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INTRODUCTION 
Why are there not more women in comedy and why haven’t more achieved the pinnacle 

of success? In January of 2007, we learned the answer – men are funnier than women, according 

to author Christopher Hitchens, who wrote an article called “Why Women Aren’t Funny,” in 

Vanity Fair magazine. Hitchens wrote that “wit, after all, is the unfailing symptom of 

intelligence” (Hitchens, 2013, p. 2). He blamed mothers and other women for perpetuating the 

belief that men should be smarter than women, saying that “because humor is a sign of 

intelligence (and many women believe, or were taught by their mothers, that they could become 

threatening to men if they appear too bright), it could be that in some way men do not want 

women to be funny” (Hitchens, 2013, p. 3). Of course, Hitchens’ claim is a ridiculous one, and 

of course there are women who are far funnier than men. Women have the power and potential to 

be in the entertainment limelight without having to be objectified or sexualized, as they often are. 

But why is it that women are under-represented in comedy and why is comedy considered to be a 

domain primarily for men? Is the lack of representation of women in this genre related to societal 

generalizations and stereotype formation? This study draws on gender and psychological theories 

and analyzes first-hand written and recorded accounts from female comedians to examine these 

questions. 

 

METHODS 

This is an empirical critical case, qualitative study that looks at the underrepresentation of 

women in comedy. The data collected for this study were collected from written and recorded 

sources and documents. The unit of analysis is the comedienne. The purpose of the study was not 

to utilize a broad sample, but instead to use a purposive sample of specific comediennes to 

provide rich, in-depth analysis of their emic perspectives. The primary sources used were 
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Bossypants by Tina Fey, the documentary about Joan Rivers called A Piece of Work, a 

documentary produced by Joan Rivers called Why We Laugh, and the books Enter Talking and 

Still Talking, both written by Joan Rivers. 

 

The data consisted primarily of direct quotes from these sources. There was a two-step 

analysis of the data, inductive and deductive. The process of the analyses was as follows: 

primary sources were first examined and patterns from the primary sources surfaced in the 

inductive analysis, then literature was examined and appropriate gender and psychological 

theories were related back to the primary sources in a second iteration of deductive analysis.  

 

INDUCTIVE ANALYSIS 

The first iteration was an inductive analysis with no preconceived notions. Certain 

themes began to emerge across the cases examined: women are expected to be pretty but not 

necessarily to be funny, comedy is a male arena and women should not compete in a space 

reserved for men, and that women’s primary role is to be in the home. 

 

Firstly, we see that if women are funny, then they have to be unfeminine. In 2011, Tina 

Fey published a book called Bossypants. Fey’s comedic autobiography tells the story of her life 

as a young girl who had dreams of someday being a female comedian and the journeys along the 

way. A central theme in Fey’s Bossypants is the standard of beauty upheld for women. Towards 

the beginning of her book, Fey discusses how at the young age of thirteen years old, she was 

exposed to the harsh realities of attitudes toward women’s beauty. Fey recalls one summer day at 

the beach when a girl walked by in a bikini, and Fey’s cousin Janet sneered, “Look at the hips on 
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her” (Fey, 2011, p. 20). Fey said that at that moment, she started to question her own body and 

appearance and wondered about her own hips and whether they were too big, or too small, and 

why the girl who passed by had a problem with her hips. She innocently states that she had 

thought “there was just fat or skinny” (Fey, 2011, 20), but with this incident, she “found out that 

there are an infinite number of things that can be ‘incorrect’ on a woman’s body” (Fey, 2011, p. 

20). 

 

Fey humorously says that “at any given moment on planet Earth, a woman is buying a 

product to correct one of the following ‘deficiencies,’ which she details in a one-page long list, 

including big pores, cankles, fivehead, lunch lady arms, nipples too big, nipples too small, “no 

arch in my eyebrows!”, muffin top, thin lashes, and “bad nail beds”, just to name a few (Fey, 

2011, p. 20). While we may laugh at the absurdity of the list she provides, the reader actually 

realizes how accurate the list is. Women, everyday, are their harshest critics and are constantly 

judging not only others’ but their own appearances. Fey jokes about how once Jennifer Lopez 

and Beyoncé made their way into the media, fuller bodies became more acceptable. She quickly 

tells the readers that she is kidding, and that once JLo and Beyoncé were mainstream, girls and 

women were now expected to have things like “Caucasian blue eyes, full Spanish lips, hairless 

Asian skin with a California tan, a Jamaican dance hall ass, long Swedish legs, the arms of 

Michelle Obama”, in addition to her previous list. 

 

We relentlessly see images in the media showing us what beauty “should” look like, even 

though most, if not all, media images are Photoshopped, making most beauty standards 

unobtainable. Fey spends sometime discussing the unfortunate phenomenon of Photoshop. She 
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says “we have now entered the debate over America’s most serious and pressing issue: 

Photoshop” (Fey, 2011, p. 157). She admits to the glam and excitement of doing a photo shoot, 

but tells us that once those photos are published, “you can barely recognize yourself with the 

amount of digital correction” (Fey, 2011, p. 156). Fey recalls that the best Photoshop job she has 

ever received was for a feminist magazine, Bust, in 2004 for the sole reason that they left the 

meat on her bones, did not change her size or her skin color, and left in her “disgusting 

knuckles,” even though they “may take out some armpit stubble” (Fey, 2011, p. 160). She 

appreciated the authenticity and respect of her image being less modified. 

 

Relating this directly to comedy, in the 2013 documentary Why We Laugh: Funny 

Women, which features interviews and performances from today’s leading female comics, 

comedienne Joan Rivers draws attention to the fact that “the very pretty little girl, is not the very 

funny little girl usually” (Gourley, 2013, 14:20). In that same documentary, the comediennes talk 

about “de-sexing” themselves to gain success. Joan Rivers, Rita Rudner, Brett Butler, Kim 

Wayans, Anjelah Johnson, and others, all talk about how being androgynous makes you more 

successful (Gourley, 2013, 48:00). Comediennes found that the less pretty they looked, the more 

laughs they got. Humor alone is an intimidating characteristic, but the addition of humor to an 

otherwise attractive woman seems to degender women and strips them of their femininity.  

 

The next theme that emerged from the inductive analysis is that comedy has always been 

a man’s world and women have not been let in very easily. Fey tells the readers of Bossypants 

that the most fun job she has ever had was working at The Second City theater in Chicago in 

1992 to study improv. She met Amy Poehler at Second City and Fey mentions how Poehler “was 
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tired of being handed dated old blond-girl roles where all her lines were things like ‘Here’s your 

coffee, honey,’ or ‘Mr. Johnson will see you now,’ or ‘Whattaya mean a blind date?!’” (Fey, 

2011, p. 83). This is when Fey and Poehler started coming up with original sketches, especially 

sketches where women could play roles other than the stereotypical trophy wife or secretary. 

 

Even though Fey and Poehler were able to develop more diverse comedic roles for 

women, it was not that easy. Fey talks about how, in 1995, each Second City cast was made up 

of four men and two women. When it was suggested that the Chicago company switch to three 

men and three women, the producers and directors supposedly all had the same panicked 

reaction and said, “‘You can’t do that. There won’t be enough parts to go around. There won’t be 

enough for the girls’” (Fey, 2011, p. 87). Fey reflects humorously, “this made no sense to me, 

probably because I speak English and have never had a head injury…We were making up the 

show ourselves. How could there not be enough parts?” (Fey, 2011, p. 87). She clarifies saying, 

“the insulting implications, of course, was that the women wouldn’t have any ideas” (Fey, 2011, 

p. 87). Fortunately, the cast did end up switching to “three and three.” 

 

Fey tells the readers that when she gives career advice to young women she tells them, 

“You’re not in competition with other women. You’re in competition with everyone” (Fey, 2011, 

p. 88), even though our society is set up where women believe this fallacy. She backs her advice 

up by stating her dream for the future of sketch comedy shows, saying that she hopes sketch 

comedy shows “become a gender-blind meritocracy of whoever is really the funniest,” (Fey, 

2011, p. 88) whether that be three women and three men, five women and one man, or all men. It 

is all about who is actually funniest. 
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So why is comedy a man’s world? Perhaps it is because humor has a social power. In 

Joan Rivers’ autobiography, Enter Talking, she tells us that she learned how important comedy 

and laughter is from her father, saying, “I learned from him something extremely important: 

People like you when you make them laugh” (Rivers, 1986, p. 14). Later in the book, she bluntly 

states, “Comedy is power. We can be in control, can get the love and admiration and attention we 

bottomlessly crave…People want to be around somebody who entertains them – but 

simultaneously they fear us. The only weapon more formidable than humor is a gun” (Rivers, 

1986, p. 23-24). 

 

Lastly, a common theme that emerged from the inductive analysis is that women’s 

primary role is to be at home. Not only are women given less space in the comedic world, 

pressured to look a certain way, but they are also held to a double standard. Fey talks about how 

she would come back from fourteen-hour long acting classes, then would have writers meet at 

her apartment to write all night while keeping a baby monitor next to her to watch her child as 

she slept. Tina Fey had to be both a mom and a hard worker and would not sleep to make sure all 

her responsibilities were taken care of. She would often try and find time to mix her work with 

spending time with her daughter, noting how between Saturday Night Live setups she would sit 

“with [her] daughter on [her] lap and watched Governor Palin on YouTube and tried to improve 

[her] accent” (Fey, 2011, p. 207). She says that her least favorite question as a mother is, “How 

do you juggle it all?” Her answer is that she has the “same struggles as any working parent but 

with the good fortune to be working at [her] dream job” (Fey, 2011, p. 256). She even questions 

her choice of having a child. She reflects and thinks thoughts like had she not had a baby, she 
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could have focused more on work. She asks herself things like, am I being selfish for loving my 

job and what I do so much? This is ridiculous. There is no reason women should have to hold 

back from working and having a family, as men do not. 

 

In her autobiography, Rivers recalls her relationship with her first husband, Jimmy 

Sanger. Sanger did not like that Rivers was ambitious because, as a man, he felt it was his job to 

be the dominant partner in their relationship. She tells the readers, “He was not happy that I had a 

job and that I enjoyed it, trying to do this, get there, working late…He was furious that he had an 

ambitious wife. He wanted a haus frau, always there to comfort him. He was saying, ‘I want to 

be the boss’ – and look who he was saying that to. But I gave up my job to please him and stayed 

home and let him rule the household” (Rivers, 1986, p. 69). Given her current celebrity status, it 

may be surprising to learn that Rivers gave up her job so her husband could be the main 

breadwinner and head honcho. Unfortunately, we encounter this gendered societal expectation 

that men are to be dominant and women are to be passive time and time again, inadvertenly 

forcing women to not live up to their full potential, particularly during the era when Rivers’ 

career began. 

 

After completing the inductive analysis, these themes seem to be evident: women are 

expected to be pretty but not necessarily to be funny, that comedy is a male arena and women 

should not compete in a space reserved for men, and that women’s primary role is to be in the 

home. 
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These stories told from the emic perspective of female comediennes suggest an artificial 

social construction that men are superior to women and that men have more power than women 

do. Perhaps women are not associated with comedy and humor often because it allows them to 

have power – something that our society does not typically hand over to women, at least easily. 

 

DEDUCTIVE ANALYSIS 

Having identified major themes emerging from the inductive analysis, I then consulted 

the literature to help further analyze and assess the data. Following the inductive analysis, I 

looked to psychology and gender theories to make more sense of the data.  

 

GENDER THEORY AND POWER 

Males being perceived as the superior gender is by no means a new concept. Opponents 

of gender inequality have been criticizing the absurdities of these claims for more than 200 years, 

arguing that men and women are not inherently different; the seemingly inherent difference 

between men and women is a mere means of social construction, in which our society has 

created this flawed claim. Specifically, Simon De Beauvoir’s main theory in The Second Sex is 

that men essentially oppress women by distinguishing them as the “other” in comparison to men 

(De Beauvoir, 1953), while Friedrich Engels’ work, The Origin of Family, Private Property, and 

State, examines the historical defeat of women through the social configuration of family 

(Engels, 1884). 

 

De Beauvoir looks to biology to understand why female humans have come to attain a 

secondary role in society. She argues that biology exposes undeniable differences between men 
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and women, but does not provide any good reason for woman’s inferiority. In the very beginning 

of her chapter “The Data of Biology” De Beauvoir makes it clear that the sole purpose of the 

male and female species is to reproduce. She notes that “neither gamete can be regarded as 

superior to the other” and that “new life springs from the union of the two gametes” (De 

Beauvoir, 1953, p. 11), rejecting the idea of female passivity. Both the female and male, she 

points out, are extremely important in the act of reproduction: it is false to say that the egg or 

sperm dominates, but, in fact, “in the act of fusion the individuality of both is lost” (De Beauvoir, 

1953, p. 13). The actual biological process of reproduction doesn’t provide any evidence as to 

why males, historically, dominate females. 

 

De Beauvoir says that “biological considerations are extremely important,” but they are 

“insufficient for setting up a hierarchy of the sexes; they fail to explain why woman is the Other; 

they do not condemn her to remain in this subordinate role forever” (De Beauvoir, 1953, p. 33). 

She argues that there isn’t enough evidence that male is the superior gender. This idea of 

“superiority” is an artificial concept and construction created by humans (De Beauvoir, 1953). 

Although men may have physical attributes that characterize them as stronger, she argues they 

are only relevant when the man has a purpose and notes that the concepts of superiority, strength, 

and power are extremely subjective. 

 

Similarly, Engels believes that men are not naturally superior, but rather identified as 

superior by societal formations through history. Engels focuses on social construction, rather 

than science, in his argument against the superiority of the male gender (Engels, 1884). He 

discusses the sphere of man versus woman and the roles they play, especially in the context of 
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familial structures (Engels, 1884). Engels specifically writes about the ancient Roman family 

structure and how the essential features of the formation are “the incorporation of bondsmen and 

paternal power” (Engels, 1884, p. 68). His whole argument is that there is a “decisive role which 

kinship plays in the social order of all peoples” (Engels, 1884, p. 33), and that the distinct roles 

within the family structure translate to broader gendered roles in society. 

 

The outdated concept of a patriarchal structure has foolishly remained with society until 

present day. Men are often thought of as the breadwinners and go out into the world to provide 

for their families, while women are often taught to believe that they should stay home. This 

stereotypical and gendered notion goes beyond the family unit and latches onto almost all aspects 

of societal order, including comedy. Traditionally, men have been the ones to take the “funny” 

limelight. Men are the ones who we see as the main characters in comedic movies and television 

programs, and we see more men than women performing at comedy clubs. Just like a familial 

patriarch, who attains control, dominance, and superiority, men are more accepted as comedians 

because comedians take emotional control and can be regarded as emotionally superior in 

creativity, humor, and intelligence.  

 

In the book, They used to call me Snow White – but I drifted: women’s strategic use of 

humor, author Regina Barreca refers to an article written by Julia Klein, a contributing writer for 

Ms., the feminist and female-focused magazine. Klein writes that female stand-up comics know 

that “comedy is itself an aggressive act; making someone laugh means exerting control, even 

power. But a woman cannot come off as over-aggressive or she will lose…” What will she lose? 

She’ll lose the approval of her audience. She’ll make people nervous, and nervous people don’t 
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laugh” (Barreca, 1991, p. 19). Comics are nothing without the support and laughter of their 

audience. Barreca discusses the risk involved for women in comedy, and draws to Klein to make 

the point that comedy is closely tied to aggression and control, both typically male-associated 

traits. Men, who are expected and allowed to be aggressive and in-control, have a much easier 

time in comedy because they are expected to be this way, whereas women are at risk for critique 

for acting this way. Joan Rivers agrees, saying that “comedy is just not a woman’s field. If you 

really look at comedy, it is a very male, masculine, profession” (Gourley, 2013, 35:12). 

 

SUPERIORITY THEORY AND HUMOR 

The concept of superiority as it relates to humor has been explored by psychological 

theorists as well. For hundreds of years, there have been many theories of humor, and each 

theory covers a different aspect of humor. Typically, three categories of humor are mentioned: 

superiority, release, and incongruity, though others also include biological, play, and surprise 

(Hurley, Dennett, & Adams, Jr., 2011). Superiority theory can offer the most insight into the 

underrepresentation of women in comedy. 

 

Superiority theory allows laughter to be a “‘sudden glory’ or triumph that results from the 

recognition or sense that we have some level of superiority or eminency over some other target” 

(Hurley et al., 2011, p. 40). Additionally, “laughing, especially in social settings, typically does 

imply membership in an elite group…that humor exists for the purpose of generating such 

feelings of superiority” (Hurley et al., 2011, p. 41). Simply, this is saying that humor and 

laughter give power in social settings. The superiority theory of humor “reminds us that we do 
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feel pleasure in humor…and it highlights the fact that humor is used competitively” (Hurley et 

al., 2011, p. 43). 

 

Further, some theorists note a unique relationship between superiority and gender when it 

comes to humor. Interestingly, men and women have different definitions of having a “sense of 

humor.” To men, a woman with a good sense of humor is someone who is good at appreciating 

humor, but to women, a man with a good sense of humor is someone who is good at producing 

humor (Hurley et al., 2011). Early on in their childhood, boys begin to develop humor to 

maintain dominant superiority in children (Hurley et al., 2011). This means that boys are likely 

to have more practice using humor, since they develop this skill before girls, which could 

suggest why they are often interpreted to be funnier than girls. Men seem to implicitly know that 

“humor production is a signal of intelligence, and that creating a culture of suppression of such 

signals from women will give them an advantage” (Hurley et al., 2011, p. 296). In simple terms, 

humor is intelligence and intelligence is power. When women practice humor they are practicing 

intelligence, which gives them social power.  

 

A study of gender differences in conversational laughter found that regardless of the 

gender of the speaker, female listeners laughed more often than male listeners and male speakers 

received more laughter than female speakers no matter the gender of the listener (Hurley et al., 

2011, p. 34). When it comes to mating and dating, we see women laughing at men more than 

men laughing at women because women “tend to seek humor more than offer it,” (Hurley et al., 

2011, p. 34), whereas men are the opposite. In a study that looked at personal ads, it was found 

that “the percent of males who desired a partner with a sense of humor was significantly lower 
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than the percentage of women who were seeking a partner with a sense of humor” (Smith, 

Waldorf, and Trembath, 1990, p. 678). Women seemed to seek out humor in their partner more 

than they offered it, whereas men were the opposite. 

 

Through personal experience, individuals learn that attraction and attention are the result 

of creating arousal and enjoyment, humor being a channel for arousal and enjoyment. 

Frequently, “males actively pursue the attention of females. Any activity that can induce in a 

female a more favorable stance toward a male will be useful to the goals of pursuit, and so males 

– more than females – may learn, through this reinforced behavioral prospecting, that humor 

production is an effective strategy because of transfer of arousal” (Hurley et al., 2011, p. 295). 

 

The results from these studies suggest, if nothing else, that being funny is a trait that is 

desired in men, and that men desire women who appreciate their humor (Hurley et al., 2011, 35). 

In fact, one recent study even found that “[men] don’t want women to be funny. They won’t let 

women make them laugh” (Hurley et al., 2011, p. 296). The logic behind that statement is that 

men know that being able to produce humor is a sign of intelligence and superiority and that 

intelligence gives women an advantage that intimidates men and implies dominance. 

 

Supporting these studies’ findings, Barreca reminisces about when she used to watch The 

Dating Game, a 1970s game show, with her girl friends. She writes that she and her friends 

would play along by picking their favorite male contestants, noting “the boys we really liked, the 

boys we went for, were the boys who had a sense of humor. The boys who could make us laugh. 

Making us laugh was the boy’s job” (Barreca, 1991, p. 2). 
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Barreca points out the distinctly female angle that many comediennes are forced to take 

in order to get a laugh and be accepted – self-deprecation. Female comics in the fifties and early 

sixties often relied on this traditional form of women’s humor. Renowned comediennes like 

Phyllis Diller, Joan Rivers, and Erma Bombek all use/used self-deprecating humor. Diller 

believed “it best for a woman to keep the object of her hostility herself, in order not to make men 

nervous or threaten the audience” (Barreca, 1991, p. 24). Being funny if you are a woman is 

okay “as long as the only thing you’re laughing at is yourself – or other women. Thus we return 

to Diller’s assertion that a lot of women’s comedy is humor directed against the self” (Barreca, 

1991, p. 25). 

 

As a rebuttal to Hitchen’s article, Vanity Fair ran a cover story in 2008 titled, “Who Says 

Women Aren’t Funny?” In the article, author Alessandra Stanley also discusses the dynamics of 

comedy that tie to intelligence. Like Hitchens, Stanley acknowledges the role that intelligence 

plays in humor, but she points out that “the rewards of wit are not nearly as ample for women as 

for men, and sometimes funny women are actually penalized” (Stanley, 2008, p. 2). For example, 

while Joan Rivers said that she knew “very early on that [she] had this ability to make people 

laugh with [her] and like [her] because of that. [She] knew [she] had a terrific weapon” (Gourley, 

2013, 0:45), she also noted, “‘Men find funny women threatening. They ask me, ‘Are you going 

to be funny in bed?’” (Stanley, 2008, p. 3). 

 

DIMENSIONS OF EMOTION AND DOMINANCE 
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The superiority theory of humor fits more broadly into dimensional theory of emotion. 

Bradley and Lang found through observational data that pleasure, arousal, and dominance are the 

three dimensions of emotions (Bradley & Lang, 1994). Levels of dominance can measure the 

relationship between the perceiver and the perceived and high levels of dominance strongly 

correlate with control in a situation (Bradley and Lang, 1994, p. 57).  Angelini noted how “the 

emotional dimension of dominance can play an important role in the viewing of certain mediated 

messages” (Angelini, 2007, p. 127). Angelini used Bradley and Lang’s theory to study male and 

female viewers’ responses to watching male and female athletes in masculine and feminine 

sports to assess levels of psychological dominance. He acknowledged that there are beliefs in 

differences between men and women in masculine and feminine sports and that these beliefs “are 

constructs of social reality that reinforce societal inequalities between genders,” (Angelini, 2007, 

p. 128) including ideas about masculine dominance and female inferiority. Angelini found that 

female viewers of sports reported more positive emotions and felt higher levels of dominance 

when they watched female athletes competing in comparison to watching male athletes 

(Angelini, 2007). Additionally, female viewers reported having higher levels of dominance than 

male viewers did when watching the athletes, especially when watching the female athletes 

compete in the masculine sports (e.g. softball/baseball). This suggests that women felt 

empowered seeing other women defy their inferior stereotypical role and surpass gender schema 

expectations for women when it comes to athletics, whereas men felt less control and may 

perhaps have even been intimidated watching not only men who are better athletes than 

themselves, but especially watching female athletes in what is considered a male arena in which 

they, as men, are expected to excel. 
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Similarly, there may be gender differences in feelings of dominance viewing male and 

female comics. For female viewers, viewing a funny comedienne may produce similar feelings 

of dominances whereas men may feel less dominance viewing a funny comedienne. Dominance 

is also relevant to the emotional experience of the comediennes themselves. Women who are 

funny are often the ones who are able to focus on the humor in tragic or abusive circumstances, 

using comedy as a weapon of self-defense. During an interview in Joan Rivers’ documentary, A 

Piece of Work, Rivers says, “I’m furious about everything. Good things don’t always happen to 

good people. And I’m very angry about it. But if I didn’t have the anger, I wouldn’t be a 

comedian. Anger fuels the comedy” (Stern, 2010, 52:00). Comics’ negative experiences with 

relationships, i.e. lack of love from parents or loved ones, breeds defensiveness. Many comics 

talk about how their relationships with their parents have shaped their comic paths and that the 

people who are beaten down and stomped on end up with the better sense of humor (Gourley, 

2013). The tragedy in comics’ lives prepares them for the brutality of the business, and the 

ability to laugh is comics’ survival mechanism (Gourley, 2013).  Joan Rivers said, “comedy 

only, only, comes from a place of tragedy or anger…the worst thing for a comic is to fall and 

love and be happy. You’re screwed. Get out of the business. You have nothing to talk about. The 

best thing that can happen is when you’re getting dumped all over by a man. Or something awful 

happens or rejection. You can get up on stage and give it back to them” (Gourley, 2013, 29:40). 

This angry, defensive, comedic response to tragedy and abuse is a high dominance emotional 

response in which comediennes can transform an emotional feeling of being out of control to 

feeling in control of the emotional experience through comedy. 
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GENDER SCHEMA 

When people are exposed to these portrayals of males and females, their beliefs about 

societal gendered roles are impacted, according to the Social Cognitive Theory (Angelini, 2007). 

Social cognitive theory says that an individual can gain knowledge from observational learning 

through social interactions, experiences, and media (Angelini, 2007). Angelini noted how the 

Social Identity Theory can be used to look at societal gendered roles. Social identity theory 

“discusses how being exposed to stereotypical portrayals of a group will only reinforce an 

individual’s previously held stereotyped beliefs, and how members of the stereotyped group can 

begin to believe the stereotypes” (Angelini, 2007, p. 129). When people are constantly being sent 

messages that portray men as superior and women as inferior, no matter what context, they will 

begin to believe that these portrayals are true. 

 

Our societal acceptance of sexism leads to “an overall hierarchy within the general 

public, with men being considered superior to women” (Angelini, 2007, p. 128). For example, 

Angelini found that male athletes are praised more than they are criticized, while female athletes 

tend to be criticized more often than praised (Angelini, 2007, 128). This tendency happens all the 

time in media. Men who speak up for themselves are seen as strong, while women who speak up 

for themselves can be considered whiny. A male boss is respected and powerful, but a female 

boss is bossy and bitchy. Men are persuasive while women are pushy. When men are good with 

children, they are praised, while it is expected for women to be good with kids. Men are 

dedicated, while women are selfish. Male athletes are praised and female athletes are more often 

criticized. Just like these stereotypes apply to male and female athletes, they apply to comedians 

as well. 
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Gender schemas of male superiority and female inferiority play a large role in the world 

of comedy and humor similar to Angelini’s findings in the field of athletics. Male comedians are 

praised for their humor while female comedians are criticized for their humor. Comediennes are 

often perceived as vulgar, loud, “in-your-face,” and honest, while male comedians are just 

perceived as funny.  

 

Our societal acceptance of sexism, where men are considered to be superior to women, 

allows for men to practice humor more easily than women as humor holds that social power. It is 

important that the media highlight female actors, athletes, singers, etc, so that the stereotypical 

roles of gender are confronted and contested. 

 

For women, there is an unfair and artificial correlation of beauty and humor. Women are 

expected to be superior in the arena of physical attraction, but not comedy or athletics. 

Unfortunately in our society, females are not only held to different standards aesthetically, but 

they are also held to different standards behaviorally (Gourley, 2013, 47:23). Culturally, women 

are sent messages that tell them to look a certain way in order to be considered “attractive,” but if 

they are too attractive, their comedic edge vanishes, whereas in the reverse, if a woman is 

perceived as funny, she is stripped of any existing sex appeal. In order to participate in areas 

where men are expected to be superior, such as athletics and comedy, women must sacrifice 

superiority in traditionally female areas of physical attraction. 

 

Going back to the idea that women are expected to be superior in physical attraction and 

not in comedy, Hitchens writes that “the cultural values [of comedy] are male; for a woman to 
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say a man is funny is the equivalent of a man saying that a woman is pretty. Also, humor is 

largely aggressive and pre-emptive, and what’s more male than that?” (Hitchens, 2007, p. 2). 

Hitchens is simply saying that the association between men and humor equates to the association 

of women and beauty. Recently however, we see this becoming less and less true. It used to be 

that women would have to be “ugly” in order to be funny. But now women who are funny can 

also be attractive in order to still get the laugh. The funny women in the past have been the 

women who didn’t act like women. Although women like Lucille Ball and Phyllis Diller used to 

dress up to try to look comical when performing in order to reject all signs of beauty, 

comediennes nowadays are embracing their femininity and beauty. For example, Tina Fey 

“cultivates a ‘sexy librarian’ look on 30 Rock, with foxy glasses and décolletage that slyly defies 

the show’s premise that her character, Liz Lemon, is a homely nebbish” (Stanley, 2008, 3) and 

comedienne Sarah Silverman “is as crude and cruelly insensitive as any male comedian, but with 

a sexy, coquettish undertone” (Stanley, 2008, 3). Finally, women are able to look good while still 

being taken seriously as comics. 

 

But why is that? And is it a good or a bad thing? Is the pressure of having to be both 

pretty and funny somehow liberating because women don’t have to downplay their looks, or is 

this just another added pressure comediennes face that male comics do not? We do see that there 

is pressure for women to be attractive even in a man’s domain. Just as athletes are often 

discussed in terms of their physical attraction, as Angelini (2007) points out, comediennes too 

are subjects of similar conversation. We see a demand for women to be both pretty and funny, 

but not too pretty, otherwise they can put their humor in jeopardy. 
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CONCLUSION 

The inductive and deductive analyses conducted in this study uncovered several 

important impediments to women comediennes. Humor in general is considered a male space 

dominated by men. Women have to try twice as hard in order to be as successful as men; there is 

a double standard for women in which they are expected to excel in attraction, according to 

gendered schema expectations, even as they attempt to break through the barriers of other arenas 

in which they are not welcome and are considered a threat to schematic expectations of male 

superiority. This double standard transitions into an underlying assumption that women’s 

primary role is to be in the home. Looking to the relationship of gender theory and power, the 

superiority theory of humor, and the emotional dimension of dominance, we find that there is a 

clear underrepresentation of women in comedy because of the societal differences women face 

as well as an attraction dynamic driven by power and differences in mating criteria between men 

and women. 

 

Obviously there are some limitations in this study’s method, such as not speaking to each 

comedienne directly or not using a larger sample. However, the primary documents examined 

here provide a rich, emic perspective that can be extrapolated to the broader population of female 

comediennes, even though they come from a small, purposive sample of critical cases and not a 

larger, statistically representative sample. 

 

It is crucial to open up the discussion about the underrepresentation of women in comedy. 

Although women have been able to make it in the entertainment and comedic world, they still 

have to maintain this image of beauty, and now that may be expected even if they want to be 
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successful in comedy. They may now have to be attractive in order to really grab and hold on to 

a steady audience. 
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