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ABSTRACT OF DISSERTATION

The Revolution Will Not Be Televised?: Black
Nationalist Comedians Shape Mainstream Culture
Through Television, 1974-2005

Racism is profitable, and minstrelsy has functioned to codify stereotypes of Blacks as
unintelligent buffoons — a dangerous combination in the consideration of Blacks and comedy on
television, the purveyor of white nationalism as the U.S. status quo. This is a dissertation about
Richard Pryor, Paul Mooney, and Dave Chappelle, about their use of comedy to critique white
supremacy, and about profane citizenship and what Ron Walters means when he calls Black

1 Bringing together unlikely, if not

Nationalism the “core ideology of the Black community.
adversarial, fields — comedy and television with Black nationalism, I explore these Black men’s
authorial power in the complicated matrix of television production to inject “revolutionary humor”
into mainstream culture. Reading The Richard Pryor Show (on NBC in 1977) in the context of the
Black Arts Movement (BAM) while reading Chappelle’s Show (on Comedy Central from 2003-
2005) in the context of Hip Hop unfolds a narrative of a Black nationalism as countercultural to
white hegemony yet desiring incorporation into the national body without assimilating, ultimately
intent on democratizing democracy.

Reading Hip Hop as Black Arts legacy opens pathways to think about the Movement’s
successes and reach beyond its proclaimed infamous and unfortunate death and to think about

Black nationalism’s shaping of U.S. democratic ideals through what becomes popular culture.

Against arguments of “the mainstream” as omnipotent, capable of absorbing sub- and counter-
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cultural art in a single encounter, and against popular discourses of BAM and hip hop as breeders
of social ills, I argue that these humorists’ comic artistry moves beyond a simplified minstrel-Vvs.-
radical binary reserved for Black male entertainers in the U.S. They have created and performed
variegated Blacknesses on television to articulate ideals and critiques that have wrought social and
legal reprisals against their self-consciously political counterparts. This project’s main purpose iS to
argue that Black nationalism has not only functioned counterculturally on television but has
fertilized seemingly unforgiving cultural ground. It has not only held the nation to its promise of
democracy through critique but has modeled democracy through dissent and voice, continually
(re)shaping “the nation” and “the mainstream.”

Primary sources include the television shows, the artists’ standup comedy performances,
interviews with relevant artists, as well as published/filmed interviews, national print media
coverage, and artistic works of relevant Black Arts and Hip Hop artists, including novels, poetry,
essays, songs and performances. Through close readings of their shows placed in the broader
context of their standup comedy and Black nationalist artistic movements, | historicize their
cultural work. This focus on men requires thinking through the ways in which they
articulate/perform Black manhood, both clarifying and complicating their revolutionary aims. Not
simply a survey of Black men and comedy on television, this project’s explicit interest in Black
men writing specifically Black narratives dismantling white supremacy for television shows in
which they have creative control excludes some prominent artists, like Dick Gregory, Bill Cosby,
and Chris Rock. Paul Mooney, the most consistently confrontational, is included primarily for his

role as writer and Casting Director for The Richard Pryor Show, and for his work across three

! “Book Launch — Waiting ‘til the Midnight Hour: A Narrative History of Black Power in America
by Joseph Peniel” The Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars. October 19, 2006,
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decades as television writer for multiple Black comedy shows. Ultimately, this project aims to
prove that television, even as a profit-driven industry, is not omnipotent, for these men used it to
propel profane — i.e. objectionable, censorable, dirty, Black — voices beyond the sanitizing,
network impulses into the cultural mix by privileging and valuing such stories and experiences in a

way that, as Nikhil Singh argues, Black life is not valued in this country.?

Washington, D.C.

? Nikhil Pal Singh, Black Is a Country: Race and the Unfinished Struggle for Democracy
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004).
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INTRODUCTION

Racism is profitable, and minstrelsy has functioned to codify stereotypes of Blacks as
unintelligent buffoons — a dangerous combination in the consideration of Blacks and comedy on
television, the purveyor of white nationalism as the U.S. status quo. This is a dissertation about
Richard Pryor, Paul Mooney, and Dave Chappelle, about their use of comedy to critique white
supremacy, and about profane citizenship and what Ron Walters means when he calls Black

1 Bringing together unlikely, if not

Nationalism the “core ideology of the Black community.
adversarial, fields — comedy and television with Black nationalism, I explore these Black men’s
authorial power in the complicated matrix of television production to inject “revolutionary humor”
into mainstream culture. Reading The Richard Pryor Show (on NBC in 1977) in the context of the
Black Arts Movement while reading Chappelle’s Show (on Comedy Central from 2003-2005) in
the context of Hip Hop unfolds a narrative of a Black nationalism as countercultural to white
hegemony yet desiring incorporation into the national body without assimilating, ultimately intent
on democratizing democracy. Activists of the 1960s and 1970s vehemently rejected the term
“integrationist” and threw it as if an assault at the same as many fundamentally believed in the
democratic principles of the United States of America. It seems that “the revolution” is not about

overthrowing democracy but about revolutionizing the way that it is practiced, for in the United

States, “Black citizen” has a history of being an oxymoron.

! “Book Launch — Waiting ‘til the Midnight Hour: A Narrative History of Black Power in America
by Joseph Peniel” The Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars. October 19, 2006,
Washington, D.C.
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Primary sources include the television shows, the artists’ standup comedy performances,
interviews with relevant artists, as well as published/filmed interviews, national print media
coverage, and artistic works of relevant Black Arts and Hip Hop artists, including novels, poetry,
essays, songs and performances. Through close readings of their shows placed in the broader
context of their standup comedy and Black nationalist artistic movements, | historicize their
cultural work.  This focus on men requires thinking through the ways in which they
articulate/perform Black manhood, both clarifying and complicating their revolutionary aims. Not
simply a survey of Black men and comedy on television, this project’s explicit interest in Black
men writing specifically Black narratives dismantling white supremacy for television shows in
which they have creative control excludes some prominent artists, like Dick Gregory, Bill Cosby,
and Chris Rock. Paul Mooney, the most consistently confrontational, is included primarily for his
role as writer and Casting Director for The Richard Pryor Show, and for his work across three
decades as television writer for multiple Black comedy shows. Ultimately, this project aims to
prove that television, even as a profit-driven industry, is not omnipotent, for these men used it to
propel profane — i.e. objectionable, censorable, dirty, Black — voices beyond the sanitizing,
network impulses into the cultural mix by privileging and valuing such stories and experiences in a

way that, as Nikhil Singh argues, Black life is not valued in this country.?

? Nikhil Pal Singh, Black Is a Country: Race and the Unfinished Struggle for Democracy
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004).



Democracy, Nationalism and Revolution

In his seminal 1967 work, The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual, Harold Cruse argues that
“American Negro history is basically a history of the conflict between integrationist and nationalist
forces in politics, economics, and culture, no matter what leaders are involved and what slogans are
used.”® Cruse concludes ultimately that the young nationalists of the day were actually interested
in reform rather than the revolution they touted, for they intended to “change, not the White world
outside, but the Black world inside, by reforming it into something else politically and
economically.”™ He criticizes them for not having any real understanding of politics or economics,
as evidenced by their naive and contradictory anti-bourgeois stance given that they were “prey to
bourgeois aspirations” as Cruse saw it. Indeed, the Black Panther Party’s 1966 Ten-Point program
is constructed within a U.S. discursive framework of “rights,” lending credence to Cruse’s
comment that the Black Power theorists, despite “their vaunted anti-Americanism . . . are more
American than they think.”® Even when a U.S. Black nationalist agenda has had an eye toward
revolution, its ideology has still been informed by a foundational national discourse of freedoms,
rights, and access as framed within the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution.® Rod

Bush in his study of Black nationalism usefully identifies “revolution” as:

% Harold Cruse, The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual (New York: New York Review Books, 1967),
564.

* Ibid., 548.

® Ibid., 560.

® Indeed, point #7 explicitly references the “Second Amendment to the Constitution of the United
States” which “gives a right to bear arms. We therefore believe that all Black people should arm
themselves for self-defense.” Point #9 also specifically references the Constitution and the right
to be tried by a jury of peers. Indeed the closing paragraphs of the platform are passages from
the Declaration of Independence. “Black Panther Party Platform and Program,” The Sixties
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a profound social transformation that not only redistributes power but
democratizes it; empowers ordinary people to participate in and help
determine the affairs of state, economy, and society; challenges the law of
value that impels all production to center ultimately on the profit motive;
establishes a cooperative commonwealth in which production for human
needs takes priority over production for exchange.’
Revolution is a central concern of Black nationalism — whether through cultural nationalism
changing self-perception, through efforts aimed at altering white perceptions of Blacks, through
closing economic gaps between Blacks and whites (either through communism or economic
empowerment), or through pan-Africanism (itself a multi-layered possibility).

In an October 2006 panel discussion of Joseph Peniel’s Waiting ‘Til the Midnight Hour: A
Narrative History of Black Power in America, political theorist Ronald Walters emphasized Black
nationalism as the “core ideology of the Black experience” in the United States, indeed at one point
bluntly stating that it has been the “only core political ideology of the Black community” (italic
emphasis added). Walters also argues as the premise of his study, White Nationalism, Black
Interests that Blackness is “an identity conceived from a relatively cohesive culture and a history in
this country which has given them a roughly coherent outlook on American life...there does exist a
Black mainstream opinion on most important issues that constitutes the dominant consensus of the

group.”® The persistent reality of Black inequity is widely documented in a variety of fields;

indeed, based on economic indices (home ownership, income disparities, poverty levels) and

Project (1993),
httpﬁ//vvlwwz.iath.virginia.edu/sixties/HTM L_docs/Resources/Primary/Manifestos/Panther_platfo
rm.html.

"Rod Bush, We Are Not What We Seem: Black Nationalism in the American Century
(New York: New York University Press, 1999), 35.

® Ronald W. Walters, White Nationalism, Black Interests: Conservative Public Policy and the
Black Community (Detroit, MI: Wayne State University Press, 2003), 253.
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prison statistics. This sense of a varied yet still cohesive Blackness that has held at its core a Black
nationalist ideology is the foundation of Pryor and Mooney’s work on The Richard Pryor Show.
Gil Scott Heron’s now classic 1970 poem, “The Revolution Will Not Be Televised,” argues
that television is so committed to maintaining a status quo that it could not possibly project the
images of a revolution. It is concerned instead with projecting friendly faces that soothe a white
audience by reinforcing the (pre)dominance of whiteness. This project’s title, “The Revolution
Will Not Be Televised?”” questions television as a medium of only status quo representations. Lynn
Spigel and Michael Curtain in the introduction to their 1997 collection of essays, The Revolution
Wasn't Televised: Sixties Television and Social Conflict, deal at length with the pervasive and
longstanding sense of TV as a negative social force that Heron’s song reflects: “As Heron’s hit
single suggests, the 1960s is most notable for its culture vs. counter-culture, ‘us vs. them’ logic,
and within this set of oppositions, mass media — especially television — was almost always them.”
White supremacy may be inevitable, but that does not mean it is omnipotent. Thus, the
impulses of television to cater to a white, middle class viewership is not always able to completely
erase, control, or suppress representations of Blackness. Even as influential theorists have
convincingly shown media to function in the interest of the dominant, it is too easy to cast
“television” into the position of oppressor and Black people into the inevitable position of
oppressed in a way that disturbingly reinforces minstrel caricatures of Black life. It seems instead
much more interesting to conceive of this research project much as Herman Gray conceives of his
in Watching Race: Television and the Struggle for “Blackness,” with the question of television’s

dialectical movement across racialized boundaries:

% Spigel, Lynn and Michael Curtin, eds., The Revolution Wasn’t Televised: Sixties Television and
Social Conflict (New York : Routledge, 1997), 2.
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...it is possible — indeed, very often necessary — to approach commercial culture

as a place for theorizing about black cultural politics and the struggles over

meanings that are played out there. Hence, | want to suggest that commercial

culture serves as both a resource and a site in which blackness as a cultural sign

is produced, circulated, and enacted.'®
Thinking through television as both resource and site allows for questioning the ways in which
television has been complicit in producing Blacknesses as constructed by Black people in a

potentially revolutionary way.

The Problem of Minstrelsy

Though its originators were white actors, minstrelsy is an art form whose legacy continues
to overshadow Black actors, especially comedians. It matters for this project because of the
stereotypes it normalized and because of the subsequent racial performative paradigm that
functions as a rubric for judging Black comedians. Historian Eric Lott argues for a re-examination
of early minstrelsy’s complexity in terms of its reception and popularity because those early
minstrel audiences “were not universally derisive of African-Americans or their culture and...there
was a range of responses to the minstrel show which point to an instability or contradiction in the

form itself.”**

Minstrelsy, therefore, was based on a duality, “a complex play of repulsion and
attraction, of ‘othering” and identification...a popular form in which racial insult was twinned with

racial envy, moments of domination with moments of liberation, counterfeit with currency.”*? One

of the earliest forms of U.S. popular culture, the minstrel show was based on the humor of

1°Her_man_ Grap/, Watching Race: Television and the Struggle for “Blackness” (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1995), 2.

1 Eric Lott, ““The Seeming Counterfeit’: Racial Politics and Early Blackface Minstrelsy,”
American Quarterly (June 1991): 223.

12 Ipid., 227.



imitation and impersonation, initially with Northern white men performing what they understood
to be Black Southern culture. For Black actors, this would ironically mean imitating white
imitations of Blackness. One of Lott’s main points is that audiences felt they experiencing
authentic Black culture. Indeed, part of the success of minstrelsy was its fictionality: it offered up
the authenticity of the Negro without the threat of the real Negro. The result then was that “[f]rom
the beginning there seems to have been a general forgetting of white impersonation.”*?

Michael Eric Dyson provides a framework of representations of Black identity —
stereotype, archetype, and antitype, within which, minstrelsy poses a particular problem as its
continual counterfeit contributes to the difficulty of untangling stereotype from antitype. This
matters because external definitions imposed on people are damaging as they wrest away the right
to self-define and self-determine. It also matters that an art form just shy of 200 years old still has
unequal racial consequences: minstrelsy’s stereotypes continue to plague Black performers and
audiences while white impersonation and othering continues to benefit from a general forgetting
and national ignorance that normalizes it as a mainstay of U.S. cultural production. As Mel
Watkins points out in his study on the history of Black humor and comedy, long after minstrelsy’s
appearance, “a raft of non-blacks would achieve popular success by burlesquing supposed Negro
performance and lifestyles. But none of these subsequent mimetic excursions into black cultural

life would be as methodically demeaning or as lastingly damaging as minstrelsy.”14

13 Ibid., 235.

1 Mel Watkins, On the Real Side: Laughing, Lying, and Signifying — The Underground Tradition
of African-American Humor that Transformed American Culture, From Slavery to Richard
Pryor (New York: Simon & Shchuster, 1994), 82.
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Scholar Robin R. Means Coleman argues that the contemporary Black situation comedy is
essentially a product of 19th century minstrel shows “that continued on radio and [...] were

ultimately adopted by television.”

Changes in technology brought minstrel show stereotypes
from the stage into the living rooms of U.S. families. Raised on minstrelsy but also drawing on
their years of experience in blackface comedy, Freeman Gosden from Richmond, VA and Charles
Correll from Peoria, IL (where Richard Pryor would be born fourteen years later) created Sam n’
Henry as a radio show that debuted in the Midwest on radio in January 1926. In keeping with the
fiction of minstrelsy, “[t]he radio audience knew the pair were black, because they spoke in what
anyone reared on minstrel shows, blackface vaudeville comedy, or Uncle Remus stories — as most
Americans had been — instantly recognized as ‘Negro dialect’.”*® But, of course, these men were
not Black. What matters is that the listening audience thought they were.

The show focused primarily on the two characters and their migration from the South to
Chicago, but with the move to a new station in 1929, Sam ‘n’ Henry became Amos ‘n’ Andy, with
an expanded cast of actors, all of whom were “Black” but created, scripted, and performed by
Gosden and Correll. As testament to the show’s popularity, Melvin Patrick Ely, historian of Amos
‘n’ Andy, goes on to argue that in the months following Sam n’ Henry’s national syndication with
NBC in 1929, sales of radio sets soared, “and the show became a powerful locomotive pulling all

2917

of commercial radio along behind it.”"" While Gosden and Correll were still performing Amos ‘n’

Andy on radio, which would continue until 1960, they would also work with CBS to adapt it to

> Robert R. Means Coleman, African American Viewers and the Black Situation Comedy:
Situating Racial Humor (New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1998), 86.

1% Melvin Patrick E% The Adventures of Amos ‘n’ Andy: A Social History of an American
Phenomenon (New York: The Free Press, 1991), 2.

7 Ibid., 4.



television. In 1951, faithful to the tradition of minstrelsy, 4mos ‘n’ Andy would appear with an all
Black cast based on characterizations created by white men. The show won an Emmy nomination
in 1952 but only lasted two seasons, in part due to NAACP objections to its images and the
pursuant racial controversy surrounding it by that time, even though it had enjoyed years of Black
support and despite its continued radio programming. Though once supported by Black audiences
for the mere fact of its representations of Black life at all in mainstream U.S. culture, the show
came to signify a series of stereotypes that would function as the primary source of information
about Black people and culture to anyone outside of a Black sphere.

Stereotyped stock characters emerging from antebellum white fantasies of “the Black
experience” circulated as if conclusive and definitive, producing the now familiar faces of Sambo,
Uncle Tom, Aunt Jemima, Jim Crow the coon, the pickaninny, the jezebel, and the brutal buck. In
his satirical 2000 film, Bamboozled, Spike Lee examines this trajectory of minstrelsy’s enduring
stereotypes and its continued influence on Black actors through the 20th century, extending into
the 21st. Lee has a cast of “pickaninnies” Topsy, Aunt Jemima, Lil” Nigger Jim, Jungle Bunny,
Sambo, and Rastus, who tap dance with ManTan, one of two “real coons” in the hit show The New
Millennium Minstrel Show, but the movie’s central character, Pierre Delacroix, understands
entirely too late the imprisoning dangers of stereotypes and the fragility of satire. The movie opens
with Delacroix providing a definition of satire as a critique dependent on irony for its effect. What
the film highlights is that when the critique of irony is missed, it morphs unfortunately into
endorsement, and this very transformation — of one man’s vision being absorbed by the status quo
machine — is the movie’s foundation.

By its end, Delacroix, in a rage of frustration, lashes out against his collection of blackface

memorabilia, screaming repeatedly and intensely, “Leave me alone!” Eric Lott argues that early
9



minstrelsy as a “popular American entertainment form” was a “principal site of struggle in and
over the culture of black people” but that this struggle “took place largely among antebellum
whites, of course, and it finally divested black people of control over elements of their culture and

»18 |t is this loss of control over cultural

over their own cultural representation generally.
representation that Delacroix mourns, and though a Harvard graduate, it is not clear that Delacroix
read or believed Fanon’s argument in Black Skin, White Masks that these stereotypes of Black
people “fix” Blackness: “A man was expected to behave like a man. | was expected to behave like
a black man — or at least like a nigger.”*® The minstrel’s caricature of Blackness — white actors
performing their image of Black — “absconded and reduced to the perverse” the “exterior of the
African American,” thereby undermining a sense of Black subjectivity in its difference and

. . . 2
distance “from the interior self or one’s Blackness,” 0

an argument forwarded by many in the
history of Black intellectual thought, including Coleman, Lee, and Fanon.

Thinking of minstrelsy as a comedic form that was also a cultural barometer raises the
question of the import of today’s thriving Black comedians in the face of minstrelsy’s daunting and
enduring images. Lott argues that from its emergence in 1830 through the mid-1850s, minstrelsy
not only played a part in the racial politics of its time but to an extent “was the racial politics of its

time.”® In a contemporary context, Coleman argues that comedy as a genre has a lulling effect

and does not require that African Americans be taken seriously in a way that drama does.*

18 Eric Lott, Love & Theft: Blackface Minstrelsy and the American Working Class (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1993), 18.

19 Fran)tz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, trans. Charles Lam Markmann (NY: Grove Press,
1967), 114.

20 Coleman, 44.
2 Lott, “Seeming Counterfeit,” 225.
22 Coleman, 4.
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Perhaps predictably then, there has been a proliferation of opportunity in comedy for Blacks.
Lawrence E. Mintz argues alternatively that standup comedy is “[c]learly...a popular art that is
central to American entertainment,” precisely because the comedian is granted social license to
deviate from the norm, both in behavior and expression.”® The comic, therefore, functions as an
invaluable social commentator who both reflects and shapes community through jokes: “[t]he
comedian must establish for the audience that the group is homogenous, a community, if the
laughter is to come easily.”® What does it mean then that Black comedians have been able to
articulate “radical” ideas through mass media forums, circulating among “receptive” white
audiences? Why are white audiences receptive, and why have these comedians been able to profit
so handsomely from their critiques of whiteness? Does the fact of white receptivity or the
humorous articulation of such ideas de-radicalize them, or does it show that Black comedians have
a unique platform for rendering profane ideas palatable? The intention of this research project is,
perhaps ironically, to look at the seriousness of comedy as revolutionary humor that has the power

to shape mainstream thought and forward a Black nationalist agenda.

Revolutionary Humor

“Revolution” is literally a turn or change in circumstances or a violent overthrow of those
in power that results in an utterly different paradigm and usually calls forth places like Haiti, the
United States of America, France, China, and Cuba. “Revolution” is also often used to signify a

noticeable change or stark difference. Yet, the word rests in the hearts of those fighting for

2 Lawrence E. Mintz, “Standup Comedy as Social and Cultural Mediation,” American Quarterly
37, no. 1 (1985), 72 and 74.
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society’s disregarded, yet targeted, underdogs as easily as it runs from the ink of writers of pop
culture. In the latter instance, it is tossed around lightly, almost meaninglessly. For example, in
People magazine’s December 2010 special issue of “Television Shows That Changed Our Lives:
Great moments and guilty pleasures,” a mere five years after Michael Richards’ late 2006 public
expression of his white supremacy in a comedy club. This popular national magazine manifests

b 13

and cultivates a forgetting of Richards’ “outburst” as is necessary to see the show as
“revolutionary.”

A late 2006 New York Daily News article characterizes Richards as having “shouted the
N-word” but “at black hecklers,” versus patrons (italic emphasis added). This dismissal of the
audience member manifests as a strategy often deployed by white supremacy, ultimately deflecting
responsibility away from its machinations onto the target. White supremacy refuses itself, or as
anthropologist Pierre Bordieu articulates: “The dominated classes have an interest in pushing back
the limits of doxa [that which is unspoken and therefore undisputed] and exposing the arbitrariness
of the taken for granted; the dominant classes have an interest in defending the integrity of doxa or,
short of this, of establishing in its place the necessarily imperfect substitute, orthodoxy.” ® The
media outlet defended Richards’ deployment of “nigger” at an audience member, creating and
maintaining a doxa or status quo of white privilege. Thus, when People magazine hails Seinfeld at

526

the article’s outset as “[a]rguably the best and most revolutionary sitcom of all time,”* it colludes

in “defending the integrity of doxa” and cannot be speaking of revolution. The show is

24 1bid., 72.

% “Strong Medicine for Ailing Hospitals,” (New York)Daily News, 29 November 2006, Editorial,
p. 38; gierre Bordieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice, trans. Richard Nice (Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press, 2004): 169.

268“Seinfeld,” People: Television Shows that Changed Our Lives, 1970-2010, 10 December 2010:
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“revolutionary” even though it is listed second in this issue of a popular mainstream magazine, in
the very first section of “Crowd Pleasers™?

With the shows selected primarily by longevity and ratings, there is no space for Richard
Pryor — or at least no place for explicit mentioning of him. His image appears in a series of still
shots from the set of Saturday Night Live, but he is never mentioned, nor is his show. But, if a
show set in New York that rarely, if ever, portrayed Blacks is “revolutionary,” and note that
Seinfeld appeared second only to Friends, then clearly the paradigm has no way of accounting for
either Richard Pryor, except visually, or revolution. In such confusing times when words can be
deployed to mean their opposite, it is worth returning to Rod Bush’s definition of “revolution,”
which could manifest in four specific forms: 1) redistributing power in order to democratize
democracy, 2) empowering ordinary people “to participate in and help determine the affairs of
state, economy, and society,” as a way of democratizing democracy, 3) challenging that which
organizes and calculates human value on the basis of profit, and 4) establishing a cooperative
system in which “production for human needs takes priority over production for exchange.”

Clearly defined within the parameters of Black consciousness, “revolution” specifically
needs to happen in the United States, primarily due to the inequities bred by capitalism. While
Richard Pryor, Paul Mooney Dave Chappelle did not critique capitalism, their television work
contributes to the first two elements of revolution, both of which are aimed at creating a functional
democracy that is a government of the people, by the people, and for the people. Their
performance of antitypical Black characters contribute to this project by portraying who these
“people” are beyond the limited and/or minstrel-inflected images scattered and gathered across

televisual history.
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In its entry on Richard Pryor, the Museum of Broadcast Communications refers to Pryor’s
work as “revolutionary humor” because the characters he created “from Black folklore as well as
[...] from the streets of Anytown, U.S.A.,” “ridicule[d] and comment[ed] upon the circumstances
under which African Americans lived.”®” This suggests that a Black man merely articulating the
conditions of Black urban life would have been a revolutionary act and that simply portraying
Black people in variety is revolutionary. In comparison to Rod Bush’s definition of revolution,
this seems hardly revolutionary. These acts can be deemed revolutionary only in a context that
expects silence and acceptance of restricted living conditions and that relies on stock, finite images
of Blacks set primarily by minstrel stereotypes. With limited scholarship on the history of Black
humor in the United States, this project brings not only an expansion to the field but also, building
primarily on scholar Lawrence Mintz’s claim that “humor is a vitally important social and cultural
phenomenon” as a particularly “revealing index to [a society’s] values, attitudes, dispositions, and

concerns,”?

positions comedy within a broader context of art, artistic movements, and art’s
revelations about its social environment and historical moment.

Seeing comics as having a potentially revolutionary role of profoundly transforming
society resists a ready ghettoization of Black comedic performance as necessarily shameful due to
an inherent minstrel-like shuckin’ and jivin’. For example, Coleman argues that comedy as a
genre has a lulling effect and does not require that African Americans be taken seriously in a way

that drama does.® One could argue that this helps to explain a proliferation of opportunity in

comedy for Blacks on television, but one would be hard pressed to argue convincingly that Dick

27 “Pryor, Richard,” Museum of Broadcast Communications,
<http://mww.museum.tv/archives/etv/P/ntmlP/pryorrichar/pryorrichar.htm>
% Mintz, 71.
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Gregory, Richard Pryor, Paul Mooney, and Dave Chappelle have had lulling effects on their
audiences’ consciousness. Lawrence E. Mintz argues that the comedian is granted social license to
deviate from the norm, both in behavior and expression.®® The comic, therefore, can function as an
invaluable social commentator who both reflects and shapes community through jokes,
“establish[ing] for the audience that the group is homogenous, a community, if the laughter is to

31 Having the social license to articulate that which is universally understood but

come easily.
taboo to speak, the comic democratizes discursive spaces, by exercising freedom of speech —
intersecting here with Black nationalism’s social effect and goals. Revolutionary humor then can
affect and sway social thought.

Further, 1 am not prepared to say that or Pryor’s or Mooney’s or Chappelle’s comedy
revolutionized the nation, but | am arguing that their counter minstrel moves, specifically through
the performance of antitypes, revolutionized the field of U.S. comedy, specifically on television,
and that their ideological aims align with those of the Black Arts and Black Power movements.
This kind of layered and varied representations of Blacks through familiar characters, neither

stereotype nor archetype, is significant in the context of Blacks’ continued, unfinished struggle for

democracy.

29 Coleman, 4.
30 Mintz, 72.
3 Ipbid., 78.
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Black Nationalism and Black Arts

In Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination, Toni Morrison argues
that the racialized slavery of this country functioned to position Blackness as a signifier of the “not
free” and hence “not me.”* Blackness was the conceptual and supposedly visual counterpoint to
whiteness, freedom, and Americanness. Very literally then, Blackness has been positioned as
countercultural by the demands of a white nationalism. But, also from a Black perspective, a
Blackness that sees itself as embraced by mainstream American culture is at most Tommishly
treacherous to a sense of Black nationhood united in solidarity against the weight and terrorism of
a white nationalism and at least naive, as is evident in Michael Eric Dyson’s critique of Bill Cosby
in Is Bill Cosby Right? (Or Has the Black Middle Class Lost Its Mind?). Black Power nationalists
explicitly positioned themselves as counter to U.S. hegemonic cultural practices, values, and
standards. Thus, for all involved, an “authentic” Blackness is a Blackness that recognizes its
distinction and exclusion from a white mainstream and functions quite literally as a marker of
counterculture.

In his 1965 Black Arts Movement manifesto, Amiri Baraka defined revolutionary theatre
as one of “assault” that must “Accuse and Attack anything that can be accused and attacked,”
primarily a White/Western mode of supremacy, synonymous with fascism and predicated on the
victimization of Black people. But, this is primarily an argument for Black people’s self-
determination and self-actualization by their own standards. So, when Baraka asserts that “even if

[the Revolutionary Theatre] is Western,” it “must be anti-Western,”*® this is clearly not a call to

%2 Toni Morrison, Plaging in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1992), 38.
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construct a separate nation and government but to establish a separate sense of selfhood and
nationhood, distinct from a popular image mired in stereotype popularized and proliferated by
minstrelsy and white America. When Larry Neal similarly opens his 1968 manifesto of the Black
Arts Movement by positioning Black Arts as “radically opposed to any concept of the artist that
alienates him from his community,” he signals an understanding and acceptance of a Black
community that is unified in its distinction from a white community. He argues for controlling that
separate space, where Black people decide the value of the art, thereby establishing a Black
standard. He mirrors Baraka: the Movement’s desired “separate symbolism, mythology, critique,
and iconology” that radically reorders “the Western cultural aesthetic” was not about secession
from the United States but rather about democratizing U.S. democracy.*® This, in part, involves
understanding and practicing Blackness as multiplicity not as monolith. Within the boundaries of
any Black community, this goes without saying. It is only in contact and interaction with “the
mainstream” of whiteness that Blackness floats as a reduced, flat, stereotyped state.

In practice, this multi-valence translated into a proliferation of discussion, debate, and
ideas, as evidenced by the numerous Black Arts journals and conferences, as well as the multiple
roles that the artists engaged. People like Baraka and Neal, as well as Carolyn Rodgers and Haki
Madhubuti, to name a few, fulfilled multiple roles, including but not limited to essayists/theorists
of the movement, as well as its poets. Baraka founded the Black Arts Repertory Theatre and
School (BARTS), wrote Blues People, and just generally indulged a diversity of spirit and work.

The Black Arts Movement fostered and nurtured a fierce individualism supposedly at the core of

%8 Amiri Baraka (LeRoi Jones), “The Revolutionary Theatre,” Liberator (1965), 4.

% Larry Neal, Visions of a Liberated Future: Black Arts Movement Writings (New York:
Thunder’s Mouth Press, 1989), 62.
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American identity but consistently denied to Black people in U.S. popular culture, dominated by
the imagination of whiteness. We can look to the Black Arts Movement not merely as interested in
democracy but as a model of democratic access and participation. There were values at the core of
the Movement that reflect both its ideological imperatives and its practices, which have become
Hip Hop’s inheritance: 1) authenticity; 2) Black standards; 3); debate/conflict; and 4)
improvisation and innovation as artistic technique. More important than these individual values,
however, is the sum total effect on a U.S. mainstream: not surprisingly, a people in pursuit of
democratic participation create democratic artistic spaces, characterized by debate and
contradictions, as in both the Black Arts Movement and Hip Hop. This marginalized space that
enables open critique mirrors the comic’s space.

In her work, Beautiful Bottom, Beautiful Shame, Kathryn Stockton argues for using fiction
to explode theoretical limits and for repositioning fiction authors as theorists themselves.* This
kind of move, however, was already happening during the Black Arts years. Harold Cruse, in his
1967 classic, The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual, consistently conflates “artist” and “intellectual.”
Indeed, artists of the movement saw their work, first and foremost, as beholden to the needs of
Black people, “the community,” and saw themselves as “revolutionary artists,” whose function was
to “revolutionize the consciousness of...Black people,” as playwright Ed Bullins said. According
to Amiri Baraka, Black artists were obligated to speak “from the collective consciousness,
unconsciousness,” in order to accommodate the “need for Black people to express themselves, for

their minds to expand, for them to create forms that would express the totality of their vision and

» Kathryn Bond Stockton, Beautiful Bottom, Beautiful Shame: Where “Black” Meets “Queer”
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006).
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project a new nation.”*® Thus the artist had a dualistic function — to speak as the people and to
speak to the people.

Thus, writers like Baraka, Mahdubuti, Neal, and Rodgers functioned explicitly as artists
and theorists in large part because the common cry was that white critics had no appropriate
apparatus for analyzing the work of Black artists; thus, by whites’ standards, the work of Black
artists failed because it was not universal. These critics unintentionally and unwittingly betrayed
their own ignorance. The impetus, then, for Black artists was to articulate their own standards by
which Black Art would be judged and develop a Black Aesthetic. On a practical level, they
enabled themselves to sidestep the power of white critics by establishing their own venues for
publication, be they journals like Negro Digest/Black World, The Journal of Black Poetry, or Black
Theatre, or full presses, such as Dudley Randall’s Broadside Press begun in 1965 out of Detroit
and Third World Press started by Don Lee, Carolyn Rodgers, and Johari Amini (Jewel Lattimore)
two years later in 1967 in Chicago.*’

Developing presses was one approach to institutionalizing and practicing Black standards,
and developing a Black Aesthetic was equally important. Amiri Baraka, as dramatist, defined what
he thought revolutionary theatre should be, and Don L. Lee (Haki Madhubuti), as poet, attempted
to move toward a definition of Black Poetry.® Given that it was a movement defined by its

fluidity, it was not a strict rule that artists could theorize only their particular genres. There were

%6 “Talking of Black Art, Theatre, Revolution and Nationhood,” Black Theatre #5: 23, 27.

%7 James Smethurst, The Black Arts Movement: Literary Nationalism in the 1960s and 1970s
(Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press, 2005), 209 and 227.

% Amiri Baraka (LeRoi Jones), “The Revolutionar%/ Theatre,” Liberator  (July 1965).
http://www.umich.edu/~eng499/documents/barakal.html. Lee’s essay appears under the same
title In at least two different places with revisions to the later version. “Toward a Definition:
Black Poetry of the Sixties (After LeRoi Jones)” in The Black Aesthetic, ed. Addison Gayle
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others who theorized genres not their own, such as Hoyt Fuller, an editor who wrote on fiction, or
Larry Neal, a poet who theorized the movement as a whole.** Given this framework, their fictions,
like theories, communicate what was on their minds, and it is clear that Black manhood was on the
minds of these young writers collected in Berkeley with Richard Pryor the late 1960s and early
1970s.

Hip Hop is the legacy and fruition of Black Arts Movement core values: 1) the
“authenticity” of Blackness as predicated on street life, defined by the financial struggles and
spatial confinements of the urban context; 2) a premium on black standards, understood in large
part by their distance from dominant white standards, manifesting in a variety of Black
performances, including manipulation of and creativity with language; 3) a new premium on an
iconic and desirable working class masculinity/posturing, predicated on the subjection of Black
women to an inferior status; and 4) improvisation. These same elements coincide with standup
comedy: the power of these Black male humorists emanates also from 1) their ability to articulate
varied and real Black experiences (as opposed to fantastic, stereotyped ones), that include street
life; 2) placing a premium on approval from Black audiences, which as Lawrence Mintz argues is
measured by audience applause and laughter which functions as agreement and consensus; 3)
performing a heterosexual masculinity that is certainly dependent on an engagement with women;
and 4) of course, their ability to improvise.

If we understand Hip Hop as a Black Arts legacy, it opens pathways to think about the

Movement’s successes beyond what seems to be its proclaimed infamous and unfortunate death

New York: Anchor Books, 1971): 222-233; in Within the Circle, ed. Angelyn Mitchell
Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1994): 213-223.
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and to think instead about Black nationalism’s shaping of U.S. democratic ideals. Against
arguments of “the mainstream” as omnipotent and capable of absorbing sub- and counter-cultural
art in a single encounter, of television as a rigid status quo structure, and against popular discourses
of the Black Arts Movement and hip hop as breeders of social ills, | argue that these humorists
used television to forward the ideals of their contemporary artistic movements in a way that raises
the stakes on the significance of Black nationalism as productive: it has fertilized seemingly
unforgiving cultural ground to enable, for example, the eventual election of a Black President.
More specifically, these comedians used television in perhaps surprising ways to shape mainstream

culture through, ironically, a verbal, cultural, and political profanity.

The Comedians

In his work, The Practice of Everyday Life, theorist Michel de Certeau thinks about popular
culture as a space of resisting assimilation, the way that people use systems imposed on them by
the state and its dogma to create space within that order. His discussion of the distribution and
practices of power is delineated by tactics vs. strategies. The latter is deployed by large social
networks with the will and power to act without being constricted by circumstances, such as “a
business, an army, a city, a scientific institution.” In response to circumstances constructed by
those who deploy strategies, tactics are deployed by those who have “no base” to “capitalize on its

advantages, prepare its expansions, and secure independence with respect to circumstances.”*

% Hoyt W. Fuller, “The New Black Literature: Protest or Affirmation,” in The Black Aesthetic;
Larry Neal, “The Black Arts Movement” 31968) in Visions of a Liberated Future: Black Arts
Movement Writings, Larry Neal (NY: Thunders Mouth Press, 1989): 62-78.

“* Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, trans. Steven Rendall (Berkeley, CA:
University of California Press, 1984), 36 and Xix.

1 Ibid., xix.
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Popular culture, then, is constituted by “the people” who must resort to tactics in response to the
strategies of systems and orders.

Bristled by those strategies and without the wherewithal to combat NBC on equal terms,
Pryor made use of the cracks, creating surprises and a certain play in the order. He was the “Bad
Niggers” of Black folklore that Mel Watkins describes. “Distinguished by their belligerence,”
“Bad Niggers” who garnered the most respect extended it toward whites and stood firm in their
opposition against oppression. As de Certeau’s walkers move through the city without full view of
its grid, their movements “weave places together,” and their “intertwined paths™ actually shape the
spaces they walk.** 1In fact, he argues, their movement is distinctly “characterized by their
blindness” and a certain disorganization.”® Likewise, the “Bad Nigger’s” forms of rebellion do not
necessarily, or even usually, “reflect social consciousness as much as a total abrogation of social
responsibility, affirmation of ego, and an insatiable pursuit of physical challenges and good

2544

times.”"" Although he could act heroically, he is more likely iconic than heroic. Similarly, Pryor’s

“drugging, drinking, drug indulgences, and relationship excesses”™

with women map directly onto
Watkins’ definition of the “Bad Nigger,” I would argue that his is not a “total” rejection of social
responsibility. He may have had recourse only to tactics, and he would not have had full view of
the grid he was walking, but he rebelled nonetheless with some sense of social consciousness and

purpose. Further, Watkins’ delineation of the “Bad Nigger” who emerges triumphantly against a

more powerful, white figure as a trickster accords with de Certeau’s characterization of tactics as

2 Ibid., 97.
3 Ibid., 93.
4 Watkins, 468.

* Richard Pryor with Todd Gitlin, Pryor Convictions and Other Life Sentences (New York:
Pantheon Books, 1995), 158.
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dependent on play, tricks, and surprise.*® Pryor was definitely that Bad Man walking the halls of
NBC, literally contemplating his path on The Richard Pryor Special, and resisting “the man” with
whatever tactics he could on the show.

Unlike The Richard Pryor Show’s low ratings, Chappelle’s Show’s popularity evidences
Dave Chappelle’s mainstream currency, especially the oft-cited record sales of the show’s first
season DVD. This is corroborated by his appearance in major mainstream periodicals between
2003 and 2006, the book end years of Chappelle’s Show: Essence magazine (November 2004 and
March 2005), Black Enterprise (December 2004), Time (twice in May 2005), The New York Times
(February and July 2006), and The Wall Street Journal (March 2006). Indeed in his May 23, 2005
Time article, writer Christopher Farley indicates that Chappelle showed up on Time’s radar the
previous November as “a success story” the magazine started “following.” Farley refers to

99 €.

Chappelle as “today’s hottest comic,” “the edgiest and most talked-about comedian today,” and
“the most revered comedian among the youth of America,” and he refers to the show as “TV’s
coolest.” If Time magazine was “following” Dave Chappelle, then his prominent cultural visibility
positioned him to shape mainstream thought.

Looking at this trajectory of Black nationalist comedy shaping mainstream thought, it is
clear that Dave Chappelle achieved the popularity and perhaps a bit of the revolution Pryor sought.
It is also clear that humor is a very specific tool that aided in their efforts to disseminate socially
relevant critiques that could potentially alter how people think specifically about race, citizenship,

and rights. Chapter One, “We Want the Funk™: “One Nation Under a Groove,” explores the

Berkeley scene and theorizes a Funk Ethos of the era that contextualizes Pryor’s work on

% For discussion of “Bad Nigger,” see Watkins, On The Real Side, 458-469 and pages 469-471 for
discussion of the trickster.
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television. Chapter Two, “Richard Pryor, Black Nationalism, and ‘Shit’ That’s Funny,” uses the
theoretical frame of Chapter One to put Pryor’s show in conversation with the 1969-1971 Berkeley
scene of Black Arts writers. Chapter Three, “Gettin® Away Wasn’t a Chapter: Paul Mooney as
Bridge,” argues that despite the limitations of his revolutionary aims, Mooney is indeed a Black
nationalist comic whose writing across three decades of television consistently challenged white
nationalism and exclusionary practices against Blacks in order to democratize democracy. In
Chapter Four, “Dave Chappelle: When ‘Keepin’ It Real’ Goes Right,” I examine Hip Hop in
greater depth, articulating Chappelle as a Hip Hop artist in order to clarify the impact and magnify

the import of his television work.
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CHAPTER 1: “WE WANT THE FUNK”: “ONE NATION UNDER A GROOVE”

This is a chapter about Richard Pryor’s Black Arts context, about nationalism and
therefore funky citizenship, about what Michael Eric Dyson formulates as antitypes (neither
archetypes nor stereotypes but unsavory characters), what Ron Walters means when he calls Black
Nationalism the “core ideology” of the Black community, and “shit” that is funny." Putting Black
nationalism in serious conversation with comedy, this chapter explores the 1970s Black cultural
production of funk as a libratory vision that contextualizes Richard Pryor’s comedy as
“revolutionary humor.” Hanging out with Black writers such as Ishmael Reed, Cecil Brown, and
Claude Brown, Pryor recalled and recreated the characters of his growing up — most notably the
Wino, the Junkie, and Mudbone — choosing to mine an arsenal of life experiences, performing in a
street vernacular in front of both Black and integrated audiences. These artists, along with
Eldridge Cleaver and Parliament Funkadelic, function as both subject of analysis and theorists in
this politics of funky liberation. Pryor imbued his various characters with the complexity of
humanity, inflating them from the flatness of dominant stereotypes, laying bare their struggles,
vulnerabilities and humor. It is, ironically, his performance of these antitypical, street characters
with foul mouths and his confrontational humor that propelled him to national fame. As complex a
concept as Black Nationalism has been, Pryor’s version was of integration without assimilation,
dependent on a contagious Black ethos of funk and freedom that spreads virally. Reading his

television show in the context of the Black Arts Movement and his Berkeley crew of writers

' Ron Walters at “Book Launch — Waiting ‘til the Midnight Hour: A Narrative History of Black
Power in America by Joseph Peniel,” The Woodrow Willson International Center for Scholars
(Washington, D.C., 19 October 2006).
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reveals a nationalism that was countercultural to white hegemony and intent on democratizing

democracy.

| aim to embed Richard Pryor and The Richard Pryor Show in the Black Arts Movement
by exploring his years in Berkeley, barely discussed in his autobiography though acknowledged by
Pryor, Cecil Brown, Paul Mooney, and scholars alike as transformative. There has been a recent
burgeoning of scholarship on Pryor, often in relation to Dave Chappelle, with Christine Acham’s
Revolution Televised: Prime Time and the Struggle for Black Power (2004), Bambi Haggin’s
Laughing Mad: The Black Comic Persona in Post-Soul America (2007), Glenda Carpio’s
Laughing Fit to Kill: Black Humor in the Fictions of Slavery (2008), and most recently, Audrey
Thomas McCluskey’s edited collection of essays, Richard Pryor: The Life and Legacy of a
“Crazy” Black Man (2008). Mel Watkin’s 1994 work on African American humor, On the Real
Side, remains a seminal text in the field of Black humor studies, with nearly a full chapter

dedicated to Richard Pryor alone — the only comedian treated so singularly in the book.

Similarly, the scholarship on the Black Arts and Black Power Movements has grown
significantly during this first decade of the 21% century with Cheryl Clarke’s “After Mecca”: Black
Women Poets and the Black Arts Movement (2005), James Smethurst’s The Black Arts Movement:
Literary Nationalism in the 1960s and 1970s (2005), and Peniel E. Joseph’s Waiting ‘Til the
Midnight Hour: A Narrative History of Black Power in America (2006). The scholars on comedy
have explored the ways in which what we have come to think of as “Pryor’s comedy” is
revolutionary and links to the larger Black Power ethos of the mid-1960s to 1970s; some even

reference his connection to Black Arts through writers like Ishmael Reed and Cecil Brown. The
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scholars on Black Arts and Black Power, however, do not analyze Richard Pryor’s work, nor does
the scholarship on Black nationalism accommodate comedy.

Through current scholarship on Pryor, contemporary Black comedy and the Black Arts
Movement; the late 1960s literature of Ishmael Reed, Claude Brown, and Cecil Brown; and an
interview with Cecil Brown, | will bridge Black nationalism and comedy by highlighting their
relationship in The Richard Pryor Show’s struggle with network censorship. Thus, despite the
numbers of people involved with the production of a television show, | examine Richard Pryor as a
writer in the company of his fellow Berkeley authors, indeed as a Black Arts writer and performer
himself. His television performances and writing forwarded and debated ideologies and practices
of Black nationalism, consistently critiquing a mainstream white nationalism. Richard Pryor as an
artist grew from the work done by the Black Arts Movement, and then in turn extended the ideas
of the movement into the late 1970s, disseminating them to a national audience through television.
In so doing, Pryor’s comedy articulated a Black nationalism that was meant to challenge white
supremacy to make this country live up to the inclusion promised by democracy. His “funk ethos”
embraced profanity as a libratory practice, projecting and modeling a nation in which antitypical
and fantastical characters conquer stereotyped ones, a nation in which Blacks do not have to
assimilate to whiteness in order to be protected as citizens or to be productive as citizens. Black
nationalism is often critiqued for being narrow, dogmatic, and patriarchal. It is these things even as

it has also been a productive force in nation building.
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Richard Pryor and The Berkeley Years

The biographical basics of Pryor’s life seem well-known and highly publicized, either by
himself as the source of much of his comic material, by biographers, or by newspapers
documenting his various misfortunes as a famous man. From Peoria, Illinois, Richard Franklin
Lennox Thomas Pryor was born to Gertrude Thomas Pryor, a prostitute, and Leroy Pryor on
December 1, 1940. Raised around aunts and uncles who were prostitutes and pimps in a brothel
run by his grandmother, who also owned liquor stores, he grew up in unsavory places typically
considered unfit for children. He would grow up to have several wives and many children, a bad
temper and a serious drug habit, as well as a heart attack and various run-ins with the law that
sometimes landed him in jail. On top of all this, he set himself on fire and eventually developed
Multiple Sclerosis. He was a prolific comedian of grand proportion with stand-up comedy albums,
stand-up comedy movies, television appearances, his own television show, and several movies to
his credit. It may be less well known that he was also a writer for Redd Foxx’s Sanford and Son,
The Flip Wilson Show, and with Lily Tomlin for her television specials.”? He died in December
2005 from another heart attack, after years of struggling with MS as reported by Jennifer Lee, his
last wife.. It is not hard to believe him saying that “[a]s a comedian, I couldn’t have asked for
better material.” But, in his early years as a comedian when he was imitating Bill Cosby, he had

turned his back on that material precisely because it was not status quo. While Lenny Bruce

2 Mel Watkins, “Richard Pryor, Who Turned Humor of the Streets into Social Satire, Dies at 65,”
The New York Times (12 December 2005).

® Richard Pryor with Todd Gold, Pryor Convictions: and Other Life Sentences (New York:
Pantheon Books, 1995), 24.
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certainly would have been the model, and Pryor’s model,* for non-conformist comedy, his years in
Berkeley provided the context for developing a specifically Black comedy.

After having already had a baby girl for whom he did not take responsibility,” a short stint
in the army in Germany at 18 years old, a fight with a white soldier that ended with Pryor stabbing
him, and ultimately a military discharge, Pryor fell into comedy. Returning to Peoria, he “settled
into the most popular career path among young uneducated black men — unemployment.”
Knowing that he was funny, he decided he would go into comedy after seeing Redd Foxx and Dick
Gregory on television. He started as an emcee in a local club and then went on the road to work
the Blackbelt circuit, performing in cities like East St. Louis, Cleveland, Chicago, Buffalo,
Pittsburgh, and Youngstown. Because the circuit provided opportunities to learn his “craft” and
“sharpen [his] skills,” as it did for comedians who influenced him, like Foxx, Gregory, and
Godfrey Cambridge, “it was like going to school.””

By 1963, Bill Coshy was already big enough to appear in Newsweek magazine. At 22
years old, Pryor felt he was funny enough to compete. It was a sign of the times and the newness
of integration that the presence of Bill Cosby in mainstream popular culture meant there “ain’t no
room for two niggers,” and Pryor was ready “to be the only nigger,” so that year, Pryor left for
New York.®2 Spurred by a sense of competition with Cosby, Pryor ended up imitating him, despite

seeing Lenny Bruce as “the brightest and bravest of all.” His mother a burlesque dancer, Bruce’s

childhood was livened by sex and innuendo much like Pryor’s. Their growing up likely had more

4 Ibid., 71-72.
® Ibid., 54-55.
® Ibid., 59.
" Ibid., 65.
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parallels than Pryor’s and Cosby’s. Even still, “Bill Cosby was the guy who was most envied.”
Bruce offered an example of raw but also persecuted humor while Cosby offered a more lucrative
alternative. After seeing Cosby on the cover of Time magazine, Pryor decided that since the man
“was amazing. Truly amazing,” he was going to be “Richard Cosby” from then on.” When they
finally met, Cosby even advised the up and coming Pryor to “find [his] own thing.”*® But it would
be some years before Pryor developed his own voice and the brand of irreverent comedy for which
he would become (in)famous. **

“Richard Cosby” was working though. On August 4, 1964, Pryor debuted on TV at a time
when few Blacks had been on and even fewer Black stand up comedians, among them only Cosby,
Gregory, and Nipsey Russell.* That same year, Godfrey Cambridge would debut on television on
Jack Paar’s Tonight show.® Three years earlier, Dick Gregory was called to New York for the
same show after his big break performing a run at Hugh Hefner’s Playboy Club in 1961, followed
by his picture in Time magazine with a “rave review.” ** Nipsey Russell, too, would have already

made multiple appearances on Tonight and on TV quiz shows like Hollywood Squares™ by the

® Pryor, 68; Mel Watkins, “Richard Pryor, Who Turned Humor of the Streets Into Social Satire,
Dies at 65,” The New York Times, 12 December 2005.

° Pryor, 72.
% Ibid., 73.

' Just as Pryor wanted to be Coshy, it seems Cosby had tried to clone Dick Gregory, who had
learned from watching Nipsey Russell, this line of watching, imitating, being advised and
eventually shaping one’s own comic self extending backward several comics. Gerald Nachman,
g(e)BiZ))USL%SFunny: he Rebel Comedians of the 1950s and 1960s (New York: Back Stage Books,

12 pryor, 74.
13 Nachman, 484.

14[1)£i1r(ik4(gregory with Robert Lipsyte, Nigger: An Autobiography (New York: Pocket Books, 1964),

> Mel Watkins, On the Real Side: Laughing, Lying and Signifying — The Underground Tradition of
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(New York: Touchstone, 1994), 492.
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time Pryor would hit the television screen on August 31, 1964 on Rudy Vallee’s summer variety
show, On Broadway Tonight, his “first opportunity at nationwide exposure.”™® Over the course of
the next couple of years, Pryor would develop a “national reputation” with more television
appearances on variety shows like the Merv Griffin Show, Kraft Music Hall, The Ed Sullivan Show
and Johnny Carson’s Tonight show."’

By 1967, being “Richard Cosby” had earned him a lot of money, as well as a lot more
frustration as he had allowed money to trump artistry.'® He acknowledges in his memoirs that he
had “lost [his] way when [he] decided to go for the bucks.”™® Because “white America wanted
their black comedians colorless,” Pryor kept imitating Cosby, turning his back on his own life
experiences.?’ This internal conflict came to a head, as Pryor tells it, on September 1, 1967 at the
Aladdin Hotel in Las Vegas: “I imagined what I looked like and got disgusted. I gasped for clarity
as if it was oxygen. The fog rolled in. In a burst of inspiration, | finally spoke to the sold-out
crowd: ‘What the fuck am I doing here?’ Then I turned and walked off the stage.”* This particular
moment marked the death of his “clean” Cosby-esque embodiment — clean cut, clean shaven,
delivering clean material that was intentionally raceless.??

In 1969, he and Paul Mooney headed up the highway to Berkeley: “Obnoxious, loud,

drunk, and exhausted, we rolled into the red-hot center of the counterculture as if late for a

18 pryor, 74.
Y 1bid., 74; Watkins, “Richard Pryor,” The New York Times.
'8 pryor, 85.
9 Ibid., 86.
2 |bid., 81-82.
21 Ibid., 94; Watkins “Richard Pryor”
22 Pryor, 90-95.
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party.”®® Writer Cecil Brown remembers having met Pryor soon after his arrival in Berkeley in
1968, after going to see him perform at The Mandrake, “a small place, so the audience was damn
near on the stage, and mostly white people.” Pryor had already read Brown’s first novel, The Life
& Loves of Mr. Jiveass Nigger, which he claimed to love.?* While there are conflicting accounts
as to why Pryor left Los Angeles and when exactly he arrived in Berkeley, whether it was 1969 or
1970,% it was clear that he “was undergoing a major crisis involving his comic identity during the
years 1966-70.”%

In the interim between these book end years, Pryor immersed himself in “Blackness” —
nationalism, art, and funk — desanitizing himself and his comedy, refusing to be a mini-Cosby and
do raceless comedy for money anymore. In 1971, Toni Morrison’s first novel, The Bluest Eye,
conceived in the spirit of the Black Arts Movement, speaks of a certain kind of Black woman,
Southern brown girls, who want to “get rid of the funkiness” — the “funkiness of passion, the
funkiness of nature, the funkiness of the wide range of human emotions.”?’ Four years earlier,
Ishmael Reed, by contrast, published his first novel, The Free-Lance Pallbearers, whose
protagonist, Bukka Doopeyduk, metaphorically shifts between man and turd and transforms from
accepting the shit around him to overthrowing the man who controls the septic toilet bowl of his

life.2 Unlike the thin brown Southern girls worried about how to purify themselves of a funk and

% bid., 114.
24 Cecil Brown, interview by author, audio recording, New York, New York, 17 November 2008.

? In his 2008 interview with me, Cecil Brown places Pryor in Berkeley in 1969, which coincides
with Pryor’s account in Pryor Convictions. Mel Watkins places Pryor in Berkeley as of 1970.

?® Watkins, On the Real Side, 538-39.
2 Toni Morrison, The Bluest Eye (New York: Penguin Books, 1971), 83.
28 |shmael Reed, The Free-Lance Pallbearers (Normal, IL: Dalkey Archive Press, 1967).
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character they disdainfully associate with Blackness, Pryor was creating new characters, embracing
the very thing they sought to erase.

By the time Pryor recorded Live & Smokin’, his first and the first stand up movie, on April
29, 1971 at the New York Improvisation, both his appearance and his material indicated that the
Berkeley years had been transformative. He has a rather scruffy afro with equally rough mustache
and goatee; he is smoking, wearing a brown corduroy jacket and a brown shirt. He has made a
clear shift from clean to funky, both in terms of his image and his material. He starts off saying, “I
don’t know what I’'m going to talk about, but I have a list,” and the list includes all sorts of non-
Coshy-esque, “blue” or “profane” items:

Being Puerto Rican

Black Cat w/neat hair

“I"d like a blowjob”
Colored guys have big ones
Eating w/white friends

A disease called the virgin
Getting some

Giving “

Comin’ and fartin’

Dick junkie

White folks don’t come
Boogers ??? (possibility)
Dracula & a brother
Smokin’ shit

Littlest dick in the world
Allwell B.T. Johnson
Fighting

Black Power

It is a handwritten list on the yellow paper of a legal pad that actually appears on the screen. He
follows with a disclaimer, “I hope I'm funny and shit, you know, ‘cause, you know, just to be a

nigga standing up here and just be sayin’ nothing ain’t shit. But I hope my shit is funny.” Shit,
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nigga, dicks, blowjobs, smokin’, boogers, comin’, fartin’, junkies, white folks, fighting, and Black
Power -- no Bill Cosby here.”® What in the world happened in Berkeley?

Richard Pryor, during these years, did not become countercultural; rather, he returned to his
life experiences as valid material and began to explore comedy as a tool for voicing critiques. He
developed a character-driven comedy based on what Michael Eric Dyson’s antitypes. They are
characters like Mudbone, the Wino, and the Junkie, whom Pryor enacted as people with stories and
experiences that brought them to this juncture in their lives, beyond the dismissive labels. His
performance of these men conveys the pain of racism and offers numbness or forgetfulness as
coping strategies. The profanity of their language reflected the profanity of their circumstances,

which will become significant in his performance of “profane” material on the television show.

“1969’: Berkeley and the Black Man

Berkeley takes a distinct shape in the Black Arts movement. This group that welcomed
Pryor was national in scope, not only in their hometowns but in the routes they had taken to get to
Berkeley: Claude Brown was a staunch Harlemite, Cecil Brown a self-defined Southerner, Pryor a
Midwesterner from Peoria, Illinois, and Ishmael Reed from Buffalo. Their diverse backgrounds
are as significant as Berkeley in that this group of Black men demonstrates the kind of dialectic
between local and national that Black Arts historian James Smethurst argues was characteristic of
the Black Arts Movement. Claude Brown arrived there from Harlem via Washington D.C. and

Howard University.*® Ishmael Reed had headed west from New York to write a western.®* Cecil

?® Michael Blum, prod. and dir., Richard Pryor: Live & Smokin’ (filmed in NY: New York
Improvisation, 29 April 1971), DVD.

% In a 1977 interview with Mel Watkins, Toni Morrison tells of having been in a writing group
with Claude Brown at Howard in 1962, demonstrating the scope and reach of Black Arts as

34



Brown by this point in his life had already taken a class with Amiri Baraka at Columbia University
in New York, and had passed through the 1968 OBAC (Organization of Black American Culture)
Workshop in Chicago.

Informal gatherings and contacts become as important as formal ones in their role as
building blocks of the movement. Thus, not only is Berkeley important as a scene of the Black
Arts movement, but this level of connectedness and engagement is central to characterizing it as a
scene. Two years earlier, in 1967, the Black Student Union at San Francisco State University
brought Amiri Baraka, Sonia Sanchez, and Askia Touré to the West coast.*> Smethurst argues that
this kind of individual movement was a crucial element of the nationalizing force that the Black
Arts Movement was, that the relationships established in informal settings created networks that
would enable work-related links. The Black Arts Movement, though characterized by Cecil Brown
as the shortest movement ever,®® was notably characterized by an institution building (the
establishment of presses, museums, journals), and a flow of artists and activists around the country
that enabled the circulation of ideas and art that made the movement local, national, and
international.

Not only does the Berkeley scene have this heavy East Coast influence, but it is also
characterized, literally, by men who left the East Coast. Their mockery of so-called Black

militants, their repudiations of being labeled Black nationalists, and their proclamations of not

Rzactice even by those who may not have considered themselves part of the movement, like
orrison, Brown, and Reed. Toni Morrison, “Talk with Toni Morrison,” interview by Mel
Watkins (New York Times Book Review, 11 September 1977), in Conversations with Toni
Morrison, ed. Danille Taylor-Guthrie (Jackson, MS: University Press of Mississippi, 1994), 44.

31 This western would not come into existence until Reed’s second novel, Yellow Back Radio
Broke-Down (1969).

%2 Smethurst, 279.
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being part of the Black Arts Movement, actually come to define their scene as the works of Cecil
Brown, Claude Brown, and Ishmael Reed all display and perform a clear embrace of Black Arts
and Black Power movement aims and ideologies, specifically as they engage “Black militant”
Eldridge Cleaver’s theories of race and sex. This Berkeley clan also forwards an aggressive Black
masculinity, notable for its schema of physical/sexual “strength” and “weakness,” in which white
women determined its shape.

Cleaver, Reed, and both Browns were of a West Coast ilk in which Richard Pryor
immersed himself in the late 1960s, and his comedy, like their works, expresses some of the same
concerns about Black manhood. As the most prolific and probably the most prominent writer of
the Berkeley crew, Ishmael Reed’s works take center stage in an examination of their politics and
in constructing the frame for reading Pryor and the significance of his time in Berkeley to his work
on television. What emerges clearly is that Black manhood was first and foremost on the minds of
these young writers, and Eldridge Cleaver was the first to put on paper what was already being
discussed informally. It seems that their masculinity was defined by the primacy of male
relationships, virility and the male body, as well as white women’s bodies. In this sense, these
writers saw themselves as more powerful than white men. They could out think them, were better
lovers, stronger fighters, and all with greater style. The sexual inversion functioned as a racial
inversion.

In 1968, West Coast based Eldridge Cleaver published Soul On Ice, which would quickly
become a classic in Black writing. He theorizes the raced, gendered and classed structures of
relationships primarily between Black and white women and men, as Black women are
conspicuously irrelevant. In Amiri Baraka’s 1964 play, Dutchman, Lula symbolizes white women

as a problem for figuring 1960s and 1970s Black politics and art. Nearly forty years later, Aaron
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McGruder, creator of the comic strip and television series The Boondocks, would create an absurd
Black male character, Uncle Ruckus, who is the epitome of the colonized mind, the house slave,
the Uncle Tom — the self-loathing Black man who has an undying love for whites. Uncle Ruckus

» 34 who passes on to Cleaver this doctrine of race,

1s the comic form of Cleaver’s “old fat Lazarus,
gender, and love: he “hate[s] a black bitch” because they cannot be trusted like white women and
“secretly,” they all hate Black men and love white men anyway. Black and white women signify
opposing poles for him: a Black woman is a “cobra” and a white woman a “goddess.”*> Thus,
freedom is literally defined by embracing a white woman: “I will not be free until the day I can
have a white woman in my bed and a white man minds his own business.”*® Both he and Cleaver
are actually tormented by their love for white women though.

There is an irony in Cleaver’s embrace of the Penis and the Body as the premise of a Black
man’s strength while also resenting white men for creating this space exclusively for Black men.
Cleaver tells the story of an older prison inmate, also a Black man, who explicates his theory of
Black male obsession with white women. Cleaver is both repulsed by the story and the man,
whom he and his compadres call “the Infidel,” and attracted to it as it will be the foundation of his
next chapter, in which he critiques a social hierarchy — the Omnipotent Administrator (white man),
the Ultrafeminine (white woman), the Supermasculine Menial (Black man), and the Amazon
(Black woman) — that circumscribes a social space for him and other Black men. Angry at this

persistent un-freedom, he is frustrated with the Omnipotent Adminstrator’s designation of him as

the body, the penis devoid of a mind. This contradiction is perhaps best demonstrated when

% Eldridge Cleaver, Soul On Ice (New York: Dell Publishing, 1992), 145.
* Ibid., 148.
% Ibid., 149-50.
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Cleaver decides that “anything would be better than to submit to the terrible, horrible pain which
the Infidel had learned to live with,” the pain of being eternally obsessed with white women. But,
Cleaver’s response to this horror is physical:
| felt a hot throbbing in my crotch. Instinctively and with a taste of
panic, | reached down, almost afraid that my rod would be missing, but it was
there and it was erect and | squeezed it and it was strong and resilient and firm.
When | gave it that squeeze, a wave of strength surged through my body. | felt

pow:grful, and | knew that | would make it if | never betrayed the law of my
rod.

Clearly, Cleaver is accepting Black men’s social role as the Body, signified most poignantly by the
Penis, when he identifies his “erect rod” as the source of his strength and power.

In Claude Brown’s Manchild in the Promised Land, we also see the Black male body and
its physical strength figuring as a central characteristic of Black manhood. Published in 1965, it is
the tale of Harlem in the 1950s and 1960s through Brown’s eyes. The world he describes
cultivates the physical dexterity, if not strength, of Black male bodies from childhood. The better a
Black manchild could fight, the badder he was. There was also a pervasive sense that “gray boys,”
by contrast, could not fight. In Brown’s world, gender performance and sexual orientation are not
as significant as in Cleaver’s: in Harlem, it seems that fighting trumped sexuality. If Black gay
men were of the streets, they could fight, which meant it was quite possible for a man to be gay and
still be seen as a “man” because fighting was the principle defining characteristic of manhood.
Cleaver’s theory, however, cannot account for a gay Black man because “homosexual” is a
specifically white male characteristic, indeed the marker of his social power which takes the place

of his sexual power.

37 Ibid., 154.
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Cecil Brown also seems to have bought into this equation of freedom being defined by a
white woman. When | asked Brown, looking back, what he thinks he thought of manhood then, he
responds by defining it in relation to white women:

...one thing it was we all came out of a period where we had to fight for our
manhood, right. So, [...] I was thinking about my uncles: I used to ask them
about when they were growing up — how they were treated, you know [...] I
mean, they couldn’t even [...] go outside of the realm that was provided for
them. We could. We could go up north; we went to universities; we could even
mistreat white women. We could slap a white woman. You couldn’t slap no
white woman in Georgia or North Carolina, you know. We could just throw
them off and get another one, you know; we weren’t limited, right. So maybe
that was part of it, you know...it’s obviously not something to be proud of. I'm
just saying what the mentality was then [...] I think I asked my uncle this [...] —
what it felt like being a man, seeing a white man rule over your woman [...] I
don’t know if I ever asked him that in so many words, but I know that was
something that bothered them for a long time...and I think maybe what these
men of our generation was reacting to is the lack of that in their generation and
the generation before, so it was a new thing for us.*®

The specter of Cleaver’s Black eunuch reappears, with manhood being defined by the physical: he
and other Black men could assert their bodies against white women’s bodies in a way that could
not have been done in earlier generations. Thus, the freedom is not in embracing her but in being
able to “slap” her, “mistreat” her. This was all new for this group of young Black men — the first
generation to be able to move about the country, going to universities, doing comedy, doing film,
and well, “doing” white women.

The South, Peoria, Harlem via Washington, D.C., and Buffalo via New York City came
together in Berkeley, and in comparing notes, their experiences with white women surely had been

different but all steeped in a cultural imagination that fancied Black men and white women as a

taboo pairing. In retrospect, Cecil Brown remembers that Berkeley too was a particular space

%8 Cecil Brown interview with author (2008).
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“where there was less race prejudice and more curiosity on the part of white women about Black
men [...] It was the idea that they were open; they wanted to know something.”*® There is an
interesting twist: Black manhood as they saw it may have been bound up with the possibility of
unpunished violence against white women but only, by Brown’s argument, after white women
made themselves available. So, as in Soul On Ice, this is primarily a conversation between white
men and Black men, for it would be white men who would do the punishing.

These men’s equation of white women’s bodies with freedom seemed more about
justifying desire than about effecting Black liberation. Reed would complain that those like him
Hypocrisy seemed the norm: analysis of white supremacy did not extend to their desire for white
women. Reed would ironically complain he and other Black men who dated “women from
different backgrounds” were “criticized in the 1960s [...] by men who were doing the same thing
undercover, or who had no interest in women at all.” He concludes the complaint by saying that so-
called Black nationalists “always complain about integrationists consorting with whites, but never
discuss the whites with whom they are chummy. Never discuss their whites...”*® The irony is that
the “integrationists” did not discuss their white women or the ways in which their desire was
conditioned by the “man” and the Western values they were supposedly critiquing.

Huey Newton would have the clearest analysis of Cleaver’s theories and this distance
created between sex, gender, and politics. In his 1973 memoirs, Revolutionary Suicide, Newton
would argue that Cleaver was attracted to the Black Panther Party not because he was “dedicated

to helping Black people” but because he was “in search of a strong manhood symbol.” As Soul On

%9 Cecil Brown interview with author (2008).

%0 Ishmael Reed, “An Interview with Ishmael Reed,” interview by Shamoon Zamir, Callaloo 17,
no. 4 (Autumn 1994): 1141.
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Ice makes clear, Cleaver “was probing for his own manhood,” and the Party’s “uniforms, the guns,
the street action all added up to an image of strength.” Newton surmises that Cleaver left when he
found out the opposite was true: that the Party “acted as it did because we were men.”** While
Richard Pryor would declare that his “white woman disease” kept him from being a revolutionary,
his work would have more revolutionary cache precisely because of the vulnerabilities and

queering that defined his comedy, as will become clear in Chapter 2.

“1969”: Berkeley and the Black Arts Movement

These Berkeley writers would denounce “Black nationalists” and therefore renounce the
Black Arts movement, but their works and career moves establish them as clear Black Arts
practitioners and clearly lay out the Black nationalist agenda | am arguing. In 1969, Ishmael Reed
published his second novel, Yellow Back Radio Broke-Down, a western showdown between
protagonist Loop Garoo Kid, a Black, Neohoodoo bad-ass, virile, heterosexual cowboy and
antagonist Drag Gibson, a white, Protestant, wealthy, powerful, effeminate, queer landowner.
Within the triad of Protestantism, Catholicism, and NeoHoodoo — the latter two colluding as the
result of an ancient, intertwined history — Drag and Loop play out an antagonism on the basis of
race, generation, and gender. Like HARRY SAM in Reed’s first novel, The Free-lance
Pallbearers, Drag is a white man drunk with his own power. Harry Sam is a political tyrant who is
full of shit, and Drag is a self-indulgent capitalist bully. In these novels, Reed draws white men
with power as weak in their effeminacy and homosexuality, in opposition to Black male

protagonists whose power rests in their physical superiority. If Bukka Doopeyduk, Reed’s first

! Huey P. Newton with the assistance of J. Herman Blake, Revolutionary Suicide, with an
introduction by Fredrika Newton (New York: Penguin Books, 2009), 142.
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protagonist in The Free-Lance Pallbearers, can be read as ultimately losing his battle despite
overthrowing his antagonist, Harry Sam, Loop Garoo Kid of Yellow Back Radio Broke-Down,
vindicates his losses in the second novel. Reed’s creativity and rebelliousness both in form,
content, and in his use of humor is a manifestation of Black Arts as a denunciation of Western
standards.

In 1969, Cecil Brown published The Life & Loves of Mr. Jiveass Nigger which tracks the
autobiographically informed protagonist, George Washington (aka “Anthony” to Black people and
“Paul” to whites), through Copenhagen as an expatriate, detailing his sexual encounters with
various women, mostly white who seem to want to be punished by Black men. His one sexual
encounter with a Black woman, Pat, is distinctly different: deciding that “this is the best pussy [he]

ever had;” indeed, he “lost himself in it.”*

He has sex, and he contemplates sex. In a 2008
interview, Brown talks about “that time” as being one of new possibilities, of play, and of doing
things that for their parents’ generation were unthinkable under segregation. Seemingly
nonchalant about race, or more specifically unconscious of what he might signify as a Black man
to these white women, George arrives at the conclusion that he and every other Black person in
Copenhagen who was “living off someone or something else” was doing it as an “excuse for not
being able to live off their insides.” He had been “jivin’ around,” living off of these white women.
He becomes committed to Blackness, which he defines as automatically rejecting whiteness and

being able to “live right out of your insides,” which is what he resolves to do.** Earlier in the

novel, Pat articulates this same opposition between Black and white when she says that “it took

42 1%(380“ Brown, The Life & Loves of Mr. Jiveass Nigger (Berkeley, CA: Frog Books, 2008), 127-
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getting pregnant by this weak-ass white man, before I realized that I was black.”** For George,
white comes to signify queer and weak while Black emerges as a sort of authentic humanity,
virility and strength:

When | came here, when | was washed up on these shores, I tried to fuck

everything in this town, right? You know how I feel about that now? 1 feel like

some cosmic Peeping Tom. | thought | was going to get into something. But all

I’ve got into was the dirty lives of white people. It’s strange how I didn’t think

of them as being white people then. I didn’t think, except occasionally, in terms

of whiteness and blackness, which is a measure of the power of thinking white.

Isn’t it whiteness that we must fight in our lives?*

So, now that he has regained his 20/20 vision from its blinding white grip, much as Loop Garoo
accomplished: being Black is about living from your insides, i.e. rejecting the external roles created
by whites for Blacks.

With Pat, George expresses a sense of obligation and responsibility to help her out. The
novel is filled with white women who willingly desire to be forcefully dominated by Black men.
And, there is Bob, the aggressive Black man who willingly accepts his role as the aggressive Penis,
unlike George who is “afraid to accept the burden of [this] role,” who wants instead “to be free

from anybody’s role.”*

With its weak whites and strong Blacks, especially virile, sexually
pleasing Black men, the novel plays out many of the same threads as Cleaver’s Soul On Ice. These

likenesses between Reed, Brown and Cleaver would be eery only if Cleaver’s theory seemed

particularly innovative, but what these works show is a common thread of thought at the time. As

* Ibid., 124.
* Ibid., 204.
8 Ibid., 133.
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Brown said in the 2008 interview, and as these works demonstrate, “it was in the air, you know. It
was the 1960s.”’

Despite the writers’ relationships with its activists, neither Reed nor Cecil Brown saw
themselves as “card-carrying” members of the movement. Cecil Brown speaks of having been a
student of Baraka’s, who also connected him with his first agent. And though Brown interviewed
Baraka, he would still say he was not “sure what the Black Arts Movement was.” Later, because
of his work with Hoyt Fuller and “that whole Obasi [OBAC] Workshop” in 1967/68 before he
“went out to see Richard,” he would say he “had a really, a very good understanding of where we
were going as Black people.” Despite his photograph appearing in the August 1968 issue of Negro
Digest (also featuring an Ishmael Reed poem) in an article on the OBAC Writers’ Workshop, he
did not see himself, Claude Brown, or Richard Pryor as consciously trying to be part of or
organizing the movement.”® He saw himself instead as a freelancer, “hanging out with whoever I
liked, who interested me.” He also offers his background as a Southerner as a distancing factor
from the Movement: “Some of the people, like maybe David Henderson or Ishmael, who grew up
in Buffalo around...Manhattan maybe considered that, you know, part of the Black Arts
movement. But, [ was a college student, right. I came up from the South.”*® If anyone of Richard

Pryor’s Berkeley crew was connected to the movement, he seemed to be saying, it was Reed.

47 Brown interview.

48 “Chicago’s OBAC: Portrait of Young Writers in a Workshop,” Negro Digest (August 1968):
46. Google Books.
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Black Nationalism

Yet, Reed vociferously disavowed any form of Black nationalism or dogmatic group
affiliation. Ultimately, however, Reed was a driving force, articulator, and example of what the
movement was. He was indeed at the vanguard of the movement; his novels engaged religion and
spirituality in a way that few, if any others writers, did. For Reed, it was not just the struggle
between Black and white, it was the struggle between Catholicism and Hoodoo. Nurtured in the
womb of The Umbra Poets Workshop, founded in 1962, Reed was “born” in the Movement’s
heydays, in the company of writers such as Askia Touré, David Henderson and Calvin Hernton,
whose career and work would extend well beyond what seemed to be the “end” of the Black Arts
Movement. An analysis of Reed’s ideology clarifies the uniqueness of this Berkeley wing of
writers, as well as the ways in which their dissent from the Black Arts movement actually
exemplified it. Reed is important here, too, because his critiques embody the form of Black
nationalism | am arguing — a critique, grounded in specifically Black experiences, of U.S.
nationalism as white and therefore exclusionary and not democratic.

Reed consistently rejects Black nationalism. He argued in a 1994 interview that “Black

nationalism is essentially unpopular among the Afro-American masses,

and that it is singled out
as the dominant ideology of Black people if only one person says it. In fact, in retrospect, Reed
questions even the validity of Black nationalism either as an ideology or as a guiding impetus for
his writing in the 1960s and 1970s:

Nationalism, smationalism! I didn’t know what nationalism was. I came from

Buffalo, New York. I paid the bills at an apartment we shared on East 5th Street:
Askia Muhammed and the Patterson brothers and I. | was making seventy-five

“° Brown interview.
% Reed interview with Shamoon Zamir (Autumn 1994): 1142.
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dollars a week as a market research person at Tri State Transportation

Corporation. Johnny Moore and Bill White, who were on the scene, worked

there too. Askia, Bill, and Charles were formulating the Black Arts

philosophy.>*

Though in direct proximity with those articulating the philosophy of the movement, Reed
disavowed ideological connection to it. Despite the various kinds of nationalism he names,
“political nationalism, cultural nationalism, integrationist nationalism, national nationalism,” he
concludes that ultimately “nationalism is another one of these romantic terms poets were using to
describe black pride, and they weren’t even living in the black community.” One of his critiques,
besides Black nationalism being devoid of any useful meaning, is that some of the artists claiming
to be revolutionaries were distant from the dominant Black experience of ghetto living.

Arguably though, one can reject the label of Black Arts for good reason and still operate in
synchronization with some of its ideals. He chafed against what he saw as a cultural dogma being
spread by those “flying around the country in a dashiki” dictating “what the artist should do, what
the artists shouldn’t’ do,” about “where we should eat, how we should act, who we should sleep
with.”®®> As an “anarchist,” as “avant-garde,” and as Neo-Hoodoo, he rejected indoctrination and
the limitations of labels and organizational affiliation in favor of an artistic freedom. Seeing the
Black artist as an “international mind-miner” who is “synchronistic already,” Reed sounds like

Cecil Brown’s protagonist George Washington who feels that Black people are already capable of

“living off their insides.” Reed argues that the artist is a “space cadet, and you try to put him in a

*1 |bid., 1139.

*2 Ishmael Reed, “When State Magicians Fail: An Interview with Ishmael Reed,” interview by
Walt Shepgerd, Nickel Review 28 (August-10 September 1968) in Conversations with Ishmael
Tzee(ilbeg. ruce Dick and Amritjit Singh (Jackson, MS: University of Mississippi Press, 1995):
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bag you’re being dishonest.”® Ultimately, this was consistent with Black Arts efforts to develop
new standards and new forms that were specifically Black, and Reed’s Neo-Hoodoo manifesto
epitomizes this intention as much as Baraka’s manifesto on revolutionary theatre.

Reed also refused to condemn integration as an automatic marker of selling out. This said,
he was not, however, blind to the operations of white racism. His critique of the Beats and their
repeated refusals to acknowledge the important works of Black writers like Ted Joans and Bob
Kaufman indicate his keen awareness of Black struggle.* All of his work, in fact, indices this
recognition, from publishing “small press books since 1973/1972” to his 1970 anthology 19
Necromancers from Now: An Anthology of Original American Writing for the 1970s. He does not,
as Baraka would have, invalidate Black authors who use Western forms although he mocks them
and instead privileges the new: while many Black writers of the era produced work that
demonstrated “marked independence from Western form,” Reed himself aimed for constructing a

new form, “neo-hoodooism; a spur to originality,”55

and revered artists who did likewise, including
Cecil Brown.”® He excluded white writers from the anthology, as well as authors whose work was
“conformist, monolithic, and dictated by a Committee,” thereby implicitly promoting “originality”
as a standard — again a Black Arts aim. Further, his selection of these authors for his anthology, i.e.

his position of control, was in step with the ethos of the time — if you don’t like the system as it is

(and if you are Black, you are bound not to like it), do it yourself.

%3 Shepperd, 10.

> Ishmael Reed, “The Black Artist: ‘Callin%_a Spade a Spade,” Arts Magazine (May 1967).
Special Collections, University of Delaware Library.

> Ishmael Reed, “Introduction,” 19 Necromancers from Now: An Anthology of Original American
Writing for the 1970s (Garden City, NY: Anchor Books, 1970), xvi.

*® He includes Brown as the first excerpt in 19 Necromancers from Now and he includes him as an
example of Neo-Hoodoo in his 1968 “Neo-Hoodoo Manifesto,” 24-25.
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In other words, despite ideological differences, Reed was the epitome of Black Arts
Movement ideals and efforts. His vast body of literary production — novels, essays, poems,
interviews, anthologies, reviews — evidences his commitment not only to his craft as a writer but
also to self-sufficiency and Black standards. It is no wonder that cultural historian Melani
McAlister could write that Reed was “[o]ne of the best-known and most admired writers of the
Black Arts movement,” despite being “an articulate critic of what he considered to be the overly
prescriptive orientations of [some] Black Arts theorists.” > Despite acknowledging that in Black
movements “there was always dissent,” Reed could not bring himself to align with “some goon in
a black leather jacket telling us what to do when he is going to end up beating on his own people,
but grin before the white media.”®

Rather than disavowing whites on general principle, he was pro-integration without being
pro-assimilation. He was consistent: if he wanted to claim individualism, then he granted others
that same privilege; however, he was not naive about racism’s profundity. Furthermore, his
critique of Black nationalism’s instability and amorphousness is accurate. It was a central tenet of
the revolutionary ire, but there were conflicting notions of Black nationalism and the best way to
enhance the material circumstances of Black people as a collective in the United States. It is a
wonder that these obvious divides did not preclude any kind of productivity. Instead, the multiple
closures — of communication, of organizations, of people’s lives — seemed to push the limits of
creativity, opening new spaces. In this light, Reed’s persistent critiques were important since his

arguments insisted on self-reflection and critical thinking, rejection of blind loyalty, and the

> Melani McAlister, Epic Encounters: Culture, Media, & U.S. Interests in the Middle East since
1945 (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2001), 116.

%8 Reed interview with Shepperd, 7.
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importance of commitment to artistic craft. This, too, is significant in terms of the nationalism that
| am arguing; Reed rejected Black nationalism as narrow and dogmatic, but what he was working
toward was a better nation. Being Black in the U.S. enabled him to see the cracks in the nation,
speak them to unveil them, and suggest fixing them.

He saw The Free-Lance Pallbearers as an American novel. His idealism was not
inconsistent with his realism: his vision of where to go was grounded in the reality of Blacks and
whites already living in the same space and historical continuum. In 1968, he still believed that
“we’re going to overthrow the government. I think we’re doing it now, and I think we’ve been
successful so far...What’s ahead, | think, is that this system is going to fall, probably through a

bh

bloodless coup.” His vision would include the coming together and cooperation of autonomous
groups for “new ways of making America work, thus making the planet work.” His mantra was
avant-garde, anarchy, artistic freedom, thereby rejecting racial separatism.

He, nonetheless, had many of the same agenda points and hypocrisies as those who claimed
the Black Arts Movement: they valued and practiced self-sufficiency, which relied on an
aggressive artistic productivity, spending time cultivating their artistic skills and subsequently
publishing prolifically; they created Black standards as grounded in Black experience thereby
legitimating the street as a source of knowledge and ideology; they performed (engaged and
narrated) an active male heterosexuality defined against a deconstructed, disempowered white

masculinity symbolized by effeminacy to define a Black manhood very much indebted to the “Bad

Nigger” as a model.

% Reed interview with Shepperd, 13.
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Funk As Black Nationalism

The sheer productivity, self-determination, and broad impact of Black Art between the
mid-1960s into the late 1970s challenged and intimidated pervasive stereotypes of Blacks. To this,
Richard Pryor would be no exception. In so doing, whites (as in performers and performances of
whiteness) responded to the militancy as an affront — albeit at times a desire as well. One can think
of the 1970s as funky, and the Black cultural production of “funk” as an outgrowth of the Black
Arts Movement and a Black nationalist strand. In the vein of Sun Ra and the newly forming
musical group Parliament Funkadelic (P-Funk) under the leadership of the spaced out George
Clinton, Ishmael Reed describes a utopia that is inclusive: “But we’re in a position now [1968] that
when spirit and imagination enter the streets, that’s the ball game. The ‘70’s will belong to black
people, Indians, cosmic creatures, and anybody else who wants to climb aboard.”® As if to fulfill
the prophecy, P-Funk would indeed dominate the 1970s with even more grand dreams of powerful
Black people in an integrated U.S. society. In the 1975 hit, “Chocolate City,” on the album of the
same name, Parliament claimed that Black folks were gaining on white folks. The sheer numbers
of Black people in cities like Newark, Gary, L.A., Atlanta, and Washington, D.C. qualified them as
“chocolate cities” that had “vanilla suburbs,” thereby centering Blacks and marginalizing whites.
According to the song, these were major cities that were at least 80% Black. These gains signified
reparations:

Hey, uh, we didn't get our forty acres and a mule

But we did get you, CC, heh, yeah

Gainin' on ya
Movin' in and around ya

% Reed interview with Shepperd, 13.
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“CCs” — chocolate cities — were Black people’s “piece of the rock.” For the first time, Blackness
would contain whiteness; Black people’s movement would determine where white people lived

rather than vice versa.

In the song, this development signified a newfound political power as well: with such high
concentrations of Black people, “You don't need the bullet when you got the ballot.” Signifying
the cosmic fantasy embodied by the group, Black entertainers would run the country:

And when they come to march on ya

Tell 'em to make sure they got their James Brown pass

And don't be surprised if Ali is in the White House

Reverend Ike, Secretary of the Treasure

Richard Pryor, Minister of Education

Stevie Wonder, Secretary of FINE Arts

And Miss Aretha Franklin, the First Lady

Are you out there, CC?

A chocolate city is no dream

It's my piece of the rock and 1 dig you, CC.**

P-Funk albums had developed by the mid-1970s to have themes that threaded through the songs.
With the albums’ comic strips and the out-of-this-world costuming, the group may have seemed
superficial, but the songs always carried political import. The message here as delivered by lead
singer Bootsy Collins was that chocolate cities were no dream. Indeed, this cosmic anarchic vision
would be shared by Reed and Richard Pryor over the next decade. It seemed that the way to
political freedom was through artistic and personal freedom, refusing constraints imposed by
anybody — be they white racists, bourgeois protocols, or supposed Black nationalists. As is evident

with both Reed and Pryor as well, this logic could also lead one to a demanding, indulgent

selfishness.

%! Parliament, “Chocolate City,” Track #1, Chocolate City, Polygram Records, 1975. Album.
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If the late 1960s Funkadelic music seemed out there, “[t]he live experience was even
crazier, with ear-splitting volumes and a wild display of whacked out costumes, on-stage orgasms,
players running around naked, all backed up with a solid rhythm section amidst the anarchy.”®
Their brand of Black liberation was one that embraced the possibilities of democracy, reflecting a
real desire to be incorporated into the body politic in a very visible way, itself a radical vision:
there is power in numbers, and the masses of Black folks in urban centers signified more than just
a “ghetto,” people contained in a particular part of the city. There was political power in those
numbers: Black people could now use those numbers to effect change by voting Black people into
office. This ideological position seemed to express hope in the possibility of at least a changed
position in the system if not a changed system. Their vision of freedom — funk, NeoHoodoo,
freedom, new myths, Jes Grew — would proliferate and predominate.

The purpose of the characters and thematic albums was to signify exactly how this
revolution would go down. Starchild came from outerspace “to bring Funk to earthlings,” and his
arch nemesis, Sir Nose D’Voidoffunk, was committed to stopping its spread as implied by his
surname. The antagonist’s first name is based on Bootsy Collins’ Pinnochio Theory, “If you fake
the funk, your nose will grow.”®® Not all was lost with Sir Nose though as he, too, was capable of
loving funk. This anarchic cultural revolution would alter people’s consciousness and then their

political choices. The battle would dominate until Sir Nose submitted to the sheer joy of it because

“most of all he needs the funk,” so “help him find the funk,” and if he refuses, then ‘“shine the

%2 “The P-FAQ,” response to question #5, The Motherpage Version 6.1, November 10, 1996
http://www.duke.edu/~tmc/motherpage/pfag.html.  Accessed 09/21/09. The Motherpage is a
website accessible through Duke University (www.duke.edu) with a wealth of information about
Funk, specifically George Clinton, Parliament, Funkadelic, and P-Funk. It seems to have been
researched and compiled in the mid-1990s’s by many at the University with an interest in the
matter.

% Ibid., response to question #7.
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spotlight on him.”® “Everybody’s got a little light under the sun,” and so if they give in to the
funk, there could be “one nation under a groove gettin’ down just for the funk of it.”®® Funk,
therefore, functions as a liberating force, spreading pandemically much like Reed’s Jes Grew in his
1972 novel, Mumbo Jumbo.?®

“Funk,” like much of Black argot with words like “bad” is invested with double meanings;
it retains the right to connote that which is abject and foul, at the same time that it can be
alternately deployed to mean that which we must embrace as a necessary part of being whole, for
we are none wholly clean always. It is in this regard an essential part of being human, of being
“down to earth.” Context, then, is everything, and sometimes we must be funky even as we
attempt to extricate ourselves from the funk to which Reed refers when he wrote that, “Out of the
manure that American society can often be for black men, the growth and beauty of their genius
cannot be repressed. Cannot be denied.”®” When the funk references white racism, then it is to be
rejected, as in Cecil Brown’s The Life & Loves of Mr. Jiveass Nigger when protagonist George
Washington comes into a different consciousness at the novel’s end about his sexual escapades
with various white women in Copenhagen:

I don’t know. I’'m getting sorta fed up with this town, with everything. I mean,

I’'m beginning to break up inside. Everything seems so, so, shitty. I mean it,

shitty. Smelly. My life, it seems so phony. | keep looking for something solid,

you know. But everything is shitty beneath. Every chick I meet is sexually

perverse or mentally perverse or something. Or, maybe that’s not it, maybe it’s
just they are not beautiful inside.®®

% Parliament, “Flashlight,” Track #6, Funkentelechy vs. The Placebo Syndrome, 1977.

6 “Flashlight”; Funkadelic, “One Nation Under a Groove,” Track #1, One Nation Under a
Groove, 1978.

% Jshmael Reed, Mumbo Jumbo (New York: Scriber Paperback Fiction, 1996).
%" Reed, introduction to Soul On lce, xx.
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This kind of funk exists in direct proximity to whiteness. The kind of funk that is to be embraced
IS generative, liberating, and produced by Black people.

To the extent that Black Arts and Black Power, or more specifically, Ishmael Reed, P-
Funk, and Richard Pryor insisted on expressing and privileging the experiences of “the streets,” the
experiences of Black people struggling in urban areas, they privileged and actively sought to
validate the value of the lives and voices of those who lived in that economic bottom, those who,
by virtue of their race, occupied en masse a particular class. They traded on a Blackness that was
authenticated by that struggle on the streets and therefore by its distance from whiteness. They
demanded to speak on those terms and be heard on those terms without censorship. Reading the
double entendre of “bottom,” Kathryn Stockton argues that “the bias against queer anality (and
against its pleasures) oddly speaks to the stigma of people who live at the bottom of an economic

5969

scale,”” those who, as some would say, get “screwed over.” Stockton is interested in “embracing

debasement” as “seductive” and “sacred,” as a “perverse attraction, and valuable baseness.” "
Doing so is worthwhile precisely because the bottom can be productive and valuable. Hence
“funk.” Hence Richard Pryor’s struggle with television as a medium: networks sought Black
television shows, but when the Black man they got refused to articulate it within their terms of
acceptability and insisted not only on subverting their terms but on operating on his own terms,

they deployed censorship. Street life was gritty, grimy, funky, dirty, profane even, but that does

not necessarily classify it as repulsive.

% Brown, The Life & Loves of Mr. Jiveass Nigger, 202.

% Kathryn Bond Stockton, Beautiful Bottom, Beautiful Shame: Where “Black” Meets “Queer”
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006), 68.

0 Ibid., 10-11.
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The point of the cosmic metaphor is to create music that inspires movement, demonstrating
that everyone has a little bit of funk in them. They just have to let go of their pretensions and
embrace it; they will be all the more happy for it. P-Funk presented the classic battle between
good and bad characterized as that between funky and unfunky. The possibility that Sir Nose, the
unfunky, could be overcome with funk, indeed liberate himself, could be read as a metaphor for Jes
Grew, which in order to express a real desire to be incorporated into the American body politic in a
very visible way, itself a radical vision. It is a vision of togetherness, a national body that upturns
and ultimately debases a hierarchy privileging cleanliness at the top and funk at the bottom, for you
have to pass through the bottom to get out of this oppressive quagmire. And, if you are passing
through the bottom, then you are following Black people’s lead, which becomes symbolic not for a

new hierarchy but for an equitable society.

Liberation
Nearly two decades after the publication of Reed’s first novel, Gayle Rubin would argue
that Western cultures and Christian traditions have held that sex is “a dangerous, destructive,

negative force” that is “inherently sinful.”"

Reed’s NeoHoodoo Aesthetic was predicated on
combating such sex negativity, even as he himself forwarded what surely seems a vociferous
homophobia: Papa LaBas’s name plays on the African deity, Legba,’ that scholar Greg Thomas

argues is “free of any [...] earthly sexual schisms.””® P-Funk’s futuristic science fiction war

! Gayle S. Rubin, “Thinking Sex: Notes for a Radical Theory of the Politics of Sexuality” in The
Leszlan and Gay Studies Reader, ed. Henry Abelove et al (New York: Routledge, 1993), 11.

2 Reed, Mumbo Jumbo, 77.

® Greg Thomas, Hip-Hop Revolution in the Flesh: Power, Knowledge, and Pleasure in Lil’ Kim’s
Lyricism (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2009), 61.
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between Starchild and Sir Nose parallels Reed’s exploration of centuries long tensions between
Christianity and Vodoun, which function as the basis of what he calls Neo-Hoodooism. Indeed,
Neo HooDooism as professed in its manifesto circulates around a freedom of the body as moved
by the Spirit, signified too in the vernacular expression of Black people having “soul.” Each novel
of Reed’s develops Neo HooDoo with Mumbo Jumbo likely functioning as its central text. Signs
are evident in his earlier novels as well, particularly with regard to sex.

Yellow Back Radio Broke-Down’s protagonist, Loop Garoo functions in the novel as a Neo
HooDooist, and as such he fully engages freedoms of the body. Another character of the novel
witnesses him with a lover (who happens to be his antagonist’s wife but with whom he had also
had a previous connection):

Well they were on the ground making out and she started to writhe and hiss like

a serpent and say skerry things like: mash potatoes all over my motherfucking

soul. Then after it was over he gathered her up and they rode off to the cemetery

where tombs shone against the moon like white plates.”™
His antagonist, Drag Gibson, a self-professed devout Catholic, by contrast claims to like sex but
never appears in the novel as doing so. The vitality of sex that Loop is having — soul stirring
enough to make her speak gibberish -- as compared to her non-existent sex life with her husband,
Drag, is consistent with Reed’s critique of Christianity, especially Catholicism. NeoHooDoo
approaches sex not as a sin but as one of life’s many bodily pleasures. Reed is not alone in this:
Richard Pryor’s autobiography and comedy is filled with tales of his love for “pussy”; Cecil

Brown’s The Life and Loves of Mr. Jiveass Nigger is itself a sexual adventure, probably a

contributing factor to Reed’s inclusion of Brown as a Neo-HooDooist.”> The evidence suggests

"“Ishmael Reed, Yellow Back Radio Broke-Down (Normal, IL: Dalkey Archive Press, 1969), 99.

> Reed, 19 Necromancers, 25. Reed introduces Brown on p. 1 as a “dap, down, helluva serious
young professor who knocks the women cuckoo,” privileging not only Brown’s exploratory
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that sex — and lots of it — was important for these young men’s definition and experience of
themselves as men. In this context, sex between Black men and white women plays a significant
part in this funk ethos: if the symbolic history positioned her as the highest symbol of purity and he
as the basest signifier of a primordial, dirty sexual drive, then their sexual coupling would have to
symbolize an embrace of funk and a disregard for restraint and repression.

In offering her critique of “sex negativity,” Rubin reads genitalia as the most abject within
a Western/Christian paradigm: “the genitalia are an intrinsically inferior part of the body, much
lower and less holy than the mind, the ‘soul,” the ‘heart,” or even the upper part of the digestive
system (the status of the excretory organs is close to that of the genitalia).”’® Because her focus
here is a call for a radical theory of sex, she argues that the genitalia are more taboo than the anus
and excrement, but arguably the anus signifies the most unholy of body holes, both in terms of sex
and excrement. Freeing the body from Western/White/Christian/American repressiveness
functions at the center of Funk’s revolutionary power, projected as a vision of anarchy. In Yellow
Back Radio Broke-Down, the NeoHooDooists and “their children” march toward an
“anarchotechnological paradise” where “tranquilized and smiling machines gladly did all of the

work so that man could be free to dream.”’”

It is an “American paradise” that “can only be found
by those of innocent motives, the young without yellow fever in their eyes.” It is a place “without

gurus monarchs patriarchs and all the other galoots who in cahoots have made the earth a pile of

human bones under the feet of wolves.”"® It envisions an “America” that lives up to the ideals of

narrative of interracial heterosexual sex as an expatriate but also Brown’s own personal prowess
with women.

’® Rubin, 11.
" Reed, Yellow Back Radio Broke-Down, 24.
"8 |bid., 25.
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the freedoms it espouses, and the novel seeks to overthrow the order imposed by “[s]tupid
historians who are hired by the cattlemen to promote reason, law and order — toad men who adore
facts” and a capitalism that profits from racism; such an order and its historians dismiss the
possibility, or even desirability, of such a place.”

Arguably, P-Funk was similarly anarchic. This disruption of order played out in the live
performances as well. But, this Funk thing is not necessarily new; it builds on the “Bad Nigger”
whom Mel Watkins argues is characterized by a disregard for life and death, pride in sexual
virility; extravagance in dress and possessions; and an “insatiable love of having a good time.”*°
The NeoHooDooist is the 1960s and 1970s “Bad Nigger” who aims to create anarchy and disrupt
order to bring Funk to earthlings, spreading Black culture as a mode of the American ideals of
equality and liberation. A Funk ethos envisions Black cultural production as powerful and
valuable. As Reed argued in 1968, “We do have a heritage. You may think it’s scummy and low-
down and funky and homespun, but it’s there. I think it’s beautiful. I’d invite it to dinner.”®

Further, Reed and P-Funk also relied on levity and humor to convey their visions. This is the kind

of Black nationalism Richard Pryor engaged on The Richard Pryor Show.

" Ibid., 24.
8 Watkins, On the Real Side, 464.
81 Sheppherd interview with Reed, 12.
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CHAPTER2: RICHARD PRYOR, BLACK NATIONALISM AND SHIT
THAT’S FUNNY
1970s funk emerged as a Black Arts rejection of white values that bifurcated humanness,

with whites signifying “clean” and Blacks as dirty. A funk ethos instead emphasized an
individual-based freedom grounded in collective identities uncompromised by white, bourgeois, or
Black militant supremacies. In general, Black Arts activists articulated an allergic response to
white-controlled images of Black people, their lives, and dreams, especially on television.
Chicago-based Black Arts poet and publisher, Don L. Lee, specifically problematizes television
portrayals of Black life in his 1969 collection of poetry, Don’t Cry, Scream. The opening poem
functions not only as a sort of Black Arts manifesto regarding the function of Black poetry, akin to
Amiri Baraka’s “Revulotionary Theatre,” but also decries the deplorable limitations of “Black”
television shows:

Blackpoetry moves to define & legitimize blackpeople’s reality (that which is real

to us). Those in power (the unpeople) control and legitimize the negroes’ (the

realpeople’s) reality out of that which they, the unpeople, consider real. That is, to

the unpeople the television programs Julia and The Mod Squad reflect their vision

of what they feel the Blackman is about or should be about. So, in effect,

blackpoetry is out to negate the negative influences of the mass media; whether it

be TV, newspapers, magazines, or some whi-te boy standing on a stage saying he’s

a “blue eyed soul brother.!
Blackness must wrest itself from white-controlled images through its own artistic modes. Lee’s

rejection of Julia and The Mod Squad as unacceptable representations simultaneously critiques the

shows, the actors, and television for forwarding images of Blackness that must be obliterated.

! Haki Madhubuti, GroundWork: New and Selected Poems of Don L. Lee/Haki R. Madhubuti,
From 1966-1996 (Chicago, IL: Third World Press, 1996), 35.
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Diahann Carroll and Bill Cosby would have been the prominent Black actors with weekly
shows in 1969, but these “sanitized” versions of Blackness had little connection to reality. That, at
least, was Amiri Baraka’s perception in the fall: “But the fact is that our nation, our people, are out
there, like you say, with no path and the artist has to be right there in the center to provide the path
and provide the heart beat for them, otherwise who is to provide it? Julia? And Bill Cosby? You
understand?” The audience, brought together by Woodie King, Jr. at The Gate Theater on the
Lower Eastside, agreed, offering their laughter and applause to affirm that they too saw the
absurdity laid bare by Baraka.? Living “well beyond her means” in an “upscale apartment” that
was “too ‘posh’ for a nurse’s salary,” Julia’s portrayal of Black single motherhood as “glamorous”
would have been a primary example of the problem Black Artists articulated®: operating within a
paradigm constructed by whites according to their realities versus the pressing needs and concerns
of the majority of Black people. Conventional in its genre format as a sitcom largely dependent at
the time on a white, middle-class value system, Julia, then did nothing to portray what a new
nation would look like, nothing to reflect the collective experience of living Black in the U.S. or
speak from the collective consciousness, with nothing to contribute to “the revolution.”

Richard Pryor, on the other hand, was “hot in the black community long before [he]

cracked the mainstream” because his “shows were events, sojourns into territory considered

2 “Talking of Black Art, Theatre, Revolution and Nationhood: Part II — Black Theatre: ‘A
Forum’,” Black Theatre 5: Waitin’ for the ‘70’s: 27.

® Demetria Rougeaux Shabazz, “Negotiated Boundaries: Production Practices and the Making of
Representation in Julia,” in The Sitcom Reader: America Viewed and Skewed, ed. Mary M.
Dalton and Laura R. Lindner (NY: State University of New York Press, 2005), 153.
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dangerous, taboo [...] and true to life.”* It was this kind of irreverence he imagined would
challenge the majority and change “the mainstream”:

When | committed to do a ten-week comedy-variety series, | thought | could do

something significant. | saw only the possibilities of TV as a way of

communicating. [ mean, one week of truth on TV would blow people’s minds.

You got 50 million people listening to the real shit every week, there’s going to be a

revolution in the way everybody thinks.
Benefiting from network competition over Black audiences but caught in their inability to handle a
Blackness or a Black man that did not stay in place, Pryor launched this show at a high point in his
career and a low point in his personal life. Though deeply frustrated by the constraints of network
censorship, Pryor demonstrates in the show a broad creative range that is not simply comic but also
sometimes satiric, dramatic, didactic, polemical or any combination thereof. Many have argued
that the network censorship severely limited Pryor; however, | argue that the censorship was
productive, inducing Pryor to be evermore creative, evermore the trickster, evermore the “Bad
Nigger.” Though he may have felt the show a failure, it was his most successful mainstream
venture in terms of his early desire for revolution consistent with a Black Arts ethos.

Much of the analysis in the existing scholarship on The Richard Pryor Show examines the
same sketches, such as the opening sketch that never aired on the show but aired later that night on
all the network news programs; Pryor as the 40™ President of the United States of America;
“Dropping Like Flies,” which positions NBC as slavers and Richard Pryor as a slave; and the

various closing skits that show Pryor as a man literally cornered, contained, and watched by the

network. The purpose of these analyses is often to show how those sketches, and by extension the

* Richard Pryor with Todd Gold, Pryor Convictions: And Other Life Sentences (New York:
Pantheon Books, 1995), 129.

® Ibid., 153.
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show, challenged the status quo by forwarding an “offensive” Blackness. The readings generally
agree that the show was censored as a result of Pryor performing an authentic Blackness. This
project clearly builds on this scholarship, arriving at some of the same conclusions. But, | would
also like to do more than nod to the Berkeley years. | would like to read the television show as a
text in conversation with “1969” and the works of the artists examined in Chapter One even though
the show does not remain in 1969. The constraints of his chosen genre — television, within the
context of network fears of FCC regulation, force the production of highly creative sketches that
navigate the ruptures and disjunctures thrown by the network.

The Richard Pryor Show was a variety show, its unifying element, as indicated in the title,
was its promise to showcase the comic genius of Richard Pryor. It was born of The Richard Pryor
Special?, which aired on NBC in May 1977. Its success was likely the network’s impetus for
pursuing an actual show with Pryor as it saw its competitor, CBS, soar in the ratings with Black
shows and is it watched the success of its own edgy, comedy variety show, Saturday Night Live.
The 1970s had watched for the first time an explosion of television shows with predominantly
Black casts dealing with issues relevant to living Black in the country at that time, but they were
primarily family-oriented sitcoms, a formulaic format that relied on flat characters. NBC had
already experienced success with The Flip Wilson Show (1970-1974) and Sanford and Son (1972-
1977). ABC was entering the game with the sitcoms like What’s Happening (1976-1979) and the
short-lived Cos (1976), Bill Cosby’s attempt at a variety comedy show for children, as well as

Redd Foxx’s short-lived variety show, The Redd Foxx Show (1977-78).° ABC’s more successful

® On various internet sources, this show is identified as airing in 1986, and the 1970s show is

widely referred to as The Redd Foxx Comedy Hour. | am calling it the Redd Foxx Show as it is

listed in the prime timed schedules posted in Cobbett S. Steinberg, TV Facts (New York: Facts
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shows were those with Black cast members, like Welcome Back, Kotter (1975-1979) and Starsky
and Hutch (1975-1979). It was CBS though that was clearly the main competitor, with Normal
Lear producing Good Times on CBS (1974-1979) and The Jeffersons (1975-1985).’

This was the landscape for Black TV in 1977. The Richard Pryor Special? would
function as a manifesto for the show. Based on his Saturday Night Live work and this special, the
network surely knew the comedian they would court for a show. The Special was a series of
sketches linked together by Pryor wandering the halls of NBC studios wondering what he should
do for the show, taking us through a variety of fictional characters and circumstances. They were
dreamscapes — imaginings of what he would or could do on his own show. He meets different
people as he winds through the corridors, many of whom pitch ideas. As a composition of short
stories, it showcased Pryor as a writer, as a leader on the set, as a thinker, a social commentator, a
slapstick comic, a satirist, an improvisational wizard, and as a convincing actor. At times, the
audience is set up to expect a punchline that never comes, offering in its place a bottom line, a
moral of the story. But, The Richard Pryor Show only lasted four episodes from October to
November of the same year.

The show performed Black nationalism as a counterhegemonic force and played a
substantial part in changing the status quo, but this would only become clear over time given the
seemingly immediate failure of the show based on its poor ratings. Just as James Smethurst argues

that the debates and splits within the Black Arts movement were typically productive, | argue that

on File Publications, 1985), 61. It sat in the Thursday night 10 p.m. slot against CBS’ Barnaby
Jones and NBC’s Rosetti and Ryan.

" Christine Acham, Revolution Televised: Prime Time and the Struggle for Black Power
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2004), xiii; Steinberg, TV Facts, 58-63. And then
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Pryor’s television writing and performances for the show forwarded a Black nationalism that
challenged the status quo to democratize democracy. Richard Pryor voiced the funk unashamedly
and thereby altered mainstream responses to and receptivity of a comedy born of urban Black life
experiences. As Dave Chappelle would later say, Pryor was “the highest evolution of comedy”
because “the mark of greatness is when everything before you is obsolete, and everything after you
bears your mark.”®

If success of a television show is determined by high ratings and/or longevity, then it is
easy to see The Richard Pryor Show as a failure since it survived only four episode. But, it set
historical precedent. So, what was different about The Richard Pryor Show? It certainly was not
its critique of mainstream values; The Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour had already done that.
Nor was the focus on the comic talents of a Black man new; The Flip Wilson Show had done that.
But, it was the first showcase of a Black man’s persistent critique of racial inequity and double
standards, the sometimes debilitating effects of such on those who suffer it (Blacks and American
Indians specifically), the hardening effects on those who dole it, and the possibilities for an
integrated country that needed to take responsibility for its segregated past. And, yet, it was not all
critique. It was a celebration as well, of Black survival and triumph and of comic versatility and
televisual possibility, even within the frustrating limits of censorship, which required an aggressive
creativity. Never before had television seen Black comedy be so confrontational and so self-

consciously pro-Black. Richard Pryor had cleaned up his act, but he remained profane.

there was Soul Train (1970), the longest running show on television, but it would not have been
part of the major networks’ ratings battles. Acham, 66.

® Dave Chappelle, interview by James Lipton, Inside the Actor’s Studio (12 February 2006), DVD.
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FCC and 1970s Television

Taping the final episode of The Richard Pryor Show in October 1977, Pryor warned his
studio audience (and a potential television audience): “I’m gonna do a stand up on the TV show,
and I’m not gonna edit. A lot of people are gonna be offended, so you might as well leave now cuz
I’'m’a say ‘fuck’ and ‘suck’ and ‘shit” and ‘doo-doo.””*® By this time, well versed in the constraints
of television, Pryor should have known that right then he had dashed any hopes of his stand up
making the final edit of the show. He certainly knew that most of those particular words and their
attendant versions were unacceptable and had been tried and tested by comedians like Lenny Bruce
and George Carlin. Indeed, Bruce’s propensity for pushing the limits and speaking taboos earned
him the labels “sick” and “dirty,” and more importantly, several lengthy, debilitating legal battles.
Struggling against various levels of constraints, Pryor still managed not only to subvert network
control but to inject that revolutionary humor into the mainstream. Since its beginnings in 1934
the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) has been concerned with the broadcasting of
obscene, indecent, and profane speech, which of course has existed in tension with the
Constitution’s first amendment protection of free speech. Not surprisingly then, it has been
comedians who have pushed the limits, forcing government and society to struggle with what
exactly constitutes freedom of speech, especially when structures like religion and government,
vastly invested in regulating the body and sex, are at stake.

Bruce was first arrested on charges of obscenity in San Francisco in October 1961 for
using “cocksucker” in a nightclub routine. Between 1962 and April 1964, Bruce would be arrested

several times over (Hollywood, Chicago, Los Angeles, New York) and barred from performing

° Burt Sugarman, ex prod, “Mudbone Monologue,” The Richard Pryor Show TV Special,
Volume 3: Special Features (2004), DVD.
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around the world in Vancouver and Sydney, eventually convicted, sentenced to four months on
Riker’s Island.'® In this complicated history of comedy, performance, and regulation (legal or
industry), Bruce’s experiences signify the possible seriousness and social work of comedy,
particularly in a supposedly free and democratic society. Comic theorist Lawrence Mintz argues
that the standup comic in particular is endowed with social license for “deviate behavior and
expression” and is thus expected to violate cultural taboos.** In the United States, the comic does
this work under the assumption of Constitutional protection. Bruce slipped through the cracks at
the border of the First Amendment at a particular historical moment, and it would seem that within
the confines of a club where adults paid and therefore chose to hear what he had to say, he would
have been protected against charges of endangering children. These pervasive social concerns with
obscenity and satire were passed on to the FCC of the 1970s, and less than a decade after Bruce’s
conviction for obscenity, one man was able to complain and gain a national platform for concerns
over indecency on the radio.

In the early 1970s, comedian George Carlin had repeated in syncopated, spit fire rhythm,

9912

“Shit, piss, fuck, cunt, cocksucker, motherfurcker, tits,”*“ and labeled them the seven words you

can’t say on radio or television. The repetition of the refrain was his introduction to questioning

19 Stephen E. Kercher, Revel With a Cause: Liberal Satire in Postwar America (Chicago, IL:
The University of Chicago Press, 2006), 439. Bruce never served the sentence, sentencing
himself instead to his own defense. He effectively stopped performing, was declared legally
bankrupt, and in August 1966 died of a morphine overdose. Kercher, 540.

1 { awrence E. Mintz. “Standup Comedy as Social and Cultural Mediation” American Quarterly
37 (1), Special Issue: American Humor (Spring 1985): 74-76.

12 Stanley D. Tickton, “Obscene/Indecent Programming: The FCC and WBAI” in Censorship,
Secrecy, Access and Obscenity, ed. Theodore R. Kupferman (Westport: Meckler, 1990), 58.
Michael Kantor, dir., “Episode Four: When I’m Bad, I’'m Better — The Groundbreakers,” Make
‘Em Laugh, DVD, Disc 2 (2008) ; “Seven Words” (Phoenix, 1978)
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why this was so for each individual word and a few more that are not on that list. Carlin argues
that first of all, no one offers a definitive list of that which cannot be uttered; it has to be said first
and then censored. Secondly, he asserts, there are more words to describe the unacceptable words
than the words themselves: “bad, dirty, filthy, foul, vile, vulgar, course,...indecent, profane, blue,
off-color, risqué, suggestive, cursing, cussing, swear...”™ Hearing an early version of this routine
on October 30, 1973 as part of a program on a New York City Pacifica radio station, WBAI-FM,
one man, John R. Douglas, filed a complaint with the FCC just over a month later on December 3"
against the station. Apparently, his young son was in the car with him, and his concern was that
such material was on the radio at an hour that children could hear it.

One wonders though how much of the routine Douglas heard: if he listened long enough
to understand Carlin’s critique, then he chose to expose his son rather than change the station, and
if he turned before hearing the context and Carlin’s critical line of questioning about language and
power, then he missed the point. Regardless though, the fact that his one complaint could spur
such hullabaloo indicates that on a national level, at least of governance, there was a pervasive
concern at the time about indecency, obscenity, and broadcasting, specifically as related to the
protection of children and the “automatic...unabridged intrusion of the electronic media into the
home” where children were “members of a captive audience without the ability to control the
receiver, or the capacity for individual choice” as opposed to adults who could choose to purchase

a ticket to a show, an album or printed matter.** Presumably the latter became acceptable only in

www.youtube.com/watch?v=3 Nrp7cj tM
13 Michael Kantor ,dir., Make ‘Em Laugh (Ghost Light Films, 2008), DVD Box Set, Disc 3.
14 Tickton, 60.
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the wake of Lenny Bruce’s legal battles waged against him for his use of “obscene” words in his
nightclub stand up performances.

The ramifications and outcomes of Douglas’ one 1973 complaint index the national
magnitude of debates surrounding the protection of children and television, at the center of which
was comedy: it spawned a legal battle that would make its way to the Supreme Court, the Federal
Communications Commission v. Pacifica Foundation, and the case would not be decided until
nearly five years later in July 1978."° In the meantime, as a direct result of the complaint and
Carlin’s “Seven Words You Can Never Say on Television,” Congress asked the FCC to essentially
clean up television, particularly regarding sex, crime and violence. Under the direction of
Chairman Richard Wiley, the FCC tried to implement a “family viewing hour,” premised on the
belief that after the first hour of primetime television, there were likely significantly fewer children
in the television viewing audience, so the first hour of primetime television would be reserved for
programming appropriate for a general family audience.'®

Given these vague categories of “appropriate,” “acceptable,” and even “child,” the FCC
specified a child to be 12 years old and under. The major problem was that such restrictions flew
in the face of the First Amendment. As a resolution, the FCC aimed to minimize exposure for
children and maintain adults’ First Amendment rights by demarcating the hours of 11:00 p.m. to
7:00 a.m. as a less restricted zone: “the Commission was of the opinion that [during those hours]

the number of children exposed, and the number of other people who would or could be offended,

15 Ibid., 58 and 665.

18 Kimberly A. Zarkin and Michael J. Zarkin, The Federal Communications Commission: Front
Line in the Culture and Regulation Wars (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 2006), 107.

68



would be greatly reduced. Permitting dissemination on this basis to consenting adults would avoid
First Amendment complications since such materials would not be totally suppressed.”’

The Richard Pryor show takes place in these muddy waters of comedy and censorship, the
FCC, and Blacks on TV, coming out of an era of broader youth anti-establishment rebellion, at the
forefront of which were the Black Power and Black Arts Movements. The 1970s were a hub of
change for the FCC, particularly with regard to television broadcasting. As a regulatory body, the
FCC is enmeshed in a complex web of government, industry, and the public, responding to a
variety of pressures from Congress (its bread and butter), the White House, the Courts, the industry
it regulates and the constituents it serves and sells (to advertisers) — both citizen groups and even
individuals."® The President appoints five Commissioners ultimately headed by one Chair; albeit
the Commission reports to Congress and not the President, it is still aligned with the Presidential
vision.® Though not uncommon for disagreement within the industry, between the FCC Chair and
Congress, or within the commission itself, Chair Robert Wiley, appointed by President Nixon at
the beginning of 1972 (serving until October 13, 1977, exactly one week before the final episode of
The Richard Pryor Show) apparently routinely won consensus votes among his commissioners.?
This kind of unifying ability seemingly belies the turbulence of the 1970s for the FCC, particularly

surrounding these same issues of (in)decency and language.

7 Tickton, 61.
18 Zarkin and Zarkin, 49-58.

19 Ibid.; Robert L. Hilliard, The Federal Communications Commission: A Primer (Boston: Focal
Press, 1991), 6-7.

20 7arkin and Zarkin, 203.
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In this televisual landscape saturated with controversies over indecent material and
broadcasting, Richard Pryor undertook The Richard Pryor Show on NBC after having been on
Saturday Night Live. It is a curious thing, the network’s attraction to Pryor after his téte-a-téte with
Chevy Chase in a sketch of word association that ends with Chase saying, “Nigger,” and Pryor
responding with “Dead honky!” Executives may not have been well versed in his standup
material, but they knew enough of Pryor to be nervous about his unpredictability, his temper, and
his “foul” mouth to put him on a 5-second delay so that they could potentially censor what he said
before the national audience heard it. Highly frustrated by the censorship he encountered and by
the same kinds of constraints and limitations satirized by Carlin,** Pryor likely would have agreed
with Dick Smothers, who said retrospectively of The Smother Brother’s Comedy Hour cancelled in
1969, “When you feel passionate about a political thing or it’s something that has to be let out
there the networks don’t look at it that way. They look at advertising; it’s a medium to sell product,
period.”22

Ultimately, capitalism and white supremacy may be inevitable, but that does not make
them omnipotent. Horace Newcomb and Robert S. Alley argue in their work The Producer’s
Medium: Conversations with Creators of American TV that in television it is the producer who is
ultimately responsible for the vision and success of the show. This was also a role occupied by
white men. By their logic, Burt Sugarman would have been responsible for the vision and success
of The Richard Pryor Show though it seems clear that the balance of power rested with Richard

Pryor. While Newcomb and Alley see television as offering “us an imaginative space in which to

2! pryor, 145, 157, 158.
22 Make ‘Em Laugh, Disc 3.
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»23 they are also crediting producers like Lear for

assess what we are and what we shall be,
providing that imaginative space. This seems almost to negate their point about television as a site
of possibility as it reinforces a racial order and does not consider the power of people like Flip
Wilson, Don Cornelius, Esther Rolle, Richard Pryor, and Paul Mooney who played key roles in the
direction of their television shows.?* Television scholar Herman Gray argues in Watching Race:
Television and the Struggle for “Blackness” that television functions as both “a resource and a site
in which blackness as a cultural sign is produced, circulated, and enacted.”® Like Newcomb and
Alley, he is suggesting that television can be a space of possibility, of imagination, of production
but without crediting the typically white producer for this. In other words, Dick Smothers’ words
are as accurate as Pryor’s frustrations were valid, but it is also true that shows like The Smothers
Brothers Comedy Hour and The Richard Pryor Show proved television to be a site of imagination

and possibility. Even as Pryor battled NBC, his show indeed proved television to be, as Gray

argues, a resource and a site for possibility.

23 Horace Newcomb and Robert S. Alley, The Producer’s Medium: Conversations with Creators
of American TV (New York: Oxford University Press, 1983), 31 and 26.

24 Acham makes the case for each of them in separate chapters. The only criteria she articulates
her selection of given shows is that they are “key shows in a reassessment of black television
history,” but underneath, threaded throughout the book, is her interest in demonstrating the levels
of control that various Black people had in certain television shows of the 1970s, and that the
work they did for their respective television shows was socially relevant and impacting (xv).

2 Herman Gray, Watching Race: Television and the Struggle for “Blackness” (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1995), 2.
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The Richard Pryor Special

The Special functions to some extent as a manifesto for the show — that it will
unashamedly address issues of racial inequity. Every sketch is somehow related to race. The show
opens with “Dropping Like Flies,” a scene about race clearly marked by opening inside a slave
ship. Pryor is one of the shackled Black men rowing when John Belushi enters as a slaver to pick
on to go “up there” since “the men, they’re dropping like flies up there.” We know that this is a
wholly undesirable fate since the one chosen instead jumps overboard screaming, “Oh no, not that,

2

anything but that,” the mystery of course being what’s “up there.” Belushi then points to Pryor,
who cringes in fear, and it is revealed that the dreaded destination is NBC itself, and this fate worse
than death is that he is going to do his own special, to which he replies, “Oh no!” This
characterization of a looming, terrorizing network threads throughout the show as well, recurring
in most episodes, so The Special plants this seed in its opening sketch.

Indeed, the opening sketch of the The Richard Pryor Show’s first episode was cut though
it asserted the same critique of the network. It opens with a simple close up of Pryor’s face against
a black background. He is discussing his joy at finally having his own show, the attendant
controversies surrounding him having a television show, whether there would actually be a show,
and commentary from people that he would have to compromise. Pryor then insists that he did not
have to compromise anything in order to have his own show as the camera pulls back to show him

supposedly naked) with his “balls cut off,” as Pryor would say, but actually in a body stocking.26

In the context of “1969,” Pryor is harkening Cleaver’s eunuch, who is the definition of what

26 pryor, 158.
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manhood is not. Without his genitalia, he is not a man, or stated positively, his manhood is his
genitalia and what he can do with it.

So, Pryor appearing “divested of his Balls” (capital “B”) in the edited scene while he is
saying he had did not have to compromise anything signifies that “all” he compromised was his
manhood, his power. What was the actual offending element of the sketch that warranted it being
cut — the missing penis and balls, the mere suggestion of a Black penis and its Balls, or Pryor’s
articulation of the Black man-white man relationship as that of the supermasculine menial to the
omnipotent administrator? Reed would suggest the latter, the “eternal struggle between the black
supermasculine menial and the white omnipotent administrator — a struggle that continues in
various forms to this day.” (italic emphasis added)?’ Ironically, despite Pryor arguing that the
network had taken his manhood, Cecil Brown argues that “the thing about Richard is that he really
had Hollywood by the balls, so to speak....Everybody wanted to be in Richard Pryor’s presence,
everybody, all the producers.”®® He was a hot commodity as the real deal, the authentic Black
man, but apparently, sometimes too Black and too blue. Despite network censorship of the show
itself, the controversy of the sketch was covered on the NBC, ABC, and CBS news thereby
negating the initial censorship.?

“Castrated” by the network, he had to give up his manhood or rather his power to make
decisions, the sketch implies. Positioning the network as an enslaver, he is arguing it works to

eradicate self-sovereignty. And yet, while Pryor positions himself as a powerless victim in both,

27 Ishmael Reed, preface to Soul On Ice, by Eldridge Cleaver (New York: Dell Publishing,
1992), Xiv.

28 Cecil Brown, interview with author, audio recording, New York, New York, 17 November
2008.

29 Acham, 157.
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the fact remains that he is making this commentary from the position of having his own show from
which he profits, as indicated by the show’s theme song, “Money, Money, Money,” also a
recurrent theme in his autobiography — that he did certain projects for the “monies.” He has a
forum for rendering public the “private” racism of the network. It appears that a seemingly naked
Black man speaking of his castration by the network was more offensive than an enslaved Black
man expressing fear of NBC even though the latter was satiric. In these sketches, the network and
Pryor also signify “the man” and “the Black man.” This is no longer “Richard Cosby,” and he is
clearly in conversation with the ideas generated during his Berkeley years.

If The Special was willing to take on that “eternal struggle between the black
supermasculine menial and the white omnipotent administrator,” it also challenges stereotyped,
minstrel images of Blacks by present Black life as multi-faceted and by presenting an array of
Black characters. Consistent with a “1969” valuing of the street as a legitimate producer of art and
culture, wisdom is demonstrated in the show not by a preacher or a revolutionary but by the old
shoeshine man who worked the halls of NBC and made it possible, so he says, for Pryor to have
the show. Even Idi Amin, known for his brutalilty and for “kicking all of the white people out of
Uganda,” is given more respect in Pryor’s characterizations than the sheisty preacher who is
hustling people from the pulpit not so differently from Glen Turman’s Booster Johnson, who is
hustling people in the NBC hallways.

Idi Amin seems to get “Bad Nigger” status on the show: he murders ruthlessly in the skit
and jokes about it (“I love American people. I have to say, I had two for lunch!”), but he also
asserts himself as a Black man confronting white America. “You know, speaking of Black man,
Muhammad Ali and myself are the only Black men known all over the world,” he says, expressing

a strong Pan African vision. The punchline: “and we both Muslim,” at which he cracks himself up.
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Not only will Black men rise to power globally, as evidenced by himself and Muhammad Ali, but
they will not be Christian men. These men of power will be the antithesis of a WASP American
image of powerful men. Reinforcing this fantastic definition of “American” as WASP, Pryor-as-
Amin continues, “Americans don’t want the Black man to know nothing, you know that? Doesn’t
even want the Black man to come to Africa and fight. You know why? Cause in Africa nobody
call you Nigger.”

In his assessment of The Special, reporter John J. O’Connor argues that it “failed” despite
being “complex” and described it alternately as “genuinely disturbing,” “bitter,” “militant,” and
offering “some simple-minded swipes at Whites.”*® O’Connor is particularly disturbed by Pryor’s
imitation of Idi Amin. It is clear that Pryor is mocking Amin as a ruthless dictator, but he also uses
Amin as a voice to critique U.S. racism when he jokes that Americans do not want Blacks to go to
Africa where they will not be called “Nigger.” Instead of universally condemning Amin, Pryor
provides a moment of Black nationalist/pan-African alliance with African Americans: “Some day
all over the world, Black man do victory dance. You know, speaking of Black man, Muhammad
Ali and myself are the only Black men known all over the world, and we both Muslim.”** Clearly
bristling at this use of Amin’s voice, O’Connor concludes that “[t]his is Mr. Pryor at his most
confused and objectionable.” It probably did not help that in its poignancy, The Special and The
Richard Pryor Show were not always funny either.

From today’s perspective with the much publicized debate over the ‘“N-word,” it is

amazing to think of “nigger” not being censored by the network. But, in 1977, it clearly carried a

% John J. O’Connor, “TV: Pryor and Chase Take Their Pot Shots,” New York Times (5 May 1977):
C27. ProQuest Historical Newspapers The New York Times (1851-2005).
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different weight. Richard Pryor was probably one of, if not the first Black comedian to use
“nigger” freely in front of non-Black audience members. Black comedians freely used it with all-
Black crowds, but Pryor’s usage of it in front of integrated audiences was initially shocking to all
involved. Yet, he would have been a lone voice at the time. Who else was saying “nigger” or
“dead honkey” on TV besides Richard Pryor? One could argue that his use of it was an indictment
of white liberals and those openly racist alike. His usage of it in front of whites laid bare the open
secret that whites were already intimately familiar with the word; there was no need not to use it
simply because they were present. It was as if he was using national television to address Black
people, and whites had no role in the conversation other than to listen. Whites may or may not
have understood Pryor’s usage of “nigger” on these terms. And, ultimately, the point of his saying
it here is to say that in Africa, nobody calls you “nigger.” Perhaps, the censors might have missed

the joke.

Revolutionary Humor: A World of Antitypical Characters

As explored in Chapter 1, the Richard Pryor that is visible on Live & Smokin is markedly
different from the “Richard Cosby” who graced television sets with a clean shaven face, a skinny
tie, and a suit. This Pryor had clearly shifted from clean to funky, both in terms of his image and
his material. He had clearly mined his life experiences for these characters he was now performing,
and they were a wider range of Black characters than perhaps had ever been performed before. As
defined by the Museum of Broadcast Communications, Pryor’s humor was revolutionary because

his characters not only ridiculed and commented on Black circumstances, but they also ridiculed

31 «A Rebuttal: I1di Amin Dada,” The Richard Pryor Special, The Richard Pryor Show DVD Box
Set, Volume 3.
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and commented indirectly on minstrelsy and media images of Blacks up until that point. The
presence and “newness” of his characters marked their absence. The wino and junkie to whom we
are introduced in Live & Smokin, who would have created in those Berkeley years, show up again
on Pryor’s television show. Their emergence in the raw standup setting is an important
counterpoint for examining their portrayal on the show and addressing this question of constraints
placed on Pryor and my argument that they pushed him to be more productive.

In Live and Smokin’, we are not only introduced to the wino and the junkie but also to
Pryor’s uncanny ability to inhabit, embody, and perform these different characters as distinct.
When asked six years later about his ability to do this, he explained, “I’m everybody. Everybody
that | can re-create, I'm somehow part of them. I’ve got the same things in me, no matter how
terrible they are. Maybe I don’t do the same things, but I know.” He continues that there is no

person he cannot play, not even “Hitler, really. Unfortunately,”**

implying that the depths and pain
of his own life experiences allow him to portray pain convincingly, humanly. Surely, Pryor’s own
relationship to drugs also aided his ability to portray the wino and the junkie compassionately and
as reasonable beings — as sad people rather than disposable people. To the uninformed and
unfamiliar, there probably is little difference really between a wino and a junkie as both signify
“low life,” failure, and the bottom of the social scale.

Pryor’s return to his life, to the streets and its people, the prostitutes, pimps, winos,

junkies, his grandmother, required that he ignored earlier exhortations by Cosby “to be careful.

Not to Cuss. Not to talk foul. Not to act no fool.”** Pryor chose to portray these antitypical,

%2 Janet Maslin, ““Didn’t Cut Nobody’s Throat,” says a Proud Pryor,” New York Times (18
August 1977): 76. ProQuest Historical Newspapers The New York Times (1851-2005).

% pryor, 73.
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unsavory characters and was able to do so because of the groundwork already covered by Gregory
and Cosby. As Watkins argues, that African-American comedians
had to project a cocksure, dauntless image that erased lingering suspicions of
inferiority and clearly engaged their audience on an equal basis. It was not
necessary that they told racial jokes or focused on social satire, but it was essential
that they dislodge all traces of the minstrel image of the servile, slow-witted Sambo,
which had hounded them like a shadow for over a century.®*
But, this wino is hopeful and civic-minded. He introduces himself as a “people-ologist” who, like
Pryor, “studied people.” He is a contributing member of his neighborhood, surveilling as
necessary, “Say fool, you better slow that fool down. This a neighborhood not a residential
district!”

When the younger junkie shows up, the wino warns him that he had better “lay off that
narcotic, nigga. Done made you null and void. Fucking around here in the streets like a fool; you
could help the community. You better get it together.” He is boisterous, energetic, and funny.
More importantly, he looks at this young man and speaks of possibility and the future, exhibiting a
sense of responsibility to shepherd the younger man. The junkie is on some different stuff though,
literally and figuratively. He is a heavy character, sad to contemplate, clearly feeling trapped by
racism. Pryor’s performance contrasts the wino against the junkie in almost every way. The
wino’s speech is clear while the junkie’s is drawled, sometimes incoherent. His eyes roll, and he
drools. His anger is always at the fringes of his nihilism and desperation: “Where in the fuck a
nigga gon get a job out here in the streets?” He starts weeping at the mention of his inability to

cope and work on the outside. “Kiss my motherfuckin’ ass. Kill me, mofo. Man, I gotta go

through all this shit just to get a job? Motherfuck a job. I rather be high.” He is not to be

34 Watkins, On the Real Side, 501.
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dismissed though as he actively engages his audience with his complexity: he has a story to tell,
one to be heard. He knows nothing of love: “My momma, mother dear, called me a dog; the bitch
called me a dog. My daddy told me he don’t wanna see me in the vicinity, just cuz I stole the
television.” It does not stop there. In fact, it does not even really seem to start there. “I’'m sick
man. | just need somebody to walk with me, talk with me til 2:00 tomorrow afternoon when | can
get some shit to handle this white world.” He cannot help himself or his state; he is sick on
multiple levels.

He seems almost to have walked straight off the pages of Claude Brown’s heroine-
addicted 1950s Harlem as described in Manchild in the Promised Land. Brown reflects that he did
not consider the junkies criminal-minded even though they “were committing almost all the crimes
in Harlem.” It was only for more heroine “when his habit was down on him” that “anybody who
was standing in the way of a drug addict. ..from mother or father on down — was risking his life.”*®
Based on a childhood friend who had become strung out and would plead with Brown that he
needed some “‘shit,” Brown “always referred to it as the shit plague”: “I could always see heroin
more vividly as shit than anything else, because it was real dirt.”*® So, when Pryor’s junkie says he
needs “some shit” to be able to handle the white world, he is indicating his inability to handle the
pressures of his reality — unemployment or employment that is underpaid. The clear equations
between “shit,” poverty, and dirt bring us back to Stockton, Reed and The Free-Lance Pallbearers’
protagonist Bukka Doopeyduk, and Cecil Brown’s protagonist, George, at the end of The Life &

Loves of Mr. Jiveass Nigger: the closer in proximity one is to whiteness, or in this case the stronger

% Claude Brown, Manchild in the Promised Land (New York: Touchstone, 1965), 181.
36 i
Ibid., 185.
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the effects of a society structured around white privilege, the more abject the dirt, the more
repulsive the circumstances.

Not only were they talking shit then, but they were talking about shit. Stockton’s
switchpoints provide an entry point to thinking about a Black manhood that embraces shit and funk
as an ethos in their art and conversations. As a homosocial collective explicitly concerned with
men and manhood, their interests as they expressed them reflected a primary concern with men —a
landscape of political thought only peppered with Black women, particularly outside of sex (if at
all then). Indeed, Black women seem to appear alternately in their works either as queens or as
problems, colluding assistant to white men’s agenda to assail Black men. Pryor’s television work,
however, provides significantly more Black women and in more diverse roles than his fellow
Berkeley writers. His work is also more consistently queered as he moves between homophobic
statements and stories of homosexual sex acts. But, it is from this Berkeley context that his artistic
treatment of women takes shape.

The drunk returns on The Special as Pryor imagines that everyone can relate to a bar. The
sketch starts off funnily enough with Pryor playing a drunk, Willie.®” He and the other patrons
regularly frequent this integrated bar where John Belushi plays the bartender, who informs us that
Willie comes in every Friday and has a predictable routine that involves throwing up on the other
drunks. He is unemployed which we learn when he jokes, “You know how hard my woman works
for that money?” After an altercation with another patron’s husband, Willie is then sent home for
the night after the bartender tells him, “Alright Willie, you’ve had enough fun,” to which he replies

incredulously, “Fun? You call that fun?” But, the bartender watches out for Willie, walks him to

3 “Straight Up,” The Richard Pryor Special, The Richard Pryor Show DVD Box Set, VVolume 3.
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the door as a gesture of caring, carrying a baseball bat with him, and looks out to make sure the
way is safe for him even though he only has to cross the street to get home. He leaves him with,
“OK, see you tomorrow, Willie,” indicating the routine of Willie’s drinking, to which Willie sing-
songs, “Maybe. Maybe not.” But of course, we know that Willie indeed will be back tomorrow,
and as funny and lovable as he may be in these moments, he is clearly in a bleak situation that
undergirds his habitual inebriation, fiscal irresponsibility, and general state of dependence despite
being an able adult. There is also a hopelessness we may have forgotten in the humor of the scene,
evidenced by his nightly drinking. But in a minute, his wife will quickly remind us of all this.

Until then, we watch Willie walk home, delivering a hilarious monologue about how his
woman is “gonna kill him, then talk him back to life, then kill him again.” He stumbles and
staggers across the street to his house, where he knocks on the door. On the way, he recites that
which we all know is simultaneously empty and sincere, the surely oft repeated promise, “Help me
over this one Lord, I’ll get over the next one by myself.” The wife who opens the door is played
by a young Maya Angelou. Willie walks in only to pass out on the couch. It is not yet clear
whether her commentary is meant to be serious or funny. Because it is The Richard Pryor Special,
there is the expectation of a punchline (even though by this point in the show there had already
been one such other sketch that was not comedic).*

Her monologue, though addressing Willie, is interesting because it is now a Black woman
articulating the Black man’s despair, the suggestion being that his behavior affects hers, and they

are in it together, but regardless of the depths of his despair, she, as his wife chooses to support

% This is the “Harlem Sweeties” sketch on The Richard Pryor Special that showcases the slogan
“Black is beautiful,” literally displaying Black women of various shades who compare their skin
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him, love him because she remembers him as she first met him, before the judge got to him, before
the liquor. Just as Claude Brown sees the Harlem junkies as people with stories, and just as Pryor
performed the complexities of alcoholism and drug addiction among Black men as directly
connected to the pressures of being Black men (underemployed, disrespected, devalued, unable to
provide for families), Angelou as wife narrates Willie’s story so that he is no longer a funny little
drunk:

Why do you drink so much, Willie? You have a nice time at the party? | know the

bartender had a good time. Oh, he loves you too | bet Willie. He loves you as

much as the landlord loves you, the telephone company, and the corner grocery

man. Oh they don’t understand you, hunh? They don’t appreciate your generosity?

They don’t know how you balance the economy, Willie.
The audience seems at this point to be awaiting a funny line which has not come since Willie
passed out. They laugh thinly, nervously and unconvincingly during this pause. She has that
trademark Angelou cadence — slow, considered, in a voice thick with molasses. While there is
something slightly humorous about her ironic insight, her tone does not fully suggest comedy. She
continues, “No bar in a radius of two miles can go broke because you spread your money around
fairly,” at which she smiles a broad sarcastic smile and sits back smugly, and again there is that
unconvincing, slightly desperate laughter, an audience reaching for comedy, expecting to release,
not be pulled down. But, she, like Pryor’s performance of the junkie in Live and Smokin’, is as
relentless with them as she is with Willie: “Course you spread yourself around too, but, who
suffers? Me? Don’t worry ‘bout me Willie; I get along. 1 get to sit here and talk to you intimately

like this, every night.” The dominant laugh at this point is clearly a woman’s, and there are not

many with her. She betrays a connection to Angelou’s words as she vocalizes her recognition of

colgr to food in dramatic monologue. At the end they stretch up a staircase in order of color
gradation.
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Angelou’s plight. Angelou continues, “And I get to see you in the morning -- sick, tired, and
disgusted. You know, my social worker asked me why | stay with you. How can | explain to her
that I see you like you were on that first day.” She smiles, genuinely lost in the nostalgia of her
reverie, the initial pleasure, convincingly emitting why she was once smitten with him before he
had become this. She struts across the living room, performing his swagger, her shoulders pulled
back, her back straight and tall: “You were so sassy. Your shoulders used to ride high like the
breasts of young girls. And you used to call me things that sound like | was something good to
eat.” Her line is punctuated by female audience affirmation, “That’s right!” “— honey, baby,
sweetie. You said, ‘Marry me, I’ll make you a queen.”” And, the level changes significantly, as
her voice registers a monumental shift, the weight of it exposed only to her in its aftermath.

Her smile fades; her voice cracks. The sweetness of the memory turns sour as the realities
and struggles of Black manhood invade their relationship:

And then I remember, at the courthouse, when we went to get married. You got
VERY uptight. I was so happy, I didn’t really wanna notice it, but later you said,
when the judge called you by your first name, he may as well have called you “boy.”
| thought you were being too sensitive. And then you lost your first job. [Choking
back tears] And then you lost your second job. And then I watched you time and
again go up to that welcome table and come back with dry bones. And you knew |
was watching you too, Willie. And then you called yourself a “nigga.” And I said,
“Oh honey, don’t call yourself that,” and you said, “No no, it’s an affectionate term.
I can use it, but nobody else can use it.” And then you called me a nigga, Willie.
And then, if there was ever any affection in it, it disappeared. Because you started
using it to curse me, to curse yourself, to curse a whole race [she says with an
escalating anxiety and ever-heavier tears] — to curse LIFE, Willie. And then the
booze, the booze began to take my place. It was closer than a friend and truer than a
wife. Booze doesn’t ask questions, and then what do I do, Willie? What do I do? 1
hate you. I HATE YOU! [Her voice breaks into the sound of crying] | hate
wondering if maybe some fool who thinks as little of himself will be driving a car
when you step off the curb one night. And I hate wondering if that booze is gonna
make you think you’re Muhammad Ali, and you say the wrong thing to the right
person; | hate you. | hate you. [She is sobbing now.] Until you come home, Willie.
And then, when you come home, | love you, Willie. | know you not what you
wanted to be, Willie, [rises from her chair and walks toward his prostrate and
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unconscious body] and you not what I wanted you to be, but, I'm yours, Willie,
[kneels down next to him] and you’re mine. And when I forget that, there ain’t
nothin’ else worth remembering (italic emphasis added).
The scene ends with her embracing him, her upper body overlaying his, a virtual shield against the
social worker and the harsh realities of whiteness. Despite her intentions, her shield is not as thick
as the booze, which is “truer than a wife.” The audience erupts into wild, approving applause
punctuated by affirming “Yeahs.”

Significantly, Willie’s downward spiral began with the “simple” act of the judge calling
him by his first name and then “boy.” This may have been the first time or the umpteenth time this
had happened. The impact, however, weighs more than the number. It is a clear indication of the
judge’s power and Willie’s lack thereof. He reminds Willie of his “proper” place at the bottom of
the socioeconomic scale. As a Black man, he is supposed to be disposable; he is not to be
recognized as a “man.” Interestingly, Angelou’s character seems distanced from his reality when
she remarked that at first she did not want to notice it, as if she had the privilege of not noticing.
But, on the Richard Pryor Special, this is really a skit about Black men, which is not surprising
because Black manhood was on the minds of these young brothers in Berkeley, and their works are
heavy with these concerns. They see men all around them falling; how do they keep themselves
up? Pryor’s Peoria converges with Brown’s Harlem, and they articulate the conditions of Black
urban life that are structured to press, contain, and limit the mobility and movement of Black
people, specifically men. Calling men “boy” is merely one strategy.

Brown argues it seemed to him that junkies “were running from people and life. Nobody

expected anything from you if you were a junkie...It was a good way to run from it all...You were
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suddenly relieved of any obligat‘tions.”e’9 Thus, the “shit” also provides a sense of liberation from
the constraints of reality even as it severely binds and limits its victims. Thus, another difference
between Pryor’s Live and Smokin’ wino and junkie becomes clearer: the old wino chooses to drink,
which is not to say that he is not an alcoholic but to say that he does not feel victimized by his own
choice. He may well be running from something too, but he fancies himself as belonging to his
community rather than checking out from it. The addict, however, is not in control of this thing; he
is victimized and trapped by his life.*> While Brown’s account is specific to Harlem, Pryor’s is
specific to the condition and the drug of choice.

As a comic, Pryor targets them in his comedy, but in the final analysis it seems that they
are not the ones who are the targets of his critique: society is, racism is. They come across not as
stereotypes but as real men, real Black men whose lives are complicated by racism and poverty.
They are familiar without being heroic, romanticized, or dismissed. They are of “the street,” and in
this, Pryor conveys authenticity in his enactment of these men. But, more importantly, he used the
character of the drunk to structure a critique of the legal system and the judge who debases him as
an authority of the state. Indeed, it becomes a critique of the U.S. and the structure of race, the
ways in which Black citizens by virtue of race are excluded from protections under the law: instead
they frequently experience subjugation and humiliation in the name of the law. So, on one level,
the sketch is revolutionary as a serious commentary on a comedy variety show. On another level,
it is revolutionary on the level of the image. Willie is not portrayed as simply a drunk; his

alcoholism is a complex manifestation of his circumstances as a Black man. Finally, the sketch is

%9 Brown, Manchild, 198.

“ Michael Blum, dir. and prod., Richard Pryor: Live & Smokin’, 46 mins. (NY: Paul Brownstein
Productions, New York Improvisation, 29 April 1971), DVD.
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revolutionary in the sense of Rod Bush’s definition: it implies the need for “a profound social
transformation that not only redistributes power but democratizes it.** In this sense, Pryor is
successful in performing on television that which would blow everybody’s mind, demonstrating it

as a site of possibility.

Black Nationalism vs. Black Militants

The Black nationalism that he performed on the show was consistent with Reed’s Jes
Grew and P-Funk’s funk ethos; it was a vision of an inclusive nation that did not require Blacks to
assimilate to whiteness in order to enjoy the benefits of citizenship. In fact, to the contrary, there is
the distinct sense that allowing Black leadership or Black culture the cultural space to spread and
grow would make the nation a better place, benefitting all citizens. Even though none would have
recognized Black nationalism in this way, this is a distinctly different vision from what they
perceived it to be in the late 1960s — a dogmatic, senseless militance

Nearing the close of The Special, Pryor is standing in the hallway in front of a door
marked “Richard Pryor Writers,” deciding that he knows what he will do for the show; he just
needs an “opening, something to get [him] started,” and just as he declares that he has figured it
out, the door behind him opens, and a large Black man yanks him in. His silence and his dress
function to distinguish him as “the heavy” in contrast both to Pryor and the other three Black men
in the room, dressed as militants — berets, afros, shades, and one with a pick in his hair. The heavy

positions Pryor in front of him, between two of the militants, one of whom starts, “Eh Brothah

* Rod Bush, We Are Not What We Seem: Black Nationalism in the American Century
(New York: New York University Press, 1999), 35.
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look, we got the ultimate script for you. We got the script that reveals the Black Man’s plight in
America. We got a show that for the first time showcases Black unity, dignity and pride. Brothah.”
Because the militants are caricatured, the statement of Black unity, dignity and pride seem to be
caricatured, and therefore disingenuous, as well. He hands the script to Pryor, who first kisses it as
if gracious though clearly intimidated. If the network thought he was too Black, he seems
conservative in relation to this crew of writers. He is clearly nervous as he musters up the courage
to say he has to read it and will have to make a few changes. This, they will not allow; they insist
that he will do “exactly like it says.” Sandra Bernhardt, who had been sitting silently in a corner,
jumps up to say a series of Black catch phrases somewhat randomly strung together, but seriously,
“Yeah! Right on! Power to the People! Be cool. Dig it?”” She is framed by two of the militants
who silently stare her down. As “down” with the Black agenda as she may think she is, and even
though she is allowed to be there, she clearly is not accepted as part of the in-group.

The sketch enters not only larger social debates about Blackness and authenticity, but also
about the relationship between Black men and white women, as well as the role of whites in Black
entities intending to address the problems faced by Black people in this country. Their cold
muscular stares command her to sit down, shut up, and drop the minstrel act. She complies and is
intimidated back to whiteness, to her marginalized placed. She smiles, snaps her fingers, flips back
her hair, says “Far out” and backs away, forsaking the explicit racial performances altogether as
she sits. Despite Pryor’s own ideological distance from the militants, she feels it necessary and
possible to act as if she is cool with the script and its articulated intention, effectively positioning
herself as Blacker than a Black man. This is significant because the joke relies on the ahistoricity
and predictability of white performances of power: the white person who thinks of him or herself

as Blacker than Black people is a type marked by the irony of his/her own unawareness. She
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seems unaware that in that moment the men define demonstrate and construct their manhood on
their ability to control her, a white woman, harkening Cecil Brown’s retrospective analysis that
they could slap a white woman without repercussion, as well as the converse of Cleaver’s theory
that embracing a white woman was akin to embracing freedom.

She immerses herself in Blackness as a means of addressing and supposedly recognizing
the imbalance of power, as an act of forsaking her own privileges of whiteness, but in the act of
claiming to be an authority on Blackness (an array of experiences marked in part by lack of access
she likely has not experienced), she merely reenacts the entitlement to power over Black people
that defines whiteness. But, her act of shutting up and sitting down also marks her as a white
woman — submissive and eager to please Black men, at the same time that it symbolizes their
triumph and power: they decided and communicated her powerlessness on national television. The
studio audience, which by now we know from the Maya Angelou monologue has quite a few
Black people, especially women, claps in grand recognition not only of the type, applauding their
power and her silence, affirming that she was rightly marginalized as having no place in this
conversation about Blackness.

Pryor, nervous as any non-Black man (or the “average” viewer at the time) might be, in
clear deference to the militants, attempts to figure out how to appease their anger. Their
assumption of representativeness in the face of the actual gap between them and Pryor mock the
so-called “unity” of which they speak: “This script is gonna bring the message to the people!”
What exactly is “the” message? Pryor expresses his concern that the script sounds real “heavy”
and asks if there is anything funny in it. They start to crack themselves up, “Funny?...I'm talkin’
‘bout really funny. In one of the sketches, you slap this white broad upside her head and knock her

to the floor!” They pack up laughing; Pryor goes along, still waiting for the punchline. Realizing
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by their continued laughter and the question — “Ain’t that funny, man?”” — that that is the punchline,
he asks, showing increased anxiety, “That’s funny?” He “gets” that there will be no point of
agreement with them and offers a fake laugh. Trying to find his way out without suffering bodily
harm, he chooses to perform an alignment with them, adding, “Oh boy...I could kick her a little bit
too,” which they love. One even goes to edit the script accordingly. Notably, Bernhardt’s character
does not interject here. If the “joke” is based on bodily violence against White women, and these
men show no qualms about kicking Pryor’s ass, then it is likely a wise decision for her own safety
to stay seated and quiet. She could stand up and act like she supported Black dignity, unity, and
pride, but she cannot pretend when it is predicated on the threat of violence against her as a joke.
As Cecil Brown acknowledged, they could slap a white woman if they wanted to, and in this
closed room, she could well be the white “broad” who gets slapped upside the head, knocked to the
floor, and kicked. But, on television? As Brown also acknowledged, such relationships also
required white women’s consent, and in this case, her attraction to Black men supercedes her
concern for her own welfare.

If The Special functions as a sort of manifesto for the upcoming episodes of the show, it is
no surprise then that there is a return to the relationship between Black men and white women.*?
In one of the more widely referenced sketches in which Pryor plays the 40" President of the United
States, he is asked a series of questions. One of the questions, presented by a young white woman
with a Southern twang who introduces herself by her husband’s name, Mrs. Carlton Fenton

Mackard, representing Christian Women'’s News, questions his single status, itself unfathomable

42 “Tlhe 40™ President of the United States,” Episode 1, The Richard Pryor Show, DVD Box Set,
Volume 1.
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for a U.S. President: “Mr. President, since you’ve become President, you’ve been seen and
photographed on the arms of white women. Quite frankly, sir, you’ve been courtin’ an awful lot of
white women. Will this continue?” Pryor goes into his mode of non-verbal acting, presenting a
range of emotions — coyness, mild embarrassment at having been “caught” and now trying to
figure out what to say, smugness — until finally he cleverly retorts with sexual innuendo, “As long
as I can keep it up.” Pause. “I mean why you think they call it the White House?”” He cracks
himself up at the podium even as he “exposes” his inappropriateness. Comedy “works” when the
audience understands the cultural parameters — the order of things and the transgressions. Comics
are expected to cross the line and speak about taboos and are, to some extent, socially sanctioned to
do so. Therefore, the sketch highlights the boundaries themselves, in this case, the boundaries
between appropriate and inappropriate, clean and vulgar, polished and blunt, evasive and
straightforward, aligning along a white/Black axis. From a status quo, perspective, he “descends”
into Blackness, which would suggest that he loses control of the situation, but from a Black, street
perspective, he is taking control of the situation.

Though often cited, this sketch is also perhaps the best example of Pryor’s performance of
Black nationalism, presenting a vision of the country as led under a Black man. Ultimately, it
functions as a clear counterpoint to the Black militants: this is Presidency is not about a
prescriptive code that is more about a militant style than an actual agenda of equity and liberation.
That sketch functions as a mockery of a misguided Black militancy not as a vision of a better
democracy. As the 40" President of the United States, however, Pryor offers humorous critiques
of the nation as he lays out his vision of better country, a nation that is inclusive and therefore a

truer democracy.
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He is engaging a press conference and is asked questions that both become “Blacker,” so
to speak, and reveal him as “Blacker” as the layers of his Presidential veneer peel back. The first
two questions address international concerns with the Middle East and the Soviet Union followed
by a third question of a national scope, and he responds in appropriate President-speak, including
an evasive, non-commital air with answers such as, “Maybe perhaps in a couple of years if the
settlements and agreements have not been reached by that time,” or:

Quite contrary to that fact a matter of a nuclear existence deals with atoms and

atomic weapons not with neutron weapons. The neutron bomb is a hold-cost

weapon. It is not in the cellular realm of reality. We’re trying to hold it in place,

and it’s a neo-pacifist weapon.
And although the third question regards a general unemployment rate across the country, the
President takes this opportunity to interject Blackness into this national conversation by pointing
out the vast gap in unemployment rates, 5% for “white America,” and “up to as high as 45%” for
Blacks. His plan is “lower that to about 20% in the Black areas, and of course it would be lower
than that in the White areas, of course. We’re trying to do this and merge a United States.” It is
significant that gains for the Black community translate into gains for everyone and

Now that race has been brought into the picture, the reporters and their medium become
increasingly Black. A young John Witherspoon plays Arthur Williams of the Chicago Sun Herald
then asks about recruiting Black people for the space program. The President’s first response now
regards Black people, “I feel it’s time that Black people went to space [laughter]. White people
have been going to space for years. [laughter] And spacing out on us, you might say.” On top of
this the kind of music played on the explorer ships they will be sending through other galaxies will
change, “From now on, we have a little Miles Davis, some Charlie Parker,” at which we hear

“right ons” from the reporter audience and clapping from the studio audience. His mannerisms
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shift; his body loosens, his face now responds, and his physical communication becomes
increasingly more important than the words. He then informs everyone, “We gonna have some
different kind of things in here.”

Roberta Davies, played by a young, sharp Marsha Warfield, stands up and announces her
status by claiming Jet Magazine and asks whether he is considering Huey Newton as Head of the
FBI, which the President affirms since “Huey Newton is best qualified: he knows the ins and outs
of the FBL.” Tim Reid follows. Dressed in a military style jacket, a black beret tipped ever so
stylishly atop his afro, he announces himself as “Brother Bell, Ebony Magazine.” Rather than
referring to him as “Mr. President,” he responds in the familiar, the street, “Yo Blood.” The
President raises his eyebrows in surprise, and at first it seems that his facial expression conveys a
condemnation of inappropriateness, but then it appears that he is instead surprised at the moniker
used so boldly in this setting because when Brother Bell continues his greeting, “A salaam
alaikum, my brother,” the President coolly responds “Walaikum salaam my brother,” and the ease
of it makes clear that this is familiar ground for him. Brother Bell is so bold as to stare down the
white female reporter next to him, played by Sandra Bernhardt and say “Whatchu lookin’ at Snow
White?” because she indeed stares in disbelief at such bold “disrespect.” This is significant
because his sense of power inflates as he relaxes and becomes more comfortable in his habitual
body language. His confidence as “Black man” is marked in this moment. Brother Bell can
question and silence a white woman in a press conference with the President with impunity. This
is funny stuff, but it also identifies what appears to be a critical linchpin in this emergent Black
masculinity of the era — the ability to publicly or privately dominate white women without

repercussion as an ultimate expression of freedom.
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Pryor’s grammar eases up, and his speech is more forthright. He is less concerned with
confrontation or criticism: “I plan not only to have lots of Black quarterbacks, but we gon have
Black coaches and Black owners of teams. As long as it gon be football, there gon be some Black
in it somewhere [Alright!]...cuz I’'m tired of this mess that’s been goin’ down. Ever since the
Rams got rid of James Harris, my jaw been uptight, you know what I’'m talkin’ ‘bout?” He is now
deep enough in Blackness that he no longer has any tolerance for whiteness. So, when the next
reporter, a white man who announces himself as representing the Mississippi Herald, the President
promptly dismisses him and orders him to sit down. Toni Morrison has argued that Black men are
eminently preoccupied with white men and the struggle between them, which functions as the
larger framework within which Black men’s domination of white women carries significant
meaning as a signal of change, of their sense that they have gained power in the pursuit of
manhood and equality. This was Cleaver’s and Reed’s point regarding the eternal struggle
between the omnipotent administrator and the supermasculine menial.

The scene ends with a small race riot in the press room after another White male reporter
essentially plays the dozens: “Now your mother was a maid in Atlanta. After your tenure, if your
mother goes back to being a maid, will yo mama do my house?” The President’s response is
particularly un-presidential, as he lacks composure and indulges his response presumably trained
from a lifetime of playing the dozens, knowing the boundaries, and knowing when the lines have
been crossed. “That’s it!”” he declares as he rushes off the stage. He and “Arthur Williams,” played
by John Witherspoon, begin attacking the unidentified reporter, and Pryor has to be carried out of
the melee, leaving reporters in a brawl.

The system has been shaken up. There is a bit of chaos in the order, and necessarily so as

a Black man who was “really” Black as President would certainly have upset the order of things in
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1977. He plays a President informed by a code of street ethics common to northern enclaves of
Blacks — his body movements, facial expressions, language (his jaw being tight, his use of
“brothah” to refer to another Black man), his pronunciation of words, his recognition of a Muslim
greeting, his understanding of the dozens and the last reporter’s question as a personal challenge,
and his truthfulness. The sketch lays bare the underpinning assumptions of privilege and power
regarding appropriate public behavior and decorum, the humor relying on the very
inappropriateness and profanity of Black street culture. He plays the kind of President that would
upturn not only White America’s assumptions but also bourgeois tastes as well. But, privileging
the street as a legitimate generator of knowledge and valuable cultural/artistic production was what
the Black Arts movement explicitly aimed as a goal. Arguably, as well, the kinds of “gains” that
P-Funk referenced two years earlier in “Chocolate City” enabled such a fantasy. Young, Black
artists were on the move though not always on the same path. They were prolifically productive
and profane, and whether they came from the South or the streets or the urban, more northern
enclaves, they had come from the bottom and were valuing bottom productions. Richard Pryor,
consistent with a Funk ethos and the Black Arts/Black Power movements queered the mainstream

by refusing to cater to or be limited by censorship standards.

The Richard Pryor Show and Profanity

The network concern about censoring words because they are dirty are offensive
preemptively positions certain life experiences and circumstances (in which people use these
words) as profane experiences: essentially, a value is placed on certain kinds of experiences and
their people. Some people’s stories can be told because they are clean and therefore acceptable;
others’ cannot be told because they are dirty, profane, and offensive (to any who like to see
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themselves as “clean”). People in different environments produce different vernaculars. In some
cases, the vernacular deploys quite freely the words considered “dirty” in another context, but
because the latter constitutes the status quo, it asserts its power over others to restrain their speech
within the framework of its own purported sense of public decorum. For example, when Pryor
performs Mudbone for his TV audience as an attempt to have some of his standup on TV, it never
makes it to television. Mudbone was “an old man [Pryor] met in Peoria where [he’s] from. He was
interesting. He was retired,” and he was “born in Tupelo, Mississippi, dipped snuff, sipped wine in
front of the pool hall, the barbeque pit, and he spit in a can, an old Maxwell coffee can with the top
cut off, and he’d talk shit. That was his job — spitting and talking.” As such he would constitute an
antitypical character who used profanity but was otherwise harmless and quite insightful.

Not far into the monologue, a worker on the show approaches Mudbone, leans in and
apparently admonishes Pryor to keep it clean. So far Mudbone has said “shit” twice. Mudbone
responds indignantly, “What the hell you talkin’ bout a clean story? This clean as you can get. Shit,
I ain’t worried bout television. Mudbone don’t give a fuck about television,” at which point the
audience erupts into uproarious laughter, an affirmative fist shoots into the air, hands explode in
applause, and clearly they are aware that now they are in for a treat — pure, uncut Pryor
unconcerned with television’s confines. Needless to say, this twenty-minute standup never made it
to television. He used “dirty words” — shit, fart, dick, ass, and titties — all words Carlin had
identified as those that could not be said on television or radio. But, Pryor was incarnating a man
he had met or certainly could have met — one of the characters who came from somewnhere else but
grew up in Pryor’s Berkeley, and so his performance needed to capture the spirit with which this
man told his stories, reflecting a vernacular that does not translate into a sanitized fantasy of reality.

In fact, at the end of the Mudbone monologue, Pryor makes this very point about his performance
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when he recognizes that you “can’t use any of this shit on TV” and then begins to mock the way
the network would allow the story to be told, highlighting his frustration at its persistent attempts to
constrain his expression throughout the course of the show: “Hey there guys, gosh-gee-willickers.
You know I’ve had an interesting life. When | was just a little tyke, my mother hit me across the
face and my teeth fell out.” He tells this sanitized version of the story, altering not only his words
but also his voice intonation, attempting to tell it in an acceptable, familiar, white vernacular of
which the network would approve, but it does not translate. Mudbone has to be Mudbone and
speak as Mudbone — a character who may well have been unfamiliar to a larger audience, but that
unfamiliarity does not erase his existence. Because his language is “unacceptable,” he becomes
unrepresentable within the, framework of television; his life experiences and his character become
“profane” because of a decision that his language would have been a danger to children.

Mudbone never made it to television, but if Mooney and Banks were able translators,
perhaps they are the reason that instead of Mudbone, we saw a range of antitypical Black men on
the show, men who speak from the experiences and drop dimes of knowledge gleaned from the
Street — Booster Johnson played by Glen Turman, who, hustling in the halls of NBC, tells Pryor,
“Well, you know — just trying to stay three ahead cuz you know they gonna push you two back”;
men like the Shoeshine Man who claims to have gotten Pryor his show and to have known the man
who invented the shoe, “Black man outta Detroit. Named Stacy Adams”; men like Willie, a
perpetual drunk, whose a hit in his neighborhood bar but also, as we learn from his wife, a man
who seems to have given up in the face of racism. They are all “hustling,” trying to make it under
the constraints of massive social challenges, hard working men (if not now then earlier) who are
worthy of being presented as complex human beings rather than as simple-minded stereotypes.

Their medium was television, but despite his frustrations, and despite the various people involved
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in the show, Richard Pryor was its creator, it visionary, its center. Again, this level of control by a
Black comic was not in and of itself new given Flip Wilson’s production of his show, but Flip

Wilson chose not to engage a Black nationalist social critique of white America on his show.

Failure or Success
Despite network censorship, The Richard Pryor Show insistently articulated a Black

nationalist humor that reflected the work and values of the Black Arts Movement, clearly emerging
out of his Berkeley years at the decade’s beginning. He exerted a level of control and autonomy in
an integrated setting that was the point of the Black Arts and Black Power movements. In terms of
ratings, the show failed. Tim Reid noted this in his roast of Richard Pryor:

I personally would like to thank Richard for the exposure he’s given me, what little

of it it was...There are millions and millions of people out there, virtually millions,

and I’'m sure that right now at least 20 or 30 people are watching me. Folks the

ratings for the show weren’t that high, so low, we were beaten out by a PBS

Documentary entitled, “The Armadillo: Nature’s Little Tank.”®
Christine Acham argues that Pryor’s decision not to feature famous guest stars, “who potentially
could have attracted a wider audience” may also have contributed to low ratings.** Ironically,
much of this cast would go on to have illustrious acting careers and are now quite well-known —
Sandra Bernhard, Paul Mooney, Tim Reid, Marsha Warfield, Robin Williams, and John

Witherspoon. In his roast, Victor DeLapp would also comment sarcastically, bearing out Acham’s

argument: “To give you an idea of how the big stars in Hollywood really love this man, just take a

43 “T%le Complete Richard Pryor Roast,” Bonus Material, The Richard Pryor Show, DVD Box Set,
Volume 1.

4 Acham, 156.
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% to which the audience and actors reply

look around at all the big names we have here tonight,
with raucous laughter because of course none are there.

The reasons for the show’s low ratings are various, but one in particular is of concern to
this project — its presentation of Black nationalist ideals, implicitly critical of the status quo. In
their work exploring the centrality of the producer (as artist) to television shows, Horace Newcomb
and Robert Alley define two types of television artistry — lyric, which centers on artist desire, and
choric, which tends toward audience appeal and pleasure. Based on a presumption that the artist
freed from the constraints of producing pleasure is the artist empowered to create, they identify a
classism and elitism in the classification as art of television shows that resist mass appeal; instead,
the authors “seek to define creativity in the context of the choric.”*® As an example of the jeopardy
of lyric orientation, they offer a show called United States, produced by Larry Gelbart of
M*A*S*H fame, because it “looked different; it played differently; it dealt with old topics in new
ways,” but still, “[t]he show failed.”*’ Part of their explanation for this failure was the network’s
decision to schedule the show at 9:30 “because of its mature treatment of sometimes controversial
topics” when it was not likely that TV watchers would peel their attention away from a one-hour
show in order to “catch this new, strange comedy.” *® In many ways, The Richard Pryor Show was

a “new, strange comedy” also faced with scheduling problems that contributed to its demise in

something of a reverse. It was an hour-long show pitted against ABC’s extremely popular sitcoms

% «Richard Pryor Roast,” Episode 4, The Richard Pryor Show, DVD Box Set, Volume 1.
* Newcomb and Alley, 38.
" Ibid., 39.
* Ibid., 39.
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Happy Days followed by Laverne & Shirley.*® Further, the network purportedly promised him that
the show would be on at 10 p.m., likely because of his own “mature treatment of [often]
controversial topics,” his penchant for cursing, and the controversial climate of the time
surrounding the protection of children that produced the family viewing hour. The 10 p.m. time
slot might have meant he would have been less susceptible to the networks Standards and Practices
Department that determined what was appropriate for air, but the show was instead slotted for 8
p.m.

In many ways, the show’s vision would fall into the category of lyric art, centering on
Pryor’s artistic desire rather than on appeasing his audience. The irony, of course, is that the very
promise of a television show was, unlike any other medium at Pryor’s disposal, it would reach the
widest audience possible with greater frequency. On some levels, he and the show’s creators had
to concern themselves with the choric, but the question is which chorus. Though not exclusively a
Black nationalist chorus, it was likely too often such, hence his struggle with the stresses of
censorship. All of this speaks to reasons for the show’s short life as well as to the reasons for its
longevity. It seems to have gained import, as the scholarship shows, over time, particularly as it
became clear it was the predecessor for upcoming popular shows like In Living Color and

Chappelle’s Show.

9 Steinberg, TV Facts, 60; Pryor, 157.
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Conclusion

Privileging the street as a legitimate generator of knowledge and valuable cultural/artistic
production were explicit aims of the Black Arts movement. Arguably, these kinds of “gains”
(“gainin’ on ya!”), referenced by P-Funk two years earlier in “Chocolate City” enabled such a
fantasy, but instead of being the Minister of Education, Pryor became the President who would
paint the White House black. Young, Black artists of the 1960s and 70s, like Pryor, were
prolifically productive and profane, and whether they came from the South or the streets of the
urban North, they had come from the bottom and were valuing bottom productions. Richard Pryor,
consistent with a Funk ethos and the Black Arts/Black Power movements, queered the mainstream,
refusing to be silenced. Mudbone may not have made it onto televisions in homes across the

country, but Richard Pryor did.

100



CHAPTER 3: “GETTIN’ AWAY WASN’T A CHAPTER”: PAUL MOONEY AS HISTORICAL
BRIDGE

“What I'm saying might be profane...But it’s also profound.”

Don’t tell me white people about making fun of white folks, or making fun of
nobody [...] This is America, freedom of speech. Let me do what I wanna do. Y’all
have made fun of everybody and ain’t felt shit! It’s the truth. This is real. I ain’t
come from Venus. I’'m from here. I'm reacting to this shit...I ain’t sugarcoatin’
shit! White folks don’t sugarcoat shit [...] I got over it, so white folks, you get over
me! It ain’t me. This shit was here. I could drop dead right now...Racism is here;
it’s in the blood cuz white folks owned us, and they will never get over it. I read
the book. Gettin’ away wasn’t a chapter. We tricked they ass. We got away. Go
back and look at when they owned us. White folks were so happy [...]It is the truth
and nothing but the truth [...]It ain’t even about hating white people cuz we all got
white blood in us — thank you slavery [...] “Oh I don’t want the races mixing.”
Well you shouldn’t’a brought niggas over here and screwed ‘em.’

Richard Pryor’s point is that profanity does not exclude profundity, and the depth of
Mooney’s argument expressed with “profane” language goes beyond simplistic observation of
racial difference as comedians post-Pryor have been prone to do. It is indeed a profound reflection
of the United States of America’s historical profanity. Not only was slavery shaped and defined by
race, but race itself was shaped and defined by slavery. The brutality of slavery cannot be
sugarcoated, as Mooney argues, for it was not limited to its immediate time. Its effects have
reverberated across the ages as its system of race structured the nation and continues to inform the

state. Black nationalism in its various forms has been the project of freeing Black people from the

clutches of slavery so that as a group they are protected by the state as citizens. And yet, as

! Richard Pryor with Todd Gold, Pryor Convictions: And Other Life Sentences (New York:
Pantheon Books, 1995), 142.

2 Tim Reid, prod., Paul Mooney’s Analyzing White America (Shout Factory Theatre, 2006), DVD.
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feminist after feminist has shown,® Black nationalism’s inevitable allegiance to patriarchy renders
it an untenable platform for a liberation struggle. Indeed, Huey Newton, Mooney’s contemporary
and acquaintance, abandoned Black nationalism, primarily for its limited focus and reliance on the
United States, for intercommunalism, which like Malcolm X’s argument for human rights over
civil rights, placed Blacks’ struggle for freedom in the context of the world rather than in the hands
of the very nation-state that requires and produces Black struggles for liberation.

Despite the valid denunciations of Black nationalism, few of its critics argue for a
separate state, and all writers and activists in the United States operate from their assumption of a
citizen’s right to freedom of speech, demonstrating a fundamental belief in the founding principles
of the nation. This is Paul Mooney’s point: the violence, depth, and consistency of U.S. bred anti-
Black sentiment, behavior, and policy cannot be rendered palatable. The relevance of slavery and
its sexual demons, to use scholar Greg Thomas® wording, can never be denied, and yet, Black
people will and must continue to speak these truths unabashedly as they also assume their right to
citizenship and challenge anyone — individual or state — to say outright that Blacks, by virtue of
Blackness, should not have access to the basic liberties under the first amendment of the United
States Constitution. Thus, the Paul Mooney encapsulates this project’s argument: that Black
nationalism is a critique of nation launched by Black people, emerging from persistent experiences
in social, political, and economic inequities in order to gain access to the rights of citizenship

guaranteed by the Constitution as of the Thirteenth Amendment. Paul Mooney makes this

® This includes writers such as Carol Boyce Davies, Angela Davis, bell hooks, Madhu Dubey,
Cheryl Clarke, and Michele Wallace.

* Greg Thomas, The Sexual Demons of Colonial Power: Pan-African Embodiment and Erotic
Schemes of Empire (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2007).
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argument in Analyzing White America (2006), his first video standup concert, demonstrating that
Black comedy can be an effective tool in the Black nationalist project to democratize democracy.
Mooney never had his own television show, nor was he particularly invested in the Black
Arts Movement or even as drawn to it as Pryor was, but he certainly saw himself attuned to a
Black power ideology from birth as he hyperbolizes in his memoirs, ““Hell, no!” My first words.
My first curse against the world. My tiny fist raised in black-power protest, in the womb.” His
career in television writing is long: he was the head writer and casting director of The Richard
Pryor Show, by which time he had written for Pryor’s standup, Sanford and Son (NBC 1972-
1977), Good Times (CBS 1974-1979), and Saturday Night Live (NBC 1975-present). As with
Pryor, there are limits to Mooney’s revolution, grounded primarily in his ideology of a
desexualized Black nationalism, his political inconsistencies, particularly with regard to white
women, and his desire for fame and approval. Yet, the simple truth remains: no Black comedian
has done what Paul Mooney has done in Hollywood — write material for television that openly
critiques the pathology of white supremacy. He writes in Hollywood against Hollywood, as a
metonym for white supremacy and its images, with an insider’s knowledge of Hollywood.
Consistent with this project’s underlying question of how these Black men managed to have
television shows, it is a wonder that Paul Mooney has managed to create a career in television at
all, considering his critique of the television industry and Hollywood: “That fuckin® TV, that’s
another demon. It never goes off. Back in the day, TV had dignity. It went off... TV lies. It says
it has ratings. It has no ratings. They put anything they want to on TV. Do you remember Oz? A

hit! ...But, they’re in jail. White folks, The Sopranos, doing the same thing, but they’re at

> Paul ;\/Iggney, Black Is the New White: A Memoir (New York: Simon Spotlight Entertainment,
2009), 36.
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home.”® Therefore, not including Mooney for not starring in his own show like Pryor or Chappelle
would be a grave error, for he has remained the model for Black nationalist humor on television for
more than three decades.

There is no documentation to support a discussion of his specific work on The Richard
Pryor Show as “head writer,” such as which characters he may have initiated as on In Living Color,
or which sketches he may have written himself, as on the first season of Saturday Night Live, or the
balance of power he had in relation to Richard Pryor in particular in terms of creative control.
According to Daryl Mooney, one of Paul Mooney’s sons, he and his twin brother were present
when Mooney and Pryor were writing the episodes for Sanford and Son. He recalls that essentially
Pryor would be drunk and high creating funny scenarios that were inappropriate for television
because of the language. It was Paul Mooney who would “temper him and make it clean” so that
by the end, “it would be some funny stuff just had to take out the cussing.”’

After The Richard Pryor Show, Mooney would go on to write with Pryor for a variety of
other projects, including Pryor’s children’s television show, Pryor’s Place, on CBS (1984-1985)
and Pryor’s autobiographical film, Jojo Dancer: Your Life Is Calling (1986). With the onset of
Richard Pryor’s multiple sclerosis in the mid-1980s® and his subsequent professional decline,
Mooney continued writing, creating the acerbic Homie the Clown for the popular 1990s comedy
variety sketch show, In Living Color. Up until recently, except for his few appearances on The

Richard Pryor Show, his work in the television industry was primarily as a writer rather than a

® Quincy Jones 11, Paul Mooney, and Helene Shaw, prod., Paul Mooney: Know Your History —
Jesus Was Black...So Was Cleopatra, 83 mins (QD3 Entertainment, 2006), DVD.

" Darryl Littleton, Black Comedians on Black Comedy: How African-Americans Taught Us to
Laugh (New York: Applause Theatre & Cinema Books, 2006), 136.

® David Schumacher, "Richard Pryor's biggest fight - multiple sclerosis," Ebony (1993).
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performer. Despite his many years as a standup comedian, his writing with and for Richard Pryor,
and his film roles, it would be his appearances on television on the wildly popular Chappelle’s
Show as Negrodamus, the rebellious social commentator in “Ask a Black Dude,” and a movie
critic, that would really propel Mooney to national visibility for a younger and broader audience.
After the show, Mooney was poised to be an authoritative star voice on issues of race in the nation,
as evidenced by his multiple media appearances to comment on the “N-word” in the wake of
fellow comedian Michael Richardson’s late 2006 deployment of “nigger” at audience members in
a Laugh Factory performance, telling the patrons that not too long ago, they would have been
lynched.® After Pryor passed in 2005, and Mooney’s mainstream cultural value would rise in these
post-Chappelle’s Show years, as evidenced, for example, in his hosting BET’s 2007 original
documentary, The Top 25 Events that (mis)Shaped Black America.’® If Mooney’s career in
comedy was really born in his partnership with Pryor, he becomes increasingly important post-
Pryor.

It would seem that a comedian of his stature and with such an impressive resume would
have been featured in his own show by now, particularly given the seeming ease with which Black
comedians get their own television shows. An examination of his career makes clear, however,
that his politics are not irrelevant. Often described in the mainstream media as a political
firebrand, Mooney has actively constructed his militancy. His art is clearly political, even if he

tries the clichéd comedian default that “it’s just jokes.” Littleton argues that Mooney’s

® Paul Mooney, “Comedian Paul Mooney,” Interview with Neal Conan, Talk of the Nation (30
November 2006).

10 The documentary represented the then network executive Reginald Hudlin’s attempt to address
Black History differently — with more humor and less of the typical solemnity by reviewing
“events that tore at the soul of the African-American community,” including the jheri curl.
Marisa Guthrie, “King-Size BET Countdown: ‘Top 25’ Makes Light of some of Black History’s
Dark Chapters,” (New York) Daily News, 16 February 2007, 130.

105



“uncompromising stance on race and his utter lack of restraint when dealing with the subject of the
white man and his antics that kept this artist regulated to cult figure status.”**

As part of his contract with Comedy Central, Dave Chappelle agreed to develop new
programs for the station, which included a pilot he executive produced featuring Paul Mooney,
which apparently never came to fruition.'” Three years later in 2007, BET announced a new show,
Judge Mooney, “a daily court show,”*® featuring Paul Mooney. It was slated to premiere among a
spate of 16 new, original shows, as part of Reginald Hudlin’s larger vision of creating a network
modeled after Motown in order to demonstrate “the diverse array of programming about black
culture, ranging from reality shows, scripted comedies, gameshows, sports roundtables, music

. . . . . 14
specials and primetime animation,”

according to Hudlin. Judge Mooney was pulled only days
before its debut in October, supposedly because it did not test well with focus groups, and when
Hudlin did not return Mooney’s calls, Mooney responded, “I thought he was a king...I had no idea

1> which is consistent with his critique in Know Your History that “television” does

he was a slave,
what it wants and there are no ratings; in other words, BET’s reasons for not airing the show had
nothing to do with ratings and everything to do with BET not wanting to air the show.

Curiously, a show like “We Got to Do Better,” which provoked a “firestorm of

controversy,” did air. Based on the website, “Hot Ghetto Mess,” the show “casts a jaundiced eye

1) jttleton, 25.

12 Denise Martin, “Comedy Central Keeps Comic on Laugh Track,” Daily Variety, 3 August 2004,
p. 5; “Reports: Musicians Organizing Concerts to Support Kerry,” (Florida) St. Petersburg
Times, 4 August 2004, City & State, p. 2B.

13 Felicia R. Lee, “Network for Blacks Broadens Its Schedule,” New York Times, 9 July 2007, sec.
E (Arts/Cultural Desk), p. 1.

142J6)617n (Ii)empsey, “BET Touts Size, Scope of New Slate,” (New York) Daily Variety, 19 April

> “Three Years Ago, Reggie Hudlin Came to Save a Troubled BET. But Has He?” Washington
Post, 4 May 2008, Style section, p. MO1.

106



at tacky African Americans, taking the ‘America's Funniest Home Videos’ approach.” Ultimately,
as a result of online protests against the show, “some Internet advertisers pulled their support for
the show.”™® With regard to the shows that did not make the cut that season, network CEO Debra
Lee is quoted as simply saying, "Some things fall by the way-side." Though clearly “an exercise in
experimentation,” it seems the process of scheduling shows is not randomly disconnected from the
enterprise of profits, as acknowledged by “a BET producer who declined to be identified for fear of
losing his job: “You can criticize BET all you want, but it's about money... You put all these high-
minded, socially conscious programs on and your profits dip, you're right out of there.””*’

Again forwarding an argument of scheduling as disconnected from political or profit
interests, BET’s Executive Vice President of Communications & Public Affairs, Jeanine Liburd,
explained in a June 22, 2010 interview, that Judge Mooney was “a show that just never made it
onto the schedule, was done as a pilot, and there were one or two [other| shows that just didn’t
air.”*® Liburd stressed that she did not remember much about the show, and that neither Reginald
Hudlin, who would have known most of the information about the show, nor the show’s writers
were with the network anymore. Since it would not be a show that ever aired, she did not know
“how much more detail we could provide on it” and expressed discomfort even talking about a
show that never aired. She explained that generally speaking, “the role of a scheduler” is to
determine that a “show rates at x,y,z, and if we have to get to a certain number, how do we get
there? Which has nothing to do with content; they often don’t know the content,” and if that show

is “not delivering the rating they need at a certain time slot, then the show goes — kind of the

1 |bid.
' Ibid.
18 Jeanine Liburd, telephone interview with author, 22 June 2010, Washington, D.C.
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standard way of making decisions in TV.” Although she was “not sure that was the case here,” she
insisted that there is “not always a lot of big explanation about what makes it onto the schedule.”
Presumably, however, there is a logic behind determining ratings that is directly connected to
profits: if the show does not test well with a focus group, it will not have high ratings and will
therefore not be profitable for the network. This must mean that We Got To Do Better, meant to
berate and mock for example certain Black hairstyles and fashions, with a clear bourgeois agenda
as indicated by the titles of the show and the website, rated well enough to air. Perhaps there is no
“big explanation,” but these kinds of vague responses lend credence to Mooney’s analysis of
“Hollywood” — film and television, including BET, as invested in myth-making and disinterested
in truths, particularly with regard to images of Blacks because “capitalism trumps racism,” or at the
very least, it aids, abets, and profits from it.

He functions in this project as an historical bridge as well, literally and ideologically —
linking Richard Pryor and the Black Arts Movement to Dave Chappelle and Hip Hop. As he states
in his interview with producer Tim Reid on the Analyzing White America DVD, In Living Color
“was the baby. Richard Pryor was the tree” because “Richard was the first Black person to have
that kind of power [in a television show], and he had me write it and cast it” and because the show
was “on the edge,” breaking “every rule in the book. We learned every trick in the book. And we

turned a few.”*® In his first standup film, Live and Smokin’ (1971), Pryor would begin to highlight

19 Paul Mooney disPIa?]/s in this claim a characteristic arrogance that is, on the one hand, incorrect
in its oversight of The Flip Wilson Show since Wilson had significantly more control over his
show as writer and executive producer. Arrogance aside though, Mooney’s claim is
simultaneously accurate: Pryor was the first Black man to openly discuss race and challenge
white supremacy on television with that kind of power. The second part of Mooney’s analogy
bears a similar duality. On the one hand, In Living Color is a direct fruit of The Richard Pryor
Show as a sketch comedy show written by Black men that had “edge” because of its lampooning
of race. On the other hand, In Living Color resists a specific critique of anti-Black nationalism,
or rather an American nationalism coalescing around anti-Black sentiment and policies.
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the racial order of things as he wonders aloud what would happen if Black “tricks” went into white
neighborhoods asking little white boys where their mothers were as white “tricks” did when they
came to his house. This is the same order Mooney inverts in his commentary on their work at
NBC. Most scholars writing about The Richard Pryor Show would agree with Mooney that he and
Pryor were “ahead of [their] times” because shows like In Living Color and Chappelle’s Show
were indebted to The Richard Pryor Show as their model. In Living Color, thirteen years later,
would be the next sketch comedy show on a major network written and controlled by Black men —
the Wayans brothers, headed by Keenan Ivory Wayans. It ran for five seasons on FOX from 1990
to 1994. Like The Richard Pryor Show, In Living Color would highlight issues prevalent to Blacks
using an integrated cast, but unlike its predecessor, it resisted a specific critique of anti-Black
nationalism, or rather, an American nationalism coalescing around anti-Black sentiment and
policies, with the exception of Mooney’s Homey the Clown. It would be nearly another decade
before Dave Chappelle would do that on Chappelle’s Show. Thus, if Richard Pryor was the first
Black man to have that kind of power, then, Mooney was right there with him. If The Richard
Pryor Show was the tree of Black variety shows, then Mooney had a direct hand in bearing the
fruits with his writing for In Living Color and Chappelle’s Show. He functions here not only as a
bridge between Pryor and the younger comedians but also as a bridge between Black Arts/Power
thinking and Hip Hop.

Because he was a writer for the show and not its star, it is not possible to recreate
Mooney’s particular politics of performance from the show as is possible with Richard Pryor.
Indeed, in four episodes of The Richard Pryor Show and also The Special, Mooney only appeared
on screen twice — once in a Chaplinesque silent sketch as the stranded driver awaiting help which

appears in the form of Mr. Fixit, played by Pryor, who ends up making the car worse; and then
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again as the host of the final episode’s roast of Pryor.?’ But, in talking about his role as casting
director for the show, Mooney tells of assembling the cast with personal phone calls, which does
not happen in Hollywood. In this capacity, he was essentially responsible for advancing, if not
launching, the careers of now famous comedians such as Sandra Bernhardt, Tim Reid, John
Witherspoon, and Robin Williams. The show also featured newly famous comedian Jim Belushi.
Given Mooney’s personal and professional relationship with Pryor, including Pryor’s insistence
with NBC that he would not appear on Saturday Night Live without Mooney as his writer, it is
clear that Mooney’s role on The Richard Pryor Show was significant. Beyond that, however, the
current archive — the DVD of the show, newspaper coverage of the show, and Pryor’s and
Mooney’s written recollections in their respective memoirs — does not provide anything specific
for analysis. Therefore, this chapter will consider the span of Mooney’s television writing career.
Despite coming of age and political stature with Richard Pryor, Paul Mooney tends instead
to be considered the contemporary of younger artists like Eddie Murphy, Keenan Ivory Wayans,
Arsenio Hall, and Robert Townsend, in part because he toured with Murphy as the opening act for
Raw, Murphy’s second standup comedy tour released on home video in 1987, and also because of
the “Black Pack”—those comedians mentioned above, with Murphy the “king of this particular
Tinseltown pigeonhole,” who were a formidable and powerful group of Black artists ‘“at

221 In fact, in a 1994 New York Times tribute to

loggerheads with the Hollywood color line.
Richard Pryor, comedy scholar Mel Watkins opens with a review of the Black comedy landscape
at the time, and though Mooney was there with Pryor, performing and writing, Watkins counts him

as “up-and-coming,” along with the 22 year-old Dave Chappelle, who by this time had appeared in

2% The Richard Pryor Show, Episode 3 and Episode 4, respectively.
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Mel Brooks’ Robin Hood Men in Tights. Organized chronologically according to prominence,
Comedian Darryl Littleton’s comprehensive Black Comedians on Black Comedy: How African-
Americans Taught Us to Laugh, includes Paul Mooney in the more recent crop of comedians. The
book, which functioned as the basis for Robert Townsend’s recent documentary Why We Laugh:
Black Comedians on Black Comedy (2009), historicizes Black comedy, somewhat akin to
Watkins’ comprehensive work, packed with relevant historical information but with less rigorous
historical research. What distinguishes the work is its incorporation of Black comedians’
perspectives. The section on Richard Pryor is about nine pages, and he also appears earlier in the
two-page section on Laff Records, with whom Pryor recorded his early stand-up albums in the
1960s.22  Mooney appears, conversely, toward the very end — after Dave Chappelle even — in a
three-page section that chronicles his writing ventures and his rise as a comedian. His
incorporation at this point in the text is explained by the last sentence of that section, “Seasoned
vets were en vogue and blazing a path for the future.”®® Thus, it becomes clear that as long as
Pryor was ascending, Mooney rode with him rather than separately, and after Pryor’s passing,
Mooney’s show had to go on, and he became increasingly relevant in the years beyond The

Richard Pryor Show.

2! Joe Budd, “Black Packers Trek Into Hollywood,” Sunday Mail (QLD), 26 June 1988.

% Littleton, 87. These records include Show Biz, Rev. Durite, Are You Serious???, Richard Pryor
Meets Richard & Willie and the SLA, Pryor Goes Foxx Hunting, Craps, Down and Dirty, The
\évlzard of Comedy, Who Me? I'm Not Him, Black Ben the Blacksmith, Insane, Holy Smoke, and

utrageous.

23 Ibid., 317.
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Mooney’s Nationalism

His not having had his own show is of relevance here in relation to his politics. In his
memoirs, he argues that he is too Black for Hollywood. Dave Chappelle echoes this when he
assesses that, despite having been “a very accomplished comedian in his own right,” Mooney
“never quite broke through into the mainstream because he made decisions he wanted to keep it

raw and uncut.”?*

Mooney, indeed, would tack in a distinctly different direction from, for
example, Bill Cosby who set television standards and who has repeatedly attempted “race
neutrality,” which Mooney calls “the impossible” because “[i]t’s always a lie.”?> Though Cosby as
an individual Black man may be aware of and concerned with white supremacy, targeting the
maneuverings of “the bigot” has never been part of his television work, and he is inarguably the
most successful Black comedian on television. Mooney’s assessment? “The Cosby Show is like a
race-free zone. I don’t get it. Why the disconnect? Because nobody wants to rock the boat. No
one wants to disturb the white audience.” He has opted otherwise: “Fuck that shit. I keep it
real.”?® While he has found work in the television industry, it seems to be common knowledge
among comics who work in television why, most of whom would likely agree with Mooney’s
speculation that it is due to his “nappy mental attitude,” which unlike relaxed hair, unsettles
whites.”’

Mooney has consistently asserted his anti-white supremacist political agenda of Black and

ultimately human freedom as the mainstay of his comedy. Even a cursory glance at the titles of

some of his recordings indicate his ideological leanings — Race (1993), Analyzing White America

24 «“Negrodamus,” Episode 2 with audio commentary, Chappelle’s Show, Season 2 (2004).
2> Mooney, Black Is the New White, 16.
% Ibid., 16-17.
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(2004), and Know Your History: Jesus Was Black...So Was Cleopatra (2006). He “jokes” that
when whites say to him, “Paul, I love your show, but you make me feel so guilty. Must everything

»28  He asserts that he cannot be held accountable for

be race?” he responds, “Yes. Everything.
creating the problem of racism; in fact, he aptly points out that racism was here before him and
will be here when he is gone. He uses his role as a comedian to its fullest political extent, despite
his repeated insistence that he is “just” a comic, and these are “just” jokes. He argues that comedy
is effective because it “takes the edge off.”?® So, what bothers him about race in the U.S. is that
“nothing has changed. It’s all still the same. It’s just covered up...It used to be overt. Now it’s
covert.” He operates from the position that the country cannot be the space of freedom it imagines
itself to be as long as it invests in white supremacy. Using his social license as a comedian to
speak that which is taboo, and calling on his right as a citizen to freedom of speech, Mooney insists
on talking about what Dave Chappelle will also call the “elephant in the room,” rendering visible
the ugliness of white supremacy, despite social efforts to render it invisible and non-existent.
Explaining Richard Pryor’s focus on race, Mooney also implies the impetus for his own comedy:
And the only way to do something more substantial onstage — then and now — is to
discuss one of the defining features of the American experience: race. I don’t know
how anyone, black or white, in America can stand up in front of an audience with a
microphone and never mention it. It’s as if there’s an elephant in the room, and it’s

Spraying out elephant diarrhea all over everyone, and no one’s mentioning it. It’s
0
surreal.

*" Ibid., 16.

28 Paul Mooney’s Analyzing White America.

2% paul Mooney, interview with producer Tim Reid, Paul Mooney’s Analyzing White America,.
%0 Mooney, Black Is the New White, 15.
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So, when he says, “It’s not about being bold. It’s just about being honest....Just say it. It clears it
up,”! it is clear he believes a problem unspoken is the same as a problem unsolvable, and his
purpose is not simply to be caustic or funny but to function as a catalyst for social change.

His fervent nationalist claims in his standup performances frame his television work. What
bothers him about race in the U.S. is that “nothing has changed. It’s all still the same. It’s just
covered up...It used to be overt. Now it’s covert.” He operates from the position that the country
cannot be the space of freedom it imagines itself to be as long as it invests in white supremacy. In
his standup, he repeatedly articulates his U.S. citizenship and his attendant freedom of speech. As
he says at the close of Analyzing White America (2002), “If you don’t like what I say, just defend
my right to say it ‘cause I’'m an American." Although he is often understood to be speaking
primarily to a Black audience, he has delighted in literally displacing whites in the audience —
making them so uncomfortable with various truths about the structure of race in the United States
that they leave. In his first recording, Race, when a white woman leaves the audience, he responds
“White folks are so sensitive, like little white bunny rabbits. She got the fuck outta here, didn’t
she? ‘Cause all their lives they been told they’re the shit, and the minute they hear a nigga talk
about them, no sense of humor about yourself. Fuck you. This is America. You can be talked about
too. Fuck you! See, they don’t think it’s funny when it’s about them.”*? This displacement and
discomforting of whites becomes a regular technique in his comic arsenal that he cultivates over
the course of his career, originating, as he tells it in his memoir, in his role as the wolf at his
predominantly white Berkeley High in a skit based on “Little Red Riding Hood.” He notes that

while on stage, he saw that “whoever isn’t laughing their guts out is shifting uncomfortably in their

3! Interview, Paul Mooney’s Analyzing White America.
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chairs.” Retrospectively, he is implicitly marking this as a defining element of his comic mode:
“That’s how I like it. You either laugh, or you get uptight.”** Arguably, much of his standup is
actually aimed at whites given his own assumption that Blacks, except for the “house niggas,” will
already understand his perspective and get the joke. Whether his audience is integrated or
primarily Black, his purpose seems clear — to function as a critical voice that identifies the
country’s faults as a means of inspiring a constructive self-assessment. He articulates a Black
nationalist ideology in order to challenge white supremacy and ultimately make the United States a
better, i.e. more democratic, place: “And that’s the problem. We’re gonna have to get together in

some type of a way.”

Seeking Praise: The Limits of Revolutionary Humor

Yet, for all this nationalist critique, Mooney is self avowedly and perhaps curiously
attracted to praise. Given, however, his pension for catering to Black audiences, perhaps his love
of praise is consistent with a Black Arts imperative to both be responsible to the community and to
hold to Black standards. He says of his discovery of audience affirmation at 14 years old in 1955
when he became the “hambone king of Berkeley”: “I find out that applause equals love,” a story he
tells not only as the genesis of his performance career but also of his love of performing.** This is
relevant regarding Mooney’s ‘“revolutionary humor,” raising the question of whether that
affirmation is more important than the politics of critique: it would seem that a love of applause

and fame sit tensely and uncomfortably with a desire to challenge status quo ideas, especially in

%2 paul Mooney, Race, Novamute, 1993, Comedy CD.
% Mooney, Black Is the New White, 71.
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the U.S. where the yellow brick road to fame goes through Hollywood, an arbiter of the status quo
and one of Mooney’s favorite targets. It is also curious in terms of his positioning of himself as
stable and secure in contrast against Richard Pryor as vulnerable. As much as Pryor was
intoxicated with Hollywood and fame, he was deflated by its efforts to “deflavorize” him.*® At
this point in their burgeoning careers, Mooney argues that “What Richard wants is what I
want...To be accepted, to be loved for who we are, not for some playacting phony version of

38 and so they set out to “conquer Hollywood” on their own terms,” but their “first step

ourselves,
is to first turn [their] backs on it entirely” and head north to Berkeley. While Pryor spends that
time trying “to find a way out of the box that white people want to keep him in,” Mooney was
travelling back and forth between Oakland and L.A. “to get known.”®" Ultimately, then, he did not
turn his back on Hollywood, but what he has done in Hollywood has yet to be replicated.

In his memoir, Pryor unabashedly repeats that for him it was all about “the monies” and
that his “white woman disease” precluded him from being a revolutionary. Mooney’s
autobiographical refrain seems to reflect political clarity: “Racism trumps capitalism” — except in
his politics of beauty or comic fraternity. As argued earlier, Pryor’s proclivities for money to
support the lifestyle he wanted and that shaped his comedy functioned as obstacles to him as a
revolutionary but is consistent with my argument about him forwarding a Black nationalism that

was trained on the incorporation of Blacks into the nation without assimilating. Mooney seems to

be operating along a similar line of thought although the memoir’s refrain implies a critique: for

% Although this particular statement is quoted from p. 54 of his memoir, this desire for fame and
love of audience approval is really the thematic focus of chapter 8.

%> Mooney, 101.
% Ipid., 102.
37 Ibid., 103 and 108-09.
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whites, a desire to exclude Blacks exceeds profit. Yet for his clear articulations of racial inequity,
his politics of color appear unanalyzed in his memoirs and at times in his standup, even in the
midst of having loved and married a brown-skinned woman.

Racism trumps capitalism, but friendship seems to preclude analysis as much as color.
This love of affirmation might explain these curious silences in his politics. Curiously, after
Michael Richards’ blatant performance of white supremacy, Mooney publicly relieved Richards of
responsibility seemingly explicable only by a sense of comic fraternity as he also repeatedly
claimed Richards as his friend. As comedians, audience approval is central to their work. So
though Richards’ choices were the product of a life steeped in the training of white supremacy, as
well as a failing set, popular discourses positioned it as a momentary lapse, a breakdown, an
outburst — everything but evidence of the insidious persistence and aggression of white supremacy
and anti-Black sentiment. And yet, Paul Mooney, the most outspoken Black comic on the very
issue of race, absolved Richards and then decided to denounce the word “nigger,” essentially
imbibing social doctrines of Black pathology: it was he who needed to change his behavior. This
was oddly consistent with a media shift away from Don Imus in his 2007 remark about the Rutgers
women’s basketball team as “nappy headed hoes” onto Hip Hop: if rappers and other Black men
use “ho” to reference Black women in public spaces, what can they expect? Mooney and Pryor
had both been unabashed proponents of “nigger,” both to deflate its power and to simultaneously
remind people of white supremacy. As Mooney is quoted as having said in 1993, “’I say nigger all

the time,” he said. ‘I say nigger 100 times every morning. It makes my teeth white. Niggger-
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nigger-nigger-nigger-nigger-nigger-nigger-nigger-nigger. 1 say it. You think, 'What a small white
world.' "%

Richard Pryor changes tack after a trip to Africa where he said he did not see any
“niggers.” Mooney’s transformation of conscience regarding the word happened after Michael
Richards’ infamous moment. Mooney confessed to having had a love affair with the word; he
sanctioned and championed for Laugh Factory’s new policy of fining comics who used the word,;
and he unilaterally condemned use of the word and started calling it “the N-word.” At the time the
research for this project began, he had also included “bitch.”** While he has managed to maintain
his rejection of “nigger,” he has regressed to “bitch” and seems to be its rapt lover, suggesting that
women are of little concern to his sense of racial inequity and his visions of equity. This is
significant in articulating Mooney’s politics: as pointed and as necessary as his political
commentary is, he, by his own accord, is an applause-loving comedian first.

On the one hand, in comparison to his Berkeley High classmate, Huey Newton, this kind of
easy equation between audience applause and love could easily be read as an Uncle Tom
confessionary, especially for a Black male comedian performing for integrated audiences, but in
the context of his professional field and his audience (de)construction, it must mean something
entirely different. Here is a comic writer who began with a “guerilla” high school play and ended
up in Hollywood only to find out that he, like Redd Foxx, was “too Black™ for that town. As
Newton and Mooney tell their own stories in their own respective memoirs, one sees struggle, and

the other averts his gaze, arguing that because of his grandmother’s love and protection, he never

%8 Michel Marriot, “Rap’s Embrace of ‘Nigger’ Fires Bitter Debate,” The New York Times, 24
January 1993, Metropolitan Desk, p. 1.

%9 «Talk of the Nation,” hosted by Neal Conan, Transcript, NPR, 30 November 2006.
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felt threatened by racism. One mentions his looks only to downplay them while the other comes
back to the issue of looks — his own and those around him — again and again. One traces his
defiance and fighting spirit, the other his love of entertaining. One finds satisfaction in being seen
as “crazy,” and the other in praise. Even the difference in titles is telling: Revolutionary Suicide
and Black Is the New White. The former implies a fight to the death, indeed a fight that is
necessarily suicidal in its challenge to authority. The latter slights whites for seeing Blackness as a
fashionable trend even as it also invokes the superficiality of fashion and trends, consistent with
Mooney’s . Yet, both men come to see themselves as the antithesis of Uncle Toms, as Black men
who understand the struggle of Black men and seek to assert it fearlessly to, in front of, and despite
whites.

Thus Mooney’s performance of seriousness and stability can come across as infallible or
even self-righteous although he seems to intend an image of a strong, Black man in the midst of
cultural forces that aggressively attempt either to dismantle or shape that quality as dangerous, if
not criminal. Hence his response on Chappelle’s Show “Ask a Black Dude” to Stephen King’s
question about whether and why Black people want to go to Black dentists and Black undertakers:
“That’s kind of a weird question — coming from Stephen King, that was very strange [...] Gonna
have the horror man come on and ask a question about a nigga; that was already scary. | wrote a
script for Stephen King. | have a Stephen King horror movie: Nigga With a Brain? We’ll see how
that scare people. Or Niggas in School. How ‘bout that, Stephen?”*® His argument, much like
Clay from LeRoi Jones’ 1963 play “Dutchman,” is that the most terrifying thing for a self-

conceptualization of superiority based on whiteness is an intelligent Black man, a serious one, an

%0 Episode 7, Chappelle’s Show, Season 1 (2003), DVD.
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educated one — all characteristics that Paul Mooney performs. Paul Mooney argues that he likes
being himself and has long had a strong sense of security, so that what you see is what you get:
“I’m not a different person onstage and off, like Cosby used to be.”*! Indeed, it is often the case
that when Mooney plays a character, he is playing someone who is ideologically aligned with
himself — like Junebug in Spike Lee’s Bamboozled or Negrodamus on Chappelle’s Show, and the
material that he performs or has written for the big and little screens is often material either directly
from his standup routines or addressing the same issues.

Unlike Pryor, Mooney generally evades direct jokes about his own sexuality. In fact, it
seems to have been broached in only a few instances — in his memoir, on The Richard Pryor Show
in the roast in a joke by Richard Pryor. Pryor may have been “pussy crazy,” but Mooney’s
discussion of sexuality and beauty suggest that like Pryor and many of his Black Arts compatriot
writers, gender was divorced from their politics of race, if not opposed to it. With Mooney, we see
this in his new millennium reversal of his commitment to stop using the words “bitch” and
“nigger.” With regard to the former, he has regressed. Additionally, his comedy is rife with
diatribes on the continued significance of slavery, and even on slavery and sex, but his politics of
race seem unconnected to an analysis of color. In other words, slavery is significant but not in
relation to beauty. Finally, the very emphasis that he places on “beauty” is rather Hollywood of
him. Indeed, he argues that it was his beauty that repeatedly got him auditions, starting in high
school when he credits his good looks for enabling him to skip the audition for Dance Party.*?
Throughout his memoir there is a heavy emphasis on physical beauty, especially his own and the

women around him. His politics of beauty run oddly counter to his articulated racial politics but

* Mooney, Black Is the New White, 16.
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partially explains his assertions that this is “just” comedy; in other words, the gap between his
ideas of beauty and of women complicate and diminish the revolutionary potential of his work.

Because he focuses on race, Mooney frequently returns to the issue of slavery as
constructing the frame for U.S. racism. In this chapter’s opening quote, Mooney argues that whites
will never “get over” racism because they owned Black people. It was not part of the plan, he
argues, for Blacks to “get away,” and at the heart of our structural racial inequity is the happiness
whites had when they were able to own Blacks, implying a pleasure of privilege and power. And,
if they had not wanted racial mixture, then they should not have “screwed” Black people.

But, when he discusses beauty, it is as if he has never considered the effect of slavery on
Black constructions and perceptions of beauty. Born with his fist raised in ode to Black power, he
somehow seems not to have rejected doctrines of beauty as defined by visual proximity to
whiteness. In his memoir, he narrates his social circle at the end of high school — a “half dozen

beautiful women, all in their late teens and all beauty-contest winners,”*

including his cousin
Alice, “one of the most beautiful women I have ever seen or ever will see. Light, light skin and
startling green eyes. The way she carries herself, with a quiet grace, makes her prettiness all the

44
more pronounced.”

He describes himself as having been “in heaven with these women,” not
because of sex but because “the aura of sex and beauty and youth is intoxicating.”45 This seems

ideologically opposed to his joke that white people are relaxed when Black people’s hair is

relaxed®® as he himself seems “relaxed” by Alice’s “light, light skin and startling green eyes.” For a

*2 1bid., 66.
* bid., 63.
* bid., 64.
* |bid., 63.
* bid., 16.
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2947

man who frequently accuses non-laughing Black audience member of being “house niggers,”"" and

**8 this seems oddly decontextualized. It is not these

who claims to have a “nappy mental attitude,
traits preclude Alice from being “beautiful,” but that in combination with his proclamations of
beauty throughout the memoirs, his stand up jokes of “bitches” like Diana Ross and Oprah
Winfrey, and his the Sanford and Son episodes he wrote with Richard Pryor, his discussion of
slavery and his critiques of white supremacy seem to disappear. And while he seems not to have
been as interested in discussing or publicly acknowledging his desire for white women, there is
evidence to suggest that like Pryor, his interest is in promoting a shift, specifically, in Black men’s
social position.

Interestingly, this story about Alice is Mooney’s segue into meeting Huey P. Newton,
“another Louisiana boy whose family [had] uproot[ed] and move[d] to Oakland.” He had known
Newton in Oakland, and when he saw him show up at Berkeley High he concluded, “I think Huey
transfers schools because he likes me, but he’s really more interested in Alice.” But, Huey was the
only other male in their group and, as Mooney says, “the only guy on the block who can compete
with me in being handsome.”*

Mooney goes on to tell of having dated “a pretty girl named Karen Perry” in his senior year
of high school. He tells that she is best friends with Alice, is a great actress, and looks like “a
combination of actresses Lori Petty and Audrey Hepburn.” She seems to function less as a love or

emotional interest as more of a transition he needs as a writer to introduce the double standards of

the drama department: she consistently plays the female lead in school productions while he is left

*" He does this in virtually every stand up recording. It can be heard on Race (1993) and witnessed
on Analyzing White America 2/2002).

8 Mooney, Black Is the New White, 16.
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to “guerilla [his] shit.” Despite the emphasis on his own beauty, the implication seems to be that
there is a direct link between Karen’s looks, perhaps including skin color, and her success in the
plays.

His arguments about racial inequity seem disconnected from gender inequity. It is Black
men who are copied and imitated, targeted by the system. He sometimes discusses Black women
and beauty as if separate from his larger argument about the significance of race with no regard,
seemingly, for the rather conservative ideals of beauty he propagates. But, like Pryor, he clearly
constructs white women’s sexuality and behavior as different from Black women’s. He tells of
Flip Wilson having had a young white girl who acted as his “drug mule,” who would “go out and
buy dope for him,” but Pryor “poaches her,” and she starts “muling for Richard.”®® This idea of
white women as willing to “mule” for Black men recurs. In the unedited clip of Chappelle’s
Show’s “Ask a Black Dude,” there is a question about why Black men make the best pimps which
is re-worded as why are Black men only suitable to be pimps. Mooney responds, “That’s already
very funny. Black men are suitable to be pimps. Well you should ask the white woman. | mean
that’s a question to ask the white woman cause he seems to be doing a lot of pimping with the
white lady, so the question’s kind of reversed.”*

Indeed, Mooney laces his “star” Genesis tale with a waking racial consciousness, for it is at

%2 _ the first time a white person

Berkeley High where he has his “watershed ‘nigger’ moment
calls him “nigger.” It is where he sees “examples of racism plenty of times, like slights in class,

with teachers ignoring black students to call on their pet white kids. But | myself feel too secure to

* Ibid., 64.
% Ibid., 100.
> «Ask a Black Dude,” Bonus Material, Chappelle’s Show, Season 1, DVD, Disc 2.
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be touched by anything like that. It just offends my sense of justice.”® His argument is that he
had been instilled with such a sense of love, worth and value not to see himself as inferior on the
basis of race. Presumably, the kind of effect he means is of the Fanonion sort — that which
insidiously begins to shape, negatively, a Black person’s picture of him or herself. He sees himself
above rules regarding interactions between authority figures and subordinates, rules that never
apply to him>*- be they rules of engagement between Blacks and whites or between students and
faculty or, implicitly, between men and women. These elements of security, entitlement and
freedom, he clearly seeks to project as pillars of his self-construction. While his “friends and
acquaintances buckle under the burden of bigotry and prejudice and ignorance,” believing that
“Well, maybe I am a low piece of shit like they say I am,” his story is that he held his ground,
maintained an active resistance and sought alternate modes rather than simply accepting the status
quo. So, when he was kicked off of the yearbook and school newspaper for responding to that
“watershed ‘nigger’ moment,” he published a guerilla newspaper instead, a “smash hit.”*®

In relation to the form of Black nationalism I am forwarding, it is significant Mooney’s that
his anti-establishment politics are pro-integration as opposed to separatist, and he uses his first
television opportunity toward this end:

If 1 have to dance only with the same two regular girls who are black,

it’s going to cut my possibilities way down. I don’t even think about it. Every

day I am running with a whole flock of white women, integrated by me and my

cousin Alice. Why should Dance Party be any different?

I dance with the black girls, the Asian girls, the white girls. | dance with
everyone. It’s natural. It’s not a thought-out move on my part. But in my own

>2 Mooney, Black Is the New White, 60.
*3 bid., 58.
> bid., 59.
*° |bid., 61.
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way, I’m integrating American television. | get my beautiful cousin Alice on
the show. She dances with all the white boys.’

He performs the freedom to which he feels entitled, despite the larger contextual “understanding”
of Blacks and whites dancing together as socially taboo. Transgressing this taboo, Mooney “in
[his] own way” was “integrating American television,”’ literally dancing his way out of his
constrictions, as George Clinton would croon two decades later. Thus, as early as 1959, when, as

he portrays it, the “country is in an Eisenhower-Nixon coma,”®

we see in Oakland the emergence
of a funk ethos and Black performances of freedom that make something as simple as dancing on a
television show radical, exposing the historical rootedness of white nationalism.

An examination of Mooney’s writing career reveals the potency of his politics and the
legitimacy of his observation that “[t]he kind of material I write is maybe the reason I’'m on the

5959

Hollywood blacklist,”” even though the kind of routines he developed in the comedy clubs during

the late 1960s and early 1970s strikes neither him nor Pryor as “radical.”®

Sanford and Son

On the air from 1972 to 1977 with veteran comic Redd Foxx starring as the cantankerous
yet loveable Fred G. Sanford, Sanford and Son was structured to be insular, taking place largely in
Fred’s house where he also runs his junk business. It is a situation comedy that relies on father and

son, Fred and Lamont’s personalities and the friction between them. If Fred is a pouty, child-like,

% bid., 68.
* bid., 68.
%8 bid., 65.
% |bid., 145.
% |bid., 141.
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witty, and grumpy old man, who is set in his ways, then Lamont, frequently frustrated by his
father’s lack of seriousness, is a grumpy young man set in his ways. He is frequently angry, and
yelling is his main mode of communication. Their roles as father and son are often reversed, it
seems, with Lamont issuing commands and orders to his father though Fred owns the house and
the business. Lamont conducts most of the business while Fred listens to music, watches
television, has a drink of ripple, or prepares all of Lamont’s meals. Lamont’s main complaint is his
father’s refusal to work due to his supposed heart condition and arthritis. A recurring issue of the
season is Lamont’s desire for privacy in the house so that he can entertain friends, particularly
female dates. At one point, 31-year old Lamont moves out of the house, to his father’s dismay, but
by the end of the episode has returned home, which speaks to Lamont’s and Fred’s co-dependency
and friendship.

There is little about the structure of the show and its story lines that requires it to be a
specifically “Black” show. The show’s premise and the father-son dynamic is based on the British
sitcom Steptoe and Son, and several of the episodes in these early seasons of Sanford and Son are
adaptations of storylines from that show. There are some episodes that specifically address a Black
audeience, like “Fred’s Cheating Heart,” which focuses on the prevalence of heart disease,
“especially among elderly Black men like your father,” as a representative from the Heart Disease
Association explains to Lamont. The representative proceeds to provide facts about heart disease
and related conditions “like strokes resulting from hypertension,” “afflict[ing] 30-40% of Black
population in America over 30 yrs of age.” The vast majority of episodes, however, revolve around
each man’s relationship with women and their persistently antagonistic but close-knit relationship.
As would be the case with The Cosby Show a decade later, there was an abundance of Black

cultural signifiers: food figures prominently as a distinctly Black element of their lives, as does
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Foxx’s humor. But, most of the cast was Black, and so was Redd Foxx — Black in that
confrontational, countercultural sense. It was Redd Foxx that Mooney credits for the wording and
notion of being “too Black for Hollywood.”®! So, regardless of the show’s structural independence
from race, race mattered because this was minstrel territory. Foxx wanted Black writers to write for
the cast to both avoid the minstrel trap and also to accurately forward the challenges and joys of
living Black in the U.S.

Pryor was performing at Redd Foxx’s comedy club in Los Angeles, according to Mooney,
and also renting one of his houses.®® This relationship led to Foxx bringing Pryor and Mooney to
his show, Sanford and Son, as writers. And even despite the show’s star producers, Norman Lear

and Bud Yorkin, being eager to hire them, “the system”®

— a system which, by Mooney’s analysis,
prefers to act in the interest of whiteness even over profits, so that the refrain of his memoir is
“racism trumps capitalism.” Mooney tells of network employees claiming to have had trouble

“finding black comedy writers”®*

with Pryor and Mooney right there in the meeting. Eventually,
Mooney and Pryor wrote two episodes — “The Dowry” and “Sanford and Son and Sister Makes

Three” — for the second season, and Foxx fought, in Mooney’s words, to bring him back for one

more episode, “Fred Sanford, Legal Eagle,” in the third.®> He co-wrote this episode with Gene

% 1bid., 147.
%2 Ibid., 143.
% Ibid., 144.
% Ibid., 144.

% Aaron Ruben, prod., and Jack Shea, dir., “The Dowry,” Episode 7, Sanford and Son, Season 2
(Norbud Productions, Inc., 1972/1973), DVD, Disc 1; Aaron Ruben, prod., and Rick Edelstein,
dir., “Sanford and Son and Sister Makes Three,” Episode 13, Sanford and Son, Season 2, DVD,
Disc 2; Aaron Ruben, prod. and Bob LaHendro, dir., “Fred Sanford, Legal Eagle,” Episode 15,
Sanford and Son, Season 3 (1973/1974), DVD, Disc 2.
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“Farmer, regularly one of the Story Editors, but the episode stands out from the rest of the season,
suggesting a heavy Mooney hand.®®

Reflecting back on a long career with NBC on the shows Sanford and Son, Saturday Night
Live, and The Richard Pryor Show, Mooney was able to conclude that the kind of material he
wrote then and still writes earned him “no favors with the NBC brass,” who “always say it’s too
‘angry’ when they want to block you. But I’'m not angry [...] | just dedicate myself to keeping it
real” — surely the reason Foxx would have wanted Pryor and him. The episodes he wrote with
Pryor speak to the distance between gender and race inequity for the two, and the exclusionary
patriarchy characteristic of the Black nationalism that Black feminists have critiqued. It forwards
Mooney’s deracialized beauty politics that seems to dovetail Pryor’s exclamatory love for white
women, all of which is consistent with the Black male/white female relationships of the era — as
Cecil Brown argued that this particular dynamic signified a new freedom that lay in “fucking white
women,” what Ishmael Reed proclaimed as a right, and Eldridge Cleaver explained as a
specifically Black male compulsion. The episode Mooney wrote without Pryor is significant as it
evidences the uniqueness and necessity of Mooney in Hollywood: he openly uses his position to
critique the justice system and its exclusionary anti-Black moves in the interest of white
nationalism.

Mooney tells of Foxx having had to fight to get more Black writers for the show because

“the white writers they hire don’t understand the black experience,” but “NBC ignores him,” and

% \While each episode has different writers, there are throughout the third season, some script-
related positions that are filled by the same people forhthe majority of the season. Gene Farmer
and lunga Addell were Story Editors up until the 17" episode of the season. Joni Rhodes was
the Script Supervisor throughout the season. Directors and producers would also shift across the
season, but Aaron Ruben was almost always involved as the Producer and/or Story Consultant.
For “Legal Eagle,” Ruben was both; Adell and Farmer were Story Editors, Joni Rhodes the
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Foxx quit.®” Mooney, however, is not clear on when this happened. The shifts in the writing staff
during the third season suggest this kind of upheaval and tension.?® But clearly Foxx came back to
the show. Despite Sanford and Son being “a hit show, top ten every season it’s on, peaking at
number two behind Archie Bunker...in the so-called death slot of Friday evening, when no show
ever succeeds...it still kills. But it strikes Redd that he’s not getting the props someone in his
position should.”® In other words, he should have the power to pull in the kinds of writers he
wants for the show but has to fight with the network to get Mooney and Pryor.

The Mooney and Pryor duo produces episodes distinctly different from “Legal Eagle.”
Both have Lamont going out with daughters of Fred’s old acquaintances, but in the first she is
understood to be unattractive because of her weight. Perhaps it is coincidental that she is brown-
skinned and her striking counterpart who appears at the episode’s end is honey-colored. In the
second, Lamont falls in love with the daughter immediately. Both relationships potentially
interfere with his and Fred’s relationship, and both have moments of Lamont and Fred trading
jokes that sound like a Mooney and Pryor exchange. Most noticeably, however, in both of their

episodes, Fred and Lamont’s relationship is significantly less antagonistic. Their friendship and

Script Supervisor. Thus, it is not clear exactly what role each script-related function fulfilled,
particularly in terms of final decisions.

%" Mooney, 147.

% Coming on in Season 2 as a writer, llunga Adell would become a mainstay on the writing staff
during season 3 as a Story Editor along with Gene Farmer although he would also write a couple
of the episodes. Episode 17, “Fred”’s Cheating Heart,” was the last with the two of them working
together as Story Editor. Episode 19, “Lamont Goes Karate,” was Foxx’s last show of the
season. From that point on, the story line follows Fred being in St. Louis and Grady watching
the house (and Lamont) for him. Farmer and Adell would continued to write episodes but
separately, and their positions as Story Editors were not filled by anyone else. By the 23rd
episode, they were both gone. Even Bud Yorkin stepped in to direct some of the episodes.
Sanford and Son DVD.

% Mooney, 146.
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comradery is played up, and never is Lamont disrespectfully belligerent as is his tendency in other
episodes.

In the first of the two, “The Dowry,” Fred’s cousin Grady comes to visit and brings along
his new wife and step daughter, Betty Jean, with the express intent to marry her off to Lamont.
The joke of the episode though is that she is,

Grady: Large?

Fred: No.

Grady: Plump?

Fred: No.

Grady: Fat?

Fred: That’s the one.

And while the show itself is grounded in Lamont and Fred’s often antagonistic back and forth, in
this particular episode, they bond over Betty Jean and the unspoken, understood consensus that her
weight is the most obvious and most important element of who she is, an impenetrable barrier to
any potential beauty. With rounded cheeks and ample legs, Betty Jean wonders if she is one of
those unlucky people who has a problem with her glands. In response, Fred advises, with Lamont
sitting on the armchair, physically aligned with his father and his ideological position, that she had
better leave glands alone. Fred and Lamont still retire to the kitchen to fix something to eat for
their guests, but the retreat provides Mooney and Pryor the opportunity to have them lob jokes
about Betty Jean:

Lamont: And she say she lost 40 pounds!

Fred: If she look behind her, she’ll find ‘em.

The studio audience erupts into wild laughter. Foxx has to pause and wait for an opening to
deliver the next joke:

Lamont: Say listen, what’re we gonna fix for her to eat?
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Fred: Uh, what about a whale?

Foxx plays up Fred’s child-like innocence in the form of a serious face. The shot is a close up, and
Foxx never cracks the fagade. Again he has to wait for the studio audience before finishing, “You
know what we oughtta do? We oughtta lock her up in the refrigerator, and let her go for herself!”
The episode closes with Fred having invited over Grady’s niece, Alberta. Lamont, wary of his
father’s schemes, insists that he cannot stay because he already has a date, but Alberta is a direct
contrast to Betty Jean — tall, statuesque, light skinned with green eyes as compared to Betty Jean’s
brown, thick, short frame. Lamont is dumbstruck on sight and cannot even talk, so the joke is on
him. Fred ushers him out and leaves him at the window staring in with his mouth agape.

So, what is it that Mooney and Pryor brought to the series that was particularly Black?
Firstly, they would not have had to decide whether their material was accurately or authentically
Black enough. One of the first things Grady says when he sees Lamont is, “Last time I saw you,
you was about knee high to a june bug,” in a distinctly Southern and also Black vernacular.
Secondly, it is significant that despite Lamont’s decision to teach Fred a lesson, he does it without
any belligerence, suggesting that for Mooney and Pryor, the antagonism between them needed to
be backgrounded to their friendship as their interactions are largely jovial. Yet, even as Lamont
and Fred appear easier with each other, the humor of the episode lay in Fred’s bluntness regarding
the elephant in the room, no pun intended. In other words, Betty Jean’s physical appearance and
the explicit conversation with her mother about eating, dieting, and Weight Watchers centralize her
weight as a problem. Polite company might ignore remarks, but this is not a characteristic of Fred
Sanford, known to speak his mind regardless of his surroundings. Indeed, this kind of directness is
an element that Mel Watkins argues is a defining characteristic of Black humor: “The blunt, often

profane street vernacular in which folk humor was frequently couched, often an integral part of the
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style and meaning of the tales or jokes presented, was not tolerated in popular culture before the
1960s.”" Indeed, within “the black community, verbal ridicule was an accepted, indeed an
expected activity,” and he offers the dozens as an example.” Just as good an example though is
Fred’s humor in this episode, and though Lamont cosigns, Fred is clearly the comic voice who
delivers the lines that open the audience up to raucous laughter.

“Sanford & Son & Sister,” episode 13 of the second season, returns to similar
circumstances — a daughter of one of Fred’s peers. This time Fred is reuniting with Juanita, the
woman he was seeing before Elizabeth, Lamont’s mother, played by Ja’net Dubois of Good Times
fame as Willona Woods. Her daughter, Alice, evokes the same reaction from Lamont as did
Alberta: he stands there staring with his mouth agape. Alice is the same brown as Betty Jean but
certainly not the same size. The episode is basic on the essential sitcom misunderstanding: Juanita
wants to in Fred back after all these years and seems to think the best way to do this is to tell Fred
that Alice is his daughter while, apparently secretly, she wants Alice and Lamont to connect. Fred,
of course, is trying to keep his innocent “children” from an incestuous relationship until he finds
out that Alice is not his, at which point the romantic dinner for all four erupts into a confrontation
between Fred and Juanita. She insults him with “Junkman!” as a derisive diminutive rather than
an accurate portrayal of his profession. But, when Fred returns with, “Battle axe!” the scene
explodes into all four characters arguing and Fred kicking the women out of his house.

Juanita had bought Fred a smoking jacket, and as she is leaving the house, he yells after

her, “And here, take this faggoty jacket with you!” Enough would change in five years that by the

"% Mel Watkins, On the Real Side: Laughing, Lying, and Signifying — The Underground Tradition
of African-American Humor That Transtormed American culture, From Slavery to Richard
Pryor (New York: Touchstone, 1994), 445.

L Ibid., 446.
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time The Richard Pryor Show airs, the word “faggot” warrants censorship. At the time, it is as
explosive as “nigger” though for different reasons from today. Then, it was the case that Blacks
did not say “nigger” in front of white audiences primarily as a bourgeois code of deference and
politeness. Part of Pryor’s and Mooney’s impact was the fact that they refused to follow this code,
saying the word instead to reveal the facade: it was a word that people used, albeit for different
reasons, and a word that they would wield as they chose.

Given the complexity of these men’s sexualities and their performance of it, it is arguable
that their deployment of “faggot™ in the script is similar. The audience erupts again at Fred’s
outrageousness, and we learn that Alice was not actually his daughter when Juanita challenges
him, “Are you kidding? Did you really believe Alice was your daughter? Did you really believe
that?” What could Fred possibly say in response? The truth: “That’s what you told me, witch!”
Surely, it is the name-calling, like “battle axe,” that garners the foot-stomping laughter from a
studio audience that has been laughing hysterically throughout the episode. Juanita explains only
that she told Fred Alice was his because she had “something else in mind.”

After the women leave the premises, Fred and Lamont come back in the house to console
themselves through jokes against them. In this scene, the episode is reminiscent of the kitchen
briefing in “The Dowry.” Fred starts off by asking what Lamont saw in Alice in the first place
since she could not dance or cook — and so the list of her faults begins. She had “bad legs,” “with
them thick ankles.” Fred adds, “And I bet in the summertime, they even swole up bigger, like tree
stumps. I bet dogs would have followed her anywhere.” This time the actors appear to enjoy a
genuine laugh along with the audience. Lamont also reveals that she sucked her teeth and says she
had “them funny-looking eyes,” both of which provide fodder for the closing comic turns of the

episode.
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Though the two episodes play out differently, what they share is a bonding between
Lamont and Fred over women’s inadequacies — distinct qualities that make these women
unattractive and provide a format for Fred and Lamont to continue their co-dependency. The
women become the butt of the jokes in both episodes in ways that are particularly gendered, like
when Fred calls Juanita a battle axe and a witch, or when Lamont and Fred discuss and complain
about women’s bodies — Betty Jean’s weight and Alice’s legs and eyes. What is significant is that
the women’s bodies, then, function as the contested terrain over which Fred and Lamont both
battle and unify, and always in these episodes, they unify over their rejection of these women. In
other episodes, Fred defends his relationship to Donna, the fiancée that Lamont does not accept
and refers to as “the barracuda.” As long as Fred chooses Donna, Lamont is gruff and rude. Thus,
this particular iteration of Fred and Lamont’s relationship is a friendship in which women serve as
distraction, short term satisfaction, and the butt of their jokes.

In his memoirs, Mooney laments Pryor’s indulgence in women, attempting to create a
distance and distinction between himself and Pryor with regard to stability and vulnerability, and
perhaps to manhood. As if to defend Pryor’s manhood, Mooney offers that “Ain’t nobody
straighter and more pussy-crazy than Richard,” 10 but being “pussy-crazy” is only good in
asserting Pryor’s heterosexuality. It is a curious assertion though given Pryor’s persistent
undermining of it. Otherwise, Mooney sees that characteristic of Pryor’s as a sign of his
weaknesses. He refers to Pryor’s “three major food groups: booze, cocaine, pussy,” for which
Pryor pays with “his soul.”’®> He characterizes Pryor’s relationships with women as primarily

unhealthy, as an addiction like his relationship to cocaine — abusive. Contrary to Pryor, he was

"2 Mooney, 10, 23, and 202.
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raised with so much love that he could not have been as insecure. Ultimately the distinction
between them may only be that Mooney is not “pussy-crazy,” or certainly not like Pryor. They are
not the ideological poles that Mooney would have us believe.

Describing the closeness of their friendship, Mooney tells stories of the two of them
bonding through a comedy that excises women, much as Fred and Lamont do in the episodes they
two of them wrote. For example, in 1974, Pryor won a Grammy for Best Comedy Recording with
That Nigger’s Crazy, and in those heady times, Mooney paints him as indulging it all: Pryor on his
yacht showing his guests his one million dollars cash in the safe. Later in the evening, Mooney
and Pryor would be sitting on deck, Pryor with a string bikini clad young woman in his lap. This is
the context for the following exchange:

“What are you thinking, Mr. Mooney?” Richard asks me.

“What are you thinking?” I say back to him.

“I’m thinking this young girl here is going to fuck me to death,” he says.

I say, “Well, I’'m thinking about how I can get that million dollars that’s in the safe,

sink this boat with all you on it, and get away — and goddamn if I can swim.”

Richard laughs so hard he dumps the puppy girl off his lap. We just look at each

other and howl. We done stepped into some deep, deep shit.”

If Mooney can characterize Pryor’s addiction to women as symptomatic of Pryor’s addiction to
abuse, then he, perhaps unwittingly betrays his own tendency to excise or externalize women from
his friendship with Pryor. But, in this way, women are simultaneously at the center of their
relationship, of this interplay and banter.

Pryor clearly loved talking about women and his relationship with them as his comedy

always proves. Mooney does not joke about his relationships with women. In his memoirs, his

discussion of his relationships with women are clipped. Pryor’s comedy was marked by

® Mooney, 158.
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meditations on his “vulnerabilities,” to use Mooney’s wording. Mooney’s comedy is marked by
structural critique. It is not that Pryor internalizes, and Mooney externalizes; it is that Pryor did
both, and Mooney’s comedy does not meditate on his flaws. Mooney, instead, implies that he has
no vulnerabilities. His trained focus on white supremacy though led him to be a sort of comic
master with regard to issues of race.

The episode that Mooney writes with Gene Farmer reflects this distinction in comic focus.
Interestingly, in his discussion of the episode, Mooney never mentions Gene Farmer, who is indeed
identified as a writer with Paul Mooney in the episode credits. This may see arrogant, but the
focus and tint of the show align with Mooney’s stand up over the years, and the episodes that
Farmer wrote on his own reflect no consciousness of a particularly Black experience or
perspective. His episodes focus on exaggerated character idiosyncrasies of Fred, Lamont, and
Grady.”  Farmer relied on the situation comedy essentials of stock characters and
misunderstandings. While this is the general formula for a situation comedy, in the context of
comedy, Hollywood, and Black characters, this approach of exaggerated characteristics extends in
the direction of minstrelsy. Further, Farmer did not come to the show until the third season,” and
the “Fred Sanford, the Legal Eagle” episode clearly emerged out of a moment in the second

episode he and Pryor wrote for the second season, “Sanford & Son & Sister Makes Three.”

* Aaron Ruben, prod., and Jack Shea, dir., “Grady, The Star Boarder,” Episode 12, Sanford and
Son, Season 3, Disc 2 (Grady’s extraordinarily loud snoring makes him perhaps the worst house
guest ever.); Aaron Ruben, prod. and Stan Lathan, dir., “The Party Crasher,” Episode 18,
Sanford and Son, Season 3, Disc 3 (Fred is intent on crashing a party that Lamont is trying to
have with his friend, Rollo, in one of his futile efforts to establish his independence from his
father.); Aaron Ruben, prod., and Stan Lathan, dir., “Tyrannt [sic], Thy Name is Grady,” Episode
21, Sanford and Son, Season 3, Disc 3 (In Redd Foxx’s leave from the show, Grady becomes a
more central character rather than recurring character. He’s running the house in Fred’s absence,
so he and Lamont clash over who is in charge of the house and what happens there.) .

" He does not appear as a writer or story editor in the credits until Season 3.
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The joke targets is a common thread for Pryor, Mooney, and Dave Chappelle Soon after
arriving, Alice reminds her mother, Juanita, that they need to get a light fixed on the car, and Fred
responds, “Well you better get it fixed cuz they death on a nigga with one light.” The audience
howls with laughter, presumably at Fred’s/Redd’s audacity to use “nigger” on TV, and also at the
clarity of his critique of the U.S.’s inequitable justice system that doles out greater surveillance and
harsher punishments for Blacks than whites. It is not simply funny because of Foxx’s comic
styling; it is funny because it pulls an insider joke into the mainstream, revealing the boldness of
white supremacy before “police brutality” or “racial profiling” had become media buzz phrases.
Fred continues, “If you got one light, he better be on a motorcycle. I'm not kidding; you go down
there to the traffic court, and you sit around there, you see so many brothers and sisters, you think
you’re at a NAACP rally.”

That same traffic court scenario forms the climax in “Legal Eagle,” an episode focused on
color, race, inequity and the justice system. Lamont enters the house enraged because he unfairly
received a traffic ticket from a white cop for going on the green light and failing to yield to the
driver who jumped the red light. When Fred assures him that you cannot get a ticket for that,
Lamont replies: “You can if the light is green, you Black, and the cop is white.” Despite this social
clarity, Lamont chooses not to fight the ticket. Incensed at Lamont’s refusal to fight the ticket and
implicitly the injustice of having received it in the first place, Fred argues: “I’'m not being
ridiculous; you are. Now, you get a ticket from a white cop in a blue uniform in a black
neighborhood. Make you so mad that you see red, and you ain’t gonna fight it cuz you too yellow.
What are you? A man or a box of crayons?” Though Fred successfully convinces Lamont to go to

traffic court, he is not successful in convincing Lamont that this is a worthwhile endeavor.
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Once in the courtroom, the judge asks who will be representing Lamont, and Fred jumps
up as Lamont’s Counsel and questions the officer, “What have you got against Black drivers?”
Judge: ...You will restrict your inquiry to the matter before the court.

Fred: Well, that’s what’s wrong with the court, Judge. A Black man ain’t got a
chance down here.

Judge: I'm Black.

Fred: Well, you the judge; that don’t count.

Fred to the arresting officer: Listen, why don’t you arrest some white drivers?
Cop: | do.

Fred: You do? Well, where are they? Look at all these niggas in here.

Look around here. It’s enough niggas in here to make a Tarzan movie.

All the Black people in the courtroom come to life in agreement and support of Fred. Fred
becomes a voice of “the people,” signified by all the Black people Fred acknowledged in the
courtroom.

Reflecting a sense of the 1970s as the height of Black Consciousness, Redd Foxx, a former
Black Belt comic gets to make this kind of statement on primetime television addressing the
nation, critiquing the so-called justice system for its consistent, if not habitual, inequitable
treatment of Blacks. It is the very same issue that was a point on the Black Panther Party’s 10-
point program, the same issue that would be the subject of a Chappelle’s Show sketch that
addresses the question of what it would be like if Blacks had access to white privilege of protection
under the law. The inequity of the situation is mirrored in the network’s treatment of the episode:
according to Mooney, the network cut Fred’s question to the officer about whether he arrests any

white drivers up through his retort, as a form of censoring this critique, “wreck[ing] the flow of the
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show.”™® He argues, further, that those lines are still censored today in order to make the point of
his being too Black for Hollywood; however, as of the researching of this chapter in August 2010,
the scene appeared in its entirety on the Sony DVD. Mooney does, however, accurately recount
the studio audience’s reaction to the joke about there being enough Black people in the room to
make a Tarzan movie: “The studio audience goes nuts. They absolutely go crazy with laughter and
clapping and hollering. They are all from Los Angeles, and they know the ‘driving while black’

policies of the LAPD all too well.”"’

It is Mooney’s argument — and Pryor’s and Foxx’s — that this
was precisely the kind of episode white writers could not create because it came from the
experiences of living Black in this country.

Judge: Mr. Sanford, | suggest you write to your congressman or the newspapers to
express your views.

Fred: Well, listen Judge, a courtroom is where you come to get justice, ain’t it?
And, that’s why I’'m looking for is justice [sic]. | DEMAND JUSTICE! [Courtroom
erupts again.]

Judge: Order in the courtroom! Now another demonstration like that, and I’1l clear
the courtroom.

Ultimately, the judge dismisses the ticket, finding Lamont to be a “conscientious” young man who
used “reasonable judgment,” but he fines Fred $25 because, as he explains: “Due to your repeated
outbursts and disruptions, I have no choice but to find you in contempt of this court.” Fred retorts
simply, “Judge, I don’t have no contempt for this court! I did, but I don’t now” since he dismissed
the ticket and therefore applied justice justly.

While the episode has some zingers, Lamont’s literal silencing of Fred extends

metaphorically: those in positions of authority over Fred — his arrogant son and the judge — deem

’® Mooney, 146.
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him worth silencing even though he clearly spoke on behalf of “the people,” i.e. the courtroom. If
Lamont sees himself as signifying “common sense” because, of course, a father like Fred Sanford
would be embarrassing to anyone, then he reads as a status quo character with particularly
(peculiarly?) bourgeois inclinations — altering his voice intonation when in front of whites and
other he perceives as being in a position of authority over him, condescending to his father
specifically for his insistence on speaking simply. But, the episode closes with Fred telling the
eternally cynical Lamont that next time he would not represent him, so “Next time you get in
trouble, get you a white lawyer and some time in jail!” Fred gets the last word with commentary
that compliance with an anti-Black system will only get him the appropriate response:
confinement, imprisonment, restriction, regulation. A sketch of this nature would play out more
fully from a Fred-like perspective as Mooney’s work on the upcoming shows — Saturday Night
Live (NBC, 1974-present), In Living Color (FOXX, 1990-94) , and Chappelle’s Show (Comedy
Central, 2003-05) — would demonstrate recurring concerns, arguments, and insights first evident in

The Richard Pryor Show.

Saturday Night Live

In Pryor Convictions, Pryor remembers that by 1975, he was a “hot commodity,” and was
invited to host the hip, new show Saturday Night Live. But even though “cast members John
Belushi, Chevy Chase, and Dan Aykroyd pushed the envelope each weekend, the show’s
producers were concerned that [Pryor] might take it too far even for them.” After meeting with

Pryor about script ideas, head writer Michael O’Donoghue trepidly articulated that they could not

" Mooney, 146.
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do any of that on television. Frustrated by television’s constraints, Pryor observed that “[a]side
from that, 1 never heard any discussion of censorship. No talk about holding back from anyone,
including the cast, who gave me the impression they didn’t listen to shit anyway. Behind the
scenes, though, the network wrung their hands over the possibility that I might say ‘fuck’.” Thus
because of Pryor, Lorne Michaels, the show’s producer, secretly agreed to allow NBC to install a
five-second delay on the live broadcast. Pryor claims that had he known, he never would have
hosted the show.”® The implication here is clear: white comedians — Belushi, Aykroyd, and Chase
— were allowed and encouraged to push the envelope while Pryor’s ideas were censored. He
interpreted it as discriminatory given that there were no other such instances, and he was the only
Black man other than Garrett Morris, whom Mooney claims he and Pryor “secretly regard[ed] [...]

> and

as a perfect Negro, specializing in clownish comedy” as “the token Negro in the ensemble,
they chose not to use him in any of their sketches as a result.

Indeed, in his rendition of the experience, Mooney affirms the camaraderie between Pryor
and the cast, particularly Belushi, with whom he shared a cocaine-interest, as well as the
difficulties with the network. For the same reasons that Foxx wanted Pryor and Mooney to write
for the show, Pryor insisted on having Mooney as one of his writers when wooed by Lorne
Michaels, “I don’t want white people putting words into my mouth...I don’t get Paul, you don’t
get me,” Mooney writes. So, presumably when Mooney writes, “I go into these ridiculous
meetings knowing I’'m going to get hired,” he is referring back to the difficult time NBC gave them

when Redd Foxx was trying to get them as writers for Sanford and Son. Indeed, he maintains that

the network’s underlying motive for installing the delay was racial: “None of the other hosts get

"8 Pryor, 144-45.
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this restriction, just Richard. It’s crap. It’s demeaning. But it’s in their nature. Anything the white

man can do to control a black man, they will do.”®

After being pursued by Chevy Chase to write a sketch for him with Richard Pryor, Mooney
finally wrote one that reflected his experiences with the network, “After all the bullshit I’ve been
put through to get here, the fucking cross-examination Lorne subjects me to, | decide to do a job
interview of my own”; in fact, he argues it was the “easiest sketch” he ever wrote because all he
did was “bring out what is going on beneath the surface of that interview with Lorne and the NBC
execs.”® Controversial in it first airing in front of a live studio audience on December 13, 1975, it
did even better in the ratings race when it aired the following spring as a rerun.®? The sketch itself
is simple: a white interviewer asks the Black applicant to do a word association exercise “ to see if
the black man’s fit to employ,” but the unspoken racial undertones of Mooney’s interview are
articulated here:

Chase (CC): White.
Pryor (RP): Black.
CC: Bean

RP: Pod.

CC: Negro.

RP: Whitey.

CC: Tar baby.

RP [miffed]: What did you say?
CC: Tar baby.

RP: Ofay.

CC: Colored.

RP: Redneck!

CC: Jungle bunny!
RP: Peckerwood!
CC: Burrhead!

® Mooney, 161.

% |bid., 162.

81 Mooney, 163-64.
82 Mooney, 164.
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RP: Cracker.

CC: Spearchucker.

RP: White trash!

CC: Jungle bunny!

RP: Honkey!

CC: Spade!

RP: Honky! Honky!

CC: Nigger!

RP: Dead honky!
Allowing the sketch to speak for itself as it did on the air, Pryor simply offers that the sketch
“really stretched the rubber band of what was normally seen on television.”® Mooney, however,
historicizes the sketch as now a “comedy classic” because it is “like an H-bomb that Richard and |
toss into America’s consciousness. All that shit going on behind closed doors is now out in the

open there’s no putting the genie back in the bottle.”®

In other words, that sketch stripped
bourgeois protocols of decorum of its facade and articulated instead the aggression of white
supremacy while it simultaneously asserted a Black nationalist refusal to cater to and perform the
position of silent, ignorant, complicit inferior. In fact, Mooney interprets their use of “nigger” on
television in that particular historical moment “as a weapon, turned back against those who use it”
being “born on national TV” with that sketch. In this interview with a white employer who
determines his working fate, Pryor’s janitor throws caution and social protocol to the wind to stand
his ground and assert himself. As bluntly as Foxx delivered Mooney’s critique of the justice
system is as simply as Pryor delivered Mooney’s critique of white supremacy itself. Indeed, the

employment struggles of Black man is another issue that will reappear on The Richard Pryor

Show, specifically in Pryor’s rendition of the first Black President of the United States, noting that

8 Mooney 163, Pryor 145-46.
8 Pryor, 145.
8 Mooney, 164.
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for white America the unemployment rate was 5% but for “Black America, the minority, the
situation is up to as high as 45%.” The aim would be to get it down to 20%, and “of course it

would be lower than that in the white areas. We’re trying to do this and merge a United States.”®®

In Living Color

In 1990, the Wayans family — mostly brothers and one sister — emerged on FOX with a hit
show, In Living Color. It was the first comedy sketch show created by Blacks since The Richard
Pryor Show, and it was known for making anyone and everyone the butt of the joke. The sketches
may have been racial in orientation but not necessarily. The humor sometimes targeted
homosexuality or physical handicaps, and the show argued in its defense that because nothing and
no one were off limits, they could not be accused of discrimination: they were equal opportunity
jokers. The sketches ranged from taking shots at popular entertainers at the time, like rappers
Vanilla Ice and MC Hammer to everyday people with characters like Firemarshall Bill, Wanda,
Homie the Clown and the illiterate inmate, for example. It was a multiracial cast featuring the
Wayans, but it had no political agenda to critique white supremacy and its effects on Blacks as did
The Richard Pryor Show.

In the first season of the show, we are introduced to a prison inmate played by Damon
Wayans, wearing an African kufi. Rhetorically, his oral intonation is reminiscent of the Black
Power and Black Arts activists, and his appearance — the “Afrocentric” orientation — seems also to
reflect this. But, his tirade is nonsensical:

First of all, we must internalize the flatulation of the matter by transmitting the
effervescence of the Indianesia proximity in order to further segregate the crux

8 «“The 40" President of the United States,” Episode 1, The Richard Pryor Show.
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of my venereal infection. If I may retain my liquid here for one moment, I’d like

to continue the redundance of my quote unquote intestinal tract, see, because to

preclude on the issue of world domination would only circumvent — excuse me,

circumcise — the revelation that reflects the Afrodesiatic symptoms which now

perpetrates the jheri curl’s activation.®’
In fact, the sketch itself is a play on the then popular United Negro College Fund advertising
campaign, “A mind is a terrible thing to waste,” which essentially argued that Blacks’
opportunities to enter and excel in higher education should not be preempted by lack of funds. In
this sketch, however, the slogan is altered as we hear the voice over, “Give to the United Negro
Scholarship Fund because a mind is a terrible thing to develop without help.” In this case, the man
himself is butt of the joke, not his imprisonment, the overrepresentation of Blacks in prisons, the
inequity of the justice system (as in the “Legal Eagle” episode of Sanford and Son), or the inequity
of educational experiences in the United States. His imprisonment and ignorance are solely his.
Indeed, the sketch opens with a close up of Damon Wayans’ face. There is no acknowledgement
of any structural impact on his life.

Contrary to this character’s decontextualized ignorance is Paul Mooney’s Homey D.
Clown, also played by Damon Wayans. A recurring figure, Homey is an ex-convict who works as
clown for his prison work release program, and he always articulates his dissatisfaction with “the
man,” i.e. the system of race that has held him at the bottom rungs of society where he is expected

to degrade and ingratiate himself as a clown. His sketches include staple phrases, such as, “Homey

don’t play dat,” “I don’t think so,” the Homey song that indicts “the man,” and a bop over the head

8 In Living Color, Season 1, Episode 3,
www.youtube.com, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B5SIxr_JWEA
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with a sock covered tennis ball. In “Introducing Homey D. Clown” of the first season,®® Homey,
working a children’s birthday party, refuses to dance for them and “degrade” himself, or slip on a
banana peel and bust his head open for their amusement; instead, he does a “magic trick” of
making one of the kids’ dollar bills “disappear,” and actually tells them that he does the clown bit
as part of his prison release work program and has about five more years of “this crap.” For
entertainment, he shows them the seemingly kid-friendly genre of cartoon-illustrated cardboards
while telling the more adult story of going to a restaurant called Chez Whitey and being “hassled
by the man” — the white maitre d” — for not wearing a tie. Homey tells him to get out of his face
with those ties “before he has to kick his ass,” but “unfortunately,” he tells the kids, “he didn’t hear
me correctly, and so I had to keep my word.” He resents the requirement to conform to a particular
code, in this case a dress code.

Brilliantly, Homey’s humor trades on the relationship between appearance and identity.
On the one hand, he is a clown and always appears in his clown uniform. On the other hand, there
are times when he defends his right to be a clown on his own terms; as a clown out of prison,
working is a form of freedom. In every episode, Homey sings the Homey song, which actually
changes every time but always returns to the issue of his position in society and his resistance. He
has the kids repeat after him until it becomes a fluid rapid-fire assault against the system.
Mooney’s character reliably critiques white supremacy, reminding a young Hip Hop generation

that racial inequity persists.

% In Living Color, Season 1, Episode 9, www.tv.com, http://www.tv.com/shows/in-living-
color/episodes/
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>89 and falls in love with his

In the last episode of the second season, “Homey Meets Sally
probation officer, who has dreams of him getting a “real job.” They fall in love and “next spring,”
a group of children runs up to him, asking him to do a “stupid trick” for them; he moves as if to
bop them upside the head, but Sally dissuades him, so he does a stupid trick, squirting himself in
the face with a flower, and the children kick him in the behind commenting that he is a stupid,
weak clown, and Sally says that that is more like the Herman she wants to see. When he protests
that the kids kicked him in the behind, she says, “Oh that’s alright because you’re starting to act
like a REAL person.” She goes on to talk about his new job on Wednesday, and he protests that he
already has a job: he is a clown. She says, “You’re not a clown; you’re a buffoon. I'm talking
about a real job, Herman” — an entry level position at Chez Whitey even though she tells him it is
“high time he stop acting like a fool and about time he gets himself out of that ridiculous outfit and
into a regular suit.” In this moment, the “ridiculous outfit” comes to signify the freedom to exist
and thrive outside the status quo and its terms of success and happiness. She is a probation officer,
which means she is part of the system that polices and imprisons Blacks at a disproportionate rate.

Like the Black judge in “Legal Eagle,” her complicity with the system overrides her
“Blackness” where Blackness is understood to mean countercultural. In fact, she outright tells
him that it is time for him to fit in to society and “join the Establishment.” Mooney places her
opposite Homey’s politics. In this sense, her character is consistent with Mooney’s disconnection
of Black women from the politics of white supremacy. Rather than being angry and dissatisfied
with “the system” like her boyfriend, she is complicit as an active enforcer so that her monitoring

of Homey extends beyond the parameters of her job. She willingly polices his “Blackness,” what

% In Living Color, Season 2, Episode 26.
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she had earlier called his antisocial behavior. In her estimation, he has neither a real job, nor is he
a real person.

Homey’s very fear is of being treated or seen as a buffoon, and she reinforces that indeed
he is, or at least that she perceives him this way. In this sense, his clown habit becomes as much a
marker of his outsider status as his Blackness. If a real job were signified by working at Chez
Whitey, i.e. the white man’s house, as well as accepting and enforcing its codes, then “real”
becomes synonymous with white. Understanding this connection of which Sally seems unaware,
Homey embraces his current job as a clown. In this sketch, the clown outfit is more than just a job
or his appearance but rather a constituting element of how he defines himself — in contrast to “the
man” who creates the “downtrodden.”

The third season opens with Homey actually meeting “the man,” Mr. Charlie, whose office
is inside Chez Whitey. In order to meet him, Homey had to appear to be a convincing sell out.
Upon meeting him, Homey says, “Well, well, well — if it ain’t the man! Mr. Establishment.
Whitey himself. Ofay, white devil, crackah...” “The Man” cuts him off with a finger and a firm,
“Hey. That’s enough.” Before Homey can become officially part of the Establishment, “the Man”
tells him it is customary to kiss the ring on his pinky finger first. Homey excuses himself for a
second and starts swinging the sock as if a martial arts weapon and baps him over the head saying,
“I don’t think so. Homey don’t play that.” Clearly, he refuses to align himself with the status quo.
A group of kids recognizes Homey as he leaves the restaurant, and he suggests they sing the
“Homey the Clown Come Back Song.” The children repeat after Homey, “Homey the Clown/
Never mess around / Even when the man / Throw him...down.” Homey then spins into his
critique, “That was Homey’s plan, to get to the man, and infiltrate the establishment show him that

Homey can’t be bought or sold just like some damn Kunta Kente who foot they cut off and had
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him hobbling around like some chicken with his foot cut off and his mother say, “Hey boy, you
better [indistinguishable] that damn shoe.”” The sketch concludes with his lesson of the day for the
children: “material things mean nothing compared to keeping your dignity.” Mooney wrote
Homey as a Black male character who privileges people over capital. In so doing, he is critiquing
the racist imperative of U.S. capitalism that continues to devalue Blacks inextricably linking
human beings to the dollar.

We are repeatedly reminded that Homey’s job is part of his prison work release program,
bringing to a national audience the imprisonment of Black men as a national problem and the
inequity Black men face before the law. This is consistent with Mooney’s Sanford and Son
episode, “Legal Eagle,” and material from The Richard Pryor Show, which suggests Homey’s

9 ¢

imprisonment is not offered by Mooney as “just,” “merely,” or “simply” anything incidental; it is
purposeful, particularly since Homey verbalizes his dissatisfaction with “the man,” the system, i.e.
white supremacy that depends on his degradation and self-repudiation. In the 1994 forward to his
uncle’s work, Soledad Brother: The Prison Letters of George Jackson, Jonathan Jackson, Jr.
argues that “conditions now are so similar that this work could have been written last month.”%
There indeed is an unfortunate timelessness to his uncle’s observation of the prison system
brimming with Black men: “Blackmen born in the U.S. and fortunate enough to live past the age of
eighteen are conditioned to accept the inevitability of prison. For most of us, it simply looms as

the next phase in a sequence of humiliations.”® This he wrote in June 1970, but it persists as a

problem today as Blacks and Latinos continue to be overrepresented in prisons. In Living Color

% George Jackson, Soledad Brother: The Prison Letters of George Jackson (Chicago, IL:
Lawrence Hill Books, 1994), xv.

1 Ipid., 4.
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reinforces the social compatibility of Black men and prison with two recurring characters — the
inmate and the ex-convict. If the show appears not to problematize this social practice of
criminalizing and imprisoning Black men, Mooney via Homey certainly does.

Homey echoes George Jackson’s connection of prison to social humiliation when he
concludes, “Homey may be a clown, but he don’t make a fool of himself.” On the one hand, he is
pointing out that his profession does not inherently convey a character flaw or idiocy, but with the
alignment of his profession and his race as markers of his outsider status and the potential freedom
therein, he is also implying here that being a Black clown does not necessarily make him a minstrel
or a sellout. In fact, his lesson of the day, “Homey don’t play dat,” conveys his sense that even as a
clown — i.e. a social fool, he must insist on his dignity as a Black man living under the structural
restriction of “the man.” In every appearance, Homey expresses his discontent with the
subservience and tom-foolery expected of him — both as a Black man and as a clown, neither to be
taken seriously; hence his chorus line, “Homey don’t play dat.” In other words, Homey “don’t
play” the man’s games because he refuses to be docile, complicit, silent or silenced. This is the
thread of every episode. In a later season, he would join a circus clown set headed by the less-
than-welcoming, somewhat acerbic Head Clown in Charge played by David Alan Grier. Upon
meeting him, obviously divested of this clown’s sense of self-importance, Homey clarifies: “Let
me get this straight. Does this job require me to debase and degrade myself for the entertainment of
these little children?””®* He later concludes, “Just because I look like a clown doesn’t mean you can

treat me like one.” The clown suit and profession can function as a metaphor for the history of

%2 «Circus Clowns,” Episode 13, In Living Color, Season 3,
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Black entertainers performing for primarily white audiences. In this case, Homey’s rhetorical
question about debasing and degrading himself for the entertainment of people not his peers
parallels the presumed struggle of the Black minstrel having to do the same.

Mooney calls The Richard Pryor Show the tree and In Living Color the fruit. This is
accurate in terms of it being a sketch variety show on a major network run by Black men, its
incorporation of dance, and its use of a multiracial cast. But, there the similarities end. Its concern
was laughter by any means necessary. There was nothing to suggest that Keenan Ivory Wayans’
intention was, like Richard Pryor’s, to televise a “revolution in the way everybody thinks” by
having them listen “to the real shit every week.”® In the context of Pryor’s own racial critiques on
television, we understand that he was not interested in revolutionizing people’s sense of humor, i.e.
what they find funny, but in using their own sense of humor to revolutionize their sense of
themselves and their country. In this vein, the Wayans did not follow; they tacked instead toward
enabling laughter at anything, rebelling openly against political correctness. It is, however, to the
Wayans’ credit that they trusted and incorporated Paul Mooney. It was with Homey D. Clown that
Mooney started to translate to younger generations for whom integration was the norm that race
still mattered. In this sense, Mooney is often referenced, even by himself, as a late bloomer. It is
not coincidental that it was in the 1990s as Richard Pryor was getting sicker that Paul Mooney
must develop his own comedy career. Over the years, it would be his standup comedy and his

work for television that really shaped his fame.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rzLvZ568Coo&feature=results_main&playnext=1&list=PL2

o 10222A9531E5DA2
Pryor, 153.
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Chappelle’s Show

In 2003, young comic Dave Chappelle’s self-titled Chappelle’s Show aired on Comedy
Central, a small cable network. It was clear from the first episode that this was the fruit of The
Richard Pryor Show, both with Chappelle’s expressions of surprise that his show was still on the
air and with the show’s material. Chappelle intended to “keep it real” as Mooney does, so it is no
surprise when Paul Mooney appears on the fifth episode in “Ask A Black Dude.” In this series of
sketches, Paul Mooney responds to questions about Black people posed primarily by whites on the
streets of New York City, some of whom were famous, like Steven Spielberg. Perhaps for good
measure or as an experimental control, they did not approach only white men though. Mooney
responds to the questions as an “unofficial sociologist,”®* Chappelle, co-writer Neal Brennan, and
Chappelle’s Show approached and video recorded the questions which were then played back to
Mooney for his response as he sits in what appears to be a video editing room, so there is no
contact between the questioners and Mooney, who had been answering the questions certain they
were scripted by “Chappelle and the white writer.” In this first segment of the recurring sketch the
questions are about why Blacks can jump high, why Black men walk the way they walk, and why
“we Black people” smoke so much weed. Chappelle reveals at the end of the questions that he had
told the questioners on the street only that they “had a team of Black experts,” and an incredulous
Mooney with a slightly higher voice cuts him off, “You didn’t tell these people to say this?”
Shocked, Mooney’s first response is that they should “have had them all have arrested” but then

concludes, “Well then, it’s even funnier!”®

* This is the wording that Dave Chappelle uses to introduce the sketch and Mooney to viewers
who may not be familiar with him. Episode 5, Chappelle’s Show Season 1, DVD.

% Bonus Features, Chappelle’s Show, Season 1, DVD.
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In the third segment of the sketch toward the end of the first season, Mooney supplies a
response that parallels Chappelle’s repeated declarations of surprise that his show was still on the
air. Mooney gives birth in that moment to what will become a recurring theme — the show being
taken from Chappelle. In response to a question about why Black men shave their hair given how
great their hair is, Mooney responds:

It’s just a fad. White folks wear bald heads too. You know they ain’t gonna

let a nigga have nuthin. When we wore naturals, they took that. They take

everything. They took Tina turner. They took Michael Jackson. They took

James Brown. They gave him back. Who else they take? Lionel Richie. Oh

they’ll take stuff from you...They won’t let us have too much fun. That’s

what I told some black people the other night at my show. I said, “Don’t

get too fond of me cuz white folks’ll come here and take me.” They only

want niggas to have a little bit of fun. If I get to talkin’ some mess on your

show, they’ll take your show. They’ll fix you too.*®
This could also have been a gem leftover from the Mooney — Pryor duo: Pryor also lobbed a quick
a joke that “white folks take everything from you” on the set of his show when he was doing the
standup performance of Mudbone that never made it onto the show.”” In fact, at the end of the
episode, two white men who are actors from earlier sketches in the season come to take Chappelle
offstage. In the second season, this would play out with a series of episodes hosted by Wayne
Brady because the network had taken the show from Chappelle. And, it is in the midst of taping
the third season that Chappelle would actually walk away from the show, in part, as he would

explain later, because there were too many voices attempting to influence the work, in other words,

too many people trying to take the show. With Mooney’s experience, it is apropos that he would

% Episode 10, Chappelle’s Show, Season 1.

" Burt Sugarman, ex prod, “Mudbone Monologue,” The Richard Pryor Show TV Special, DVD
Vol 3: Special Features (2004).
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be the one to “school” Chappelle on this element of race and the television industry, especially
given that Richard Pryor, too, had acknowledged having passed his torch to Chappelle.”
Conclusion

In addition to his television work outlined earlier, he has performed regularly at Carolines
on Broadway in Manhattan and continues to do so. He was even a radio personality on New
York’s WBLS morning show in 2005 for about six months.*® He has appeared in and written for
several movies;'® he appears frequently in documentaries or shows covering comedy;'®* and vet,
he is conspicuously and curiously absent from major works on comedy, like Make ‘Em Laugh: The
Funny Business of America, both the PBS series and the book (2008) and Mel Watkins’ seminal
1994 volume on Black comedy, On the Real Side, where he is merely mentioned once as a writer
in the context of Sanford and Son and its significance in television history as the first since Amos
‘n’ Andy, along with The Flip Wilson Show to provide a “glimpse of traditional, black circuit
comedy...on television.”'® Given the many comedians who now laud the significance of Paul

Mooney’s work and influence,'® and given his visibility, it would seem he would have garnered

% In his interview with Dave Chappelle, host James Lipton tells Chappelle that Pryor’s wife,
Jennifer Lee, had expressed Pla/or’s own feeling that he had passed the torch to Chappelle.
Inside the Actor’s Studio DVD, February 12, 2006.

% David Hinckley, “WBLS Turning to R&B for Some Morning Glory,” (New York) Daily News, 6
January 2005, ¥e|evision section, p. 92; David Hinckley, “Timeless Tunes Need No Lowdown
Lyrics,” (New York) Daily News, 13 June 2005; David Hinckley, “WBLS Fans Are in YUK;
Harvey Takes A.M. Slot,” (New York) Daily News, 7 September 2005, Television section, p. 84.

190 These include F.T.A. only recently released though done in 1972; Which Way is Up?; JoJo
Dancer, Your Life Is Calling; Hollywood Shuffle, and Spike Lee’s Bamboozled.

' These include The Green Room with Paul Provenza (2010), PBS’ Why We Laugh: Black
Comedians on Black Comedy (2009), Clean Mic: Laughing Until It Hurts (2008), Maija
DiGiorgio’s Bitter Jester (2003), and Showtime’s But...Seriously (1993).

102 \Watkins, On the Real Side, 517.

1% Wwith Quincy Jones Il as one of the executive producers, Know Your History is a recording of
Mooney’s stand upoerformance spliced with commentary from other comedians about Mooney,
including Sandra Bernhard (of The Richard Pryor Show) and David Alan Grier (of In Living

154



more scholarly attention. If James Brown is the Godfather of Soul and Washington D.C.’s Chuck
Brown the Godfather of Go-Go, both some of the hardest working men in show business, then Paul

Mooney joins their ranks as the Godfather of Black Comedy, who worked with the King, Richard

Pryor.

Color). For other comedians’ perspectives on Mooney, see also Darryl Littleton’s Black
Comedians on Black Comedy, pp. 314-317.
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CHAPTER4:“DAVE CHAPPELLE: WHEN ‘KEEPIN’ IT REAL
GOES RIGHT?”

If we smoked out, hip hop is gonna be smoked out; if we doin’ alright, hip hop is
gonna be doin’ alright. People talk about hip hop like it’s some giant livin’ in
the hillside comin’ out to visit the town people. We are hip hop — me, you,
everybody. We are hip hop; hip hop is goin’ where we goin’. So, the next time
you ask yourself where is hip hop going, ask yourself, “Where am I going?
How am I doing?” Then you get a clear idea. See, if hip hop is about the people,
and hip hop won’t get better until the people get better, then how do people get
better?
-Mos Def !

The accuracy of the assertion that hip hop has multiracial and multicultural
origins does not suggest that it is not Black. Only a worldview that subjugates
Blackness marks the phrase “it’s just Black™ as an offensive designation. Why
can’t something be Black (read, Black American) and be influenced by a number
of cultures and styles at the same time? The idea that it cannot emerges from the
absurd reality that Blackness in the United States is constructed as a kind of pure
existence, a purity, to most, of the negative kind, defined by a pure lack of
sophistication and complexity and a pure membership in a group of
undesirables. - Imani Perry?

On his 1999 debut CD, Black On Both Sides, multitalented Hip Hop artist, Mos Def,
speaks of a “‘we” that is first and foremost Black but also inclusive of all who consider themselves
part of a Hip Hop nation.®* Five years later, Hip Hop scholar Imani Perry theorizes this same

fluidly complex Hip Hop “we”: specifically Black, yet simultaneously inclusive — as evidenced in

! Mos Def, Black On Both Sides, Rawkus/Umgd, 1999.

2 Imani Fferrz, Prophets of the Hood: Politics and Poetics in Hip Hop (Durham, NC: Duke
University Press, 2004), 10-11.

® The album provides several examples to show that the specific referent of the “we” is Black
people beyond even the title and the excerpt provided at the opening of the paper; for example,
Track 8, “Umi Says,” refrains, “I want Black people to be free, to be free, to be free. I want my
people to be free, to be free, to be free,” alternating the chorus between “my people” and “Black
eople.” Similarly, Track 10, “Rock N Roll,” declares, “I am, yes I am, the descendant of those
olks whose backs got broke, who fell down inside the Black smoke (background vocal: Black
people). Dreams on their ankles and feet. |1 am descendents of the builders of your streets (Black
Eeo ISe)d Tenders to your cotton money. I am hip hop. I am rock n roll.” Mos Def, Black On
oth Siaes.



its cross-racial, transnational appeal and influences. Hip Hop, as an art form receptive to external
influences and dependent on voice, as well as both cooperation and conflict, is a truly democratic
space. The “we” then is paradoxical — seemingly narrow but ultimately expansive.

A Hip Hop nation, with transnational appeal, that is the cultural product of Black USA—
itself a group within a nation — whose “core ideology” is Black nationalism,® is either a
revolutionary coup or an indication of just how convoluted the concepts of nationhood and
nationalism are in today’s world. Democracy sits at the crux of America as a nation. And while
revolution, democracy, and freedom have historically been chief concerns of Black people in this
country, Black nationalism is often thought of “narrowly,” as strictly a separatist endeavor. In this
case, | argue that Black nationalism works to transform the nation to be a better democracy.
Though of in this way, Ron Walters’ claim must be accurate. It is no surprise then that Hip Hop
reflects, responds to, and expresses, directly and indirectly, anxieties about revolution, democracy,
and freedom and their relationship to each other. Indeed, it is relatively commonplace in current
scholarship on Hip Hop culture to identify the revolutionary influences of Black Power.
Understanding Hip Hop as the legacy and fruition of specific Black Arts and Black Power
Movement values opens pathways to think about the Movement’s successes beyond what seems to
be its rather infamous and unfortunate death so well documented and lamented, and to think about

Black nationalism’s shaping of U.S. democratic ideals.

* Ronald Walters, “Book Launch — Waiting ‘il the Midnight Hour: A Narrative History of Black
Power in America by Joseph Peniel” The Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars.
October 19, 2006, Washington, D.C.
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Chappelle’s Show was a sketch comedy show on the cable network Comedy Central® from
2003-2005, featuring Dave Chappelle as writer, executive producer, host, and star of the vast
majority of sketches either as “himself” or as any range of men, mostly Black. Reading Chappelle
as a Hip Hop artist himself, rather than as simply a comedian who likes rap music, clarifies that his
work, Hip Hop, and the Black Arts Movement are evidence of Black nationalism as a protocultural
force constituting democracy rather than as a national threat destroying the so-called moral fiber of
the country. White supremacy, which functions on the principal of exclusion, and democracy,
which theoretically aims to be inclusive, have grown up together in the U.S., but Black nationalism
articulates the discord and works to untether the two. Throughout the chapter, | reference
contemporary events to demonstrate the continued relevance of Black nationalist critique, in which
| include Chappelle’s Show, ultimately testing Ron Walters’ claim of Black nationalism as the core
ideology of the Black community.

Hip Hop has had profound effects on U.S. culture and ideology — having Black
perspectives and voices, as opposed to Blackface mimicries, shape the mainstream even though an
“authentic Blackness” is “countercultural,” perhaps even “antisocial.” It is a common argument
that mere contact with the mainstream waters down the “real,” the “authentic,” inevitably
absorbing and absolving its challengers. While this certainly has its own convincing logic, it also
simplifies people into predictably formulaic positions with inevitable outcomes by assuming a
constant, unchanging, unaffected, omnipotent mainstream that unequivocally consumes,

victimizes, and stamps out possibility in a way that makes any kind of change impossible. It also

® In the audio comment\%y for Eé)isode 9 of Season 1, Chappelle clarifies that for the taping of that
season Viacom and Warner Brothers co-owned the network which he explains was probably
“one of the reasons we got away with so much shit” because “it was like kinda this bastard
network.” Neal Brennan then clarifies that by the time of making the DVD, Viacom was the sole
owner of the network.
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does not adequately apply to Hip Hop, which shapes the mainstream and is shaped by it, while
concurrently nurturing a vibrant underground. Nor does such a schema adequately explain groups
such as The Roots, who as Grammy Award winners clearly have a mainstream visibility but whose
prolific music is not, and save for a few songs has never been, in heavy rotation on major radio
stations so that they simultaneously maintain an iconic underground status. Thus there is slippage
that affects and alters “the” mainstream because contact changes things. Hip Hop is subcultural,
countercultural, and ultimately protocultural; it is Black American, American, and worldwide.

This is an important point given the prevailing public discourse in the U.S. mainstream
media that positions Hip Hop as a strictly negative social force, spawning misogyny, homophobia,
violence, and general social dis-ease. In his 2005 work, Why White Kids Love Hip Hop: Wankstas,
Wiggers, Wannabes, and the New Reality of Race in America, former Source magazine executive
editor and former editorial director at Third World Press, Bakari Kitwana argues that Hip Hop is
the vehicle through which a “new” politics of race has emerged.® Def Jam CEO Russell Simmons
made a similar argument as a panel member on Oprah Winfrey’s July 13, 2009 “Hip-Hop Town
Hall,” held in response to Don Imus’ infamous comments about the Rutgers University women’s
basketball team being “nappy-headed hoes,” after which he then deflected attention away from
himself onto Hip-Hop. Interestingly, Oprah Winfrey followed suit, and rather than having a show
focused on white supremacy and the ways in which it seeks to hide itself by throwing blame back

onto the targets of its assault, she used it as a moment to bolster her own anti-Hip Hop views made

® Bakari Kitwana, Why White Kids Love Hip Hop: Wankstas, Wiggers, Wannabes, and the New
Reality of Race in America (New York: Basic Civitas Books, 2005). Throughout the book, there
is confusion between what exactly constitutes “new” and “old,” and he does not clearly
distinguish between interpersonal and institutional racism. His lack of a clear theoretical frame
forl_zj/v ite supremacy notwithstanding, | think his point about the social power of Hip Hop is
valid.
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clear over the years and reinforced explicitly on this episode. Arguing that Hip-Hop has
contributed immeasurably to society and has done more for race relations in this country than the
Civil Rights Movement, Simmons received the immediate disapproval and dismissal of audience
member and critic Stanley Crouch. Crouch and Simmons’ exchange typifies a long standing
division over Hip-Hop’s supposed social effects not relegated to Oprah’s show. Its proponents and
“heads” argue, as does lyricist Mos Def, that it is an art reflecting where “we” are, indicating that
these social maladies do not exist because of Hip Hop but are instead realities of the United States,
articulated from the subject position of Black youth. Further, because Hip Hop is as diverse as
“we” are, it cannot be true that all of it is misogynist, homophobic, and/or violent, which also does
not mean that none of it is. Indeed, the current anti-Hip Hop tenor is not unlike J. Edgar Hoover’s
claims that the Black Panther Party for Self-Defense was a threat to the nation, implicating Black
nationalism as counterproductive, destructive, and dangerous. It is important to keep in mind that
Hoover was virulently against Black freedom and self-determination in the name of white
Supremacy.7 This thinking of Hip Hop as a social problem is not unlike Hoover’s notion of the
Black Panthers as a social threat; both preclude even the possibility that Black nationalism could
contribute to shaping the nation productively — if investing in “nation” can be considered a
productive endeavor.

Hip Hop could explain shifts in racial attitudes among white youth, certainly moreso than
any other “political” movement of the 1980s, 1990s, and the new millennium given that the last
three decades have been devoid of any major Left political organizing and leadership. Even if, as

William Jelani Cobb asserts, “hip hop is not fundamentally a political movement — no matter how

" Huey P. Newton, War Against the Panthers: A Study of Repression in America (NY: Harlem
River Press); Kenneth O’Reilly, Black Americans: The FBI Files (NY: Carroll & Graf
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many political implication the music and its mass marketing have,” it has opened space for Black
people to be admired not just as minstrel entertainers but as intellectuals, given that its lyricists are
the contemporary version of Black Arts poets and theorists. Something had to happen to move a
portion of white America from perceiving Blacks as only labor or entertainment to Black
president,® and while it is not clear how one would go about comparing the impact of the Civil
Rights Movement to Hip Hop (rather than understanding them both along a historical continuum of
Black responses to white nationalism and of movements toward Black freedom), | agree with
Simmons that Hip Hop has been central to shifting racial attitudes in the country.

| examine Chappelle’s Show in the context of Dave Chappelle’s standup comedy,
interviews, and his 2004 documentary film of the music concert he has said he always wanted to
see, Block Party, to elicit his politics of Black nationalism. Chappelle articulates Black
nationalism vis-a-vis Hip Hop as descended from Black Arts/Black Power ideology, expressed
primarily in his sense of responsibility to “the community,” i.e. to Black people and their social,
economic, and legal position in the United States. This is evident not only in the show’s sketches
but also in his walking away from the show. I argue that Dave Chappelle’s work on Chappelle’s
Show, as an extension of Richard Pryor’s and Paul Mooney’s television work, demonstrates that

Black nationalism has shaped mainstream thought, democratizing democracy in the U.S.°

Publishers, Inc., 1994).

® While Barak Obama was elected for a complex set of reasons, including white America’s
frustration with its own economic challenges, and while he was elected without the majority of
white votes, the fact remains that he had white supporters in a time when most people, Blacks
included, never thought they would see a Black president in their lifetime, as evidenced on
Chappelle’s Show.

° With the exc%ption of movie roles that Chappelle improvises as in Undercover Brother and Nutty
Professor, | do not consider his film work. This is in large part due to the chapter’s focus on the
specificity of television but also because those roles are scripted for him, which would privilege
his performance over his writing.
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Dave Chappelle and Chappelle’s Show

Dave Chappelle spent his elementary and high school years in Washington, D.C., split by
his middle school years in Yellow Springs, Ohio. His return to D.C. in the mid-1980s was marked
by the notable changes due to the crack epidemic under Ronald Reagan. Despite being, as he says,
the first one not to go to college in his family since slavery, he has been working as a night club
comedian since he was 14 years old.*® By the time his television show, Chappelle’s Show,
premiered on January 22, 2003 he was a seasoned comedian, having had no other job before except

1 While most comedians travel through the small screen to get to the big

being an 8™ grader.
screen, Chappelle’s comedic rise arced differently with several movie roles to his name before
having his own television show.*? This non-traditional path offered him some leverage in the
television world (although not enough to walk into HBO and get his own show),*® arguably
enabling him to walk away from the show without needing it to build his career. No doubt the
struggles of Richard Pryor in the film and television industries followed by the successes of Eddie
Murphy in the film industry opened a space for Dave Chappelle to move in the reverse direction
and have the kind of popularity he achieved with the power to shape mainstream thought.

A graduate of Washington, D.C.’s Duke Ellington School of the Performing Arts’ acting

program, Chappelle convincingly performs various characters, reminiscent of Richard Pryor in this

sense. Though Neal Brennan was a co-writer, director, and executive producer along with

1o Dave Chappelle, interview with James Lipton, /nside the Actor’s Studio; Chappelle’s Show 11.2
audio commentary.

1 Episode 2 Audio Commentary, Chappelle’s Show Season Two, DVD.

2 Bambi Haggins, Laughing Mad: The Black Comic Persona in Post-Soul America (New
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2007), 182-190.

13 Inside the Actor’s Studio interview.
162



Chappelle and Michele Armour, it was clearly Chappelle’s show, as indicated by: the title, his
centrality to the show, his improvisation on the show, and its demise after his departure.* As host,
Chappelle introduced and sometimes explained the impetus behind the sketches, so that there were
not only stages of editing but also layers of Chappelle’s comedic work. The sketches relied both on
his acting training and his improvisational skills while the hosting relied on his standup
nimbleness.

In addition to Chappelle’s centrality, the show was also marked by its format. As Black
comedy scholar Bambi Haggins points out in her 2007 work, Laughing Mad: The Black Comic
Persona in Post-Soul America, the sketch genre of television comedy “is always about
transgression,” enabling a more critical engagement with material than the formulaic situation
comedy, which “is always about containment.”* The difference in genre marks the difference in
conceptual space: sketch comedy is freed from the confines of situation comedy stock characters,
as well as predictable conflicts and resolutions. Rather than being filmed in front of a studio
audience, like The Richard Pryor Show and other variety comedy shows, such as Saturday Night
Live and In Living Color, Chappelle’s Show was filmed on set or on location, then edited and
shown to a studio audience that Chappelle would host. The sketches, Chappelle hosting, and the
studio audience’s responses were edited to package the episode that would air for the television

audience. This means that the in-studio audience could replace the canned laugh track but also that

14 Chappelle makes this point very clearly at the opening of the very first episode when he
welcomes the audience: “I finally got my own show. And, [ mean, I’'m serious. When I say this
is my show, this is MY show. I can show y’all whatever I want.” He then replays back the
Mitsubishi commercial spoof twice, first to show the dancer’s breast pop out of her top and
second to focus in on his face. Neal Brennan also confirmed that Chappelle had “literally
absolute, complete, creative freedom.” See Christopher John Farley, “Dave Speaks,” Time May
23, 2005, 165 (21), 68-73.

1> Haggins, 207.
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the sketches would have to be funny enough to evoke real laughter from the studio audience, which
rendered the final round of editing significant: if the sketch turned out to fall flatter than imagined
based on the in-studio’s response, it could get cut.

The openness of the sketch format supported a variety of artists on the show, some
appearing in various modes. While there were regular comic actors on the show, including Charlie
Murphy, Donnell Rawlings, and Yoshio Mita, musical guests, especially Hip Hop artists, figured
prominently. Non-Hip Hop artists, like David Broom and Anthony Hamilton, generally performed
only at show’s end although John Mayer was integrated into a sketch.’® Overall, however, Hip
Hop artists of a particular generation reigned supreme on Chappelle’s Show. There were De La
Soul, Common and Kanye West, Erykah Badu (all of whom also performed in Block Party), as
well as Busta Rhymes and Big Boi, who all performed at the ends of shows, spotlighted in their
own segment. *’ Hip Hop artists pervade the show as musical guests and as cameos and actors in
sketches, like Dame Dash (CEO of Rock-A-Fella Records along with Jay Z), Redman, the RZA

and the GZA of the Wu Tang Clan, ?uestlove of The Roots, Lil John, Snoop, and Wyclef.*® Mos

1% From here on out, for ease of reference, | will abbreviate references to specific episodes and
seasons as follows: Chappelle’s Show Season Two, third episode will be identified as “II.3,”
much like a scene in an act of a play. For this note, David Broom, Anthony Hamilton, and John
Meyer appear in 1.6, 11.6, and 11.3 (in the sketch about white people being moved by electrical
guitar), respectively.

7 De La Soul (1.11); Common (I1.7); Kanye West (11.7, 11.11 ); Erykah Badu (11.8); Busta (1.4);
and Big Boi 1.4, (11.13)

8 Damon “Dame” Dash and Redman as entrepreneurs with marketing their own, unexpected
products, like Roc-a-pads, and Potty Fresh (1.5); RZA and GZA of \%/u Tang Financial (1.7);
?uestlove as the drummer who Plays in the barbershop trio with John Mayer testing which
instruments move which races o peoPIe and then as a DJ in a Tupac-haunted club (11.3, 111.1
respectively); Lil John whom Chappelle parodies for two separate sketches in the same episode,
and who appears himself in play with Chappelle’s parody (I1.6, 11.7); Snoop Doggy Dog as a
puppet’s voice in a sketch that segues into him as the episode’s closing musical guest (I1.10);
Wyclef (as musical guest performing “If I Was President” in I1.9 as he does in Block Party, and
in the sketch parody of P. Diddy’s Making the Band in 11.10)
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Def has the most varied appearances, rhyming as a solo lyricist, rhymingwith Talib Kweli as Black
Star, and again with artists Kanye and Freeway, in addition to acting in several sketches.*

Hip Hop is not only fundamental to the show, but the sketch format almost enables it to be
a recurring character. Its intentionality is introduced every episode by the show’s instrumental
version of Dead Prez’s song “Hip Hop,” a non-commercial Hip Hop anthem about Hip Hop as
anti-establishment, from their 2000 album Let’s Get Free. Released at the height of Chappelle’s
Show success, Block Party reveals Chappelle’s impression of this song. He plainly asserts that you
would never hear their music on the radio, due to lyrics like:

Who shot Biggie Smalls?

If we don't get them

They gon’ get us all

I'm down for runnin’ up on them

Crackers in they city hall.?
Thus, zooming back out to look at the connections between the show and his other work and
interviews enables me to extrapolate Chappelle’s politics. Chappelle articulates an understanding
of a political profanity that would prohibit mainstream endorsement of Dead Prez’s lyrics.
Although it had been more than three decades since George Carlin’s bit on the seven dirty words
that could not be said on television or radio, since the FCC suit against Carlin, and since Pryor was

censored by NBC, there was at the beginning of the millennium a sense that certain words and

concepts still could not be said on television or radio, especially anything that might incite, excite,

1 Mos Def’s appearances as a musical guest: 1.2, 1.12, and II.12; his acting appearances include
Hollywood’s racist animals (1.8), Black Bush (11.13), a History Channel-inspired documentary,
“The World’s Greatest Wars,” focusing on 1980s rival gang warfare in Chicago’s South Side
%I.IO), the “Racial Draft” in which delegations of various races (as determined by a U.S. racial

ram% draft various famous people to determine their race “once and for all” (II.1), and in the
Def Comedy Poetry Jam spoof, splicing together the two Russell Simmons’ hits while
simultaneously referencing Mos Def’s role as host of Def Poetry Jam (11.2).

20 Dead Prez, “Hip Hop,” Track 4, Let’s Get Free (2000).
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or inflame Blacks and Hip Hop fans to act against government sponsored injustices by “runnin’ up
on...crackers in they city hall.” It is clear, however, that at the time of Chappelle’s Show, the
“establishment” desired a prohibition on a political profanity rather than a linguistic profanity,
which is evident in the vast array of the corporeal words, images, and concepts that appear freely
on the show that one might consider “profane,” like “titties,” “dickhole,” and “skeet.” Thus the
sketches enabled a more open format than situation comedy, but the show strained against the
mainstream constrictions of its age, ultimately finding and using the elasticity in a seemingly rigid,
inevitable status quo.

As central as Hip Hop is to the show, it is not the only cultural segment constituting
Chappelle’s fan base. Indeed, Bambi Haggins links the sketch genre to the variety of Chappelle’s
Show audience members: “The generic switch — from sitcom to sketch comedy — was pivotal in
terms of allowing Chappelle to pull together the myriad aspects of his comic experience into a

9921

televisual text. In other words, Chappelle’s Show brought together the varied audiences of

Chappelle’s range of cult classics. The centrality of marijuana to Half Baked (1998) provided a

“stoner/slacker’’??

crowd that would cross race lines but would probably bring more white audience
members than Undercover Brother (2002), starring Eddie Griffin, which would likely have
provided a primarily Black, more Hip Hop oriented crowd that might generally consume movies
with predominantly Black casts. ?uestlove (“Questlove”), drummer of The Roots and musical
producer of the film, Block Party, observes in the film that for both Chappelle and The Roots, their

audiences are frequently filled with people who “don’t look like us,” i.e. people who are not Black.

Kitwana argues in Why White Kids Love Hip Hop that despite the common, now 20-year old

2! Haggins, 190.
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argument that young white males are the main consumers of Hip Hop,? there is no real evidence
of this, ultimately agreeing with O.G. Ogbar that it is still the case that young Blacks are Hip Hop’s
gatekeepers, and with Mos Def and Imani Perry that Hip Hop was and continues to be primarily a
Black art form, emanating from the social circumstances, experiences, and rhythms, or rather the
ruptures and flows common to most Blacks in the country that Tricia Rose outlines in her still
relevant 1994 work Black Noise: Rap Music and Black Culture in Contemporary America.
Whether whites are the primary consumers of Hip Hop or not, it remains when whites consume
Hip Hop, they are consuming a primarily Black cultural production.

Thus, it matters that Chappelle’s audiences are integrated. It is in this context of Black men
performing racial satire in front of integrated audiences that actually fuels any categorization of
their work as radical because the same material performed in front of Black audiences is not. The
performances of specifically Black experiences in comedic form in front of whites in a white
supremacist minstrel soaked context means that the reception and interpretation of the material is
potentially unpredictable. Yet, it is also predictable that there is a high likelihood of whites seeing
the show and Chappelle’s performances through the lens of minstrelsy, an art form defined by
(mis)interpretation. Performing racial satire in front of white audience members also provides a
space for the status quo of white supremacy to be uncloaked and confronted; thus, it presents an
opportunity as much as it presents a potential morass, but an opportunity that comedians whose

work circulates primarily among Black audiences do not have. It is this diversity of cross-

22 Ibid.

?3 Bakari Kitwana, Why White Kids Love Hip Hop: Wankstas, Wiggers, Wannabes, and the New
Reality of Race in America (New York: Basic Civitas Books, 2005). See Chapter 3, “Erasing
Blackness: Are White Suburban Kids Really Hip-Hop’s Primary Audience?”
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pollinated spaces that enables Hip Hop and Dave Chappelle to be protocultural in a way that
actively works against white supremacist mindsets to democratize democracy.

In the introduction to the first of the three “When ‘Keeping It Real’ Goes Wrong” sketches,
Chappelle makes a generational identification rather than a racial one, noting that most of the
members of the audience are more or less his age, “and our generation has a phrase we like to say.
That phrase is ‘keep it real’.” Though it is sound advice to keep it real, he warns it is “not always
as easy it seems,” and it “sometimes works against you.”** “Keepin it real” is a staple principle of
Hip Hop that is about the struggle to be true to one’s life experiences, or in Black Arts terms, for
the artistry to be responsible to the community. While Chappelle takes honesty and authenticity to
the extremes for the sake of comedy, demonstrating the potential absurdity, he also indicates that
there can really be great value in aiming to keep it real, and | am interested here in the
effectiveness of his ability to do so and capture “the” mainstream versus being absorbed, or as Paul
Mooney would say, “taken” by it.>> Unlike The Richard Pryor Show’s low ratings, Chappelle’s
Show’s popularity evidences Dave Chappelle’s mainstream currency, especially the oft-cited
record sales of the show’s first season DVD.

Dave Chappelle’s work countering minstrelsy as a Black comedian sets him apart from a
field of his professional contemporaries, more compelled by the profit motive. For example, in his
second stand up film, Katt Williams: It's Pimpin' Pimpin' (2008), the famed comedian tells the
story of his degrading experience with the Flava Flav Comedy Central roast that he calls a “set up.”
In contrast to the William Shatner and Pamela Anderson roasts on which there was no talk of them

being white, in the script for Flava Flav’s roast that Williams argues he managed to see at the last

24 “When ‘Keepin’ it Real” Goes Wrong,” I1.6 (2004).
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minute, “every other word was ‘Flav is a crispety crackly crunchety coon;” ‘He’s a black sizzly
crunchety crackly coon;’ ‘Flav is a big, black, crispy, crackly, crunchety coon’ all through the
fuckin’ script.” And the first line he was supposed to say as Flava Flav descended from above in a
purple suit was, “Look, it’s a flying monkey!” Simultaneously offended and angered, Williams
ended up saying the scripted words — because the network had already told him how much he was
being paid, and he had already spent it in his head, still angered by his choosing, essentially, to sell
out. But to his surprise, Flava Flav entered after the show to congratulate everyone on a job well
done. Perplexed by this response, Williams acknowledged that he unexpectedly learned a lesson
from Flava Flav whose argument was, “I don’t give a fuck what they think. THEY GOT TO PAY
ME, BOOOY!” Williams then argues that this is tantamount to being in tune with your star player;
if “they” are going to call you a crispety crackly coon anyway, you may as well take them for
everything they have.?® The capitalist profit motive wins — no matter the larger social
ramifications. This norm among Black comedians singularizes Dave Chappelle, who embraced a
Black Arts sensibility of the artist’s work being responsible to “the” community, to Black people.

I use Frantz Fanon’s elucidation of “the fact of Blackness” in this chapter along with
arguments about (counter) minstrelsy to frame the significance of Chappelle’s television work and
his response to the television industry in direct contrast to Flava Flav’s capitalist-rationalized

philosophy of “selling out.” Fanon’s argument is that whites imagine Blackness as fixed,

25 «Ask a Black Dude,” 1. 10 (2004).

26 Katt Williams, Igrod., and Troy Miller, dir., Katt Williams: It's Pimpin' Pimpin’, 77 mins, Salient
Media, 2008, DVD.
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“unalterable,” and “unarguable,”" in other words, as they imagine, expect, and desire it to be,

based on “the white man” having “woven me out of a thousand details, anecdotes, stories.”?® In
this fantasy, whites expect Blacks to self-police and contain themselves, willingly and naturally,
within proscribed, inscribed boundaries. It is then a shock when Blacks resist or refuse these
strictures, and it can evoke a violent response from structures that promote and enforce whiteness
as supreme. In this framework, the “fact of Blackness” therefore justifies the unreasoned,
unreasonable wanton white hatred of Blacks. In this sense, the stereotype always already awaits
and precedes a Black person, which aligns with Eric Lott’s argument in “‘The Seeming
Counterfeit’: Racial Politics and Early Blackface Minstrelsy” that minstrelsy indeed constituted the
racial politics of the day.?® In his dissertation, “‘A Tone Parallel’ — Jazz Music, Leftist Politics,
and the Counter-Minstrel Narrative, 1930-1970,” Kevin Strait argues that well beyond the early
days of minstrelsy, it has continued to be “an oppressive domain that shapes and permeates the
dominant discourse of race.” Clearly aware of minstrelsy and its cultural power, countering

minstrelsy functions as a defining thread of Dave Chappelle’s Black nationalist humor and his

work on Chappelle’s Show.

2" Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, trans. Charles Lam Markmann (New York: Grove Press,
Inc., 1967), 117.

28 |bid., 111.

2 Eric Lott, ““The Seeming Counterfeit’: Racial Politics and Early Blackface Minstrelsy,”
American Quarterly 43, no. 2 (June 1991): 225.
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$50 Million and Minstrelsy

The show endured for two full seasons, coming to a rather abrupt halt in the third when
Dave Chappelle walked away from it and the infamous $50 million Comedy Central was offering
him. While he made clear early in the show that he was not reaping the benefit of the show’s
profits,*® implying that he should have been, the moment of truth presented him with a set of
problems he perhaps had not fully understood, specifically the age old problem of “selling out,” or
as he says to the audience of students at Pace University during his 2006 interview with James
Lipton on Inside the Actor’s Studio, the problem arising from the moment art meets corporate
interests.! After walking away from the show and the money and the minstrelsy, Chappelle would
tell this audience the story of the greatest advice his father gave him about show business: “If it
ever gets more expensive than the price you named, get out of there.” He also makes clear that he
did the show with this fledgling network because of the artistic freedom he was able to exercise.
While he acknowledges that freedom, he also tells of long meetings with network executives to
justify decisions he had made. Thus, similar to Pryor and his show, a thread of Chappelle’s Show
is his critiques of the network and of Hollywood in his repeated “surprise” that his show was still
on the air, implying his recognition that his comedy pushed boundaries far enough that he might be
cancelled. So, there is a dual acknowledgement and desire — that he is doing this show for his
freedom of expression and enjoyed working with this network primarily for this reason. He
resented, however, the amount of money the network made off of his genius. Though Chappelle

wanted both the benefits of his labor and the rights to control his labor, he seemed unprepared for

% 1n the “Pretty White Girl” sketch of .2, to which I will return later, in announcing that it is time
to go to commercial, he has her sing, “ad revenue they don’t share with my Black ass.” Toward
the end of the season in episode 9, the 2-minute Comedy Central Special ends with Chappelle
saying clearly to Comedy Central, “Pay me!” as he slams the door shut.
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the pressures exerted to accommodate status quo tastes — precisely what his show was not — that
accompanied the money.

The signal moment of crisis that reportedly precipitated his departure happened during his
taping of the racial pixies sketches for the third season, which ultimately aired amidst controversy.
Neal Brennan and the network pulled together three episodes of material, and two of the show’s
regular actors, Charlie Murphy and Donnell Rawlings, substituted as co-hosts. In this role as co-
host, Charlie Murphy introduces a sketch series critiquing minstrelsy: “Ever been in a situation
where you may have felt like racially insecure? [...] a situation where, you know, you actually alter
your behavior because you’re afraid of the way, you know, someone of a different color may react,
or they possibly may think that you’re living up to a stereotype?””*?> Murphy here is highlighting
essentially the conundrum of non-whites in the country, the fact of Blackness Fanon articulates in
Black Skin, White Mask, and the pervasiveness of minstrelsy that Kevin Strait argues. For this
sketch, Chappelle blackened up as a minstrel pixie who taunts Chappelle to behave in stereotyped
ways. In the context of the sketch, Chappelle is on a flight when the stewardess offers him two
dinner options: fish and chicken. Concerned that he would be presumed to want chicken, he orders
the fish, only to find out that they are out of it and that indeed the chicken is — horror of all horrors
— fried. Delighted at this turn of events, the minstrel pixie who is apparent only to Chappelle,
heckles him. As the minstrel, Chappelle deploys the stereotypes — a shuffling, dancing, chicken-
eating, Southern-sounding, happy, banjo-playing ignoramus, a coon of all coons. Chappelle, as
passenger, sits opposite the pixie so that for the audience they are visually juxtaposed. In this

moment, Chappelle’s two characters both converge in the sense of Fanon’s “fact of blackness”: as

3L Inside the Actor’s Studio interview.
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Blacks that are affixed to the same stereotype as “fact,” and Chappelle the passenger merges with
Chappelle the minstrel despite his protestations. This is also precisely where they diverge as
Chappelle’s individual taste emerges as different from the minstrel’s.®

After this introductory installment of a series of sketches on racial stereotypes, Rawlings
explains that Chappelle was watching an episode of MTV Cribs with the Ying Yang Twins and
thought he saw the pixie again. They then show a clip of the young rappers first standing outside
of the house, and as one talked, the other punctuated his sentences with repeated, loud, short
honking screams. Inside the house, one makes a monkey sound while holding up a wooden
monkey. Unlike Chappelle on the plane counterposed against the minstrel, the Ying Yang Twins
visually align with the same minstrel pixie who now faces the audience at the bottom of the screen
in front of the twins. They are all three visually synched, and the excerpt closes with the minstrel
popping up to say, “Never thought I’d say this, but /’m embarrassed!” The point is that it should
be relatively clear that Chappelle is denouncing minstrelsy and its pervasive stereotypes rather than
reinforcing them, much as he did in the third episode of Season One when at the end of a spoof on
candid camera shows, the animated frog of former WB network fame appears on Chappelle’s
shoulder and sings “Mammy.” As host, Chappelle points out that he hates “that fuckin’ frog” and
that networks do not do “that” on white shows. He asserts, “That’s the most racist shit ever,” and
then in the frog’s Al Jolson voice sings, “Welcome back niggers, WB.” Despite his clear position

on minstrelsy in both moments, he explains in two separate interviews after leaving the show that

%2 Episode 2, The Lost Episodes, originally aired July 16, 2006.

%% The sketch also references Chappelle’s first standup film, Killin” Them Sofily, recorded in D.C.’s
Ford Theater in 2000, in which he jokes about thinking all his life that he had liked chicken
because it was tasty, only to find out in a Southern restaurant that he was genetically predisposed
as a Black man to liking it. Thus, the concern with having to disentangle from the strictures of
the fact of Blackness is not a new one for Chappelle — a consistency that demonstrates a politics
of anti-minstrelsy.
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he second-guessed himself and his writing of the minstrel sketches when, in blackface, he heard a
white man laugh “particularly loud and long,” which “struck Chappelle as wrong, and he wondered
if the new season of his show had gone from sending up stereotypes to merely reinforcing them.
‘When he laughed, it made me uncomfortable [...] As a matter of fact, that was the last thing I shot
before | told myself | gotta take f------ time out after this. Because my head almost exploded.””*
He affirms this as a pivotal moment in his first televised interview after walking away from the
show, early the next year on The Oprah Winfrey Show.*

Notably in the Time article, Comedy Central Chief, Doug Herzog, and Chappelle’s writing
partner, Neal Brennan both confirmed the sketches as funny. Herzog would say that the sketches
“looked great to me. I sat in a room full of people and watched them, and everyone had the same
opinion — they’re as good as anything he’s ever done.”*® Was this room full of people like the
“room full of white people” to whom Chapelle had to explain his use of the word “nigger,” “like I
have to justify it to corporate white America, and then when | leave the room, they go, ‘That nigger
is crazy’”?*" If so, it is likely the case that their approval of his minstrel performance would not
convince him in a moment of crisis about whether he was selling out, that indeed he was not. In
fact, it would do the exact opposite and confirm that he actually was. Brennan adds that during this

third season, he and Chappelle would write a sketch, and after shooting it, Chappelle would

proclaim the sketch racist. Brennan interpreted this process as “this confusing contradictory thing:

%% Christopher John Farley, “Dave Speaks,” Time, 23 May 2005, 165 (21), 68-73. EBSCOhost
accesse(J}I) 30 November 2006.

% «“Why Comedian Dave Chappelle Walked Away from $50 Million,” The Oprah Winfrey Show,
February 3, 2006.

% Farley, “Dave Speaks.”
*" Episode 2 with Audio Commentary, Chappelle’s Show, Season Two, DVD,
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he was calling his own writing racist.”*® A week earlier, also in Time, Farley had written that,
according to Chappelle, the main problem was in his “inner circle” where “[e]veryone around me
says, ‘You’re a genius!; ‘You’re great!’; ‘That’s your voice!” But I'm not sure that they’re right.”*
The source of Brennan’s confusion is his lack of understanding that if Chappelle were having
second thoughts in that moment in blackface, and his inner circle was systematically doling out
uncritical support, it would not quell his fears: praise from whites in the television industry,
apparently including Brennan, does not communicate to a Black man that he is not Tomming or
selling out. An “Uncle Tom” is precisely the minstrel character striving to please and defend
“Master,” relying on affirmation from whites.

Additionally, the article highlights the white man’s laughter as the revelatory moment, yet
in these various interviews, no one asked Chappelle point blank, “What did it feel like to blacken
up?”’ In other words, the white man’s laughter became uncomfortable to Dave Chappelle in
blackface. In Fanon’s words, Chappelle’s body in this moment “was given back to him sprawled

40 the horror of which was

out, distorted, recolored, clad in mourning in that white winter day,
surely compounded by Chappelle’s complicity: he could clearly articulate in the interview with
Oprah Winfrey his discomfort when being pressured by network types to wear a dress like all the
great Black male comedians, but on the other hand, he would choose — as a Black comedian — to

inhabit the minstrel. That must not have felt like a right decision, especially when powerful white

people in the very industry built on the racist typings of D.W. Griffith’s 1915 Birth of a Nation,

%8 Farley, “Dave Speaks.”

%9 Christopher John Farley, “On the Beach With Dave Chappelle,” Time, 15 May 2005,
http://www.time.com/time/arts/article/0,8599,1061415,00.html Accessed 23 Sept 2008

40 Fanon, Black Skin, White Mask, 113.
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were doling praise and deriving spontaneous pleasure from his blackface performance. And for
what -- $50 million? This is precisely the high price of his father’s warning.

Given that this was not the first time he had addressed racial stereotypes on the show,** and
that there were a series of these pixie sketches about racial types — for Latinos, Asians, and whites,
the moment of a white man’s laughter is pivotal because it is a white man laughing at Chappelle’s
minstrel performance that sent him into flight. This moment is significant for at least two reasons.
Firstly, it vividly demonstrates that minstrelsy’s legacy persists. As Strait concludes, “African-
Americans feel, interpret, and experience minstrelsy‘s effects outside of a direct viewing of
blackface as their art is immediately racialized as a result of America’s permanent racialized
discourse.”? In this case, Dave Chappelle, certainly aware of the history of minstrelsy, seems to
have had a visceral response to inhabiting the minstrel. His concern about whether he was
reinforcing stereotypes comes out of his blackface performance and was likely as much about how
he felt in blackface as it was about how he felt he was being perceived while in blackface.
Secondly, at the moment when his art met corporate interests, no doubt governed by a minstrel
framework and sensibility, Chappelle ultimately chose not to sell or compromise his artistic
freedom but instead to walk away from the show and the money, even if at first just to clear his
head and gain perspective.

Herzog, Comedy Central’s Chief, is quoted as saying, “Do we still want to be in business

with Dave Chappelle? Of course. Dave’s an enormous, enormous talent. We’re in the comedy

4 “Clayton Bigsby, the Black White-Supremacist,” I.1; “Dave Chappelle’s Educated Guess Line,”
[.2; “Reparations,” 1.4; “Mad Real World,” 1.7; “The Niggar Family,” I1.2; “Ribs Sleeping
Aid,” I1.3 — at the very least

%2 Kevin Straight, “‘A TONE PARALLEL’ —JAZZ MUSIC, LEFTIST POLITICS, AND THE

COUNTER-MINSTREL NARRATIVE, 1930-1970” (PhD Dissertation, American Studies, The
George Washington University, May 2010), 210.
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business, and Dave’s a comedy genius” (italic emphasis added).*® In other words, it would be silly
for Comedy Central to close the door on their cash cow, and as much as Herzog emphasized
Chappelle’s talent and genius, it was his profitability for them that mattered most: ultimately
Dave’s comic genius served their business interests. In a March 2005 interview with Essence
magazine, Chappelle would cite his father as the most influential man in his life because he was
“not conventional about anything” since he was “a real individual,” which as a youngster he found
embarrassing but would come to appreciate as he got older and “realized how hard it is to be
yourself in this world.”** The conventional wisdom of capitalism is that profit justifies the means.
A conventional wisdom of Black nationalism would be that, in the interest of pride and dignity,
nothing justifies choosing to don the heavy cloak of minstrelsy, especially if your job is comedy
and entertainment.** In the sketches collected together for the three episodes of the third season, it
is clear that this issue is on Chappelle’s mind when in another sketch he meets “Hollywood,”
personified as a white man but reminiscent of Richard Pryor as the Wiz. Hollywood greets
Chappelle warmly and asks him what his plans are now that the time has come for him to make
some money. Chappelle replies, “I don’t know. Was thinking maybe I’d stay true to myself, you
know, speak my mind.” Hollywood laughs and says, “You are the funniest guy on television!” He
continues that the key to big money is merchandizing, but Chappelle’s hesitancy implies that in the

very industry of minstrelsy, this is surely risky business. Even signing the contract that would

*® Farley, “Dave Speaks.”

442[())%ve 2C(:)rg;alppelIe,“Dave Chappelle,” interviewed by Dream Hampton, Essence 35 (11), March
5, 208.

** Keep in mind that while Marxism and critiques of capitalism have been central to certain strands
of Black nationalism, Black capitalism — Black people buying from Black owned businesses —
has also been at the center of Black nationalism. Harold Cruse argued that the failure to control
Harlem’s business ventures and economic structures was a failure of the Harlem Renaissance.
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enable him access to millions of dollars from the show’s revenue, Chappelle confessed, ...what
I’m learning is I am surprised at what I would do for $50 million. | am surprised at what people
around me would do for me to have $50 million.”*® But apparently, blacking up was too high a
price, so Chappelle followed his father’s advice. Therefore, Chappelle’s departure from the show
constituted a move to counter minstrelsy, an appropriate closing to a show whose central artist had
insisted on a Black nationalist ideology by consistently countering minstrelsy, refusing to be Uncle

Tom.

Dave Chappelle as Hip Hop Artist

Examining Dave Chappelle as a Hip Hop artist, i.e. as a cultural producer of Hip Hop
rather than merely as a famous comedian who listens to Hip Hop music, sharpens the focus on the
poignancy of his art as part of a larger project of nation-building since the purpose of critique is
improvement. Some of Hip Hop’s mainstreaming impact is obvious — airplay on a variety of radio
stations and trendsetting “cool” in terms of fashion, language, and comportment, in ways that are
pervasively received and perceived negatively.*” Hip Hop scholar William Jelani Cobb gets it
right when he asserts that the “hip hop industry is largely responsible for the global re-dispersal of
stereotypical visions of Black sexuality, criminality, material-obsession, violence, and social

detachment” (italic emphasis added).”® Prevailing public discourse generally faults Hip Hop artists

This division over the role of capitalism was a central argument of the Black Power and Black
Arts movements as well.

*® Farley, “Dave Speaks.”

" For example, in the wake of Don Imus’ remark about the Rutgers women’s basketball team as
“napﬁy headed hoes,” there was significant popular discussion about the negative impact of hip
hop highlighted on such shows as Oprah with visceral critics like Stanley Crouch.

“® William Jelani Cobb, To the Break of Dawn: A Freestyle on the Hip Hop Aesthetic (New York:
New York University Press, 2007), 6. The italic emphasis was added by the author.
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almost exclusively for the U.S.’s social ills rather than also scrutinizing industry. Chappelle,
himself a Hip Hop head, makes fun of this notion of America the Good vs. Big Bad Rap on the
first episode of the first season when he introduces the first sketch with the argument that men did
not suddenly start objectifying women with the emergence of Hip Hop. | want to assert our debt to
Hip Hop and position it as a protocultural force: Hip Hop — even, if not especially, that more
elusive underground, non-commercialized brand — has actually fertilized seemingly unforgiving
cultural ground.

The deejay, the lyricist (aka the emcee or MC), break dancing, and graffiti have long been
acknowledged as the foundational cornerstones of Hip Hop by artists and historians alike. In the
early days of Hip Hop historiography, scholar Tricia Rose examines the ways in which these
cornerstones are premised on flow, layering, and rupture, or rather the ability to create flow from
breaks. Hip Hop artists manage to flow through “profound social dislocation and rupture” to rely
and indeed plan on breaks that should seem to stifle artistry and expression. Their ability to do so
constitutes “a blueprint for social resistance and affirmation” because it prepares them “for a future
in which survival will demand a sudden shift in ground tactics.” *° Her use of “tactics” here
harkens theorist Michel de Certeau’s distinction of tactics vs. strategies. Indeed, tactics create their
own opportunities and often surface in daily practices, as Rose argues, “vigilantly mak[ing] use of
the cracks that particular conjunctions open in the surveillance of the proprietary powers,” creating
“surprises [...] where least expected.”50 As a “blueprint for social resistance and affirmation,” for

how to deal with social and economic instability, Hip Hop is a means for youth who live these

* Tricia Rose, Black Noise: Rap Music and Black Culture in Contemporary America (Hanover,
NH: Wesleyan University Press, 1994), 39.

%0 Ipid., 37.
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social ruptures and surf the cracks to use them as a mode of flow, of movement. Where de Certeau
reads tactics as an “art of the weak,”" Rose implies that the ability to plan on rupture and
incorporate it into living is not only an art but a source of power. Indeed, it is sociologist Pierre
Bordieu’s contention that doxa, the unspoken and therefore undisputed, can only begin to be
articulated through the challenges of the “dominated,” ®® who therein create a crisis — a condition
necessary to the unmasking of the prevailing order as natural, which creates an opening for change.
All of Hip Hop’s forms — dj’ing, emcee’ing, breakdancing, and graffiti painting — depend on
maneuvering through social ruptures and demonstrating artistic control over breaks, effectively
using the breaks to create a coherent, skilled art. She concludes, therefore, that “hip hop style is
Black urban renewal.”®® In other words, rather than being the progenitor of social ills, Hip Hop
renews, energizes, and animates those in difficult circumstances.

Utilizing breaks requires an improvisational imperative that is consistent not only with the
history of Black music in the U.S. but also with the values of the Black Arts Movement, and is
equally central to the successful comedian as well. A Hip Hop “nation” that has emerged is the
direct result of the art form’s ability to improvise and navigate social ruptures resulting from the
larger nation’s inattention to the Black, urban and financially struggling. Notions of “realness”
then are tied to experiences and people’s relationship to navigating circumstances and spaces
already mapped out for them. Because improvisation becomes a life tool central to tactics, it is a
skill that is bigger than Hip Hop. With regard to authenticity, scholar Jeffrey O.G. Ogbar, in his

more recent Hip Hop Revolution, follows a similar line of argument: “realness . . . is inextricably

*1 Ipid., 37.

%2 pierre Bordieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice, trans. Richard Nice (Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press, 1977), 169.
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tied to spatial notions that are represented by class and race assumptions as well as gender and
generation.”  In this sense of Hip Hop being more than just music, Paul Gilroy also asserts in The
Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness that Hip Hop culture as “the powerful
expressive medium of America’s urban Black poor . . . has created a global youth movement of

. .. 55
considerable significance.”

Thus when Hip Hop duo Dead Prez proclaim, “It’s bigger than hip
hop,” the implication is that what is at stake is far more than just music because Hip Hop is a
matter of culture and circumstance, of (in)justice and resistance.”® Thus, to consider Dave
Chappelle as a Hip Hop artist is to consider his work as bigger than comedy, bigger than Hip Hop.
His improvisational dexterity is not merely humorous but also a model for deploying tactics that
undermine and destabilize the strategies of the financially powerful.

In Laughing Mad, Bambi Haggins lists Chappelle’s affiliations with Hip Hop — his choice
of Dead Prez’s “Hip Hop” for the show’s theme music, his showcasing of artists on the show who
were not necessarily in heavy rotation in mainstream media, and his appearance on the covers of
Hip Hop magazines XXL and Blender. But beyond this, she concludes that his relationship to Hip
Hop is more “endemic than strategic: the comic’s persona is imbued with hip-hop sensibility — the

aesthetic and the politics of musical genre are inextricably tied to his own.”

What might seem to
be surface connections are not irrelevant, and the list can be extended to include the variety of t-

shirts he dons with Black iconic spaces and people, usually men, such as Harlem, Redd Foxx,

>3 |bid., 61.
> Ogbar, Hip-Hop Revolution, 7.

> Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1993), 33.

% Dead Prez, “It’s Bigger than Hip Hop,” Let’s Get Free, Relativity, 2000.

" Bambi Haggins, Laughing Mad: The Black Comic Persona in Post-Soul America (New
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2007), 181-182.
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Marvin Gaye, Richard Pryor, Muhammad Ali, as well as a pair of Nikes with a Black Power fist on
the tongue,® reflecting Hip Hop’s characteristically nostalgic sampling of a recent past. It could
also include the show’s various insider allusions to Hip Hop, particularly in the Chuck Taylor news
anchor sketches (his name alluding to the popular Converse tennis shoe), the best examples of
which unfortunately are on the Lost Episodes, remnants of what would have contributed to the
third season but compiled after and despite Chappelle’s departure from the show and, therefore,
without his sanction. In a series of deleted scenes, Chuck Taylor’s reports reference Nas, Dr. Dre,
and Method Man. In yet another, his report is: “Hello I'm Chuck Taylor. Today in the news, Bum
stiggedy bum stiggedy bum, hon I’d like to rumpa-pum-a-pum-pum with your fee fi your fo diddly
dum, here I come, with a one, two, unbuckle my um shoe yabba-do, hippity-hoo, skippity-scabble-

skoo,”59

a reference, of course to the quite recitable and recognizable lyrics of DAS EFX’s 1992
release, “They Want EFX.”

Cataloguing the appearances of Hip Hop on Chappelle’s Show could conceivably go on
infinitely. But, establishing Chappelle as a Hip Hop artist requires thinking about the ways in
which music and comedy as genres lend themselves to each other, the strands of Black
nationalism, as well as his approach to his work, exploring that Hip Hop “sensibility” Haggins
identifies. There is a moment in Block Party when Chappelle begins playing the piano. ?uestlove
of The Roots, the film’s Musical Director, informs us that Dave, though not a trained musician, has

dedicated his life to learning how to play Thelonius Monk’s “Round Midnight” and “Misty,” as we

listen to Chappelle on the piano in the background. When the camera returns to Chappelle, he

%8 See, respectively: 1.3, 1.6, 11.8, and Dave Chappelle’s Block Party, directed by Michel Gondry
(Universal, 2006), DVD.

5 “Hip Hop News” 2, 3, 4, Deleted Scenes, The Lost Episodes, Season 3ish.
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explains that Monk is one of his favorite musicians because “his timing was so ill. Every comedian
is a stickler for timing, and Thelonious Monk was off time yet perfectly on time.” Offering Mos
Def and Jamie Foxx as prime examples, he goes on to argue that “every comic wants to be a
musician. Every musician thinks they’re funny. It’s a very strange relationship that we have.” In
addition to timing, the comic and the MC — “Microphone Controller, Mic Checker, Master of
Ceremonies” — are connected by their imperative to “move the crowd.”® While comedy theorist
Lawrence Mintz focuses primarily on comics’ role as social mediators, and while there is quite a
bit of scholarly emphasis on the social implications of music in general and Hip Hop in particular,
it is critical to remember that first and foremost MCs and comics — at least the good ones — are
artists, whose job is to move people. In an effort to move people, Chappelle indeed keeps it real.
Importantly though, in keepin’ it real, he intentionally resists a “preachy” approach by
pulling his audience into his head and the way he sees the world. There is, however, a tension
between his resistance to claiming an overt political intention given his political consciousness. In
his interview with James Lipton, talking about the joke series from his first standup concert film,
Killin® Them Softly (2000), of a drug-dealing baby standing on the corner and selling weed,
Chappelle articulates, “There’s a little statement, but it’s not preachy. I’'m painting a picture,
right?” Indeed, in a 2003 interview, he explicitly stated, “When I do my act, I’'m not trying to ever
be political,” but he would assert his perspective on world events despite insisting that “it’s not to
be preachy. There’s not a serious agenda behind it.” On the one hand, this is a disingenuous
statement that seems to signal the social context of this historical moment versus his “agenda.”

Citing Ari Fleischer’s denouncement of Bill Maher’s comedy/commentary as unpatriotic,

% Cobb, 8.
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Chappelle responds that it is “cause for concern” when “you can lose your job for exercising your
constitutional rights.” His interlocution of “culture” and “politics” here actually betrays an
understanding on his part that comedy is political. So, when he says, “As a citizen, I’'m freaked out

%1 referring to political comedy, he clearly understands the

[...] As a comedian, it’s fertile,
magnitude and history of comedy in relation to politics and popular thought.> His need to
disavow a political agenda or a political consciousness, implying that his work is “just” comedy,
also supports Bikari Kitwana’s argument that the post-“Civil Rights Movement” generation of
Blacks are less overtly political because they saw what happened to Medgar Evers, Malcolm X,
Martin Luther King, Jr., and the next generation of Black Power activists, and therefore feared the
surveillance, imprisonment, and/or assassination that seemed to attend Black (nationalist) action
and speech. Despite his reference to the contemporary examples of Bill Maher, who is a white
man, and to the Dixie Chicks, a group of white female country singers, Chappelle, as a student of
his craft and profession, was also likely aware of Lenny Bruce’s demise four decades earlier.
Haggins identifies one of Chappelle’s characteristic comic modes as storytelling, referring
to his style as generally “indirect.” His goal is to have his diverse audience stop for a minute and

see the world through his eyes, which may be a perspective partially or largely foreign. Aaron

McGruder, acknowledging the path opened for The Boondocks television show by Chappelle’s

% Nick A. Zaino III, “Ask a Black Dude,” The Progressive 67 (11), 23 November 2003, 36.
ProQuest database, accessed 30 November 2006.

%2 Since Chappelle’s Show, we can see this more recently with, for example, Tina Fey’s
impersonations ot£ Sarah Palin during her tenure as John McCain’s Vice Presidential candidate in
his bid for the 44™ presidency in 2008.
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63 explicitly states this as his goal with his

Show “comedically hav[ing] virtually no barriers,
series:

If the comedy can bring you to a place where the audience can kind of feel what

I feel, that’s kind of my job as the artist — to put them in some kind of space

where they can see the world a little bit from my point of view... The goal is not

to have people depressed by the end of the episode but just to maybe recognize

what inspired the episode in the first place. That’s, | think, the most you can

hope for.%*
Indeed, many of the skits on Chappelle’s Show are literally about what runs through Chappelle’s
mind, such as “The Three Daves,” what is going through his mind when people approach him to
pitch ideas for new material, what he would do if he got Oprah pregnant, or what he would say on
jury selection for Black celebrities on trial, like OJ Simpson and R Kelly.®® Perhaps the most
salient example is the sketch about Clayton Bigsby, the blind, Black white-supremacist, in the
show’s very first episode, the relevance of which should not be underestimated. When Lipton asks
about the appearance of Bigsby on the very first episode of the show as a “test” for the audience,
Chappelle responds that it is “not a test, as much as a manifesto, a mission statement.” His mission
with the show is to both play with and challenge notions of race — to demonstrate that it is a
structural and historic system that continues to be relevant even though interpersonal racially
mixed relationships have become more prevalent and acceptable. And, he was clearly aware that
this kind of treatment of race and deployment of profanity would be received controversially given

his repeated proclamations, as of the very first episode, that the show had yet to be cancelled.

Introducing the Black white-supremacist sketch, he says, “Welcome to Chappelle’s Show. | still

63 Aaron McGruder, “Behind-the-Scenes Featurette,” The Boondocks, The Complete First Season,
DVD, Disc 1.

% bid.
%5 111.2, and the last three all from 11.9.
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haven’t been cancelled yet, but I'm working on it, and | think this next piece might be the thing to
do it” (italic emphasis added), clarifying that indeed he intends to push people, whites in particular,
beyond what is comfortable.®® The sketch evidences both Chappelle’s political consciousness and
his intention not to preach but to paint a picture of the absurdity of this country’s investment in
race and hierarchy.

This mission continues to be evident in the second episode of the first season with a sketch
of a “pretty White girl” singing Chappelle’s thoughts because “America wouldn’t wanna hear a
young Black dude saying half of the things” he thinks about, for if he said everything he thought,
“it would just freak America out.” He implies here that the only way his ideas would be received
by “people” (presumably all those comprising a mainstream that would find his ideas utterly
foreign) is for his words to be cloaked under a pretty, white, young female’s guise. There is logic
to this in a racial economy with a longstanding history of brutalizing the Black male body in the
name of protecting the white female body and femininity. A “pretty white girl” then comes on to
sing a variety of Chappelle’s thoughts that he appears to be scribbling on note cards he passes to
her, including commentary such as, “crack was invented and distributed to intentionally destroy the
Black community;” “AIDS was too;” “Fuck the police,” and a variety of sexually oriented
commentary, like his insistence that although he finds gay sex gross, he likes lesbians. So, this
show, though being co-written and co-produced by Neal Brennan, is clearly under the creative
control of Dave Chappelle (hence the show’s title), and much of what will be seen is
unapologetically portrayed from the perspective of a young, heterosexual Black man, who is a

husband, father, comedian, “former” marijuana enthusiast, Hip Hop fan and artist. While not

% 1.1; “Glad we’re not cancelled yet. We’ve been going hard” 1.4; again after the first installment
of Paul Mooney’s “Ask a Black Dude,” he says, “Nigga, [ am gonna get cancelled for sure!” L.5.
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everything is autobiographical, as he explains on Inside the Actor’s Studio, some of the events are
true, but for him the value of the show was his creative freedom to express himself as he so chose,
including sketches like “Ask a Black Dude” that relied on the uncensored, raw commentary of Paul
Mooney who “wasn’t likely to get an honest, open voice on another show.”®’

This brings us back to Chappelle’s desire to offer subtle critiques and not be preachy,
and back to his disavowal of having an agenda. Black comedy scholar Bambi Haggins argues
that Chappelle’s social commentary is often indirect. Chappelle himself argued in a 2003
article that he is “more about promoting cultural dialogue than political dialogue . . . I think
more good things come out of cultural dialogue.”®® He is consistent in his position that his job
and art as a comedian depend on his ability to work uncensored: he wants the space and social
license to be specifically Black and broadly appealing by speaking the socially unspeakable.
But, this is the very point: this insistent effort to speak truthfully from his subject position as a
young Black man who sees racial injustice for what it is and to have the nation see this injustice
from his perspective — IS political. We could read his “not trying to ever be political” with
emphasis on “trying.” Highly skilled at his craft with impeccable timing, it is surely the case
that he does not sit down as he writes, thinking “How can I make this political?”” That does not
mean, however, that his social commentary is indirect or apolitical.

His comedic prowess depends not just on timing, but on the ability to, as Lawrence
Mintz points out, speak that which is taboo, or, as | argue, that which is status quo. Thus,

ultimately, it is clear he is not to be silenced despite, for example, his joking on For What It’s

%7 Zaino, “Ask a Black Dude.”
% Ibid.
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Worth in 2004 that he would not speak against U.S. invasion into Iraq.*® Indeed in 2003,
Chappelle was quoted as having said that “As a comic, it’s like, this is all anybody’s thinking
about [...] Why wouldn’t I say something? They’re watching the same bullshit I'm watching.
Some people might feel the same way 1 feel.” Why wouldn 't I say something? He is compelled
to speak. Two years later in Essence, he would articulate not only his reverence for Richard
Pryor and his ability to be “entertaining but [...] also political,” but he would also plainly state
that “it feels good to say things that in most contexts can’t be said. [...] But the radical ideas
that come across through comedy are already out there among the people — it’s just that the

5570

comedian gives voice to them. If one takes the work of comedy seriously, as Chappelle

99 ¢c

clearly does, then it is “serious,” “political” work.

Clearly, however, Chappelle’s uniqueness is determined by the fact that the vast
majority of his professional colleagues do not undertake this heftiness, and historically, the vast
majority of Black comedians arguably have not. 1 say “clearly” because, as the May 23, 2005
Time article author, Christopher Farley wrote, the general assumption is that comedy is not
serious. Farley recounts Chappelle’s words a week before walking away from the show as he
was contemplating what he would do if network chief, Doug Herzog, did not agree to his terms.
Farley then writes, “Chappelle’s words didn’t sound that serious at the time — he is a comedian,

after all.”™* “After all” is the slighted hand against comedians and their work, a nod toward

“common sense,” the wink to his readership that we all know comedians are fools, not

% Dave Chappelle, Dave Chappelle: For What It’s Worth. Live! At the Fillmore, directed by Stan
Lathan (Sony Pictures, 2004), DVD.

® Dream Hampton, “Dave Chappelle,” Essence 35 (11), March 2005, p. 208. Academic Search
Premier Database accessed 30 November 2006.

" Farley, “Dave Speaks.”
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intellectuals. Given the historical context of minstrelsy, it is not entirely clear whether this
statement is or could be devoid of a racial inflection: that he is a Black comedian “after all” is
not an impossible or even ridiculous inference regarding general surprise and disbelief that
Chappelle would actually be serious enough to choose principle and politics over money.

What is clear from the scholarship is that Hip Hop, as culture and as movement, emanating
from social circumstances expressed primarily via music, has grown over the years to be far more
than the four elements of dj’ing, emceeing, break dancing, and graffiti to include, for example,
manner of dress and speech, body language, encounters with police and surveillance, prison,
participation in the political process, and most encompassing as “sensibility and worldview,” all
manifesting as modes of resistance.”® As lyricist KRS One asserts on his 2007 CD, Hip Hop Lives,
“Hip and hop is more than music; hip is the knowledge and hop is the movement.””® Hip Hop,
then, is an ideology — a set of attitudes developed in response to a quintessentially postmodern
identity structured around rupture specific to living Black in the United States. Kitwana
distinguishes between Hip Hop consumers and Hip Hop arts practitioners. Like Perry and Ogbar,
he asserts, “To begin with, it must be stated unequivocally that hip-hop is a subculture of Black
American youth culture — period.”™ Not that Hip Hop cannot absorb or accommodate non-Black
artists, but because Hip Hop is produced and nurtured at the local level, the “street” level, Hip Hop
artists cannot “bypass that Black stamp of approval.” It is not just a matter of artists; “[n]either has
the hip-hop market yet circumvented Black gatekeepers.””> The Black Arts Movement it seems

has succeeded, and a Black standard or valuation prevails: “Even Eminem had to get past Black

"2 perry, Prophets of the Hood and Kitwana, Why White Kids Love Hip Hop, xii.
" KRS-One, Track #2, Hip Hop Lives, 2007.
™ Kitwana, Why White Kids Love Hip Hop, 150.
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gatekeepers before White hip-hop consumers deemed him good enough. No matter how steeped in
hip-hop or marketing finesse, no marketing machine exists that can bypass hip-hop’s Black
audience. Are the streets feeling it? is a constant refrain in the hip-hop industry.”® In other words,
as with Pryor and Chappelle, Black art and artists succeed at the say of Black audiences.

The point here is to see Dave Chappelle not only as an artist with Hip Hop sensibilities but
also as an active producer of Hip Hop culture, which is exemplified not only through the show but
also through Block Party and his role as executive producer. He used his celebrity to bring
together a group of artists who are friends of his, that he had always wanted to see in concert
together, and that he believed to have had a similar kind of politics and vision. In choosing to film
Block Party in Brooklyn because he had heard that Hip Hop had started at block parties there,
Chappelle wanted to recreate a “magic that existed”” among the “artists involved in the movie”” who
“kind of carry on that core tradition as they push the music forward.” His choice to use French
director, Michel Gondry, because he wanted something different, reflects 1) his ability to make
choices vs. simply following a trend, 2) Hip Hop’s tendency to draw in and build on cultural
influences outside of Black America, and 3) Chappelle’s recognition of the commercialization of
Hip Hop music videos. Hip Hop MC Talib Kweli says of Gondry that he “brings a different eye”
as opposed to Hip Hop directors who tend to shoot videos a particular way. It was Gondry’s idea
to shoot the movie more like a documentary, as well as to shoot in Brooklyn in order “to take it

back to the people”— we, the people.”’

" Ibid., 97.
’® Ibid., 96. Here, the author added the italics for emphasis.
"7 «“September in Brooklyn: The Making of Block Party,” Block Party.
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And the people seem to approve, even as Chappelle forthrightly articulates his critiques of
Hollywood, the mainstay of feeding America its sense of status quo. He exercises his
independence from that mainstream and effectively reshapes it precisely by his persistent and
insistent specificity. Speaking from the local has a broad, universal appeal because the subject
matter is “real” and therefore authentic, i.e. coming from his own experiences. In his study of the
Black Arts Movement, James Smethurst examines the dialectic between local and national. The
mobility and wide circulation of cultural and political styles and activists rendered the movement
“always local” and ‘“always national.” Indeed, “the growth of radical Black Arts groups and
institutions in New Orleans, Houston, Miami, Memphis, Durham, Atlanta, and other cities in the
South confirmed to activists in centers more commonly the focus of accounts of the movement
(e.g., New York, Newark, Chicago, Detroit, San Francisco, Oakland, and Los Angeles) that it
really was nation time.”’® With regard to Hip Hop, Kitwana argues that the “local level is slowly
taking hip-hop back from the corporate industry and is the real future of hip-hop.””® 1 would argue
that Hip Hop, like the Black Arts Movement, has always been local and always national. It is this
simultaneous circulation that allows Hip Hop to also be always international and always Black.
Indeed, Hip Hop artists and fans often speak of a globally diverse “Hip Hop nation,” emerging
from its specific (Bronx) Black American roots and Black nationalism.

After leaving the show, Chappelle would express his concern that his work was on the
verge of being socially irresponsible in its portrayal of Blackness. The Blackness he would have

betrayed was that which should have been countercultural and specific. As much as the show

’® James Smethurst, The Black Arts Movement: Literary Nationalism in the 1960s and 1970s
(Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press, 2005), 9-10.

7 Kitwana, Why White Kids Love Hip Hop, 49.
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demonstrated a Black Arts inheritance, his walking away demonstrated his sense of authenticity
and his commitment to Black standards: if his work began to denigrate Blackness, it would
continue to be profitable albeit for a different reason, not for its independence but for its ability to
feed enduring status quo stereotyped images. He has made it clear: 1) by creating and also walking
away from Chappelle’s Show when it began to cost him his artistic, and, therefore, ideological,
freedom, and 2) by making Block Party — that his artistic production does not “center ultimately on
the profit motive,” to return to Rod Bush’s definition of revolution. As executive producer and star
of Chappelle’s Show and Block Party, he exemplifies Mos Def’s theory of Hip Hop — that it is
going wherever “we” are going. In so doing, he is a producer of Hip Hop culture and ideology.
Without attempting to be preachy or intentionally political, Chappelle has found a way of moving
toward those ever elusive goals of freedom and democracy by focusing on his art and staying true
to — or reflecting — his Hip Hop roots. Though not perfect, Chappelle’s work demonstrates the
ways in which Hip Hop as a Black Arts legacy and Black nationalist project contributes positively

to society to powerfully (re)shape “the” mainstream as a protocultural force.

Dave Chappelle and Nationalism

In his 1981 PhD dissertation, War Against the Panthers: A Study of Repression in America,
former Chairman of the Black Panther Party, Huey Newton, essentially argues that democracy is a
sound structure, but its practice in the United States has been flawed due to “class and racial
cleavages” combined with a “longstanding distrust held by the American ruling class of any
institutionalized democracy involving the mass population.” Ultimately, white nationalism and

capitalism have inhibited “the full realization of democratic government in the United States.”® In

8 Newton, War Against the Panthers, 5.
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this sense, he expresses a commitment to one of the nation’s base structures, which needs to shift
from being exclusionary in practice to being practiced as inclusive. The purpose, therefore, of
Newton’s research project was to grapple with “problems in need of being resolved if ever

democratic government in America is to achieve any degree of substance consistent with its
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theoretical suppositions and ideals. We see that Newton’s revolutionary vision is one of

freedom from strictures such as minstrelsy: he claims the social space for Black people to express
and develop their selves fully, with the freedom to participate in the nation. Dave Chappelle
echoes this sense of Black nationalism — a nationalism that rejects minstrelsy and performs for the
nation the benefits of Black freedom:

We could actually be the greatest country that ever existed if we were just honest
about who we are, and what we are, and where we wanna go. And, if we learn
how to have that discourse — things like racism are institutionalized; it’s systemic.
You might not know any bigots. You might not feel like, “Well I don’t hate any
Black people, so I'm not a racist.” But, you benefit from racism just by the merit
of the color of your skin. There’s opportunities that you have; you’re privileged
in ways that you may not realize because you haven’t been deprived of certain
things. We need to talk about these things in order for them to change. | do the
show; | walk down the street; Black people like it, white people, the generations,
it doesn’t matter because it needs to be talked about. It’s like the elephant in the
living room that nobody says anything about . . . The only way you know where
the line is is to cross it . . . you just wanna try to be on the right side of history.®
(italic emphasis added)

At the foundation of his statement is a fundamental nationalism, using the conditional to articulate
what the United States could be (the greatest country) if only it did not invest so aggressively in

institutionalized white supremacy while trying to hide it. So, an organizing principle of

8 Ibid., 5-6.

82 Inside the Actor’s Studio interview. Also in the interview, it is discussed that Chaﬂpelle is the
son of two professors, and his mother was hired by Patrice Lumumba to work with him directly
and also established in 1974 one of the first PhD programs in Black Studies. Chappelle’s link to
Black Power and the tenets of the Black Arts Movement then is tangible
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Chappelle’s art is to uncloak the beast — the white supremacy that keeps U.S. democracy from
being truly democratic.

Minstrel stereotypes are not “merely” or “simply” or “just” images on the big or small
screen or on the stage: they play out a racial politics that constantly seeks to justify exclusionary
practices used against Blacks. If, as Eric Lott argues, minstrelsy constituted the racial politics of
the day at the turn of the 20" century, and if, as Kevin Strait argues, minstrelsy’s relevance and
presence persists, then Uncle Tom continues to signify acquiescence in the early years of the 21
century. Stereotypes flatten and deny individuals the space to express their human individuality.
At the height of television popularity, Dave Chappelle entered the lion’s den, but the lion was
dressed in sheep’s clothes: he was given economic reward and high praise® to construct portrayals
of minstrels on his show and thus expected to Tom, i.e. to be satisfied with praise from whites in
positions of power in the very industry that birthed and reproduces minstrel images simplifying,
mangling, and devaluing Blackness — images that fictionalize with diminishing values the
experiences of people. These stereotypes work to dismiss a class of people as people and therefore
as positively contributing citizens. Black nationalism, however, is firmly rooted in its belief of the
U.S.’s potential and therefore often articulated in terms of a better or truer democracy, in the name
of Black citizenship.

The lines he crosses are the ones that silence honest public discussion of this country’s
deployment of race. In a social context where powerful whites can easily accuse Blacks of playing
“the race card,” thereby suggesting that race is not an issue until Blacks vocalize and create it as an

issue, Chappelle’s comic voice is not to be underestimated. He is a comic whose racial critiques
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function as good satire, and he utilizes that comic social license to articulate racial taboos,
effectively offering the “critique and iconology” that radically reorders “the Western cultural
aesthetic,” an approach urged by Black Arts theorist, poet, and essayist Larry Neal some forty
years ago.** He thereby continues a longstanding Black nationalist legacy of believing in the
nation and investing in it to democratize U.S. democracy. His broad appeal and success are proof
of this “reordering” apparently because of the open critiques he offers of the U.S.’s inequitable
racial structure.

Ron Walters’ claim that Black nationalism is the core ideology of the Black community
could be interpreted to mean that radicalism is the core ideology of the Black community and
revolution its chief concern. | want to qualify his statement in that the core ideologies of Blacks,
like most U.S. citizens, revolve around the basic national tenets of “life, liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness,” which have been systematically denied Blacks by social, legal, and governmental
apparatuses across the centuries. That denial is understood to be status quo such that Black
struggle for basic human rights is deemed “radical” and feeds “revolutionary” aims. In other
words, Black freedom or Black citizenship are oxymoronic phrases in a U.S. lexicon. In this sense,
Chappelle can be read as “radical” or “revolutionary” (or not) only in the context of a white
supremacy that dreams, as did J. Edgar Hoover of sub-human, subservient Black people who know
that “their place” is not among those with basic human rights.®> The controversy that attended

Chappelle’s counter minstrel moves and his articulations of anti-Black social disparities exposed

8 Recall Herzog and Brennan’s enthusiastic affirmation that Chappelle’s work was still great in
the same moment that he’s just negotiated a high income and is actually creating and portraying
minstrel characters on the show.

8 Larry Neal, Visions of a Liberated Future: Black Arts Movement Writings (New York:
Thunder’s Mouth Press, 1989), 62.

8 (O’Reilly, Black Americans: The FBI Files, 11; Huey Newton, War Against the Panthers.
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the extent to which the common sense of the nation is governed by white supremacy. Toni
Morrison’s language in Tar Baby aptly captures the perception of the powerful, their desires of
domination, and their thirst for violence against the beings they believe they should dominate:
Black people’s claim over their own lives can only be seen as revolutionary or “outrageous” to
begin with in the context of white supremacy being “stunned” by Black people’s “refusal to
cooperate” in their own murder and constriction, expecting that Blacks should “want, goddamn it,
to surrender [themselves] for [whites’] pleasure.”®® Black nationalism — be it in the form of Black
Power, Black Arts, Funk and/or Hip Hop — works against violent fantasies of some for a liberated

future for all.

“Blind Justice”

Black art in the past half century has expressed a concern with the presence and practices
of state authorities in Black communities. Police brutality and surveillance were a galvanizing
concern for Bobby Seal and Huey Newton well before they had thought of organizing the Black
Panther Party for Self-Defense, but those issues became central organizing points for the party,®’
evident in the “Self-Defense” portion of the name: Black people needed to defend themselves from
the assault, neglect, and aggressive deprivation authorized and sanctioned by the state and its
authorities. The problem of policing has been among top concerns for Blacks as witnessed from
Civil Rights movement news footage, Malcolm X’s speeches, both versions of the Black Panther

Party’s 10-Point Platform, on into Hip Hop which abounds with songs and innumerable references

8 Toni Morrison, Tar Baby (New York: Vintage Books, 1981), 167.

8 See chapters 15 (“Bobby Seale”) and 16 (“The Founding of the Black Panther Party”) in
Revolutionary Suicide, Huey P. Newton (New York: Penguin Books, 1973).
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to this very problem, perhaps most prominently branded in the nation’s memory by west coast rap

group NWA’s controversial 1988 anthem, “Fuck the police.”®®

Less popular but equally
compelling, Washington, D.C.- based underground lyricist, Head Roc, in his 2005 album,
Negrophobia!, features an interlude about “Police Origins,” in which he explains that in the
antebellum South and North — whether elite slave owners were employing poor whites to patrol
and capture escaped property or whether the police force was being paid to break up unions and
labor organizing — the police force in the U.S. has “always been protecting the property and not
individual rights...and like Huey Newton and them said, Black people don’t have any property, so
we know the police are not here to protect us.” And while some may find this inaccurate, the
contemporary names of Rodney King, Abner Luima, Amadou Diallo, and Sean Bell rise in the
memories of countless others who never make the news and countless others lynched, whose
murders were state sanctioned.

Where Chappelle specifically addresses the police problem in both standup films, he shifts
toward the racial inequities of the justice system in general on the television show. And in 2004,
this issue of disparity in front of the law was clearly on Chappelle’s mind as it cropped up in both
his second standup film and on the show. There are various threads in the show that address race
and stereotypes, some of which are social critiques, others of which are simple observations or
mocking of differences, but there are three sketches that specifically address the justice system —
two in the second season, “Two Legal Systems” and Dave Chappelle on jury selection,® which

aired in the first half of 2004, and one more in Season “3ish,” “The Monsters: The System Is Not

Designed for Us.” Through these sketches, he brings to a broader US audience the realities of

8 NWA, Straight Outta Compton (1988).
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living Black in the U.S. in terms of a supposedly blind legal system — the crux of which is the
notion and practice that one has to prove innocence and is otherwise presumed guilty.

In For What It’s Worth, Chappelle highlights the separate and unequal laws under which
Blacks and whites live in the United States. In the context of O.J. Simpson’s not guilty verdict, he
argues that Black people were excited because for once “the Black man won”: “Ooooh that justice
system burns!”® he goaded, making clear to whites that this was, indeed, an abnormal outcome. It
is not par for the course in the U.S. that a Black man (high profile or not) accused of brutally
murdering a white woman is not found guilty by a jury of his “peers.” But, this particular comic
story raises the question of what would happen if whites experienced the justice system that Blacks
endure, a question he entertains on the show. Read together, the standup film and the television
show clarify Chappelle’s critique of the justice system: our so-called blind justice system sees race
and tips the scales toward whites. For Blacks, more likely to be convicted, the burden of proof
rests on the defendant, and consequently, the prosecution is relieved of its duty to prove the
defendant’s guilt beyond a reasonable doubt because the fact of blackness renders Black people
inherently criminal. Ultimately, one of the privileges of whiteness is being protected by the state —
and so obviously so that the inverse situations are ridiculous in their distance from what actually
happens, and therefore comic.

With the Black Arts/Black Power movements providing the intellectual framework and
model for challenging the justice system’s inequitable treatment of Blacks in the court, I use
former Black Panther Elaine Brown’s 2002 work (Chappelle’s Show contemporary), The

Condemnation of Little B: New Age Racism in America, to ground Chappelle’s commentary and to

8 11.5 and 11.9 respectively
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demonstrate the extent to which his Hip Hop perspective is born of Black Power/Black Arts
ideology and practice. The Condemnation of Little B tells the story of a 13-year old boy, Michael
Lewis, who would come to be known as “Little B,” living in Atlanta at the whim of the system due
to his mother’s drug addiction, his life circumstances the result of systemic and parental neglect.
He was imprisoned for the murder of a young, Black father, Darrell Woods, shot three times in
front of his two young sons while his pregnant wife was in the convenience store. Brown took
interest in Lewis’ case as the result of media coverage that had swiftly moved to discount the boy
as a boy and transform him into a “thug,” a superpredator, publicly convicting him. She became
his advocate, both as a member of his legal team and by caring for him in the midst of family
abandonment.

This book is a compelling extension of Brown’s Black Panther activism as she peels back
historical layers that explain what created an environment in which a young Black boy could be
tried in 1997 and convicted for life as an adult without having committed the crime,®* arguing that
actually “he did not fall through the cracks” because “he is the rule rather than the exception.”92
She reviews a history of Atlanta, from its inception, including Michael Lewis’ “wretched”
neighborhood, the Bluff, which is symptomatic of “two Americas, black and white, separate and
unequal.”®® She analyzes the then current local and political landscape and its public officials, a
history of national politics and law that culminated in anti-Black practices, as well as data and

cases of inequities Blacks face in front of the law, with specific focus on the crack epidemic and its

% Dave Chappelle: For What It’s Worth. Live! At the Fillmore.

% Elaine Brown, The Condemnation of Little B: New Age Racism in America (Boston: Beacon
Press, 2002), 28,

%2 Ipid., 90.
% Ipid., 79.
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concomitant rise in Black incarceration. She scrupulously recounts the case preparation and the
trial, pointing out the many inconsistencies, missed opportunities, unasked questions, unreliability
of witnesses, including Lewis’ drug addicted mother, secret deals, and the defense’s questionable
choices while she paints the prosecution’s grand performances — all of this in order to make the
case Lewis’ defense did not: that he was innocent. Not only was he innocent; he was disposable
and everybody’s pawn, from his adult family members who knew him as a boy up to the national
levels of government where no one knew him at all yet classified him as a dangerous adult
incapable of rehabilitation and therefore worthy of life imprisonment with other adult men in a
maximum security facility with frequent solitary isolation.** This happens at what should be
considered an alarming rate,” therefore constituting an aggressive government move to
criminalize, incarcerate, and arguably enslave, Black boys and men. She lays bare the thread of
anti-Black violence tracing U.S. history — a violence so public, visible, and systemic, that the
purpose of Reconstruction’s Black Codes to constitute Blackness itself as a crime,*® is visible more
than 100 years later at the turn of the millennium.

Her comprehensive approach and attention to historic records is meant to make her
argument that “the case against Little B was really about...accommodating a powerful racist
political socioeconomic agenda that at once invented and condemned black boys as
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superpredators. In other words, she functions in this work as the anti-Cosby. While Bill

% Ibid., 28.
% |bid., 342-344 in particular.

% Ibid., 146. She credits here the aré;uments of historians William Bennett, Before the Mayflower:
A History of Black America, 6" ed. (Penguin Books, 1993) and Katheryn K. Russell, The Color
of Crime: Racial Hoaxes, White Fear, Black Protectionism, Police Harassment, and Other
Macroaggressions (New York University Press, 1998).

 Ibid., 336.
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Cosby’s current agenda is to “better” “the Black community” by publicly lashing poor Black youth
for their fashion choices, speech patterns, and names, Brown’s is to remind us that despite the
stereotypes, Black people are out there struggling to survive and thrive in a country that continues a
history of aggressively implementing anti-Black policies and state-sanctioned violence. What is
relevant to this chapter and Dave Chappelle’s commentary is her exploration of these two
Americas, as well as the centrality of stereotypes, or “myths” — the superpredator and the welfare
mother who are today’s minstrel characters, like Sapphire, Jezebel, Uncle Tom, and the big Buck

— to her analysis and their profound impact on the nation’s public policies.”

Like Chappelle,
Brown inverses the racial hierarchy in order to render it visible: “What might the response have
been had the murderers [at Columbine] been black boys and the victims the same whites who had
been killed, or alternatively, had the murderers and victims all been black?”%

In the 2004 standup film, For What It’s Worth, Chappelle raises a similar but seemingly
controversial question in the context of the 15 year old girl on whom R&B megastar, R. Kelley,
urinates in a now-infamous sex video: “How old is 15, really?” he asks. The twists and turns of his
comic misdirection reach in the same direction as Brown’s question, also recalling this
dissertation’s arguments about the FCC battles of the 1970s affecting comics like George Carlin
and Richard Pryor: what happened to the decades old national debate over the use of “profane”
language in the interest of the children? To explore this very question of who and what constitutes
a child, Chappelle asserts in the film “that America needs to decide once and for all.” He tells a

series of stories to illustrate the problem, starting with 15-year old Elizabeth Smart, who was

kidnapped and “missing for six months eight miles away from her house. That’s two exits, man.

% Ibid., 113-121.
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That’s nothing.” For comparison purposes, he considers the 15 year old Dave Chappelle in
Washington, D.C., who was already doing nightclub standup, dabbling in marijuana, hanging with
friends who hustled crack, and was trying to “finger fuck people”; in other words, he knew enough
at 15 years old to have run away had he been captured, especially had he been that close to home:
“You can’t hold me prisoner around shit I recognize. I’ll break away. I’ll break away! ‘[Get the]
Fuck off me, nigga! That’s my bus stop I know where I'm at. I’'m going home.”” *® He wonders
in her half year of captivity where her captors repeated left her alone whether she ever considered
the option of simply opening the door and walking out. He never mentions her race but twice
references Utah, calls her a “little girl,” and refers to her captors as “hillbillies.” These markers
combined with the next story mark Elizabeth as white.

To contrast against her, he tells the story of a 7-year old Black girl in Philadelphia, Erica
Pratt,*®* whose captors tied her up (unlike Elizabeth), and when they left her alone, she chewed
through the ropes and was back home in 45 minutes. Asserting he knows people think he sounds
mean, he offers a counterargument, “On the flip side, here comes 15 again. Now we’re talkin’
about a 15 year old Black kid in Florida,” and he tells the story of a boy, Lionel Tate,'* imitating a
wrestling move he had seen on television and accidentally killing his neighbor. At this point, his

argument winds back to the opening question:

% Ibid., 43.

190 por What It 's Worth

101 He does not name her in his performance, but Bambi Haggins identifies her. Haggins, 203.
1% 1bid., 204.
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Now was he a kid? No. They gave him life. They always try our 15 year

olds as adults, “This nigger knew what he was doing [...]” [...] And they gave a

15-year old boy life in jail. If you think that it’s OK to give him life in jail, it

should be legal to pee on ‘em. That’s all I’'m saying. You gotta make up your mind

across the board how old 15 actually is. That’s all I’'m saying.

Chappelle’s ability to articulate a seemingly taboo question is important. It is taboo because it
initially flies in the face of statutory rape laws (How old is 15, really?), but it sets the audience up
to expose itself by relying on its own constructions of race since he never specifically identifies
Smart as white. His argument is actually neither strictly racial nor strictly gendered even though it
is ultimately meant to critique a race based double standard regarding who is a “child.”

On the one hand, it might seem that his joking about Elizabeth Smart and the underage girl
in R. Kelley’s infamous sex tape dismisses female victims, as if they were to blame for the crimes
committed against them of statutory rape and kidnapping. His story of Erica Pratt, the 7-year old
girl, however, disrupts that reading and actually serves to support the racial double standard he is
highlighting. Ultimately, the main comparison is between Elizabeth Smart, the 15-year old white
girl in Utah, and Lionel Tate, the 15-year old Black boy in Florida even though the punchline
returns to the girl in R. Kelley’s video for humor’s sake so that the story does not become
“preachy.” He explicitly mentions that Pratt and Tate are Black, so that when he concludes “they
always try our 15-year olds as adults,” the “our” clearly signifies “Black.” The evidence Brown
provides anchors Chappelle’s point. I quote her at length here to highlight the national scope of the
problem:

The Justice Police Institute reported that while minority youth constituted about 53

percent of the youth population of California, for example, 70 percent of juveniles

placed in secure corrections were minority kids, mostly black. In Ohio, the

correlation was 14.3 percent of the state population and 43 percent of the juveniles

placed in secure corrections. In Texas black and other children of color made up 50
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percent of the state youth population but accounted for 80 percent of juveniles in

secure corrections and 100 percent of juveniles in adult jails. The ratio in Virginia

was 27 percent of the population and 57 percent in secure corrections; in New

Jersey 29 percent of the population, 85 percent in secure corrections; in

Pennsylvania 14.3 percent of the population compared with 87 percent in secure

corrections; in Wisconsin 11 percent compared to 75 percent. In the so-called

liberal northeast sector of the country there was no difference. In Connecticut,

while black and other kids of color represented 15.3 percent of the population, they

composed 69 percent of the youth population in secure corrections and 100 percent

in adult jails, and in Massachusetts black and other children of color who were 17.2

percent of the youth population constituted 81 percent of juveniles in adult jails.

Overall, in America, black children represented “the largest racial/ethnic proportion

of youth held behind locked doors.'%

Who is a child, and who is worthy of protecting, or rather who enjoys that basic right of citizenship
— protection under the law?

Which is the greater danger — language deemed profane on television or white supremacist
fantasies? The premise of Eric Lott’s arguments about minstrelsy is that it reflects both a repulsion
of and an attraction to Blackness. In his last novel about a Black revolution in the United States,
Chester Himes characterizes that attraction as a deadly eroticism: “...white people’s eroticism was
responsible for all lynchings of blacks by whites, and it had done more to alienate the races than all
other causes put together. This eroticism had made the whites into liars, cheats, thieves, and
hypocrites, and had proved to be more dangerous than their hate.”*** Cultural theorist and scholar
Greg Thomas takes this quote from Himes as the epigraph to his own work, The Sexual Demon of
Colonial Power: Pan-African Embodiment and Erotic Schemes of Empire, in which a main point is

that “these raving erotics of race and racism warrant a central place in any history of sexuality, any

103 Brown, The Condemnation of Little B, 342-43.
10% Chester Himes, Plan B (Jackson, Mississippi: University Press of Mississippi, 1993), 72.
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genealogy of desire and identity in and under the West.”10°

Reading race in the context of
eroticism illuminates the mapping of a “superpredator” onto the bodies of Black boys that renders
them monsters from whom society needs protection rather than children who need nurturing. A
comedian, an activist, a novelist, and a scholar (all writers) across a half century of Black Power,
Black Arts and Hip Hop eras are making the same point: Black people continue to be assaulted, as
if not human, on the basis of their Blackness by fantasies of white supremacy, and this national
structure must be, at the very least, spoken and acknowledged in order to be changed. The
consistency of a message rejecting the dogma of white supremacy across time and various spaces
leads me to embrace Walters’ claim that Black nationalism is a core ideology of the Black
community.

This critique of the nation’s justice system bubbles on the show as well, bringing the issue
to the wider television audience, in a sketch that reorganizes these two Americas referenced by
Brown and Chappelle — one America that has a fair legal system for whites and another that
presumes Blacks to be inherently criminal. Chappelle’s character, Tron, is an exaggerated
caricature on the show who leans toward stereotype. The audience sees him repeatedly as
“unsavory”— a self-interested, materialistic man whose main interests are money, women and
laughing. He appears first at the end of Season One’s fourth episode winning reparations in a two-
part sketch that plays with the effects of reparations being granted to Blacks; then again two
episodes later as one of the housemates in “Mad Real World,” a spoof of MTV’s long time reality

show, The Real World; and for the last time in the fifth episode of Season Two on trial as a drug

dealer in “Two Legal Systems,” a spoof of Law & Order. Though Tron is a recurring character, it

1% Greg Thomas, The Sexual Demon of Colonial Power: Pan-African Embodiment and Erotic
Schemes of Empire (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2007): 8.
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is hard to argue he is well-developed. Indeed, his caricature is precisely what positions him
perfectly for Chappelle’s exploration of a system that administers “justice” inequitably. Tron
always appears in fantastic worlds of role reversal; therefore, he embodies all the characteristics
that defy bourgeois codes of decorum and appropriate behavior, which provides the humor. What
if he were to become the richest man on Earth? What if a white man had to live with him and five
other of the craziest Black people? What if he received not just equal protection under the law but
preferential treatment typically extended to wealthy whites or “responsible” non-whites? These are
potentially nightmarish scenarios in the logic of national common sense: no one would want to be
like him, and God forbid this kind of person had access to wealth and power. The last sketch plays
out an inversion of the two justice systems so that whites are “burned” by it rather than Blacks.
While hyperbole and absurdity are deployed for the sake of comedy, the point of the sketch
is to invert every racialized practice in order to expose the practices of our legal system as racist.
The scene opens in the bedroom of Charles Jefferies, a white CEO of “Fonecom,” as he is about to
make love to his blonde, white wife when federal agents bust through the door with a hand grenade
and shoot the dog, yelling, “Shut that fucking dog up!” The sketch cuts to District Attorney
Charles Stevens calling Tron, explaining that he has a warrant for his arrest for cocaine trafficking
but frankly does not know how to handle it. Tron responds that they have to be careful because,
“We don’t want to embarrass someone like me in front of my family and my community,” so he
offers to turn himself in “around Thursday.” Attempting to accommodate Tron’s social power, the
DA asks if 1:00 is good for him, but Tron asks if he can turn himself in “say between 2 and
6?”since he has “some trim coming at 12.” The DA thanks him and apologizes for “the
inconvenience.” While the DA is politely and apologetically courting Tron, Jefferies is at the

precinct under brutal police interrogation as they blow smoke in his face, cuss him out, extinguish
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a burning cigarette on his forehead, call him a punk and become physically aggressive, causing
him to urinate on himself. The public attorney arrives, unorganized, apologizing that this is his
14th case of the week. When the time comes for Tron to turn himself in, he actually arrives at
11:55 pm. Despite having kept the DA and his staff waiting, they recognize him as a good to the
community, which Tron evidences with, “I know, baby, I be passin’ out turkeys like Nino Brown,”
a reference to the popular 1991 crime thriller, New Jack City. They work out a plea bargain which
requires only that Tron testify in front of a senate committee and spend two months at Club Fed,
suggesting that his “sentence” will be more like a resort vacation than a prison term.

Their trials play out as differently as their arrests. At Jeffries’ trial, the arresting Officer
plainly lies under oath, saying that Jefferies commanded the dog to sick them, at which point they
shot the canine and were able to subdue Mr. Jefferies. He then adds that on searching the
premises, they found pure Columbian heroine, a huge bag of which the officer then pulls from his
coat pocket. This cycles back to a joke thread in Chappelle’s first stand up concert film, Killin’
Them Softly: in the context of his return to Washington, DC in the 1980s and the crack boom in
Black neighborhoods under Reagan, he jokes about the police/state/social assumption of Black
criminality. Even if the person is not clearly a criminal, an officer would “sprinkle crack” on a
dead body to criminalize a person who had likely been a victim. These links between his standup
and his television show are important to eliciting a consistent politics and to asserting his intention
to write Black nationalist humor on television.

Watching this blatantly falsified narrative unfold in utter disbelief, Jefferies explains he
does not know whose heroine it is. The Officer effectively discounts Jeffries’ denial by adding that
Jefteries’ wife then threw her “titties” in his hands. The Judge asks Jefferies if there is anything he

would like to say but barely allows him to speak when he adds in disgust: “Alright, that’s enough.
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You’re the worst kind of scum on the face of the earth. You’re an animal — a filthy big lipped
beast! I would like to congratulate the jury of your peers...All your possessions will be seized
immediately by the court. You will receive the mandatory minimum of life in prison. Plenty of
time to lift weights and convert to Islam. Now get out of my sight, you fuck!” As is typical of
Chappelle’s style, the absurdity is carried to its farthest limits as the references in the sketch signal-
switch between actual stereotypes and this inverse world. When the judge calls Jefferies a “big
lipped beast,” he is clearly drawing on common anti-Black insults and stereotypes to legitimate the
harsh sentence since Jeffries himself has quite thin lips and is understandably confused by the
epithet. When the judge praises the jury of his peers, the camera shoots to a jury box filled with
Black and Latino men all wearing “urban” gear: hoodie sweatshirts, skully caps, doo rags, a
kerchief, and a backwards baseball cap all appear. “Looking” working class, unemployed or
illegally employed, smiling, with their heads cocked to the side, they all nod as if to say, “Yeah we
got you, and you’re going down. How’s it feel now?” This combined with Jefferies’ confusion
suggests that he is aware of the inversion and that his destiny should not be unfolding this way.
This moment in the scene brings us back to Chappelle’s joke in his concert film at the Fillmore
about whites finally experiencing how the justice system burns when OJ Simpson’s not guilty
verdict was handed down.

Meanwhile at the Senate Committee hearing, Tron is being asked a series of questions, all
of which he refuses to answer on the basis of the fifth amendment. This is key not only in terms of
Chappelle’s goal to invert the racial hierarchy but also in terms of expressing a fundamental belief
in the soundness of the Constitution. The critique is not of democratic or constitutional principles
but of the ways in which the country habitually and systemically denies Constitutional rights to a

sector of its citizenry. The senators ask Tron whether he was a “crack cocaine dealer for seven
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years,” about the “cartels [he] dealt with as a crack cocaine dealer,” and how much money he
earned in his time as a crack cocaine dealer. He pleads the fifth to every question while boldly
displaying his profession, as well as Hip Hop markings — his clothing, jewelry, body posturing, and
language. The second time he pleads, “the fizz-ifth.” The last time he responds in a sing-songy,
gospelesque style: “ There. Are. I said there are so many amendments in the Constitution of the
United States of America. I can only choose one.” He dips his finger in his water glass and runs it
around the rim to create musical accompaniment. “I can only choose one. I plead the fifth. I plead
the fifth. Five. One, two, three, four, fifth. Anything you say, ‘Fif!” Go ‘head ask me a question.”
A “Senator Marc Thomas, NY (D)” starts to ask a question, “Did you...,” but Tron breaks him off,
singing “Fif!” and adds, “I have a secret document that you need to see,” as he holds up a sheet of
white printing paper with “FiF” handwritten on it. This concludes his trial. His attorney adds that
he got Tron’s sentence reduced to a month. Tron then grabs his attorneys’ hands, raises them in
victory, and then they all bust a pose, Hip Hop style.

Defending Tron’s right to plead the fifth as his only testimony for himself, Chappelle
cleverly comments that one privilege of whiteness is to exist above the law, being given the benefit
of the doubt, including minimum punishment and essentially living beyond reproach. His
commentary is that when whites commit crimes — potentially bigger crimes with wider social
impact, they habitually receive minimal sentencing while Blacks and Latinos serve extended
sentences disproportionate to the crime(s) committed. Indeed, Michael Lewis (“Little B”’) was
denied the privilege of the Fifth Amendment when the prosecution chastised him for not taking the

stand — as if that were mandatory and as if it were his responsibility to prove his innocence.*®

1% Brown, The Condemnation of Little B: 336.
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With access to a television network of viewers, many of whom were white, Chappelle premised
the sketch on an understood reality in many Black communities — that our blind justice system
frequently sees race as a means for its inequitable administration: whiteness is rewarded with
innocence until guilt is proven while Black people are presumed guilty until innocence is proven.
This is supported not only by a national trend of imprisoning Black boys and men but also in the
sentencing differences for the sale of crack versus powder cocaine: “A person convicted of
possession of only five grams of crack with the intent to sell it would receive a five-year
mandatory prison sentence [...] More egregious was that people convicted of possession of five
hundred grams of powdered cocaine with the intent to distribute it received the same five-year
mandatory sentence as for five grams of crack.”®’ The vast majority of those convicted of crack
possession were Black, and the mandatory sentencing mattered mightily in the face of the “Three
Strikes” provision of the Clinton Crime Bill, which meant that a third conviction, even for
nonviolent crimes, could result in automatic life imprisonment.!®® This particular deployment of
Tron makes it more difficult to simply dismiss him as bad or stereotypical because his character is
used to make a good point. Further, Tron is merely one character among a broad array of many
that Chappelle performs — some fictional, some real, including Rick James, Prince, and Chappelle
himself. So, not only does Chappelle use a stereotypical character to critique stereotypes and anti-
Black national practices, Chappelle’s Show provides a plethora of antitypical representations, both
of which are meant to critique the stereotypes and myths that float underneath anti-democratic

practices.

197 Brown, 189, italic emphasis added.
1% bid., 190.
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Comedy theorist Joanne Gilbert agrees with Mintz that the comedian, the professional fool,
creates humor by performing and mocking his own marginality. But, “[b]y performing
marginality, comics perform power — which is to say, they depict for us how social relations could

171 Chappelle’s viewpoint is that white

be transformed if their viewpoint were to prevai
supremacy is pervasive, absurd, and wrong. With Season One of Chappelle’s Show being the
highest selling DVD of a television show, it seems that Chappelle’s viewpoints prevailed to some
extent with his audience, offering consensus both in their laughter and their dollars. Whether
audiences fully understand the subtleties of his social critiques, his comedy disseminates Black
nationalist ideals of democratizing U.S. democracy, and the success of his show, measured
quantitatively in sales suggests a broad base of people being exposed to his viewpoint and liking it.
Ultimately, the Black Arts Movement functioned as a model of democratic participation in its
ability to create multiple spaces for multiple voices, much as Hip Hop does. And Chappelle’s
Show models democratic dissent in its range of Black characters dismantling the fact of Blackness.
As he repeatedly insists, Chappelle studies white people and is interested in everything racial — as
the show confirms. ' The “Two Legal Systems” sketch articulates a worldview familiar to and
shared by many Blacks, thereby pulling non-Blacks into that world. Chappelle’s work created a

space and opportunity to mold mainstream thought by provoking them, at the very least, to contend

with the absurdity and centrality of race to the U.S. social structure.

1% Joanne Gilbert, Performing Marginalit8y: Humor, Gender and Cultural Critique (Detroit, MI:
Wayne State University Press, 2004), 178.

10 He actually uses this wording of “studying white people” in For What It’s Worth.
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“How Can Black People Rise Up and Overcome?”

Chappelle’s critique sweeps the other two branches of government as well. The
relationship between Blacks and electoral politics is yet another index of the schism between
Blacks and the state as the deliberate result of white nationalism. Thus, when Dave Chappelle
critiques electoral politics on his television show, it would seem that he is forwarding an anti-
democratic agenda. He locates himself, however, in a tradition of Black nationalism that seeks the
destruction of white nationalism and a democracy that functions habitually against Black freedom
— not for the sake of Black supremacy but for the cause of Black citizenship. Such a critique finds
voice in the activists of the 1960s and 1970s, like Elaine Brown and former SNCC Chairman, H.
Rap Brown, whose 1969 “political autobiography,” Die Nigger Die!, begins with the question,
“...who would insure my freedom? Who would make democracy safe for Black people?”*!!
Indeed, the title itself insinuates the persistent and systemic anti-Black policies and actions that
constitute an aggressive white nationalist agenda seeking the disappearance of Black people by any
means necessary it seems. Thus, a Black nationalist agenda is about freedom from state tyranny,
as well as the freedom to participate in the state with the actual rights and protections offered in the
14" 15" and 16™ Amendments to the U.S. Constitution. It would seem then that one solution is to
participate in electoral politics and put in office representatives who could effect meaningful
changes for Blacks, particularly poor Blacks.

Chappelle indicates in at least two different places that voting is not the path toward

freedom and self-determination for Blacks. In the 2000 concert movie, Killin’ Them Softly, filmed

at Washington, D.C.’s Lincoln Theater, he jokes about the seriousness with which whites protect

111 1. Rap Brown, Die Nigger Die! (Chicago: Lawrence Hill Books, 1969): 1.
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their voting choices, which are more sacred and private even than conversations about spousal sex.
Contrarily, for Blacks, voting has little import, so there is open talk against politics and politicians:
“If I see George Bush, 'l kick his muthahfuckin’ ass for cuttin’® my Medicaid!”*** This public
denigration of U.S. democracy is also articulated by the “regular,” “everyday,” not famous Black

people that Chappelle references in his joke.

In the midst of Chappelle’s Show mania, government (mis)handling of Hurricane Katrina,
under President George W. Bush, FEMA Director, Mike Brown, and New Orleans mayor, Ray
Nagin, in 2005 highlighted the extent to which Blacks, particularly the poor, are denied the benefits
of citizenship. Chappelle’s critical questioning of voting encapsulates precisely the argument of
the 2006 documentary, Trouble the Water, articulated from the perspective of Kimberly Rivers, a
young woman who remained, along with her family, in the lower 9" ward of New Orleans, three
blocks from where the levees broke during Hurricane Katrina in August 2005. They stayed
because as she says point blank, “I can’t afford to go.” Two weeks after the storm, Kimberly, her
husband, Scott, and their friend, Brian, return to their neighborhood. They see houses still boarded
up, being passed by the National Guard without stopping to inspect the houses for bodies. The
National Guard’s disregard prompts from Kimberly a targeted critique of President Bush, “Now
that’s one of the reasons why I’m so much against this President Bush character or whoever he is.
Look at this, these people ain’t been through my neighborhood lookin’ for dead bodies™ (italic
emphasis added). The film’s three protagonists repeatedly articulate their position as 9™ Ward
residents at the bottom of society, constituted by their poverty and Blackness. Even though the

hurricane would not have marked the first time these residents had experienced some sultry mix of

Y2 Dave Chappelle: Killin' Them Softly, DVD, directed by Stan Lathan (UrbanWorks
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hostility and neglect from the local, state, and federal governments,**3

they still register surprise at
the blatant government action against them as if they were “un-American, like we lost our
citizenship,” as Kimberly asserts. H. Rap Brown had written more than 35 years earlier that no one
wants “to face the fact that the federal government wasn’t on your side.”'* The documentary
functions as testament to Chappelle’s analysis of the persistent dissatisfaction that regular,
everyday Black people often have, and have historically had, with the government’s inability or
refusal to take care of and attend to its Black citizens as it would its white and/or bourgeois
citizens.

The film makes sure to highlight the government’s clear intention not to protect poor
Blacks or even to recognize that they had rights guaranteed by the Constitution. Kimberly’s
husband, Scott, recounts their experience at the U.S. Naval Base in the 9" ward where they were
referred by the Coast Guard after the storm since the barracks had been evacuated before the storm.
Seeking shelter, they were not only turned away, but as Scott tells it, were instructed to get off of
the property or risk getting shot as approximately twenty troops trained their M-16s on the crowd
of survivors. A white officer asserts there was never any intention to use weapons, and a Black
officer asserts, “We had to do our job, and that was to protect the interest of the government, and

2

that’s what we did in maintaining the base.” He concedes that government interest in protecting
property superseded its commitment to protect Black citizens. Scott aptly observes, “These people

wasn’t worrying about our safety, you know? That’s why I keep saying the government let us

down. If you can’t even go to a naval base that’s closed down that they done evacuated all the

Entertainment, 2003). This originally aired on HBO in 2000.

3 Kimberly Scott indicates in the film that she initially purchased the video camera to record
police terrorism of 9™ ward residents.
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rooms out of and let people get at least a decent night’s sleep to be able to move in the morning,
you know, what good is it to really serve us?” At the film’s end, we see the Black officer with a
framed commendation while we hear him narrating that President Bush gave it to him and other
Navy officers for “defusing a potentially violent confrontation.” The government deploys publicly
accepted stereotypes of Black criminality to justify its own aggressive neglect.

Fanon’s arguments about “the fact of Blackness™ and its “hellish cycle” along with Elaine
Brown’s arguments about the devastating effects of mythical Black figures and superpredators ring
loudly here as we see the interplay between racial assumptions and federal government
enforcement of Black citizenship as oxymoron. The film is framed by media coverage of the
hurricane and includes the faceless voiceover, “I don’t believe for one minute that people allowed
people to suffer just because they’re African American.” Not only did “people” allow people to
suffer “just because they’re African American,” the film takes care to show that, despite popular
narratives of progress and arguments of post-racialism circulated by television and other media, the
government at all levels made sure to enforce the suffering of people “just because they’re African
Americans.”

Chappelle explores this kind of governmental disregard for Blacks in the second season of
Chappelle’s Show with two sketches of a game show entitled, “I Know Black People,”115 and
Chappelle assures us that none of the contestants are actors. They are six men and two women of
varying ages. Both women are white, and of the men, one is Korean, one Black, and the rest are

white or visually racially ambiguous yet discursively positioned as not Black, such as “DJ Rob”

114 H. Rap Brown, 61.

Y5 Chappelle’s Show 11.8
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who “claims to have many Black friends” or the high school student, who says that “most of his
boys are Black.” Chappelle plays the game show host. The point of the game, perhaps obviously,
is to determine who knows Black people best based on a series of questions about African
American culture. Each question has multiple correct answers, sometimes including, “I don’t
know,” as is the case with the question about why Black people love menthol cigarettes. This is
important because the multiplicity of correct answers extends the sketch away from the flattening,

singular stereotypes of minstrelsy that the title might suggest it is approaching.

Ten questions are posed, most of which are about Black vernacular, like “loosey,”
“chickenhead,” or “badonkadonk,” or they are questions about television shows like Good Times
and The Jeffersons. Two, however, are overtly about government politics — one about why Black
people did not trust Ronald Reagan, and the final question of the sketch about how Black people
can “rise up and overcome.” To the first question, one of the correct answers is the Black man’s
response that Reagan was not supposed to be trusted in the first place. To the last question, six
different answers are presented. The first response, “Can they overcome?” aligns with Elaine
Brown’s concern that Blacks are condemned to the bottom in the United States. Thus the question
itself i1s deemed a correct response by the judges. The next four responses are: ‘“Reparations”;
“That’s a complex answer there”; “Staying alive”; and “Stop cuttin’ each other’s throat” — all of
which “the judges” confirm as correct. But, only one answer to the question of how Black people
could rise up and overcome proved to be incorrect: “Get out and vote,” which prefaces the

punchline of the sketch — Chappelle’s announcement that actually, that is incorrect.

Is Chappelle irresponsible for devaluing the vote? Implicit in this sketch is the argument

that voting and the democratic process are ineffective, effectively raising H. Rap Brown’s question
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of who would make democracy safe for Black people and insure their freedom. Is voting the
answer to how Black people can rise up and overcome oppression, inequality, white supremacist
assaults against them as a people with increasing violence down the income scale? If Parliament
Funkadelic’s 1975 hit, “Chocolate City” addressed an optimism and hope about the growth of
urban Black voting blocs in major cities and the subsequent increase in Black elected officials,
Chappelle’s commentary three decades later is an expression of the disappointing reality that Black
politicians, at the local through national levels, have not resulted in major, meaningful changes in
Black people’s living conditions, particularly the poor and the underemployed. Mayor Nagin of
New Orleans would be such an example. Even more importantly though, Black people continue to
suffer at the hands of anti-Black government policies, practices and laws. Much as Chappelle uses
comic misdirection in the extended meditation on how old 15 really is, he does the same with the
question of voting’s relevance for Blacks — asking a taboo question that, once asked, yields a
critique of the nation’s racial inequity and its inability to reconcile “Black citizen.”

Indeed, in the wake of Hurricane Katrina, Political Science scholar Jerry G. Watts wrote an
open letter to the National Conference of Black Political Scientists, questioning the current
usefulness of Black mayors. He begins by acknowledging that, like many others in the mid-1970s,
he was optimistic about the increasing numbers of Black elected officials because he “naively
assumed that most [...] were committed to bettering the lives of the least fortunate among us.” He
argues that, instead, Black mayors have been “in varying degrees, part of the political
establishment,” for the most part seeing their roles as CEOs of private firms trying to increase
income when they should be protest leaders, demanding that the state distribute funds differently.
Ultimately, he is urging political scientists to scrutinize the basic presumption “that blacks (always

imagined as a collective horde) collectively gain political inclusion or incorporation when black
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elites enter the ranks of a city’s governing elite.”**®  His analysis coincides with Chappelle’s,
which was not specifically about Black or local level politicians but about the general inefficacy of
the political establishment up through the federal level in altering conditions for Blacks in
meaningful ways. This is one of the valuable functions of Chappelle’s comedy: it should be that
participating in the democratic process by voting garners citizens representation of their concerns
and remedies for their needs.

Fifty years before Hurrican Katrina, H. Rap Brown wrote his “political autobiography”
articulating the same concerns and claims of Trouble the Water regarding “Black citizenship” as a
problem and voting as an ineffective solution. Brown recounts his 1965 visit to President Lyndon
B. Johnson in his capacity as Chairman of the Non-Violent Action Group with an integrated
delegation of about twenty people at the time protesters were beaten up on Pettis Bridge in
Alabama. Describing the President as “arrogant as hell and mad ‘cause we were there” as if to say,
“what you niggers doin’ here takin’ up my time,” he then tells of the group’s sycophancy in
contrast to his purposes. Akin to Watts’ critique of Black mayors who, by “silently managing their
cities,” “helped to institutionalize the marginalization of their city’s impoverished population,”117
Rap Brown more plainly indicts his colleagues for their “tommin’” because they refused to speak
to the issue at hand. Rather than deferring to Johnson merely for his position as President, Brown
recounts having told him what they went to him to say: “I’m not happy to be here and I think it’s

unnecessary that we have to be here protesting against the brutality that Black people are subjected

118 Jerry G. Watts, “What Use Are Black Mayors? An Open Letter to the National Conference of
Black Political Scientists,” The Black Commentator (159) 17 November 2005.
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to. And, furthermore, I think the majority of Black people that voted for you wish that they had

55118

b (194

gone fishing. How different is Chappelle’s “joke” that voting is not the way for Black people
to rise up and overcome from Rap Brown’s “keeping it real”? The times and context are clearly
different, but “Black citizenship” as a conceptual problem for white nationalism is the impetus for
both critiques.

Indeed, Brown’s comment to the President coincides with and evidences Chappelle’s joke
on Killing Me Softly that Blacks will openly talk about beating up politicians because they are less
invested in voting and electoral politics than whites for whom it matters more. At the very least,
we have in Rap Brown an instance of a Black person denigrating a high public official in print
recounting a face-to-face meeting, clearly registering his dissatisfaction with the highest elected
official limiting democracy. As he tells of confronting the President, his telling (to the President
and to his readers) falls in an oral tradition of verbal acuity “sharp as a razor”*** that Mel Watkins
argues is “one of [the] most prominent features” of African American folk humor, defined by “an
irreverent tone aimed at the high and mighty in order to pillory such pretentiousness as vanity and

»120 \watkins also turns to Brown to

arrogance both in whites and ‘uppity’ or ‘siditty’ blacks.
frame his discussion of the dozens because he stated simply that his peers called him “Rap”
“‘cause I could rap.”*?" In other words, he excelled at the dozens — a comic mode of cultivating
mother wit, quick thinking on your feet, mental agility, and verbal dexterity necessary to

succeeding in a white world. Not coincidentally, these twin elements of the dozens —

improvisation and humor — structure Hip Hop (initially called “rap”) lyrical battles as they mirror

18 1. Rap Brown, 52.
119 \Watkins, On the Real Side, 453.
120 |hid., 454.
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“rap sessions”'?%: the funnier the better. Rap Brown essentially subjected the President of the

United States to his own game of the dozens in order to “pillory such pretentiousness as vanity and
arrogance.” Operating from the basis of what he saw as the President’s blatant disregard for the
value of a Black person’s life, he denigrates him as merely a “dude who used his position against
people,” which was “ridiculous.” As a result of the President’s use of power to both neglect and
endorse attacks on citizens, Brown appears to have felt no need to revere this politician who “ain’t
nothing but another man,” indeed “a big-eared, ugly-, red-necked cracker.”'?* Whether 1965 or
2005, it continues to be the case that Black people have to face, suffer, and fight against “a
government at war with its people.”?*

What H. Rap Brown and Dave Chappelle evidence is a history of Black humor as an
important form of critical and Black nationalist speech, as well as the efficacy of humor in
unmasking and articulating what Bordieu calls doxa — the universe of the undiscussed and
therefore undisputed — which the “dominant classes have an interest in defending.”*® If H. Rap
Brown, Huey Newton, and Elaine Brown go down in history as revolutionaries, and Chappelle’s
humor launches the same critiques, what does that make his humor? Is he urging Black people not
to vote in the “I Know Black People” sketch? He is certainly referencing a history of justified
skepticism about the electoral political system’s interest in maintaining a white nationalism
predicated on Black exclusion reaching back to Reconstruction. He is simultaneously using humor

to unmask white nationalism and to register to a national audience Elaine Brown’s concern: “The

121 4. Rap Brown, 27.
122 \watkins, On the Real Side, 472.
123 4. Rap Brown, 53.
124 O’Reilly, 52.
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history of black struggle suggests the [U.S.] may not be capable of accommodating the freedom of
black people, that it may be inherently incongruous with the character and structure of America to
share its wealth, even with those who represent its very source.” ?® In the face of continued anti-
Black federal policy and practice, despite “violent rejection of the nonviolent efforts of blacks to
become as real citizens,”*’ Black Hip Hop artists launch critiques and perform freedom in the
legacy of the Black Power and Black Arts movements. And, Dave Chappelle did it on a highly
popular television show largely under his control, thereby using the medium in the very manner

Richard Pryor had dreamed.

Conclusion

Dave Chappelle’s comedy and his career moves demonstrate the constant negotiation and
fighting Black people must wage in this country in order to self-determine. In the face of hefty
historical oppositions to Black freedom and self-determination, he creates a sense of nation
precisely by challenging this nation’s mainstream to consider the ways in which it is not living up
to its ideals of democracy, equality, and inclusiveness. If democracy is touted to symbolize a
government of the people, for the people, by the people, and if a segment of “we, the people” is not
protected and served by the government as a people, then it is incumbent upon them to stand and
be recognized, heard. They are compelled to speak. Chappelle’s Show speaks this dissatisfaction
in a Hip Hop tenor tinged with Black Arts, recognizing that there are myriad ways that Black
people are targeted rather than protected, disregarded rather than served. It launches critiques

about voting, the justice system, and general expectations that Blacks assimilate while

126 Elaine Brown, 359.
127 |hid., 357.
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simultaneously portraying Blackness as variegated. Although the duality of stereotypes and the
complexity of audience reception means that the critique can be missed (the risk of satire), taken in
the context of his standup and interviews, it is clear that he rejects the white supremacist images of
Blacks perpetrated via minstrelsy. Chappelle uses comedy and television to articulate these
critiques, disseminating it to a diverse, national audience. This is a Black nationalist endeavor: it
seeks something different, something better — a truer democracy.

While there are those who simplistically reduce Chappelle’s work to forwarding
stereotypes and negatively portraying Black people (to say nothing of white supremacy), | argue
that Chappelle has used his comic artistry and imperative to move beyond a simplified minstrel vs.
radical binary for Black male entertainers. Indeed, he moves in the tradition of Dick Gregory,
explicitly involved in the Civil Rights and Black Power Movements; of Richard Pryor, who
circulated within the Black Arts Movement with writers Ishmael Reed, Cecil Brown, and Claude

Brown;'?8

and of Paul Mooney, who takes every opportunity to call out practices of white
supremacy — Black men who have confronted racial inequity boldly and uncompromisingly
through humor. With laughter functioning as the primary basis of audiences’ consent and the
comic’s success, these comics demonstrate the ability of “revolutionary humor” to simultaneously
challenge and re-shape mainstream thought, Chappelle having the widest impact. Ultimately,
Chappelle as Hip Hop artist has successfully continued in a Black nationalist legacy to democratize
the U.S. ideal of democracy (equal access, participation, and representation) paradoxically by

deploying Black Arts Movement values: adhering to a sense of authenticity, Chappelle caters to a

Black standard of approval while creating broader debate about racial inequity. Chappelle seems

128 pryor, 117.
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to have been asking himself at critical moments in the show whether through his work, he was
responsible for demeaning Black people or articulating Black concerns; hence, as he says, “South

Africa.”
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CONCLUSION

Black movement toward freedom from white nationalist aggression and toward the full
benefits of citizenship is punished. Even the title of Black Panther Party for Self-Defense co-
founder Huey Newton’s 1980 doctoral dissertation indicates anti-Black government action — War
Against the Panthers: A Study of Repression in America. Not only was the Party targeted for
“neutralization” by the FBI under the direction of J. Edgar Hoover, but it also fell under the
scrutiny of the IRS and the CIA. It was considered a national threat because it asserted that Black
people should have: 1) freedom and the power to determine the destiny of Black and oppressed
communities; 2) full employment; 3) freedom from capitalist robbery®; 4) decent housing fit for
human beings; 5) decent education that teaches history, exposing the nature of this decadent
American society; 6) free health care; 7) an immediate end to police brutality and murder of Black
people, other people of color, and all oppressed people; 8) an immediate end to all wars of
aggression; 9) freedom for all Black and oppressed people in prisons and jails and trials by a jury
of peers for everyone charged with so-called crimes under the laws of this country; and 10) land,
bread, housing, education, clothing, justice, peace, and people’s community control of modern
technology.? The Party’s March 29, 1972 platform closes with perhaps the most famous passage

of the U.S. Declaration of Independence, legitimizing a people’s revolution “when a long train of

! Though a leader of SNCC, H. Rap Brown clearly agreed with the Party on this point that Black
communities were subjected to legitimized robbery by a white power structure, arguing not just
that Black communities were owed reparations but that theft is legal for whites: “White folks get
all righteous and wonder why Black people steal and gamble. Same reason white folks do. We
need money [...] white people are able to make their stealing and gambling legitimate. White
man’ll sell you a $20 suit for $50 and call it good business. What he actually did was steal $30.
White man’ll by a watch for $5.00 sell it for $49.95 and call the difference, profit. Profit is a
nice word for stealing which society has legitimatized [sic].” Brown, Die Nigger Die!, 19.

2 “The Black Panther Party Program” in War Against the Panthers: A Study of Repression in
America, Huey P. Newton (NY: Harlem River Press), 123-126.
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abuses and usurpation [...] evinces a design to reduce them under absolute despotism,” under
which terms it is not only “their right,” but “their duty to throw off such government, and to
provide new guards for their future security.”® What is most significant here is the clear expression
of the Party’s fundamental belief in the soundness of the nation’s ideological framework. The
Party’s and Huey Newton’s critique is not of democracy itself as a structure but of the United
States of America’s hindrance of “the development of a truly democratic government.” The
Party’s platform was an argument that “all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their
Creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of
happiness” and that “governments are instituted among men” in order “to secure these rights.”
Ultimately, he was arguing for access to the rights and protection of citizenship (versus being
targeted) by the government.

For demanding these basic things, J. Edgar Hoover considered the party a threat to the
nation, but it is clear that Hoover was fundamentally opposed to the notion and exercise of Black
freedom as it threatened white nationalism/supremacy. Newton argues that the Party’s survival
programs, in particular the “free hot breakfasts to children in Black communities throughout the
United States, was [...] a particular thorn in the side of J. Edgar Hoover."® Supposedly objecting
to the program as a propagandistic tool, Hoover had no alternative food program to offer in its
stead; thus, an objection to feeding people signifies an objection to their existence. As another

example of Hoover’s and thus the FBI’s and thus the national government’s disdain for Black

lives, Newton tells the story of Fred Hampton, who at 18 years old assumed leadership of the

% Ibid., 126.
* Ibid., 5.
® Ibid., 126.
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Chicago chapter and implemented five breakfast programs and a door-to-door healthcare program,
established a free medical center “in a neighborhood which had an infant mortality rate more than
twice that of White Chicago,” and organized an emergency heat program during the winters
“which kept pressure on the landlords to repair furnaces and boilers.” He was so effective that by
1969, he was being considered for inclusion in the national leadership of the Party. Studying
agency internal memoranda, Newton traces the FBI’s moves to eliminate Hampton and disrupt
Panther efforts to assist poor Blacks. They hired an informant who would become Hampton’s
personal bodyguard, eventually providing the agency with a list of weapons in Hampton’s
apartment and their location, a floor plan, and confirmation that Hampton indeed lived there —
information that was vital to the police raid coordinated by the FBI ending in the murder of Fred
Hampton on December 4, 1969.”

As only one example of COINTELPRO’s efforts not only against the Party but against
Black leaders capable of mobilizing mass numbers of Blacks, including Dr. Martin Luther King,
Jr., the moral of the story Newton traces is that Black people organizing to provide for Black
people and reject white supremacy is punishable by death, which the government reserves the right
to enforce. In his study of “Hoover’s FBI and Black America,” as the introduction is titled,
Kenneth O’Reilly concludes:

It 1s also no exaggeration to say that Hoover’s FBI waged war on black
America. But any research into the depths and nature of that war ought to be
tempered by the realization that the bureau was located within the government.

Hoover fought his war because he hated the rising black demand for justice and
because he had the power to act on that hate (that is, the material gathered in his

® Ibid., 82.

" Ibid.,72-77. The informant’s name was William O’Neal, and on December 11, the FBI’s Chicago
office was authorized to pay O’Neal an additional $300 for the “uniquely valuable services” he
provided the Bureau.
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secret files gave him the power to act autonomously as often as not). Still, one

cannot escape the reality of the FBI as part of the government structure or the

reality of the White House and the Justice Department egging on the director in his

pitiless work much as his men egged on that bloody Panther-US feud in California.

Black America’s FBI story is more than the story of one brutal man’s horrors or a

single bureaucracy’s misdeeds in seven different decades. It is really the story of a

government at war with its own people.®
This is a war that seems not to have died with the Black Panther Party. This is one of the
implications of Trouble the Water about the government’s inefficacy in handling the effects of
Hurricane Katrina — that anti-Black sentiment manifests itself as both action and inaction,
effectively barring Blacks from the material protection of full citizenship, and as long as Black
elected officials refuse to be protest leaders, they are complicit. The response to Katrina was as
much an isolated instance of racism as was COINTELPRO, Michael Richard’s November 2006
“outburst” that involved him calling Black audience members “nigger” or Don Imus’ unfortunate
commentary in 2009 calling the Rutgers women’s basketball team “nappy headed hoes.” What
these incidents indicate is the continued currency of white supremacist thought and action, the
devaluation of Black life as Nikhil Singh argues, and therefore the continued relevance of Black
nationalism, by any means necessary, including comedy. What these comedians demonstrate
through their television work is that although fantasies of white supremacy may be inevitable, it

does not mean that they are omnipotent and that comedy can potentially be an effective tool for

combating white supremacy, shaping mainstream culture, and democratizing democracy.

8 O’Reilly, 52.
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