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I travelled a long way from Berlin to attend the Ethics and Aesthetics of Stand-Up Comedy conference at 
Bucknell University.1 It was a very rewarding journey, as both a researcher and a performer in the field. 
The conference program was designed to include theoretical as well as practical approaches to stand-up 
comedy by offering paper presentation sessions during the daytime alongside workshops and stand-up 
comedy performances in the evenings.2 In this report, I will focus on the contributions that I believe are 
very valuable for scholarship on stand-up comedy—in particular, those that were mostly focused on 
feminist inquiries and/or female stand-up comedians. To my pleasant surprise, there were many such 
presentations. 
 

 
Alex Skitolsky (second from the left) leading the workshop “Finding Funny Together: Collaborative Comedy 

Through Improv.”Image courtesy of Shelia Lintott. 
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The presentations of Neha Pande3 and Christelle Paré4 addressed the conditions of the female 
performers in, respectively, the Indian and Quebecois stand-up comedy scenes. These discussions of such 
different contexts was especially important because it revealed that there are many similarities between 
the challenges female performers face, despite the many differences across cultures. Such challenges 
involve the ongoing prejudice and discrimination against women in comedy, which may be traced back to 
the "women aren`t funny" myth.5 Moreover, women are mostly expected (and believed) to do comedy for 
women, which limits their presence in the mainstream comedy world. 

The relatively longer history of stand-up comedy in Quebec makes possible a discussion that goes 
beyond the existing challenges for female performers.6 Paré provided several concrete outcomes of the 
solidarity between female stand-up comedians in Quebec against sexism in the comedy industry. An 
example of such an outcome was related to the Just For Laughs Festival 2016 in Montreal. The festival 
organizers specified the theme of the festival as Quebec`s Comedy DNA and included the category 
"women" as if it were a genre of comedy like absurd comedy or storytelling. With the collective 
resistance of female comedians against this classification, the event was cancelled, although the 
organizers never apologized. After this incident, The Comedy Professionals Association in Quebec 
(Association des professionnels de l’industrie de l’humour) became a member of The Coalition for 
Gender Equality in Culture (la Coalition pour l’égalité Homme Femme en culture).7 

Similarly hopeful developments were highlighted in the presentation of J Finley, who traced the 
resistance of black women comedians against the traditional narratives and stereotypes that mark their 
identities.8 Finley argued that the sassy black female comedian stereotype, which an "authentic" black 
female comedian is expected to fit, is subverted through new styles and sensibilities that black women 
bring to the comic scene.9 

The subject of female comedians and their problems/fights/victories in the comedy industry was 
addressed throughout the conference, not only in presentations specifically focused on the topic. For 
instance, Jason Zinoman`s keynote address drew my attention to a certain difficulty that is not often 
articulated as an important problem for female stand-up comedians.10 Zinoman pointed out to the 
"fetishization of the real" in stand-up comedy, which is a particular disadvantage for women. 

 
Members of the audience of one of the panels.  Image courtesy of Sheila Lintott.  
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Even though he did not explain the reasons behind this disadvantage in detail, he gave a clear 
example by quoting Eddie Brill, the former comedy booker for the Late Show with David Letterman. Brill 
stated: “There are a lot less female comics who are authentic, I see a lot of female comics who to please 
an audience will act like men.”11 Brill was fired after this statement, which was his explanation of why the 
show booked only one female stand-up comedian in 2011. 

According to Zinoman, authenticity is evaluated as a way of judging performances because the 
stand-up comic appears to be herself: her persona is not filtered through a character, as in the case of an 
actor. Further, the stand-up comedian is still a normatively male figure, and the difference between men 
and women in terms of their historical relationship with the public space should be considered to better 
understand the disadvantage of women in this industry. Public space was always a part of man`s life and 
being but woman long belonged to the private space. So by claiming public space, a woman may be 
perceived to take on an additional role like a visible persona, which she carries around and does not 
belong to her "authentic being".12 

The subject of authenticity as a disadvantage for female performers was also taken up in  
Stephanie Brown’s fruitful paper "Performing Vulnerability in ‘Dark Basements Full of Angry Men’: 
Authenticity, Gender, and Body in Stand-Up Comedy." She states "...authenticity, truth, and vulnerability 
are often held up ... as standards of stand-up comedy performance. However, these avenues aren’t equally 
available or safe for all comics, nor are they read the same in all comics." Her study, which is informed by 
rich sources like interviews with comics, open-ended surveys, and her own experiences as a performer, 
shows the harms of embracing authenticity and vulnerability as a female performer on stage. Women are 
often frowned upon when they talk openly about the “unladylike” things (such as defecation or 
masturbation) that male comedians often use to establish their authenticity. Even when female comics 
take the risk of audience irritation, they might be still evaluated as unauthentic by people, like Eddie Brill, 
who accuse such women of imitating men. Besides, talking about such intimate topics might cause 
unwanted attention or even harassment offstage as Brown explains. 

As Zinoman noted in his keynote address, comedy is currently taken much more seriously: a large 
and diverse group of academics now research the subject, there are an increasing number of comedy 
schools, and there are numerous conferences and events in the field. The "Ethics and Aesthetics of Stand-
Up Comedy" was my first participation in a conference that was solely dedicated to comedy. I hope that 
such fruitful events will continue to provide further possibilities for the scholarly exchange that is much 
needed in this area of study, which is nevertheless still marginalized.  
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Notes 

																																																													
1	Firstly, I would like to thank the organisers at Bucknell University and all the participants for such an 
inspiring conference. Secondly, I thank the editors of ASAGE for their kind invitation to write this 
conference report. Last but not least, many thanks to the Academic Advisory Board of Berlin University 
of the Arts and the Conference Committee at Bucknell University for making this trip possible with their 
sponsorship.   
2	These events consisted of "Local Stand-up Showcase", Open Mic and shows by Hari Kondabolu and 
Paula Poundstone, who were both cited in various academic studies regarding the political and critical 
content of their work. 
3 "What`s Funny to Daniel Fernandes Might Not Be Funny to Aditi Mittal" 
4 "Women in the Quebec Comedy Industry: When the Ladies Fight Back and the Empire Bows Down" 
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5 For the often cited article by Christopher Hitchens on this myth, see: 
http://www.vanityfair.com/culture/2007/01/hitchens200701 (accessed May 07, 2017) 

6 Pande`s presentation was focused on English speaking stand-up comedy industry in India, which has a 
history of 7-8 years as indicated in her presentation. Paré`s presentation was on the francophone comedy 
industry in Quebec, which started to organise itself and structure its economic model in 1983 with the 
birth of two events: Juste pour rire and the comedy night Les Lundis des Ha!Ha!, both in Montreal. I 
thank both Neha Pande and Christelle Paré for providing me further details on the history of these 
industries even after our meeting in the conference. 
7 For more information on that development, see: http://apih.ca/archives/4842 (accessed May 13, 2017). 
8 "Dope Queens and Awkward Black Girls: Black Women and the Alternative Comedy Scene." 
9 Of all the helpful examples shown by J Finley, I found the video portion by Marina Franklin to be the 
most explanatory regarding this stereotype (between the minutes 2:19 - 3:12): 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3A6M2Evd46E (accessed May 06, 2017). The podcast 2 Dope 
Queens by Phoebe Robinson and Jessica Williams is also a good example, which contributes to the 
subversion of such stereotypes. 
10 "The Authentic Joke" 
11 The statement can be found in a previous article by Jason Zinoman: 
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/01/12/arts/television/eddie-brill-and-the-comics-on-david-lettermans-
show.html (accessed May 06, 2017). 
12 I thank my dear friend Deniz Başar for pointing out to the role of public space in this discussion. 

 


