, somebody explained to me, like, ‘Just so you know, 

Amy, no pressure, but if you weigh over 140 pounds it will hurt people’s eyes.’” 

Schumer’s heightened, feminized, even “monstrous” voice is very similar to Louis C.K.’s 

“abject girl” voice, in which he positions the young girl who “goes to clubs” as the unattractive, 

jarring, “anti-me” abject. The heightened voice in Schumer’s bit indicates that she is talking 

about a girl, and that the girl is being positioned as abject, but for a different reason than in 

C.K.’s bit. The politics of Schumer’s girl-abject are implicitly more complex, particularly as this 

girl-abject is a raced imaginary being. She has clarified and confirmed this outside of the comedy 

space, in more serious interviews. In an interview with Schumer on CBS Sunday Morning, Mo 

Rocca mentions, “It seems like you’re harder on no one more so than white girls.” Schumer 
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responds: “Well, yeah, well they’re the worst. A lot of those girls will come up to me and they’ll 

be like, ‘Oh my God, like I’m you. Like I’m literally you. No, you’re who I’m a parody of.” 

“Definitely more than anyone it’s white women in their twenties and thirties,” Schumer 

continues. Her sister Kim, who writes for Amy’s show Inside Amy Schumer, chimes in, “Just not 

having to take responsibility for what happens to them and around them.” 

“And just to think that the universe is thinking about you,” Schumer finishes. 

By satirizing the abject, but also by positioning herself as the abject, Schumer’s comedy 

is less of a simple condemnation of white women and more of an education of white women. By 

positioning white cis heterosexual women as both the subjects and objects under scrutiny in her 

comedy, she creates a space in which this demographic is included, but is included for the 

purposes of education.  

What is interesting is although Schumer positions the white, cis, heterosexual woman in 

her twenties and thirties as abject, this “anti-me” is still a representative of herself. The white cis 

heterosexual woman is a paradoxical subject-abject, in a sense. She is the object under scrutiny, 

but the space is still centered around her as a “learning” and growing subject.  

And, while Schumer does position white heterosexual women as abjects, she still 

encourages them as active heterosexual subjects. Heterosexual sex is a large part of Schumer’s 

comedy, and part of her “big sister” persona is to use a woman’s point of view regarding 

heterosexual sex to render it ridiculous, and to subvert male-dominated views of heterosexual 

sex.  

In The Leather Special, Schumer tells the audience about a moment in which an 

interviewer asked her, “What is it like to fuck you?” Schumer often jokes about her “extensive” 
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sexual experience, so the implicit assumption made with that question is that Schumer is 

particularly skilled and dominating in bed. Schumer denies this assumption in The Leather 

Special. The camera shot is from the waist up: “But I told him, and I will tell you guys exactly 

what it’s like to fuck me.” She holds her arms out to the side, bent as if in preparation, and sighs 

deeply. “Have you ever seen…” She pauses slightly, and adjusts her footing. The camera angle 

changes to slightly below her, so we can see both her full body and the audience. “...Somebody 

standing on a box, painted all silver in a town square?” She bends over to the side, sticking her 

arm out comically in statue form and parting her lips slightly. The audience laughs as they 

realize where the joke is headed. The camera zooms in toward her body, getting a shot from the 

waist up again. “And you don’t know if they’re alive or not…” She deadpans. For a few seconds, 

she says nothing and remains in the position, eliciting more laughter from the live audience.  

The camera pans around her, giving the Netflix audience a full sweeping view of her 

immobile body. “...But every once in a while it’s like ‘boop!’” Her hand suddenly moves, “And 

you’re like, ‘oh, it’s a person!’” She raises her body back up into normal standing position. 

“That’s what it’s like to fuck me. That’s it. Like a street performer mime in a town square,” She 

says sheepishly, squinting her eyes slightly. “Except no one’s ever given me a dollar.” She 

squints and shakes her head in mock confusion.  

Her voice lowers to let the audience know that she’s “getting real” with them. “I don’t do 

shit. I lay there. I either lay on my back, like that,” She lifts her foot up and raises her arms as the 

camera cuts to a full body shot, affording the Netflix audience a full view of her body once 

again, “Or if I want to blow his fucking mind?” She pauses for dramatic effect. “Sometimes I lay 

on my stomach just like this.” She turns around and covers her eyes dramatically. After retaining 
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this position for a few seconds, she turns her head around, her eyes wide, eyebrows creased, and 

mouth open in mock horror. The camera cuts to a waist up intimate shot again so that we catch 

this expression in its full glory. The intimate shot, juxtaposed with the jarring horror on 

Schumer’s face, adds to the comedic effect of the joke. Her face returns - briefly - back to normal 

as she interjects. “Comes right away, just -” Her face contorts in horror again as the audience 

roars. The camera cuts to a shot of white women in the audience bent over slightly from laughter.  

Per usual, Schumer is unafraid to position her body as the center of spectacle - body 

comedy is at the center of the work. She contorts her face, stumbles around on stage, and is 

unafraid to pant in mock exhaustion. Though the body is spectacle, this bodily spectacle is used 

as a tactic to render heterosexual sex as mundane - from the woman’s point of view. The 

intended audience of the joke is other women who can relate to feeling self-conscious about not 

incorporating the “mind-blowing sex techniques” advertised in women’s magazines (Gill 149). 

The intended message of the joke is that sex is hilariously mundane. This is a tactic that I will 

label as the mundane-spectacle binary: the female comic positions her body in ways of spectacle 

to render heterosexual sex as mundane, and to elicit laughter from a female heterosexual 

audience. These two approaches, seemingly binaristic (rendering heterosexuality as ridiculous 

versus rendering heterosexuality as dull) actually work together to bring out a certain aversion 

towards heterosexuality and heterosexual sex.  

Stand-up comedy is deeply personal and auteurist - the audience is meant to believe that 

the content of the material reflects the life and beliefs of the performer/creator of the material. 

Therefore, heterosexual comics are generally limited to their own experiences if they plan to talk 

about sexuality. If we recall McGraw’s Benign-Violation Theory, a large part of what makes a 
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bit “humorous” is the violation of pre-existing social norms/cues (McGraw, 2010). This 

violation, of course, must be benign, or socially acceptable, enough to keep the audience in their 

seats. We could consider heterosexuality itself, the subject of the material, as the “benign” part of 

the bit; heterosexual relationships are generally accepted as a socially endorsed institution. The 

violation, therefore, comes from the explicitness with which Schumer talks about “taboo” topics 

regarding heterosexuality, such as sex, portraying them in grotesque fashion. 

Schumer’s demonstration of the mundane-spectacle binary continues throughout the bit, 

as she explores the more raunchy side of her humor. The camera cuts into an intimate shot from 

the shoulders up as Schumer pauses. “My boyfriend usually cums in me.” The audience laughs, 

and the camera cuts to a large shot of the full audience from the side, reminding us of the large 

number of people listening at the live event. We cut back to Schumer. “He usually comes in me, 

but sometimes, you wanna mix it up. Right? You gotta have fun.” There’s a whistle from the 

audience. “We’ll be having sex, and then he’ll ask my favorite question,” She pauses for 

dramatic effect, “Where should I cum?” She moves her hand in front of her body as she 

emphasizes each word, as if drawing out or diagramming the sentence. The audience laughs and 

her eyes widen and close in ironic pleasure. She holds her arm out to the side and opens her 

mouth, ironically acting as if she is honored. “First of all, I’m like, ‘Thank you for thinking of 

me. Like…’” She scrunches her body in and raises her voice ironically, “‘How did I even come 

up in your thoughts?’ And…” On the “and,” she returns to her normal, lower voice, emphasizing 

a return to seriousness. She widens her eyes in amazement. “‘Where should I cum?’ As a comic, 

I want to fuck around and be like, ‘In this jar!’” She shouts this, pulls out an imaginary jar from 

behind her back, and proceeds to half-stumble, half-run around the stage, holding out the jar. 
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“I’m just like…” As she continues to run around, the camera cuts to a shot of the audience 

laughing. This shot features mostly white women, but also an Asian woman laughing in the 

center of the shot (we could compare this inclusion of diversity to the cover of a college brochure 

- as if to communicate, “look, there’s an Asian woman here and laughing too!”).  

We cut back to Schumer. “‘Where should I cum?’” She says almost majestically, 

emphasizing each word once again. She belches, and the audience laughs in response. We hear a 

whistle from the audience. “What do you think...what do you think? There are three answers, 

right? If you’re lying on your back, what are the three responses?” The next sequence involves a 

series of audience interactions, in which she receives two suggestions - “your butt” and “your 

head” - both of which she mocks as either requiring effort or as unpleasurable. Finally, someone 

shouts, “tits,” to which she responds, “Yes, good answer,” pointing at the audience member. 

“Your tits. And you have to say it like you’re psyched about it.” The camera cuts to a full body 

shot of Schumer from the right side, so we can see her feet moving, as if in preparation for acting 

“psyched” about it. “‘Where should I cum?’ You have to go, ‘My titties!’” The camera cuts 

intimately close from the chest up again. As she says my titties, she whips her head towards the 

audience, eyes wide as if deranged. Her voice is raised and feminized - a caricature. She puffs 

her chest outward and nods her head as the audience laughs - this is to denote that she is clearly 

not thrilled about the situation, but feels as if in sex, she has to out on a performance in order to 

“change it up” and satisfy the man that she is with.  

“And he goes, ‘Are you sure?’ And you’re like, ‘Uh-huhh!’” She groans loudly and 

monstrously, eyes still wide. “‘Mm-hmm. I love it! I love it.’” As she shouts this, the words seem 

to slide out of her - her tongue lolls out of her mouth, as if she is forcefully ejecting the words 
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from herself. The over-sexualized young woman, the anti-person, is once again her abject - it is 

not how Schumer truly feels on the inside - it is a false persona that she feels the demands of 

heterosexual sex requires. The camera cuts to a further, full body shot. She throws her arm out to 

the side dismissively, rolling her eyes.“I hate not having cum on my tits.”  I just...walking around 

all day, I’m at the bank, zero cum on my tits. Ugh.” She stumbles around in mock misery. “My 

titties.” She scrunches up her face and uses the mocking feminized voice once again. The camera 

cuts in close again, and her voice lowers, as if telling a secret. “I also love the question because 

of the confidence of it, right?” She raises her eyebrows and squints slightly. “‘Where should I 

cum?’ I don’t know about you guys. I’ve never dated anyone with American Sniper type 

accuracy?” She shrugs, and we can hear the audience laughing in the background. “Where I 

could be like, ‘Right here!’” She shouts suddenly, bending her body to the side, bending her 

elbow, and sticking out her palm as if providing a target. Her eyes are wide and her mouth stern, 

posing a challenge. “‘Hit the moving target!’” She says in a fake Cockney accent, moving her 

palm back and forth, once again positioning her body as spectacle. The camera pans around her 

as the audience continues laughing, and then cuts in closer once again. ““I’m like, ‘Okay, 

Katniss, um…’” She sighs. These ridiculous “potential situations” (which include Schumer 

running around with a jar to catch cum like rain, and Schumer encouraging a man to ejaculate at 

a moving target) further emphasize the mundane trials and tribulations of heterosexual sex from 

a (heterosexual) woman’s point of view. 

What is the effect of using the mundane-spectacle binary to parody heterosexual sex? If 

we recall, postfeminist sensibility, as defined by Rosalind Gill, emphasizes that the sensibility in 

media culture (especially in magazines, television shows, commercials, and films intended to be 
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directed “for women”) includes the notion that femininity is a bodily property, a shift from 

objectification to subjectification of women, an emphasis upon self-surveillance, monitoring, and 

discipline, and a sexualization of culture (Gill 149). The result of the combination of these 

factors is the message that women should find empowerment in becoming naturally willing and 

skilled sexual beings, and that they should maintain bodily femininity while giving off the 

illusion that their beauty is “natural.” 

Instead, Schumer seems to find personal empowerment in exposing the efforts behind 

women’s sexuality and in positioning herself as non-feminine, and even monstrous, in sex using 

a combination of grotesque, absurd bodily humor and self-deprecation. If, as Gill mentions, sex 

and “romance is one of the key narratives by which we are interpellated or inscribed as subjects,” 

(Gill, 2006) then Schumer’s raunchy discussions of sex and love, in which women’s experiences 

are at the center, further inscribes heterosexual young women as subjects who are able to receive 

education, comfort, and validation from her comedy. 

Schumer’s stand-up comedy has a ways to go before she makes radically progressive 

statements - especially regarding race. For a mainstream audience, however, Schumer is careful 

to make her comedy palatable and progressive “enough” for a mainly white, cis, and well-off 

female audience.  
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Ali Wong’s Playful Anti-Neoliberalism 

“I’ve been reading that book by Sheryl Sandberg; she’s the C.O.O. of Facebook. And she wrote 
that book that got women all riled up about our careers. Talking about how we as women should 
challenge ourselves to sit at the table and rise to the top. And the book is called Lean In. Well I 
don’t wanna Lean In, okay? I wanna lie down. I want to lie the fuck down! I think feminism is 
the worst thing that ever happened to women. Our job used to be no job. We had it so good! We 
could have done the smart thing, which would have been to continue playing dumb for the next 
century, and be like ‘We’re dumb women. We don’t know how to do anything. So I guess we 
better stay at home all day and eat snacks and watch Ellen. ‘Cause we’re too stupid to have any 
real responsibility.’ And then all these women had to show off and be like ‘We could do it! We 
could do anything!’ Bitch, shut up! Don’t tell them the secret! They ruined it for us, and now 
we’re expected to work. When I hear the phrase ‘double-income household,’ I wanna throw up.”  

-From Ali Wong’s Netflix special Baby Cobra 
 

To review, “postfeminist sensibility” is a term coined by British feminist Rosalind Gill to 

represent the entanglement of feminist and anti-feminist themes in media culture. Postfeminism 

is a sensibility, not an ideology, in which media culture is its “critical object” (Gill 148). One 

cannot, for example, identify as a “postfeminist,” nor can you accuse a person of being 

“postfeminist” - rather, postfeminism is a feature of a media object. A stand-up special, for 

example, can be representative of postfeminist sensibility, but we cannot “accuse” the person 
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performing the stand-up, as an individual, of being a “postfeminist.” It is represented by the 

following: 

 
● The notion that femininity is a bodily property 
● Shift from objectification to subjectification of women 
● Emphasis upon self-surveillance, monitoring, and discipline 
● Focus upon individualism 
● Makeover paradigm 
● Resurgence in ideas of sexual difference 
● Sexualization of culture 
● Emphasis upon consumerism 
● Irony and knowingness (Gill 149). 

 
You will notice in this chapter that I will be dwelling a good deal on whether Ali Wong’s 

special is representative of postfeminist sensibility or not - why is this important? Postfeminist 

sensibility, while an abstract concept, includes a playful, confusing entanglement of feminist and 

anti-feminist themes that become absorbed as values by the unknowing audience - it is this very 

playfulness and entanglement that allow certain types of gender prejudice to pass. And, whether 

or not we consider Ali Wong’s comedy as radical does, to an extent, depend on how much her 

special conforms to an already much-represented sensibility in media culture.  

A large part of postfeminism as a sensibility in media culture is the overarching notion 

that women “no longer need feminism.” On the surface, Ali Wong’s stand-up special seems 

somewhat aligned with postfeminist sensibility. It involves a sexualization of culture in which 

women are emphasized as sexual beings (“I’m a gross, filthy animal”), and a shift from 

objectification to subjectification of women (“‘cause I’m the real boss”). And, most importantly, 

it includes the notion of irony and knowingness surrounding feminism, with Wong’s 

~seemingly~ tongue-in-cheek statement that “feminism is the worst thing that ever happened to 
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women”. In an interview with Ariel Levy from The New Yorker, Ali Wong confirms that she 

was, in fact, joking: “I think people who don’t get that are, like, not so smart...it’s a comedy 

show, not a Ted Talk.” To justify the length of her bit on not wanting to work anymore, though, 

Wong continues, “I really just want more money for less effort...don’t you want that too?” 

(Levy).  

Wong may have been joking as an individual, but what sensibility does her special as a 

separate mediated object communicate? The politics of Wong’s “feminism” bit are complicated, 

especially because she does not make the joke and move on; rather, it frames the special’s 

storyline. Wong begins the special by introducing that she is thirty-three; she talks about getting 

older, and she talks about getting married. She eventually admits, about a quarter of the way 

through the special (once her live audience is warmed up), that she trapped her husband for his 

“earning potential,” because he attended Harvard Business School. She then launches into the bit 

about not wanting to work anymore (the aphorism of her special - if you take away one thing 

from it, it’s that she is sick of working), and then that feminism is the worst thing that ever 

happened to women. On one hand, as a successful woman who has a high-ranking writing job, or 

in Wong’s words, “one of the best day jobs you could ask for,” the special seems to be playing 

off of the irony and knowingness that is characteristic of postfeminist sensibility. Wong takes it 

for granted that audiences will “get” that she was being tongue-in-cheek, as she takes it for 

granted that “feminism” is a generally accepted ideology in the audience of her comedy. And, 

furthermore, feminism is positioned as the “monstrous abject”; the butt of Wong’s jokes.  

Of course, when a media object indicates that women “no longer need feminism,” which 

feminism are we talking about? There are many different feminisms - liberal feminisms, radical 
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feminisms, socialist feminisms, American feminisms, transnational feminisms, black feminisms, 

womanisms, etc. What does it mean, then, for a woman with a high-paying, cushy writing job at 

Fresh Off the Boat to perform seven and a half months pregnant and shout, angrily, that she 

thinks “feminism is the worst thing to happen to women”? 

Rosalind Gill does “update” how postfeminist sensibility has evolved in the twenty-first 

century in a new article entitled, “Post-postfeminism?: new feminist visibilities in postfeminist 

times.” In examining popular twenty-first century media culture, especially women’s magazines, 

Gill determines that what is assumed to be the overarching “feminism” in media culture 

nowadays is neoliberal and corporate feminism - most aligned with what we might call “liberal 

feminism” (Gill, 2007). In an article “Feminist Perspectives on the Media,” Liesbet van Zoonen 

perhaps most eloquently describes “liberal feminism”: 

In liberal feminist discourse irrational prejudice and stereotypes about the 
supposedly natural role of women as wives and mothers account for the unequal 
position of women in society. General liberal principles of liberty and equality 
should apply to women as well...the solutions liberal feminism offers are twofold: 
women should obtain more equal positions in society, enter male-dominated 
fields and acquire power (van Zoonen 33-34). 
 

In liberal feminism, the solution to inequality between men and women lies in women’s 

infiltration of the “masculine” workplace. What van Zoonen finds troubling about liberal 

feminism, however, is what she calls the “Superwoman” stereotype in commercial culture. Since 

liberal feminism emphasizes that women and men are inherently the same and equal, the 

translation of this into media and commercial culture is that women can and should “have it all,” 

and that feminism is about confirming this on an individual level. She writes: 

 
Women’s magazines and advertisements portray [the Superwoman] as an 
independent and assertive career woman, a successful wife and mother, who is 
still beautiful and has kept the body she had as a girl in perfect shape. Real 
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woman trying to live up to this image end up suffering from serious burn-out 
symptoms” (34). 
 

Liberal feminism as an ideology and sensibility in media culture has been widely successful. Ali 

Wong, without naming “liberal feminism” specifically, points to the success of Sheryl 

Sandberg’s book Lean In: “the book that got women all riled up about their careers...women are 

told to sit at the table and rise to the top.” This book is perhaps most representative of corporate 

and neoliberal feminism that Gill and van Zoonen point to. This book is highly encouraging to 

women in its “we can do it” mentality; however, the equality that it emphasizes is almost 

singularly based on women’s satisfaction and achievement in the workplace. Why is liberal 

feminism so successful? Because it is most aligned with American consumerist and working 

values that define one’s happiness as one’s ability to assimilate into the American capitalist 

workplace; it “sits comfortably with neoliberal capitalism” (Gill 624). It is these values that 

repeatedly confirm and justify the American capitalist system and the American dream: if you 

work hard, you will make money, get what you want, and achieve success and happiness. 

Rosalind Gill is deeply suspicious of this. She writes in her latest article that the corporate 

and neoliberal feminism that is represented in Lean In : “may have little in common with—and 

indeed may be antithetical to—the activist feminism of those protesting budget cuts to women’s 

services or deportation of migrants” (Gill 612). Gill sees liberal feminism not only as dangerous 

due to the Superwoman stereotype that leads to frustrated, burnt-out women who end up taking 

on responsibilities both in the home and in the workplace, but as dangerous due to its emphasis 

on individual empowerment rather than on structural change. Because assimilation into the 

workplace to “gain control over it” is so strongly rooted in its ideology, this neoliberal feminism 

emphasizes the importance of the “empowered woman” - that women must be personal 
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embodiments of feminism within themselves - rather than the importance of “activist feminism.” 

The reason Gill finds corporate or neoliberal feminism as “antithetical” to more activist 

feminisms is because “its psychologizing discourse and promotion of female “confidence,” 

self-love, and self-esteem as one-size-fits-all solutions to gender injustice” promotes and creates 

an emphasis on individual empowerment that does little to accomplish actual structural change 

(617). Furthermore, it ends up idealizing performance of whiteness, beauty, heterosexuality, and 

wealth as the American ideal, as these traits are what most easily succeed in the American 

capitalist system.  

Ali Wong’s choice to criticize Sandberg’s Lean In as a media object, then, is crucial to 

our understanding of her comedy. It seems what she is criticizing is not feminism as an 

overarching concept, but corporate/(neo)liberal feminism. This criticism of empowerment 

through work is rare in media culture, especially as liberal feminism has become so widely 

accepted. “I don’t want to lean in,” She says slowly, leaning forward and raising her eyebrows, 

“I want to lie down.” She tilts her body to the side and sticks her arm out, closing her eyes as if 

she is laying on a bed. She pops back up, eyes wide, and shouts, “I want to lie the fuck down! I 

think feminism is the worst thing that ever happened to women.” She angrily says about a minute 

later, “And now we’re expected to work. When I hear the phrase ‘double-income household,’ I 

wanna throw up…. ‘Cause I don’t wanna work anymore!” 

Wong does talk about her success at her writing job at Fresh Off the Boat. But even while 

she does mention that high-paying job, Wong makes sure that the audience does not equate her 

workplace success with her happiness. In fact, a good portion of her story arc is about 
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de-glamorizing corporate success, the extent to which she goes into deep detail about the process 

of pooping in an office space: 

 
I do write for Fresh Off the Boat at ABC. Which is one of the best jobs you could 
ask for. But I still gotta work at an office every day. Which means I gotta shit in 
an office every day. Housewives, they don’t gotta shit in an office! Housewives 
get to shit in their house, skin to seat...They don’t gotta worry about the velocity 
at which their doo-doo comes out. They don’t gotta try to, you know, squeeze the 
butt cheeks together to make sure that the doo-doo comes out at a slow and steady 
pace, so that no unpredictable noise suddenly escapes and brings you deep, deep 
shame. Housewives are free to just blow ass into the toilet, and let it echo and 
reverberate to the ends of their hallways while watching as much Netflix on their 
iPad as they want! 
 

What is fascinating about Wong’s comedy is that she positions American neoliberalism and 

workplace individualism as ridiculous; why would anyone find satisfaction in having to take, as 

she describes, “boring and repressed shits,” in contrast to “watching as much Netflix on their 

iPad as they want”? The crudeness of this bit is also important to emphasize if we are to consider 

postfeminist sensibility’s emphasis on self-surveillance, maintenance, and the makeover 

paradigm. Media culture’s translation of liberal feminism ends up conveying the message that 

women must put as much effort into beauty maintenance, self-love, and workplace achievement 

while giving off the illusion that their achievement of these goals is effortless. The “office 

shitting” bit, as we might label it, unabashedly uncovers the grossness and intense maintenance 

that is involved behind this illusion.  

Wong doesn’t quite glamorize domesticity either. Though she does position “not 

working” as the ideal, she combats the stereotype of the “glamorous, beautiful housewife” in this 
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particular bit by saying that housewives can “blow ass” into the toilet. She also de-glamorizes 

postfeminist housekeeping (finding empowerment through housekeeping): 

I don’t wanna work anymore, and I’m not dieting anymore. Since I got married 
last year, I’ve been eating fried chicken skin every day since. That’s right. And 
just fulfilling my destiny. Which is to turn into a circle with eyelashes. Like Mrs. 
Pacman, just, ughhhhh! Let’s redecorate! Ughhhhh! 
 

Here, Wong refuses the intense maintenance that goes into the upkeep of the “ideal woman” by 

saying that her “destiny” is to “turn into a circle with eyelashes.” Even more significant, she 

positions the “perfect housewife” as monstrous by transforming herself onstage into a monstrous 

“Mrs. Pacman,” groaning and stumbling around onstage as she shouts, “Let’s redecorate! 

Ughhhh!”  

What is also emphasized in this brand of “contemporary American feminism” is 

disaffectation of the feminist woman, and an emphasis on bravery in identification with the term 

“feminist”. Gill describes this as follows: 

 
Aside from the relentless championing of heterosexuality, fashion-love, and 
consumerism that pervades “hot feminism,” this rebranded version—which shares 
much of its content with the women’s magazine culture from which it 
developed—is notable for both its affect policing (resolutely not angry)...and its 
contentlessness (618). 
 

This feminist self-consciousness and “affect policing” is deeply related to Sara Ahmed’s 

concept of the “feminist killjoy.” Because feminists have been largely criticized for being “too 

angry,” a large part of feminist media culture ends up encouraging women to be “less angry” so 

that feminism will be a more widely accepted mainstream ideology. To be angry is to go against 

the dominant affective community, and to be rejected. At the dinner table for instance, the “angry 

feminist killjoy” is considered to be a disruption of unhappiness if she interrupts the conversation 

105 



and brings feminist points to light. Ahmed explains that this annoyance at the feminist killjoy 

arises from the feminist not experiencing happiness from the things she is supposed to 

experience happiness from: “When we feel happiness in proximity to the right objects, we are 

aligned; we are facing the right way. You become alienated—out of line with an affective 

community—when you do not experience happiness from the right things” (Ahmed). This is a 

position that feminist women, especially young feminist women feeling pressure to be obedient 

of their families, experience, and this position brings conflict: do I voice my unhappiness and 

bring anger, or do I remain silent and let my anger stew? To voice this unhappiness, especially in 

an angry manner, is what Ahmed calls “willfulness.” 

 While Ahmed seems to reclaim the term “angry feminist killjoy”, the ideal feminist 

woman in (postfeminist) media culture is in opposition to the “angry feminist killjoy,” which is 

seen as an insulting stereotype. She is “empowered”, but not angry - she needs to get other 

people to listen to her. This new feminist woman, stripped of her anger, is demobilized - but at 

least she’s “empowered.” 

To be “willful” is to refuse to be complicit, and to refuse to be submissive. Consider Ali 

Wong’s dominant stance, and the camera’s positioning below her, establishing her power. 

Consider her comedy, punctuated by anger and frustration, and consider the listening audience, 

complicit and sympathizing with her anger. Ali Wong refuses to affect police herself; her 

energetic, crackling anger is how she gets the audience to listen to her. At one point in her 

stand-up, Wong shouts, hands on her hips:  

I can already see how there’s this crazy double standard in our society of how it 
takes so little to be considered a great dad. And it also takes so little to be 
considered a shitty mom. People praise my husband for coming to all of my 
doctor’s appointments with me. ‘Oh my God, I can’t believe that he comes to all 
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your doctor’s appointments. He is so supportive.’ Guess who else has to go to 
those doctor appointments?! Me! I’m the star of the show! There’s nothing for the 
camera to see if I’m not there. But he’s the hero for playing Candy Crush while I 
get my blood drawn.  
 

Wong’s angry, advisory comedy allows her to be a mentor for a younger audience of women; it 

is a call to be willful; it is a call to anger, and a call to anger is a call to mobilization. And, most 

importantly, Wong’s anger is put in the spotlight, with the audience listening intently, and her 

body language (hands on hips, eyebrows raised, elbow propped on the microphone stand) 

communicates a “this is how it is” attitude - her anger at the double standard is positioned as 

rational.  

Another large part of postfeminist magazine culture, Gill also notes, stresses the 

“bravery” of celebrities declaring themselves as feminists… “the repeated celebrity claim ‘I am 

not afraid to call myself a feminist’—a claim that turns attention away from what being a 

feminist is or might be, instead refocusing it on the courage and defiance of the models, 

actresses, or other celebrities who would dare to own this identity” (623). Simply to identify as a 

“feminist” is to be one; “I am a feminist” becomes a speech act in which to declare it is to be. In 

this new re-branding of feminism, to “be a feminist” is to “feel empowered” (“empowerment” is 

extremely vague, and is never defined, as it is a subjective “feeling”) and say that you are a 

feminist - acts that do little to accomplish any structural change that might benefit women in 

concrete terms. Jim McGuigan confirms this in his book Cool Capitalism:  

 
Moreover, although very nearly half the labour force in the cultural sector is 
female, women are mainly near the bottom of hierarchies with comparatively few 
in positions of power and control. Neoliberalisation does nothing to ameliorate 
this situation, in spite of much trumpeted anti-sexism policies, and instead 
exacerbates it, particularly because it is so difficult for women to bear and care for 
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children in careers that are so insecure, time-consuming and stressful (McGuigan 
184). 
 

The “empowerment” motto and “I am a feminist” speech act, therefore, do very little to combat 

actual discrimination that women face both inside and outside the workplace. Wong denies us 

the pleasure of this “feminist identification bravery” as we might call it. Rather, she takes a risky 

move in jokingly not calling herself a feminist - to the shock of the audience. In saying, “I think 

that feminism is the worst thing that ever happened to women,” she subverts our expectations of 

what a feminist is, which have been created through postfeminist media culture. Rather than 

saying that she is a feminist, accepting applause, and moving on, Wong creates an ironic 

subversion; she ironically refuses to say that she is a feminist, but uses her stand-up to position 

the angry feminist killjoy as a rational being.  

So, what can we conclude from all this? Wong’s criticism of “feminism” does not 

criticize feminism as a whole, but rather corporate/neoliberal feminism; she refuses to 

affect-police, positioning herself as angry feminist killjoy; and, finally, she rejects a definition of 

feminism that is solely based on the “brave” declaration, “I am a feminist.” But that is not all. Ali 

Wong chooses to end her stand-up with a shocking twist to her willful-housewife “I don’t wanna 

work anymore” schtick. I offer you an excerpt from this conclusion: 

 
So, you know...previously, before I met my husband, I had dated a bunch of 
losers. Then I meet this dream guy, who’s like, way more handsome than me, out 
of my league, graduated from Harvard Business School. Worked hard to trap his 
ass. Got him to propose to me. Oh my God, then we got married, all my dreams 
coming true, and then we got pregnant, and recently, we bought our first home 
together. And, uh, two weeks into the escrow process, I discovered that my 
beautiful, Harvard-educated husband was $70,000 in debt. And me, with my 
hard-earned TV money, paid it all off. So as it turns out, he’s the one who trapped 
me. How did he do it? How did he bamboozle me? Oh! Maybe because he went 
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to Harvard Business School, the epicenter of white-collar crime, he Enron’d my 
ass. And now if I don’t work, we die! Why else do you think I’m performing 
seven and a half months pregnant? 
 

The twist here is that after hearing over and over that Wong trapped her husband “for his earning 

potential” and doesn’t “wanna work anymore,” she ends up becoming the necessary provider and 

earner for her family. The message we receive from this story arc is that Ali Wong is a strong, 

successful, independent woman who can work, but who is deeply resentful of it. She ends up 

being the reluctant breadwinner of her household; she is the liberal feminist Superwoman, but 

she does not like it one bit, and takes it upon herself to emphasize the intense effort it takes to 

maintain that image. “Why else do you think I’m performing seven and a half months pregnant?” 

She ends with a shout, rejecting the notion that perhaps she performed pregnant to “prove a 

point” - she did it because it was necessary. Wong does not doubt the ability of women to 

assimilate into the workplace; she rejects the essentialist attitude that women are “meant” to be 

domestic creatures, as she acknowledges her own success in the workplace. But she does 

emphasize that there is life, happiness, and meaning beyond the workplace; work and money do 

not necessarily create a meaningful feminist life. Her comedy works to combat the fetishization 

of corporate America, “hip consumerism,” and “cool capitalism” that dominate so-called 

feminist neoliberal values, and for that, it is one of the most radical pieces of comedy on Netflix.  
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Power, Pleasure, & Prejudice: A Conclusion 

Stand-up comedy: a comedian stands in front of a live audience and performs jokes, bits, 

monologues, and humorous anecdotes directly to them. This performance, simple at its most 

basic definition, involves a complex triangulation of power, pleasure, and prejudice as the comic 

desperately attempts to elicit laughter from a group of listeners. The listeners, subconsciously as 

a collective, decide whether to give the comic that gratification. These experiences intertwine 

together to create the darkest creation of pleasure imaginable - comedy. Indeed, comedy is one of 

the most dangerous and brutal art forms that human beings have the capacity to create. How is 

this triangulation of power, pleasure, and prejudice formulated? 

At its most successful level, stand-up comedy occurs in a theatre. In a traditional 

theatrical performance - a staging of a drama, for instance - the framing of the theatrical space - 

“this is not real; this is a play” - is what keeps the audience in their seats (Bateson). This framing 

is created by a series of metacommunications that are relayed by the theatrical space: the 

audience member buys a ticket, enters the “black box” of the theatre, sits in his/her seat which is 

separated from the stage (sometimes by a proscenium arch, sometimes by a raised stage, or 
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sometimes by neither, but either way the “stage” is placed in front of the audience members for 

their consumption), perhaps reads the program, waits for the lights to go down, and watches the 

action happen. The action on the stage is spectacle, and the audience members act as voyeurs 

paying for theatrical pleasure.  

Stand-up comedy, on the other hand, is an auteristic medium (Misejewski; 2014). What 

the stand-up comic presents is assumed to reflect the interests, beliefs, and life of the comic; 

however, since humor is playful and ironic, it pushes the boundaries of what is considered as 

“real” and “not-real”. There is an edge and a pleasure in this uncertainty for the audience 

member in this not knowing; it is up to them to decide what is “real” and what it “not real.” The 

comic trusts them to be intelligent enough to distinguish between the two - this is an entrustment 

of power. 

The audience has the power to laugh or not laugh. The audience has the power to 

distinguish between “real” and “not-real.” The comic is bathed in a warm, bright light while the 

audience is bathed in darkness. The multiple audience bodies are positioned as voyeurs in the 

darkened theatre; depending on how dark the theatre actually is, it may shroud each audience 

member’s face, opening up a space for voyeurism in which the viewer sees but is, to an extent, 

unseen by others, able to freely engage in the pleasure of looking without judgment from others. 

The audience has the power of observing a body in a space for voyeuristic pleasure. The 

comedian’s body “stands up” to be seen, surveyed, and scrutinized. How, then, does the 

comedian assert his/her power back at the audience?  

The theaters in the specials I have explored are large and rather formal - this is atypical of 

most comedy spaces (some of which include laundromats and salons, spaces without the 
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compliance-ensuring glitz and glamour). As the comic becomes more successful, he/she gains 

greater access to spaces that ensure compliance with their material. Consider: an audience 

member enters a theatre. When entering the theatre, consumers form into a line to gain access to 

the theatrical space. Money is exchanged for a good and a service: the audience pays money for a 

ticket (good) and a service (the show that is “played out” for them, as guaranteed by the ticket). 

They are ordered by ushers in special uniforms to sit in their specified seats and follow the rules. 

The lights go down on the audience and up on the stage, inducing a pleasurable voyeurism in 

which the audience is encouraged to observe the interactions of lighted bodies in a space. The 

stage, and with it, the play, claims a certain objectivity in its presentation of what is in the light 

and what is not in the light: what the play presents is truth in the world of the comedy space. The 

audience has agreed to buy a ticket and enter into this world of comedy - by paying money for a 

ticket, they have agreed to laugh. Laughter signals agreement, and unanimous agreement in a 

contained space signals objectivity.  

Since stand-up comedy is an authorial medium, though, and assumed to be an auteristic 

medium, then the stories that are told in this space - the stories and experiences that the comic 

presents - represent the comic’s subjective human experience. If no one refutes these subjective 

human experiences, however, then this subjectivity may come to be misinterpreted by the 

audience as objectivity.  For example, if Louis C.K. asserts, as he does in Chewed Up (2008), 

“Boys fuck things up. Girls are fucked up,” with the confidence and assurance of a man who 

knows that he is right, and has an audience laughing with him, signaling agreement with his 

statements, then this subjective statement, which represents a singular subjective human 
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experience, may come to be interpreted as the universal, objective human experience. 

Subjectivity is masked as objectivity.  

Since the comic is centerstage and bathed in spotlight, the stories they tell, which 

represent their own subjective experience, become interpreted as the Objective Human 

Experience. This is supported by both the aesthetics of the comedy space and the language of the 

performer: comedy is presented as a series of objective observations and aphorisms. The comic, 

if accepted by the audience, subjects them to his/her version of subjective reality. The audience 

of the comedy show has the power to judge the material of the comic as acceptable or 

unacceptable, or as objective or non-objective; however, given the structures of the comedy 

space that enforce compliance, the audience is more likely to accept the words and material of 

the comic as objective truth rather than subjective, biased, personal experience.  

The comic’s gendered body contributes to the extent to which the audience may consider 

the comic’s material - or subjective experience - as objective truth. Whose subjective experience 

are we more likely to accept or believe as objective truth, as stand-up presents it? In her article 

“Laughter in the Final Instance: Cultural Economies of Humor (Or why women are perceived to 

be not as funny as men),” feminist and humor scholar Rebecca Krefting argues that audiences 

tend to laugh more at comics whose identities correspond with the identity of the ideal American 

citizen: 

Citizenship is not simply a legal construct but a social one that necessarily 
includes acknowledgement, something grudgingly given, if at all, to subordinated 
populations. Who is acknowledged and accepted and who is not is itself a legend 
of that nation— its assumptions, attitudes, beliefs, and structures of power. I argue 
that audiences will affirm the perspectives and identify with (read: invest in and 
support, laugh or otherwise respond favorably) comics whose categories of 
identity correspond to ideal citizens, i.e., white, male, heterosexual, able-bodied.. 
(Krefting 141). 
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Krefting considers citizenship as a social construct in which white, male, heterosexual, and 

able-bodied citizens are positioned at the top of the power hierarchy. Those who do not fit this 

mold are positioned as non-ideal citizens; listening to them does not guarantee a gain of social 

and cultural capital. Krefting further asserts: “Understanding male perspectives and 

experiences— which are more recognizable as the standard or norm by which we measure all 

other experiences— whether or not you are yourself male, bears the promise of incentive” 

(Krefting 146). Therefore, citizens who are “white, male, heterosexual, and able-bodied” become 

what Krefting calls the “ideal candidates for humor production” because listening to these 

candidates and accepting their version of reality provides listeners with social and cultural capital 

(141). Male subjective experiences, as Krefting argues, are already accepted as objective human 

experiences because men are positioned at the top of the social hierarchy, and agreeing with 

those at the top of the social hierarchy provides listeners with a social advantage.  

This is echoed in film theory as well - how male is positioned as active protagonist and 

female is positioned as passive object (those who fall outside the male/female binary are 

positioned as ridiculous Other). Laura Mulvey’s “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” draws 

on Neo-Freudian theories to distinguish how film trains its viewers to look: 

In a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking has been split 
between active/male and passive female. The determining male gaze projects its 
phantasy on to the female figure which is styled accordingly. In the traditional 
exhibitionist role women are simultaneously looked at and displayed, with their 
appearance coded for string visual and erotic impact so that they can be said to 
connote to-be-looked-at-ness...The presence of woman is an indispensable 
element of spectacle in normal narrative film, yet her visual presence tends to 
work against the development of a story line, to freeze the flow of action in 
moments of erotic contemplation. This alien presence then has to be integrated 
into cohesion with the narrative” (Mulvey 836). 
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Narrative cinema trains its audiences to engage in active scopophilia, identifying with male 

bodies and scrutinizing female ones. Here, we are referring to film audiences rather than comedy 

audiences, but if we consider mainstream film’s contributions to the American cultural 

imaginary, we can assume that film trains its viewers how to look at bodies not only in the film 

theatre space, but in any theatrical space. A woman’s “alien” body is jarring in the comedy space 

because it is assumed to stop and “freeze the flow of the action” rather than continue the action. 

To see a woman’s body continuing the action rather than halting it, acting as active rather than 

passive, as protagonist rather than object, directly combats the gendered assumptions of power 

that mainstream American cinema beats into its audiences. To see a woman’s truth and 

subjective experience, rather than a man’s, presented as objective reality, is not the norm, and 

(usually male) audiences may find this presentation irritating. Bodies that are registered as 

“woman” in the comedy space are automatically positioned as abject not just because they are 

the non-norm, but because the body that is typically positioned as the “butt of the joke” is now 

positioned as the subject body of identification. This is why it is to crucial for women to infiltrate 

these comedy spaces; simply the presentation of their bodies in the space implicitly complicates 

what is “objective” in the comedy arena.  

If the comic’s subjective reality is presented as objective, what are the audience’s 

options? For one, the audience member can laugh and remain in the space, signaling agreement 

and acceptance of the comic. An audience member, if we recall, can also reject this version of 

reality in two ways: by (1) not laughing, and (2) leaving the theatre. In strategically constructed 

spaces such as large theatres, darkened spaces packed with viewers in which audiences pay to 

laugh, both of those options become more difficult. In a conversation with humor scholar Judy 
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Batalion, comedy and theatre space architect Iain MacIntosh discusses three factors to consider 

when constructing a comedy space: stage eyeline, light, and seating arrangement. MacIntosh 

describes the interaction between audience and performer as a triangle of sorts: 

It’s a three-way communication between me the performer, you the audience, and 
that member of the audience over there or up there. And the comic performer, 
addressing the audience, sets up that triangle, getting one part of the audience to 
conspire against the other. It reminds me of the situation when a man exits during 
the comic’s act to go to the loo. When he comes back the performer says, “Hey 
you, when you were out there, could you hear us in here? Because by god, we 
could hear you out there!” That is a way of using a real experience to trigger the 
rest of the audience to have a laugh. And nobody dares leave during the rest of the 
act (Batalion et. al. 43).  
 

When the comic is performing in a space that allows full control over the audience, this 

three-way communication, in which the audience begins to turn on one another in order to 

associate themselves with the power of the comic, is enabled. Spaces that enable the full power 

of the triangle have “over half the audience below the eye-line of the actor...from this position, 

[the comic] is able to control the audience and to manipulate downward as well as upward” 

(Batalion et. al. 42). When the comic can manipulate both downward and upward, he/she has full 

view of the audience, and therefore full view and control of the comedy triangle MacIntosh 

describes; no one is out of the comic’s eyeline, and therefore no one is safe from the comic’s 

gaze, manipulation, and even heckling. If an audience member attempts to leave in this kind of 

space, they risk being called out by the comic, and becoming the butt of the joke, as MacIntosh 

describes.  

How lit the theatre is also contributes to the difficulty of leaving the theatre, as it further 

increases the comic’s line of vision. MacIntosh mentions that “the house lights should be on” in 
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order to enable the comic’s full visibility of the audience; however, you may notice that in 

several comedy specials or in large comedy spaces, the house lights are not on. Rather, the 

audience is in mostly darkness, with only slight light hovering over the audience members. 

You’ll notice this in Amy Schumer’s special - she allows a slight blue lighting to hover over the 

audience members, keeping them half in darkness, half in the light. The audience member 

appears to be in darkness, but in reality, the comic can see their every move. If an audience 

member is only half-shrouded in darkness, as opposed to in full lighting, then the comic’s ability 

to see the audience members is, from their point of view, uncertain. If the comic calls out an 

audience member in this uncertain, half-lit set-up, then the audience suddenly realizes the 

darkness is not a mask: in a startling realization, they realize that they have entered a space in 

which their movements are being watched.  

This uncertainty of surveillance by a supervisor recalls Foucault’s theories on 

panopticism from Discipline and Punish. The Panopticon, which Foucault even himself 

compares to “small theatres,” involves a series of small, separated prison cells observed by a 

large, center tower (Foucault 200). In this arrangement, a supervisor/observer in the large tower 

can see all the cell members, but the cell members cannot see who occupies the tower or even 

when the tower is occupied. According to Foucault, this arrangement ensures the highest 

possible success for discipline: 

This enclosed, segmented space, observed at every point, in which the individuals 
are inserted in a fixed place, in which the slightest movements are supervised, in 
which all events are recorded...in which power is exercised without division, 
according to a continuous hierarchical figure, in which each individual is 
constantly located, examined, and distributed among the living beings...all this 
constitutes a compact model of the disciplinary mechanism (197). 
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The key to the Panopticon, of course, is not just supervision, but rather the uncertainty of 

supervision. Because the cellmates cannot see who occupies the tower or when the tower is 

occupied, Foucault articulates this as follows: “Visible: the inmate will constantly have before 

his eyes the tall outline of the central tower from which he is spied upon. Unverifiable: the 

inmate must never know whether he is being looked at at any one moment; but he must be sure 

that he may always be so” (201). We can compare this to the comedy theatre, if we view it as a 

modified Panopticon: the comedy-goers, our “cell-mates,” can see the comic, and are still able to 

be subjected to his words - his version of reality - but it is the darkness of the theatre that creates 

the uncertainty of the audience’s visibility. For while the audience can see the comic at all times, 

because the audience is only half-lit, the audience is uncertain if the comic can see them or not. 

The comedy theatre ensures just enough visibility of the other audience members to guarantee 

collective laughter, but just enough darkness to make their own visibility in the comic’s eyes 

uncertain. The audience member must never know whether he is being looked at at any one 

moment, but he must be sure that he may always be so. 

To recall A. Peter McGraw’s benign-violation theory, it is this surprising, perhaps 

mortifying “he/she can see me!” moment that induces shock, and with it, a perhaps masochistic 

pleasure (McGraw, 2010). In addition, the half-lit scenario ensures that the comic is in the most 

light, highlighting and bringing an importance to their movements and words. It is as if a lighted 

halo is surrounding the comic - it further positions their words as objective truth.  

MacIntosh also suggests packing audiences in so they are aware of each other, further 

encouraging them to both (1) merge together and laugh as one collective, and (2) conspire 
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against one another. In the most effective comedy spaces, the seats are packed in tightly so that 

the collective merges together as one; the laughter becomes contagious. MacIntosh continues: 

That jamming in of people means that the response from that audience comes as a 
whole, rather than separated. Today if you’re separated by an arm from the person 
next to you, it’s quite easy to maintain your composure when all those around you 
are laughing. But if you are sitting on a bench, you will probably be laughing 
sooner (Batalion et. al. 45).  
 

Laughter and remaining in one’s seat signals agreement and acceptance with the audience 

collective; non-laughter and leaving signals disagreement, uncertainty, and non-acceptance of the 

audience collective. To recall Rebecca Krefting’s concept of “shared national imaginary,” or an 

imagined community of people, “group laughter in response to a joke affirms one’s position in 

the national imaginary by signaling group belonging and agreement” (Krefting 145). If a live 

audience is packed in tightly, then they become more aware of each other, and therefore more 

aware of the shared national imaginary of the comedy space. To refuse to laugh or to leave when 

the shared national imaginary is firmly established signals disagreement from the collective, and 

with it, betrayal of the collective. The collective assures that there are even more eyes on the 

betraying individual audience member. To return to Foucault, it is the possibility of being seen 

by other audience members that heightens the stakes of leaving: the audience collective, a 

presence ready to be mobilized, is able“to induce in the inmate a state of conscious and 

permanent visibility that assures the automatic functioning of power” (Foucault 201). The 

individual, then, knowing he/she is monitored, is less likely to betray the collective, and the 

collective, united, is more likely to conspire against the betraying individual. The cycle feeds 

into itself.  
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In these successful comedy spaces in which the shared national imaginary is firmly 

established, then an audience member leaving or refusing to laugh becomes a bold choice. In 

these spaces, audience members are more likely to laugh at the comic’s jokes, even if the joke 

violates their personal moral code. Since laughter signals agreement, through laughing enough, 

an audience member may even begin to believe in messages behind jokes that violate their 

personal moral codes (for example, a feminist, laughing enough at a comic’s sexist jokes, may 

begin to question their own feminist beliefs). Therefore, the comedy space is purposely 

constructed so that both refusing to laugh and/or leaving become as difficult as possible, and so 

laughing and agreeing with the comic’s presentation of their own objective reality becomes as 

easy as possible. These spaces are often larger and more prestigious; as a comic gains access to 

capital, they gain access to spaces that ensure their power over an audience. In these larger 

theatres, where the comic is positioned, as MacIntosh wishes, at a point where they can see the 

entire audience but the audience, half-lit, is uncertain that they are seen - and by that, uncertain 

that they will be punished for “disobeying” or disrupting the performance - the Panoptic structure 

allows the comic to almost cruelly present their subjective experience to the audience without 

disobedience.  

Comedy then, involves an intense exchange of power between comic and audience. In an 

almost sadistic tug-of-war, the comic and the audience play with giving and taking power and 

agency to and away from each other.  The audience, buying a ticket, volunteers (an almost 

masochistic act, if the theatre is a quasi-prison) to give up their power. They agree to pay money 

to laugh (a pleasurable act), yes, but also to sit in a half-lit space with other audience members, 

to agree with the comic’s material, and occasionally even to subject themselves to ridicule (the 
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potential that the comic may roast them). They are held, submissive, in the space, subjected to 

another person’s version of reality, which is presented as objective in the space. Comedy in this 

sense becomes a highly erotic and sadistic exchange of power.  

This, of course, describes the live audience as the one who is “held.” The Netflix 

audience has a bit more agency; it is much less difficult to turn off a special than it is to leave a 

darkened theatre, squeezing past other annoyed audience members on the way while risking 

harassment by the comic. When a special becomes available on a streaming platform such as 

Netflix, it creates a reverse Panopticon of sorts; the Netflix spectator can see the comic, but the 

comic cannot see the spectator. This grants the Netflix spectator more agency than the 

theatre-goer, as it is easier to turn off a special than it is to exit a theatre. This agency is, of 

course, limited, because the special has been recorded in the past. Because the special has 

already been recorded, the Netflix spectator’s agency is limited; their rejection of the 

performance will not affect the non-live performance. The Netflix spectator has the power to 

watch, but has little power to discipline and punish. Thus, in refusing to laugh or “leaving” 

(which, in this case, we’ll define as switching off the special) the Netflix spectator may be 

rejecting watching the comic’s special for their own personal reasons, but their rejection of the 

special does not debate the legitimacy of the comic’s subjective experience. The special is still 

available on the streaming medium, the special still stands intact, and switching off a special in 

the middle does not necessarily affect the comic’s success. The spectator can, of course, leave a 

bad review, rant on social media, or email the streaming medium’s team - all these may both 

question the legitimacy of the comic’s performance in front of a public audience - but these 
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actions, which may not even be effective, require an exertion of effort that the spectator may not 

want to undergo.  

In addition, streaming platforms open up accessibility to ears that did not even intend to 

listen to the comic in the first place. A Netflix special can buzz in the background of a family 

living room, finding its way into the ears of children and other unintended listeners. It can be 

watched and rewatched by the viewer; the special’s language, body movements, and bits, forever 

available, can even become memorized and incorporated into everyday conversation. It plants 

itself in the psyches of intended or unintended listeners and sits there, waiting to be accepted, 

absorbed, and re-appropriated, or rejected.  

What does this mean, then, for prejudices regarding gender? In comedy, gender - 

especially sexist approaches to gender - is a popular topic of conversation. Gender and sexism, of 

course, in the American cultural imaginary, are presented as unchangeable facts of human 

existence. In his 2015 special Live at the Comedy Store, Louis C.K. asserts: “sexism isn’t going 

anywhere, ’cause sexism is way deep the fuck down inside, so it’s just the way we feel about 

each other.” This bit, of course, has societal advantages for C.K., as it re-inscribes ideas of sexual 

difference, compulsory heterosexuality, and masculinist hegemony as articulated by Judith 

Butler: 

Because there is neither an ‘essence’ that gender expresses or externalizes nor an 
objective ideal to which gender aspires, and because gender is not a fact, the 
various acts of gender create the idea of gender, and without those acts, there 
would be no gender at all. Gender is, thus, a construction that regularly conceals 
its genesis; the tacit collective agreement to perform, produce, and sustain discrete 
and polar genders as cultural fictions is obscured by the credibility of those 
productions - and the punishments that attend not agreeing to believe in them; the 
construction ‘compels’ our belief in its necessity and naturalness (Butler 114). 

 

123 



The “tacit agreement to perform, produce, and sustain discrete and polar genders and cultural 

fictions” reinforces ideals of compulsory heterosexuality and innate sexual difference (which, in 

turn, produces the fiction that males are the more rational, strong, and ideal sex). These ideals 

benefit what Krefting has argued are the ideal citizens, and ideal candidates of humor 

productions: bodies that are white, heterosexual, male, and able-bodied. Sexist discussions of 

gender and sexual difference in the comedy space are perpetuated by a cycle of the same bodies 

dominating the space, the same people laughing the most at these “ideal” bodies in the space, and 

the same bodies making jokes that benefit their own positionalities as white, heterosexual, male, 

and able-bodied while subordinating those beneath them in the social hierarchy. 

Since the most successful comedy theatre is a space of power and pleasure that enables 

the reinforcement of these ideals, the comedy theatre, by the transitive property, becomes an 

enclosed, darkened space in which gender prejudice is reinforced into the psyche. When gender 

prejudice is reinforced into the psyche, it has the potential to transfer itself (e.g. through 

conversation) from the private theatrical sphere into the public sphere through conversations with 

other human beings. This becomes even further enabled through the emerging presence of 

stand-up comedy specials as available through public streaming mediums such as Netflix, when 

a bit that includes gender prejudice can be replayed for as long as an audience member wishes.  

Where, then, do we go from here? Though stand-up comedy has traditionally been a 

white, masculinized space, new faces have been and continue to change the structures of the 

comedy scene. I have written on Amy Schumer, a Roseanne Barr-esque unruly woman whose 

raunchy, personal comedy on sex and relationships has created a space for women (albeit, white, 

cis, and heterosexual) that combats postfeminist sensibility (Middleton, 2017; Shannon, 2017). I 
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have written on Ali Wong, a smart Asian-American woman whose playful anti-neoliberalism 

invites audiences to laugh openly at the potential flaws in liberal feminism, and potentially 

consider a restructuring of the social system (Shannon, 2017). We have Sarah Silverman, a 

Jewish woman whose ironic shock comedy asks audiences to question normative assumptions 

about gender and race (Goehring et. al., 2013; Mizejewski, 2017). We have Margaret Cho, an 

Asian-American bisexual woman who continues to queer the comedy space with radical 

approaches to body image and sexuality (Mizejewski, 2017). Stand-up comedy may presently 

remain as a space of cultural hegemony, but as new faces change the architecture of the social 

space, a new vision - and with it, a new construction of social and cultural capital - has the 

potential to emerge. 
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