FMS 598: Comedy as Social Discourse (Fall A)
Dr. Bambi Haggins

Email: Bambi.Haggins@asu.edu
Skype Address: bambaloo47
Office Hours: By appointment
I. DESCRIPTION:

Comedy is a powerful discursive tool; the notion (attributed to multiple sources from George Bernard Shaw and Joe Orton to my eighth grade English teacher, Mrs. Roshko), that if one gets the audience laughing, then while their mouths are open, you can shove the truth in seems quite applicable here.” (Laughing Mad p. 243)
The course focuses upon the way that comedy can speak with particular clarity to the American condition from behind the microphone and, by extension on the big and small screens. By examining how comic conventions, personae and sensibilities in standup respond to change in social and political sensibilities at specific historical moments, we will tease out why comedy, perhaps more than any other genre, can get people to engage (and to think about) a variety of human experiences—often in spite of themselves. 

A VERY BIG CAVEAT: Dying is easy, comedy is hard—it can also be considered obscene or profane by some. The comedic visual texts screen (and/ or produced) in the course may describe or depict sex, violence and other acts and ideologies that might be considered immoral or amoral by some standards. When examining comedy as social discourse, one should be prepared to engage texts that test social boundaries. In the spirit of creating a nurturing opening and rigorous learning environment, I would urge you to assess whether this course is appropriate for you. If it is not, now time to withdraw. 

II. COURSE OBJECTIVES

1. Introduce students to the study of stand up comedy as cultural, industrial & commercial product; 

2. To gain an understanding of standup comedy in relationship to performance, content, the era in which it was produced, cultural specificity and social discourse and how that translates 

3. To be able to discern how the construction of comedic persona speaks to the individual comic, his/her audience and society in general; 

4. Explain the relationship between the comic’s standup and his/her movement into other medium (radio, film and digital media internet) in aesthetic, cultural and industrial terms. 

5. Examine how the tone and content of comedy can be seen as reflections and refractions of attitudes about class, ethnicity, gender, race and sexuality in the era in which the series were produced. 

6. Teach students to formulate critical arguments about comic discourse and to perform textual analysis as well as socio-cultural, socio-historical and industrial contextualization to support their theses. 

7. Encourage students to understand that thinking critically can enrich the pleasures of their spectatorial experiences.

REQUIRED READINGS/RESOURCES:

All readings will either be available online. Because there is no cost in relationship to the readings in this course, you are requested to have access to Netflix (online streaming only) for some of the screenings in the course.

III. COURSE REQUIREMENTS

1) Participation: (20 pts.): 
You are expected to complete assigned reading and screening for each lesson on the day listed it is listed on the syllabus, which will be on Monday or Wednesday, respectively, of each week. You are required to post one response (300-word min.) to the discussion board (BB) for each of the questions regarding the lesson. In addition to posting once to address each of the questions raised, students are also expected to comment upon at least one of the responses made by one of his/her classmates. The posts will be due by 11:50 PM on the day after the lessons are due (posted on Tuesday or Thursday, respectively). 
2) Podcast Diary: (12 pts. Podcasts have become the way for comedians to establish, exhibit and expand their brand of comedy—and comedic socio-political discourse—in a different medium from stand up performance. By the first week of classes, choose two podcasts that you would be willing follow for the whole term. Once during the course of the semester, we’ll have 3-4 separate Skype group discussions on Podcasts and Alternative Comedy (during the week of 
2) Prospectus/Treatment (18 pts.): 

Students are required to submit a typed 2-3-page piece that outlines your proposed subject:

A) For the research paper: the proposal should include: a) the research question and thesis statement, b) a description of the “sample” or body of archival work/ primary sources that will be examined; and c) a bibliography of at least 6 sources (four of which must be critical)

B) For the Script: the proposal is a treatment for your film or the pilot of your sitcom or webisodes; along with the usual summary, please make clear who you are writing this comedy for and why you have chosen this particular comic or group of comics. This Option Is Only Open To Those Who Have Written At Least One Sitcom or Feature Script.
C) For the Podcast: the proposal should show the plan of how you would structure 1-2 podcasts (30 minutes) involving standup comedy or a single comic or movement in comedy or five 1-5-minute webisodes.
3) Comments on Proposal (required post): 

The proposals should be emailed to posted on the discussion board. All students are required to give feedback to at least three of their peers’ proposals. (If there are already four posts for one proposal, move on to one with fewer posts). Posts should be at least 75 words long: in other words, try to say something concrete that will help your classmate.
4) First 5 Draft (15 pts.)
The first five pages of your essay, a scene, the play by play for the podcast should be emailed to the instructor as a sort of status check.
6) Research Paper/Final Project (35 pts.) 

Students are required to do one of the following assignments:

A) A typed 10-12 page research paper based upon the prospectus;

B) The first act of a screenplay, the pilot of a sitcom or five webisodes as outlined in your proposal;
C) Podcasts/ Webisodes as outlined in your proposal 
IV. COURSE POLICIES:
GRADING:

Grade Point Breakdown
Participation


20 pts.

Podcast Diary


12 pts.

Proposal 


18 pts.
Comments on Proposal

(as post)
First 5 Draft


15 pts.
Final Project  


35 pts.
Total Pts. Possible:    

100 pts.
LATE ASSIGNMENT POLICY:
Late assignments are graded down ONE full letter grade per day. Late papers will not be accepted more than 4 DAYS AFTER DUE DATE.
DISABILITY ACCOMMODATIONS

Qualified students with disabilities who will require disability accommodations in this class are encouraged to make their requests to me at the beginning of the semester either during office hours or by appointment. Note: Prior to receiving disability accommodations, verification of eligibility from the Disability Resource Center (DRC) is required. Disability information is confidential.

PLAGIARISM POLICY  

In the “Student Academic Integrity Policy” manual, plagiarism is defined as “… using another's words, ideas, materials or work without properly acknowledging and documenting the source. Students are responsible for knowing the rules governing the use of another's work or materials and for acknowledging and documenting the source appropriately.” For further information, please consult: http://provost.asu.edu/academicintegrity/students#avoid_plagiarism
Academic dishonesty, including inappropriate collaboration, will not be tolerated.  There are severe sanctions for cheating, plagiarizing and any other form of dishonesty.

V. CALENDAR/SCHEDULE OF READINGS:

Lesson 1 
What is “Social Discourse” & What does Stand Up Comedy have to do with it? 

M 8/22

Reading: “That’s Not Funny” & “That Joke Isn’t Funny Anymore” 

Screening: Talking Funny (HBO 2012) 
Lesson 2
The Holy Trinity of Contemporary Comedy (Plus 2) Part 1



W 8/24
Bruce & Carlin 
Readings: “Lenny Bruce without Tears, ” “George Carlin: The Last of the Trinity” & “The Progressive Interview: George Carlin” 


Screening:  Lenny Bruce Mix, Early Carlin, George Carlin On Location 
Lesson 3AB
The Holy Trinity of Contemporary Comedy (Plus 2) Part 2



MW 8/29-31
The Plus Two (Gregory & Cosby), & Pryor 


Reading: Laughing Mad (hereafter LM) Ch. 1 “From Negro to Black,” 
Recommended Reading: “Losing Cosby” http://www.flowjournal.org/2015/10/losing-cosby/

Screening: Clips: Dick Gregory: BBC Special, Dick Gregory: Shoveling Snow, Black State of the Union; Dick Gregory on Martin Lawrence’s 1st Amendment Standup Young Bill Cosby on Jack Parr, Bill Cosby: Himself, Richard on Ed Sullivan, Richard Pryor: Live in Concert, Losing Cosby (Dr. B Podcast) 
Lesson 4
All the Funny Ladies Pt. 1: Dancing with Difference 




M 9/5

In The Beginning: There Was Moms, Then Phyllis, Then Joan

The Unruly Woman: Roseanne 
Reading: “Performing Marginality” "Self-deprecatory Humour and the Female Comic: Self-destruction or Comedic Construction?” 
Recommended Reading: “I’ve Got Something to Tell Ya…I’ma Be Me” (See Lesson 7 Readings), Christopher Hitchens, “Why Women Aren’t Funny http://www.vanityfair.com/culture/2007/01/hitchens200701
Screening: Whoopi Goldberg Presents Moms Mabley (HBO 2012), Clips from Goodnight, We Love You (Greg Barson 2004); Roseanne’s First Television Appearance, Clips from Roseanne: Blonde & Bitchin’, Joan Rivers: A Piece of Work (Netflix, at least the first 30 minutes)
Lesson 5

Skype Meetings with Dr. B (mandatory) F-T 9/2-6

By Appointment: Sign Ups Via Email once Hours are posted.
Lesson 6 
Comic As Rock Star
W 9/7

Eddie As Elvis & The Crowd Goes Wild: Rock & Cook



Readings: LM Ch. 2 (“From Black Guy to Rock Star”), “Dane Cook: pain-free comedy”
Screening: Eddie Murphy: Delirious (Netflix), Chris Rock: Bring the Pain (Keith Truesdell 1996), Dane Cook: Vicious Circle (Marty Callner 2006)

Proposals Due via email and posted on BB by 11:50 pm on 9/9
Peer Feedback Due posted on BB by 11:50 on 9/11

Lesson 7AB
All the Funny Ladies Pt. 2: We Don’t Give A “F” What You Think
MW 9/12-14
Reading: LM Ch. 4 (The Whoopi Sections) “I’ve Got Something to Tell Ya…I’ma Be Me,” “Sarah is Magic,” “Awkward Conversations…”“Amy Schumer, Comedy’s Viral Queen” and “Amy Schumer Isn’t Racist…She’s a Comedian”
Screening: Wanda at PrideFest, Wanda at White House Correspondent’s Dinner, Wanda Sykes: Ima Be Me, Sarah Silverman: Jesus is Magic (Liam Lynch 2005), The Sarah Silverman Program, “Face Wars,” “Amy Schumer: Mostly Sex Stuff.” Clips from Inside Amy Schumer
First Five Due By 11:50 on Saturday 9/17 via email
Lesson 8
Sense & Sexuality: The Rainbow of Laughter



M 9/19
Reading: “Some performative techniques of stand-up Comedy,” “Where’s My Parade,” “Pretty Funny Butch As Girl Next Door,” “Samantha Bee Talks to Cameron Esposito,” “Cameron Esposito interview- ‘It was an enormous amount of work to get here'”
Screening: Eddie Izzard: Dressed to Kill (Lawrence Jordan 1999), Ellen DeGeneres: The Beginning (Joel Gallen 2000), Margaret Cho: I’m the One that I Want (Lionel Coleman 2000), Cameron Esposito, Marriage Material (Bobcat Gothwait 2016) 
Lesson 9
Alternative Comedy 
W 9/21

Reading: “Friends with Benefits: Comedians of Comedy,” “Standing Upright” 
Screening: Comedians of Comedy (Mike Bleiden 2005), The Awkward Comedy Show (Victor Varnado 2010) imbedded in the lecture 
Podcast Skype Discussions: 9/24, 9/25 & 9/26 TBA
Lesson 10
Provocateurs in the Promised Land





M 9/26

Chappelle & Lopez As Cultural Arbiters


Reading: LM Ch. 5, “The George Lopez Show: The Same Old Hispano”
Screening: Dave Chappelle: For What It’s Worth, George Lopez: Tall, Dark & Chicano (imbedded in lecture) 
Recommended Screening: DC: Killin’Them Softly, GL: Why Are You Crying? 
Lesson 11
The New Kings? Kevin Hart and Louis C.K. 
M 10/3
Reading: “Kevin Hart’s Funny Business,” “Louie, Louis: The Fictional, Stage, And Auteur Personas Of Louis C.K. In Louie,” “Kevin Hart: Think Like A Man,” “Louie CK: Almost Famous” 
Screening: Kevin Hart: Laugh At My Pain (Netflix) & Louis C.K.: Live At The Beacon Theater (Netflix) Real Husbands of Hollywood (Netflix Season 1, Episode 1), Louie (Season 2, Episode 4)
Lesson 12
Comedy As Socio-Political Discourse: W. Kamau Bell and Hari Kondabolu
W 10/5
Reading: W. Kamau Bell on Fresh Air, Hari Kondabolu on Fresh Air (both Transcripts), “W. Kamua Bell has Just the Thing to End Racism,” “On Being a Black Male 6'4" Tall in America 2014,” “Hari Kondabolu Is the Best Political Comedian You Don’t Know Yet”

Screenings: W. Kamua Bell: Semi-Prominent Negro, United Shades of America, Hari Kondabolu Mix

Recommended Screenings: United Shades of America, “The New Klan” http://go.cnn.com/?type=episode&id=2060949
Hari Kondabolu and bell hooks at St. Norbert College

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=q--H0wh2ATk&index=1&list=PLzR_RzvCDQ15-iM1gpXACJUKqI2SfAOnI
FINAL PROJECTS DUE OCT. 8 via email (or Dropbox, if necessary) by 11 PM
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