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Abstract 

 

Chicks Aren’t Funny: An Ethnography of Female Stand-Up Comedians 
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Supervisor:  Kathleen Stewart 

 

Female stand-up comics occupy a permanently liminal space which can be broken 

down into three small areas, characterized thusly: the interpersonal, the sexual and the 

professional spheres. Issues of power, footing and the carnivalesque are threaded 

throughout these three spaces, and I use the work of Michel Foucault, Mikhail Bakhtin 

and Erving Goffman to examine the ways in which the female comics I talked, lived and 

performed with over a two-year period negotiate this permanent liminality to both their 

advantage and their detriment. The three liminal spaces overlap and intersect, with female 

comics occupying at times two, and sometimes all three, at any given moment, in a 

constantly forming and re-forming state of “otherness” that separates them from the 

default male comic body. In locating female comedians in a permanent liminality, I 

illustrate the structures at play that are demonstrative not only of the comic experience, 

but of larger issues surrounding gender in contemporary society. 
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THREE LIMINALITIES 

A summer evening in Greenpoint, Brooklyn. The bar is Coco 66, a neighborhood 

dive where cans of PBR are passed over the bar by the handful and comics gather every 

Friday night for the Too Cool For School Comedy Show. It’s a raucous gig emcee’d by 

New York City locals Cassidy and Mark, two guys who are guaranteed high-fives every 

time they walk into a show. Cassidy and Mark are big men on the comedy campus, at 

least among a particular group of vaguely hip twenty- and thirty-something NYC comics 

who fancy themselves “alternative,” cracking jokes about indie rock and comic books as 

opposed to the schticky Seinfeld-types who talk about airplane food and ex-wives. They 

are a pot-smoking, booze-swilling bunch who celebrate their lack of income, lack of 

girlfriends, and appreciation for cheap brews.  

 We’ve all got beers in one hand, cigarettes in the other. I’ve been in New York 

City for a month, conducting research on stand-up comedy, and I’m finally on a first-

name basis with most of the guys. I am, to some degree, in. Somebody asks why I’ve 

come to New York just for the summer, and I reply: “I’m doing research for my thesis, 

on female stand-up comics. Funny girls.” 

 Cassidy’s eyes light up behind his coke-bottle glasses. “Are you trying to prove 

they exist?” The guys laugh, and I am stunned. 

~ 

A chilly spring night in Austin. Pitchers of Lone Star and Shiner stretch down a 

long wooden picnic table, and the Tuesday Night Drinking Club is in full swing.  
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Academics, comics, 9-to-5’ers and other stragglers the TNDC has picked up over the 

course of the year are in attendance at the Hole in the Wall, an aging rock club-slash-bar 

favored by University of Texas students, musicians and career drunks. Jeremy and Ruby 

are here, two of Austin’s funniest comedians—it’s a fact, actually, because both have, on 

separate occasions, taken second place in the city’s long-running annual Funniest Person 

In Austin contest. Jeremy and Ruby used to seriously date. They don’t any more. Nobody 

really has the details, but it was a while back. Jeremy has been chatting me up for a half 

hour, and when he goes to join a shuffleboard game, Ruby sits down next to me with her 

beer. 

“What’s going on with that?” she asks, nodding her head toward Jeremy’s gaming 

back. 

“I think he’s trying to ask me out.” 

“Oh. Well, that’s fine. I’m totally over it.” Ruby says. “I have no problem with 

that.” 

“Aren’t you seeing someone now?” 

Ruby gets quiet. She leans in to my ear, glancing around at the other comics at the 

table, all of whom are engrossed in their own conversations. “Yeah,” she whispers. “But 

he’s a comic. I don’t really want to talk about it.” 

~ 

A rainy night in Dallas. McCarty’s Bar, just north of the city proper, is half-

buzzing with townies escaping the bad weather and a few tables of mildly interested 

patrons watching comic after comic tell jokes beneath neon beer signs on the low-rise 
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stage. McCarty’s is known for being a hit-or-miss open mic, where comics fight the 

internet juke box and sports broadcasts for the attention of whoever happens to show up 

at 10 p.m. This is the place where, if you try out new material and it actually gets laughs, 

you know you’ve written something good. 

I’m new, having just started doing comedy a couple months before, but I feel 

okay about the laughs I’ve been getting at the club open mikes. Bar shows like this, of 

course, are a different story. Audiences—if they can be called that—come to drink and 

carouse, not to listen and laugh. But standing onstage at McCarty’s, in a tank top and 

hooded jacket and jeans, I can hear them actually laughing. Some of them, anyway. 

Enough of them that I don’t feel like crying or doing a shot of whiskey as soon as I get 

offstage. And so I head to the back of the room to grab my Diet Coke at a tall table where 

burly, bad-mouthed comic Rich Estrada is keeping an eye on “the list,” a lineup of 

comics who’ve signed up for the mike. 

“Hey, you did good!” he says, giving me a high five.  I thank him. 

“But your, uh, your tits. They get in the way.” Rich gestures to my chest. “People 

would laugh more if they weren’t all out up there.” 

I zip up my hoodie, speechless.  

~ 

Three different nights, over three years in three very different cities. But each one 

of these nights speaks to the three different spaces female comics negotiate within the 

larger community of stand-up comedy. The interpersonal space, where friendship and 

camaraderie with fellow comics is key, is illustrated in my Brooklyn interaction with 
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Cassidy. We’re all friends here, right? But his dismissive joke about the (non) existence 

of female comics speaks to the difficulty female comics have negotiating this space. 

Wisecracks about female comics are exceedingly common in stand-up comedy circles, 

and women as a group are not expected to take exception to these jokes, lest they be 

considered humorless. With Cassidy being a comic—and a popular one, at that—I needed 

to be friends with him to be accepted in the larger group and also to get any stage time he 

might have to offer me in the future. Which meant I was expected to laugh at a joke that, 

as an actually extant female comic, I found deeply offensive.  

 Secondly, there is a sexual space occupied by female comics. As a significant 

minority in the close-knit comedy world—expect any given group of comics at a show or 

open mike to be about 80-90% male—there are not, to put it crudely, enough ladies to go 

around. Comics spend multiple nights a week together, and they frequently end up dating, 

having sex, or entering into serious relationships with one another. Because of society’s 

larger sexual double standard—men are studs, women are sluts—being a female comic 

who has sex is problematic. Women are afraid to be accused (and are frequently accused) 

of sleeping their way to the top. Particularly problematic are relationships wherein two 

comics are or are perceived to be unbalanced in terms of performance experience—for 

example, a headliner comic paired with an open miker. Relationships are kept quiet, lest a 

female comic lose stage time, friendships and the respect of her peers for her sexual 

choices. 

 Thirdly, there is the professional space. The stage.  The place where the only 

thing that should matter is a good joke. But as we can see from Rich Estrada’s “Your tits 
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get in the way” comment, it’s not that simple for female comics. Because female comics 

usually look and sound different than almost anyone else on stage in a given evening—

all-female comedy shows being the exception, and I will address those—they are marked 

as other. Female comics’ clothing, bodies and sexuality are open to a greater degree of 

scrutiny than those of a male comic. Rich Estrada may have said something extremely 

offensive with his comment, but he also said something extremely true. For audiences 

and fellow performers alike, a female comic’s tits—and by extension, her female body--

can get in the way.  

 These three spaces are certainly occupied by male comics, but because the default 

comic body is male, the negotiation of these spaces is far less tenuous and charged for 

men than for women. There is a constant, conscious social and linguistic code-switching 

done by female comics who recognize—and most of the comics I interviewed for this 

ethnographic project did recognize—that the unsuccessful negotiation of these spaces 

could end their careers. Using Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of dialogics as an over-arching 

umbrella theory through which to understand the behaviors, performances and politics in 

play for female comics, I will look at the shifting subjectivities of female comedians in 

terms of Erving Goffman’s concept of footing, a sociolinguistic approach that encourages 

the taking into account of the totality of a given social situation in order to best 

understand the speech and actions of the players involved. Female comics constantly 

adjust their footing according to the space they feel they occupy (or need to occupy) at a 

particular moment. Indeed they must, lest they lose stage time, friendships or partners. 
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 I will further expand the footing framework using Bakhtin’s theories of the 

carnivalesque and novelistic discourse to speak to the intricacies of these negotiations. 

The concept of the carnival, where social hierarchy is turned upside down through 

parody, joking and satire, is often used in humor analysis, and taken with Bakhtin’s 

concept of novelistic discourse, will be used in this paper to unpack the many levels on 

which female comics speak and behave both onstage and off, when they both challenge 

and reinforce the power structure of the micro- and macro-cosmic comedy communities 

they occupy. With every change of footing, with every challenge to or reinforcement of 

power whether in speech or behavior, female comics adjust their subjectivities to suit the 

situation at hand. Finally, I will use the work of Michel Foucault, and his concept of 

power relationships in terms of “action upon action”1 to identify the ways in which these 

shifting subjectivities—expressed in terms of on-stage and off-stage speech and 

behaviors--are understood and utilized by female comics in order to maintain the most 

advantageous interpersonal, sexual or professional position. 

 In combining these theories with ethnographic work conducted in Austin, Dallas 

and New York City, I will address the question: What happens when women do stand-up 

comedy? I will demonstrate that female comics occupy a space of permanent liminality, 

and because of their marginalized and minority status in the comedy world, female 

comics do not experience the privilege of full participation enjoyed by male comics. 

Instead, they find themselves in a never-ending negotiation of these three spaces—the 

                                                
1 Foucault, Michel. “The Subject and Power” Critical Inquiry Vol. 8 No. 1, Summer (1982): 789. 
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interpersonal, the sexual, and the professional—in order to survive in the jungle of 

comedy. 
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SITUATING THE ETHNOGRAPHER 

 I started conducting a kind of rudimentary fieldwork before I even told jokes at 

my first open mic. I was working as a reporter in Dallas for an alt-weekly paper, the 

Dallas Observer, and my assignment was to infiltrate the city’s stand-up comedy scene. I 

interviewed local club owner Linda Stogner and spent nights hanging out after comedy 

shows with improv comics, stand-ups and sketch performers. I tried to learn the jargon, 

the schedule, the culture of comedy. But it wasn’t until I performed at my first open mike 

at Stogner’s Backdoor Comedy Club in downtown Dallas in February of 2007 that I 

realized I had only scratched the surface of the comedy scene. There was something 

larger going on. Something about gender and humor that was slipping through the cracks 

in my understanding of what it meant to be a comic. It wasn’t until I performed comedy 

as a woman that I understood the powerful otherness of the feminine in comedy. 

 My position became that of the participant-observer, though it leans heavily in the 

direction of the participant. I make a portion of my income from stand-up comedy. I 

spend several nights a week performing in clubs and bars. I have toured throughout Texas 

telling jokes, dated comics, befriended them, and founded comedy shows of my own. 

Before I began my academic studies, I wrote a blog about female comedy. But things 

changed when I began to study anthropology. Comedy was still a job and a hobby and 

my favorite pastime, but consciously conducting fieldwork helped me draw out these 

three spaces I will be addressing in this paper. 

 In January of 2009, I began interviewing and watching female comedians with an 

eye toward teasing out what it was that made female comics marked as such, and how 
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they dealt with this marking. The 2009 Funniest Person in Austin stand-up comedy 

contest was my first foray into developing a coherent methodology for understanding the 

place of women in comedy. Throughout the contest, I graded audiences’ responses to 

each joke or bit on a 1-10 scale, and used that scale to arrive at an overall assessment of 

the quality of a set, again on a 1-10 scale. I found this approach very useful when talking 

about the professional space of comedy, as it allowed me to understand a comic’s identity 

and performance (physical appearance, joke style and personality) in terms of the success 

of their material. Because this was in a contest setting, the success of the jokes 

themselves (and, by extension, the comic) was of the utmost importance. But I became 

frustrated with the knowledge that I was not fully addressing the many positionalities of 

female comics, knowing that when they got offstage, the ways in which they spoke and 

behaved could also have a significant impact on their careers. And so I developed a list of 

questions that I used both in my FPIA research and later on in order to better understand 

how comics understood themselves and their work, hoping to tease out some consistency 

in their responses and also in the way in which I addressed each of them. This list of 

questions began to take shape more than three years ago, when I wrote my first 

journalistic article on comedy, and it has expanded since to accommodate my academic 

queries: 

 When did you start doing comedy? 
What was your first performance like? 
Who are your influences? 
What made you want to perform comedy as a serious hobby or career? 
Who do you think you are onstage, versus who you are offstage? 
What’s the worst set you’ve ever had? 
What was your childhood like? 
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How much of your material do you think is consciously or unconsciously 
influenced by the fact that you’re female? 
Do your feminist or political viewpoints influence the material you’re willing to 
do on stage? 
Do you feel like being a female is an advantage or a disadvantage in comedy? 
Do you think audiences have a certain expectation of you as a woman? 
Do you have any jokes you like telling that always bomb? 
How has your material changed from what you were first writing to now? 
How many years have you competed in the contest? 

 
 Through female comics’ responses to these questions, I began to understand that 

women feel marked by their femaleness in terms of their gender and appearance on stage, 

and also in terms of feeling marginalized or othered offstage when making and 

maintaining friendships with other comics and club bookers. I had identified both the 

professional and the interpersonal spaces. But what happened when interviews were 

wrapping up turned out to be as important as what was happening when my tape was 

rolling. As purses were gathered and tabs paid, almost always in a hush or as an aside, 

female comics would bring up an old comic boyfriend, or talk about how frustrated they 

were that a particular sexual relationship with a comic had gone awry. Or, simply, they 

might ask me if I thought a particular mutual comic friend was attractive. Sex was 

important, and it hadn’t even occurred to me. 

 Which is all to say that, in reality, my methodology was to be the stand-up comic 

I had always been, but to listen more closely and to carry a bigger notebook. Alongside 

joke ideas and set lists, I began to write down moments in time as they happened, filling 

pages with questions and observations about what quips like Cassidy’s “trying to prove 

they exist” joke might mean. Instead of letting remarks slide, I asked comics in 

conversation what they thought about their clothing, their jokes, their performances.  
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 In hopes of honing this research, I traveled to New York City in the summer of 

2009, entering a comedy scene wherein I knew very few people, hoping that, as an 

outsider, I would be able to view the goings-on with more objectivity than that which I 

might bring to scenes in Dallas and Austin with which I was more familiar. I created a 

weekly schedule of open mikes located around Manhattan, Queens and Brooklyn, which I 

attended religiously—both for the sake of my research and because, well, one never 

knows when that big break is going to come in New York City, and all this academic 

business can be abandoned in the name of a Comedy Central special and a cable 

television hosting gig.  

In New York City, I employed two established city comics as interlocutors. Trey 

Galyon, a former Funniest Person in Austin finalist who’d moved to the city several 

months before, had made a good name for himself in the comedy scene and I found his 

help in introducing me to the grossly overpopulated world of New York City stand-up 

invaluable. Mike Drucker, an old college friend from New York University, had started 

doing comedy when we were undergraduates together and worked for the comedic 

newspaper The Onion. Trey and Mike’s positions as male comics, and mine as a female 

comic, in this case should not go unremarked upon. Because my introduction was made 

by insider men who were known and respected as being part of a particular “boys’ club,” 

I was able to come in with a certain amount of comedic cultural capital based on their 

vouching for me. As a woman comic, this is particularly important because I was able, to 

some degree, to adopt a “one of the guys” persona and avoid the sexual tension many 

new female comics experience coming into a new scene (something we will see female 
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comics talking about later on in this paper). I was quickly—and by quickly, I mean over 

what seemed like an interminable several weeks—able to meet and befriend comics who 

were significantly above the level of the swarm of open-mikers who populate the city’s 

clubs, and I was able to interview and interact with those deeply embedded and invested 

in stand-up comedy. I was easily recognized at comics’ hangouts and benefited from 

getting stage time at quality shows months ahead of what a typical new comic to the New 

York scene might expect.  

 Officially, I interviewed a total of fifteen female comics in-depth over the course 

of fourteen months, performed countless club shows, bar shows and open mikes, and 

attended gatherings and after-parties with comics I’d known for years, and some I’d only 

just met. 
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THE PRACTICE OF COMEDY 

 The overall practice of stand-up comedy does not vary much between the three 

cities in which I conducted my research, and it will be useful here to explain the 

mechanism of “doing comedy” as it presently operates. In order to lay the groundwork 

for how and why female comics strategically negotiate the three spaces I designated 

above, it’s important to discuss how the business of comedy is conducted, from the 

lowest levels at open mics and writing rooms to larger club shows and television specials. 

I’ll also discuss, define and add to some of the comedic jargon I’ve already used. 

 The first thing an aspiring stand-up comic does is perform at open mics, which are 

ostensibly open to any comedian who can make it on “the list,” which is the lineup of 

comics booked for a particular show. The process for signing up for open mics varies—a 

comic can telephone or e-mail the show’s booker (often a fellow comic), she can sign up 

on an online forum, she can show up to the venue at a designated time before the show, 

or if she is sufficiently well known and respected, she can merely arrive during the show 

and ask for stage time. Open mics are designed to be workspaces for comics trying out 

new material, or for comics who want to solidify a particular “set list” (the order of their 

jokes) without the pressure of delivering a “killer” set at a high-profile show. (“Killing” 

an audience is what all comics aspire to do. Killer sets have audiences laughing non-stop, 

and they feature numerous applause breaks. Killing is the opposite of “bombing,” where 

silence and groans replace applause and laughter.) Open mics are held all kinds of places, 

from coffee shops and bars to proper comedy clubs. But wherever comedy is being 

performed, comics will often refer to the space as “the room.” 



 14 

 Which is not to say that open mics are without pressure. Most comedy clubs will 

dedicate at least one night a week to open mic. A good performance at a club open mic, 

where booking agents and club owners are likely to be in attendance, is valued over a 

good performance at a bar or coffee shop show. Consistently good performances at open 

mics, in front of fellow comics and bookers, are the way comedians build a positive 

rapport with their peers. Because open mic audiences often do not pay to attend, and 

sometimes don’t even realize they are attending a comedy show, they are notoriously 

difficult to win over. (It is a trueism in comedy that the more audiences pay to see a 

show, the more willing they will be to try and get their money’s worth—to laugh.) A 

comic who performs well at an open mic is a comic who has written quality material. 

Attending multiple open mics with regularity demonstrates to club owners and comic 

peers that a comic is dedicated to her craft. Demonstration of this dedication and ability 

to deliver quality material is necessary to move up in the comedy world. Once these 

things have been proven, a comic may be given a “guest spot” at a club show. Guest 

spots are usually around five minutes in length and are inserted between longer sets at 

club shows. From guest spotting, a comic will become a “host.” 

 Hosting is the first step toward working as a professional comic. A host, 

sometimes referred to as the “opener,” is the first comic audiences see on stage, and she 

is in charge of warming up the audience while they’re getting their first drinks and 

settling in. Depending on the size of a particular geographical region (or “scene”) a comic 

with good material can expect to host club shows after eight to twelve months, and hosts 

are usually paid for their stage time. (This differs in New York City, where the glut of 
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available talent makes it so that comics who have years of experience and possibly even 

television credits may not see hosting duties at proper comedy clubs for more than a year 

or two.) Once prowess is proven as a host, a comic will move on to being a “feature” or 

“middling” comic, which is the comic (or, at larger show one of the comics) who 

performs between the opener and the headliner. Feature comics are also paid for stage 

time and will have been performing from anywhere from one and a half to four years. 

They often “tour” to some degree, traveling within a close-range geographical area to 

clubs and bar shows. (I myself fall into the feature-level comic category.)  

 Once a feature comic has demonstrated to club owners and bookers, usually 

through multiple appearances on stage, that she has an hour or more of quality material, 

she will be asked to “headline.” Headliner comics are the biggest name on the bill. They 

perform last at shows and are the highest paid comics of the night. They often are 

allowed to sell cd’s, t-shirts and other merchandise at the club. However, not all clubs are 

created equal. “A-level” clubs (like Cap City Comedy Club in Austin, The Improv in 

Dallas or Gotham in New York City) often only book touring headliners, that is to say, 

nationally or regionally known comedians who have appeared on television or radio and 

who can be counted upon to draw a crowd that will pay specifically to see that particular 

comic. A-level clubs usually book local headliner comics as hosts and features for these 

kinds of shows. Smaller venues (like The Velveeta Room in Austin, the Backdoor 

Comedy Club in Dallas, or the East Village Comedy Club in New York City) often book 

as headliners comics who might only host or feature at “A” clubs. 
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 Now, a few words on the practical performance of comedy itself. Comics almost 

always carry notebooks in which they jot down joke ideas—many comics carry these 

notebooks to bed with them and are even known to take them into the bathroom during a 

shower, which seems to be a particularly inspirational time. Ideas are turned into jokes, 

which classically take the form of a topic, a premise and a punch line. (“Airplane food is 

bad. Airplane food tastes like cardboard. The stewardess asked me, will you be having 

the corrugated or the recycled?” Friends, I just made that joke up on the spot for this 

paper! Where are you, Comedy Central?) Jokes are fused together into “bits,” collections 

of related material that can be easily recalled on stage because of their relationship to 

each other. Bits are tied together with segues, and for a good comic, should flow easily 

from one to the next. Comics know it’s time to get offstage when someone in the back of 

the room flashes them “the light,” usually an actual flashlight or even an illuminated cell 

phone that warns them their time is about to be up. 

 However, it is often what happens before, after and between shows that really 

determines the success or failure of a comedian. The move from “open miker” (a new 

comic who hasn’t advanced past securing a guest spot) to headliner is hardly a straight 

line. Often, it is the total social, political and professional network that surrounds a scene 

or particular comic that determines the speed and ease with which a comedian assimilates 

and achieves a particular level of success. Backstage and off-stage friendships and 

rivalries formed between comics, bookers and club owners heavily influence who is seen 

(or not seen) as being a good, reliable or worthy performer. It can be as important to join 

fellow comics after a show at the bar next door as it is to deliver a killer set during said 
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show. Because of the importance of these off-stage interactions, I believe a purely textual 

or discursive analysis of on-stage performances to be insufficient in developing a 

thorough understanding of women’s practice of doing comedy. And because of the 

gender politics at play in the interpersonal, sexual and professional spaces of the female 

comic’s world, it is not enough only to look at what they do and say on-stage. We must 

ask them about what happens when the stage lights are turned off. 
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ETHNOGRAPHY 

 Though the three permanently liminal spaces of female comedy often intertwine, 

and a particular kind of behavior on behalf of a female comic may affect more than one at 

any given time, we can nonetheless separate them into individual entities in an effort to 

identify the issues that are unique to each. In this section, I will draw some ethnographic 

lines—blurry, perhaps—between the different spaces in order to highlight each one’s 

particular nuances. Establishing these liminal spaces means little, however, if it is not 

understood that the default stand-up comic body is a male body. 

 The numbers alone suggest that women are by far the exception, rather than the 

rule, in stand-up comedy.  Take, for example, the annual Funniest Person in Austin 

contest. Each year, the contest brings comics out of every available crack in the 

woodwork, so we may depend somewhat on the idea that it is a fair sampling of the total 

number of comics performing in that city. In 2009, the contest drew 112 comedians, of 

which 20% were female. In 2010, the contest drew 127 comedians, of which, again, 20% 

were female. Women’s minority numbers are also reflected in the content of books 

written about the history of stand-up comedy. Gerald Nachman’s  Seriously Funny, a 

Catskills-inspired history of “rebel” comedians of the 1950’s and 60’s features just four 

women comics out of 26 total interviews. And out of 14 comics whose names appear on 

the cover of I Killed, an oral history of stand-up comics on the road, two are female. 

Regardless of whether these numbers are indicative of the actual ratio of female to male 

comics, or whether these histories, as many do across genres and disciplines, 



 19 

intentionally exclude the female experience, the evidence suggests that either in reality or 

in perception, men are most often the creators and performers of stand-up comedy. 

 However, it is not only the comparatively small number of female comedians in 

contrast to male comedians overall that gender the default comic body as masculine. 

Behaviors and traditions in practice and performance mark female comics as other. 

Whether it is, as I will elaborate on later in this paper, the tradition of introducing women 

comics to the stage with variations on “Your first female comic of the evening!” or “A 

very beautiful female comic!”, or the oft-explicitly stated practice of booking no more 

than one or two female comics on a bill, women are consistently identified as being 

somehow different, or aberrant, in the comedy community. Finally, all of the female 

comics I interviewed in my ethnographic research cited predominantly male comedians 

as influences on their own acts, tossing in the names of female comedians as a kind of 

special seasoning to their main dish of male inspiration.2 Rather than delve into the 

reasons of origin for why the male comic body is the default—why there appear to be so 

many more male comics than female—in this paper I am more concerned with the lived 

effects thereof. In a comedy community dominated by maleness, where the comic body is 

decidedly masculine, how do female comedians experience being marked as other, and 

negotiate that othered space in order to succeed in comedy? The following section will 

                                                
2 New York comic Megan Ganz, when asked about her comic influences: “All these guys 
spring to mind.  Jack Handy. Patton Oswalt … the Marx Brothers.” Another New York 
comic, Giulia Rossi, names Margaret Cho as her only female influence: “I watch 
Margaret Cho, Jim Gaffigan, Seinfeld, Eddie Murphy and of course, Richard Pryor.”  
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identify and address the liminal subjectivity of female comics, breaking it down into the 

interpersonal, sexual and professional spaces.  

As noted earlier, maintaining friendly relationships is key to success in comedy, 

because comedians often double as bookers for shows and because popularity among 

comedians is seen as an indication of talent and reason for respect. Often, these 

supposedly platonic interpersonal relationships have an aspect that involves a kind of 

sexual tension between male and female comics, though this is a different brand of sexual 

tension than that which plays into the specifically sexual sphere I’ll talk about in the 

following section. In my own personal experience and according to the female comics I 

interviewed, maintaining strictly platonic friendships with male comics can be fraught 

because of gendered issues related to comics’ larger ideas about how men and women 

should and do behave generally, not because there is necessarily a practice of sex or even 

an expectation thereof, although that does happen. The simple fact that heterosexual male 

friendships are rarely experienced in terms of sexual tension, while heterosexual male 

and female relationships are frequently experienced in terms of sexual tension, whether 

or not that tension actually exists for the specific comedians involved, makes it difficult 

for women to crack what many women I interviewed refer to as the “boys’ club” of 

comedy.  

I unknowingly got myself off to a rough start in the New York comedy scene in 

the summer of 2010 because I was perceived as being friends with a then-unbeknownst-

to-me comedic outcast named Whitney. I met her in line for the East Village Comedy 

Club open mike early one Thursday evening. It was my first open mike in the city, and 
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Whitney began talking to me as soon as I took my place in the line of notebook-

scribbling (mostly) guys leaning against a wrought iron fence on East 4th Street. The 

usual amazement at the presence of a woman ensued when I added my name to the list: 

“A new girl!” Whitney exclaimed as I signed my name. We chatted in line about the 

mike, and afterward, I had Whitney’s Facebook information and e-mail address. Two 

weeks later, this brief interaction would cause me some grief outside a show at a 

Greenwich Village sushi joint with a respected comic-about-town. 

 Lighting a cigarette on the street outside the restaurant, I started talking to Sean, a 

talented performer fresh off a high-stakes audition for Comedy Central’s Live At Gotham 

television showcase. The conversation was awkward and forced, with Sean spending 

more time sucking down his American Spirit than engaging in the usual comedy small-

talk about the strength of the room or upcoming shows. Finally, Sean piped up: “Hey, 

aren’t you friends with Whitney?” 

 “No, I just met her outside at the East Village open mic,” I said, “I’ve only talked 

to her the once.” 

 Immediately, Sean’s demeanor changed. “Oh!” he exclaimed, “I thought you 

were one of those women she keeps bringing around from her improv crap.” I assured 

him I wasn’t, and then I got the real story. He explained: “Yeah, she kind of sucks and 

she’s always trying to hang out with us, but she is really flirtatious and it’s so awkward. 

Where are you from?” 

 I told him I was from Austin, and he rattled off a list of Austin comics we both 

knew—all men, incidentally. “I’m really sorry,” Sean later apologized, “You were 
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introduced to me through someone I hate.” After the sushi show, I was invited to a nearby 

dive to drink with Sean and his comedy buddies. 

 The Sean story illustrates three things: first, that news about who is friends with 

who in comedy travels, and travels fast, and that that news has a direct impact on how 

comics are received by their peers. Even though I was a new comic in a large scene, 

Whitney’s notoriety preceded me (she is not known to keep any conversation to herself, 

ever) and the determination of whether to accept me as potential friend among comics 

had, to some degree, already been made in certain circles based on this one interaction. 

Second, it illustrates that being accepted into the boys’ club of comedy is vital to meeting 

and gaining the respect of important comics (like Sean) and third, that women who are 

not in the boys’ club can be excluded with a significant degree of disdain (“someone I 

hate”) related to gender and gendered behavior (per his “flirtatious” comment). 

Whitney’s rejection was twofold—not only was she disliked because of her nagging 

attitude (“She’s always trying to hang out with us”), a complaint that might be made by 

any comic annoyed by another comic of either sex, but because Whitney combined that 

nagging with flirtation, which was directly related to her identity as a female stand-up 

comic. 

 The female comics I interviewed expressed frustration in negotiating what they 

perceived to be unspoken rules and regulations of the “boys’ club.” Kerri Lendo, an 

Austin comic who started telling jokes five years ago, feels that the shared gender 

experience of male comedians creates a kind of bond that she, as a female comic, is 

barred from fully enjoying. At an interview at an East Austin coffee shop, Kerri told me, 
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“Being in an environment where the majority is the opposite sex can be stressful.” She 

talks about seeing her male comic friends hanging together out after a show: 

“I don’t think it’s really ever been explicit. It’s a subtle kind of thing. Those dudes 
are all really close friends. They’re going to book each other on the shows they’re 
doing. And it’s like, it’s not necessarily because I’m a woman [that I don’t get 
booked]. It’s sometimes a boys’ club kind of thing. Some men become really 
close to each other in a ‘bro’ kind of dude way. They want to help each other 
out.”3 

  
 While Kerri says that she doesn’t believe she’s excluded from shows because 

she’s a woman, she also acknowledges that there’s something particular to the friendships 

formed between the men in comedy—the vast majority of comedians—that she cannot 

fully participate in and that has an actual impact on when, where and how much she 

performs. She is liminal, to some degree excluded from knowing these men in the “’bro’ 

kind of dude way,” but as a successful comedian—Kerri tours with Maria Bamford and 

has been a finalist in the Funniest Person in Austin stand-up comedy contest—has clearly 

successfully become part of the comedy “in” group that gives her access to quality stage 

time and close friendships with other comics, male and female alike. 4 But even women 

who seem to have cracked the “boys’ club” surface express a sense of constant 

negotiation between their role as comedian and their role as woman.  

                                                
3 Kerri Lendo, interview by Andrea Grimes, tape recording, April 2009, Cherrywood Coffee House, Austin 
TX. 
4 Interestingly, Kerri even speaks of making friends with other female comics as if she were attempting to 
date them, illustrating that comic friendships can be couched in sexual terms even when they involve two 
heterosexual females. She talked about meeting now-New York comic Lisa Disario, a big name in the 
alternative comedy world who tours with Zack Galafinakis. When they met, Kerri says she told herself: 
“I’m going to make her my friend. I’m going to ask her out! I gave her my number. Took her out to 
dinner.” 
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New York City stand-up comic Megan Ganz has one of the most coveted jobs in 

comedy: she’s on The Onion comedy newspaper’s editorial staff and is the only woman 

on that staff. If anyone is in the boys’ club, it’s Megan. And yet whether she’s in the 

break room or the comedy club, there’s something going on with what she calls her 

“ladybusiness.” 

“With the guys, they know how to relate to you on a comedy level, but there’s 
that weird extra level of me being a woman. They can’t quite fully be, like, weird 
comedy guys around you, but they can’t act around you like they act around 
regular girls.”5 

  

 Here, Megan is talking about behaviors and attitudes that are both perceived and 

lived. Whether or not male comics actually exclude her as a woman, or treat her 

differently, Megan believes that they do. She perceives a gendered divide that prevents 

her from fully experiencing the world of “weird comedy guys,” but she is also not a 

“regular girl.” As a comic, Megan is neither “regular girl” nor “weird comedy guy,” 

occupying a liminal space, she believes, because of her sex. And as we see from Kerri 

Lendo’s statement, oftentimes it is the close bond of male friendship that can make the 

difference between getting booked on a particular show or standing in the audience. 

Often, those friendships are forged after shows, once the curtains have closed and comics 

can relax with a whiskey shot or seven. And it’s when the whiskey gets flowing that 

many women find themselves singled out or excluded from the close-knit male comedy 

circles, as I felt when Cassidy asked if I was trying to prove female comics existed. This 

                                                
5 Megan Ganz, interview by Andrea Grimes, tape recording, June 2009, SoHo, New York City, NY. 
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can be manifest in something as seemingly innocuous as an offhand comment like 

Cassidy’s, or it can be something more explicitly and sexually problematic. In a pinch, 

female comics are expected to defer to the humor or desires of the male majority, either 

by not questioning or speaking out against sexist jokes, or by not resisting an offensive 

choice of after-party venue—for example, the strip clubs New York comic Ali Wong 

found herself being cajoled into attending after road shows. Wong:  

“With the road comics, they love going to strip clubs. They’re always going to 
strip clubs. I don’t want to go, and I hate it … after my set, I would just leave 
because I couldn’t wait to go hang out with my female friends. Because it’s so 
nice to just hang out with them. They get it. They get everything.”6 

  

 The difficulty that comes with this particular liminal space occupied by female 

comedians is due in part to their small numbers. As the majority, the male comics who 

want to tell sexist jokes or attend strip shows have the privilege of setting the tone for 

non-comedy related social interactions. Women who chose not to participate, either by 

not humoring sexist jabs or going home instead of to a strip club, sacrifice opportunities 

to bond with the larger group. The consequences are, as Kerri Lendo noted, potentially 

missing out on booking opportunities but also further marginalizing oneself from a group 

that already perceives women as other. Heather Fink, a New York filmmaker and stand-

up comic, says she feels that, because she is a woman, male comics question the validity 

of her place in the comedy scene generally, especially off-stage, and that their behavior 

demonstrates to her that she is seen as being an outsider. 

                                                
6 Ali Wong, interview by Andrea Grimes, tape recording, July 2009, East Village, New York City, NY. 
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“Maybe it’s me reading into things. I question that. But I think a lot of it has to do 
with being female. Like, you’re not supposed to be here. You’re at the boys’ club. 
[Impersonating a guy comic] ‘You’re trying to something that we do. We do fine 
doing it, so what are you doing here? We’re trying to pick up girls and have our 
scene. What are you doing here? It’s really annoying, we’re trying to hit on you. 
What are you trying to do this for? We’re not taking you seriously.’”7 

 
 Heather’s uncertainty about “reading into things” speaks to the subtlety of 

negotiations taking place in the interpersonal sphere. There is rarely, if ever, an explicit 

statement about female comics not being welcome in certain spaces, rather, as Heather 

expresses, there is a certain a certain feeling that results from indirect comments and 

behavior. I saw this myself one night at Ego’s, a South Austin bar where I hosted an open 

mike show called JabberTalky. As usual, the audience present had no intention of coming 

to see a comedy show, but once inside, were plied into staying—with good jokes and 

cheap beer—by the comedians performing. Near the end of the show, two attractive 

young women in jogging clothes walked into the bar. The raucous table of comics in the 

back immediately began buying drinks for and making eyes at the two women, who sat at 

the bar. As soon as the show was over, the boldest of the comics, Eric, began to chat them 

up. He was followed in short other by two other male comics. 

 Left at the comics’ table were myself, Kerri Lendo, and two male comedians, Bob 

and Norm, and we all took great pleasure in mocking Eric’s flirtatious action across the 

room. Norm, never one to self-censor, commented on Eric’s behavior: “Oh great, secretly 

Kerri and Grimes are all pissed that they’re not getting all the attention.” Whether or not 

we were genuinely irritated was unimportant to Norm—we weren’t, anyway—what was 

                                                
7 Heather Fink, interview by Andrea Grimes, tape recording, June 2009, East Village, New York City, NY. 
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notable was that Norm identified myself and Kerri not as comics who might find Eric’s 

blatant pick-up attempts amusing, but as women who must necessarily be offended at 

having the (specifically sexual) attention shifted away from us. We could not fully be 

comics and behave only as such, because our gender marked us as liable to act differently 

than comics should or would be expected to act, which was to laugh at the silliness of 

Eric’s unabashed pulling. When it came down to it, Norm believed that Kerri and I would 

act as his idea of “women” would first, not as comics. Eric’s gendered behavior was not 

seen as being in conflict with his position as a comic—in fact, it was taken for granted 

because male comic body is a whole entity—in fact, it is not a “male comic” body at all, 

it is merely a “comic” body,8 whereas women are seen as being two: female, and then 

comic. Norm’s remark shows that when women comics hang out with the guys, they can 

be marked at a moment’s notice for doing nothing more than being female, demonstrating 

their permanently liminal role as women in the interpersonal space of stand-up comedy. 

However, as complicated as platonic friendships can be in the comedy world, 

interpersonal relationships are not approached with the same degree of careful and 

strategic negotiation that women engage in when it comes to sexual relationships with 

fellow comics. 

 It is not particularly unusual for male and female comedians to date each other, 

either casually or seriously, but the stakes are high for female comics who believe they 

will be perceived as promiscuous or, worse, as using their sexuality rather than their 

                                                
8 I will further expand on this idea of the default male body later when talking about the way female comics 
are frequently introduced on stage—as “female comedians,” whereas men are more often referred to as “my 
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talent to advance in a comedy scene. Sexual relationships between comics are kept quiet 

until they become serious—and even then, female comics are frequently reluctant to talk 

openly among their peers about their comedy scene sex lives. To be sure, the facts of 

whom is sleeping with whom are generally known and shared among comics, but are 

rarely spoken about in anything but hushed tones by female comedians. And for good 

reason—female comics who do sleep with—or try to sleep with--their male counterparts 

are often looked upon with derision by both male and female comics alike once their 

exploits become public. 

 Hyena’s Comedy Club in Arlington, a Dallas suburb, is a dark, dank place where 

the city’s comedians convene on Wednesday nights to participate in an open mike that 

often draws forty or so comics to perform, and more who come just to watch the 

inevitable train wrecks. Whether it was the darkness of the room or the strongly poured 

drinks that inspired Dallas comic Angela to give a series of lap dances to local headliners 

is hard to say, but regardless, one Wednesday she found herself engaged in heavy 

flirtation with a number of guy comics. This was in keeping with Angela’s general 

schtick, which was to ramp up her sluttiness with graphic sex stories in her act, as well as 

to openly sleep with whomever she pleased, reputation be damned. As many of us 

watched from across the room—while comics did their best to garner laughs onstage—

Angela hopped from lap to lap, giggling and guzzling her drink, gyrating all the while. 

Finally, she landed on the lap of Mark, a cynical comic known for his no-nonsense 

attitude and painfully honest delivery. 

                                                
good friend” or “a great comic,” but never a “male comic.” 
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 “Get off me! You’re a slut!” Mark shouted when it was his lap-turn, and he 

physically lifted Angela off his lap, pushing her away to another table. His loud insult 

pierced the otherwise quiet room—whoever was on stage wasn’t exactly killing—and 

Angela stood frozen, shocked and speechless. When her turn at the mike came up a few 

minutes later, things got even worse. 

 “A lot of people call me a slut … ” she began, but before she could get her set-up 

out, the shouts and cat-calls came full force from the audience of mostly comics: “That’s 

because you are!” “No joke!” “Just telling it like it is!” Angela left the stage in tears. 

 Angela’s highly sexual behavior may have been bolder than that exhibited by 

most female comics most of the time, but the reactions to her extreme flirtatiousness 

embody the worst nightmare of many female comics who believe they could be subject to 

similar treatment for far less brazen infractions. In fact, New York comic Ali Wong 

talked about being suspected of and derided for promiscuous behavior purely because she 

was introduced to a club booker—who was also a comic--by two different male 

comedians: 

 “[At the New York Comedy Club] I got introduced to the booker by a guy 
comic, and the booker said to me—we’ll call the guy comic “Joe”—and the 
booker said to me, “Oh are you like, banging Joe or something?” And I then I 
came by with another male comic who is a friend, and he was like, “Oh, now are 
you guys banging?” [The booker] thinks that’s the only way to interact with a 
female comic. Like, she can’t have anything else to offer. She can’t be funny or 
just in a friendship or anything. “9 

  

                                                
9 Ali Wong, interview by Andrea Grimes, tape recording, July 2009, East Village, New York City, NY. 
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 Ali’s experience is telling—her presence at the comedy club was mitigated by the 

presence of a male comic who the booker was happy to assume—or joke about 

assuming—that Ali was in a sexual relationship with. Ali’s presence at the club, and her 

opportunity to meet a booker who could give her stage time, was not received by that 

booker as being on purely professional terms. To some extent, he attributed her presence 

to sexual prowess rather than comedic talent, and it is this frequently made association 

that frustrates female comedians and causes them to downplay their dating lives. Further, 

Ali’s reluctance to name the comics involved, even to an anthropologist who swore 

secrecy, reflects just how deep-seated female comics’ fears of being associated in a 

sexual way with guy comics can be. The repercussions were simply too great for Ali to 

be comfortable with total honesty.  

Any close association between male and female comics is often viewed as being 

sexual, and it is often the female comic who is assumed to be the professional beneficiary 

of the arrangement. I experienced this myself in my close friendship with an Austin 

comic, Bob, who was one of the first comedians to welcome me into the fold when I 

started performing in Dallas. Bob and I moved to Austin around the same time in late 

2008 and early 2009, and we would frequently carpool to different shows. One Thursday 

night, we arrived at the Velveeta Room in downtown Austin for an open mic, and while 

Bob went inside to check that his name was on the list, I was pulled aside by self-

described “punk-rock comic,” Joe Staats. Staats—that’s what he prefers to be called—

shuffled me away from the group of comics smoking outside the front door. 
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 “So, are you and Bob ‘doing it’?” he asked. I told him we weren’t, and that I 

didn’t understand why he thought we might be. Staats said that he assumed that since we 

often hung out at shows, we were probably having sex. “That’s cool, though, you are 

pretty much on his same level,” he added, indicating that he approved of the relationship 

as long as he didn’t believe I was gaining stage time or valuable comedy contacts because 

of it. The female comics I talked to acknowledged the fact of dating other comics as 

inevitable, if potentially problematic.  Megan Ganz described this dilemma: 

“You’re going to shows and there are 7 guys on the bill and it’s just you. You’re 
getting hit on all the time by these guys. They’re all trying to date you, or they’re 
not. There’s this whole level they don’t have to deal with, with each other. You 
don’t want to be perceived as a girl that dates comedians. You don’t want to be 
perceived as someone who uses it as a stepping stone. Which is hard because just 
like anyone else, you’re drawn to people who are in your particular field. Or who 
have something in common with you.”10 

 

 Women comics who date other comedians are frequently worried about the 

conversations that might go on behind their backs about the ways in which sex could be 

construed as purely, or mostly, a tool for professional advancement, rather than as a 

recreational or personally fulfilling aspect of their lives as women. It can never be just 

sex; women are situated in a liminal space that requires constant attention and self-

monitoring, preventing them from enjoying the privilege of being only a comic, rather 

than being a female comic. The fear of being degraded and feeling promiscuous is deeply 

internalized by female comics who will even punish themselves for sexual behavior 

before anyone else seems to get a chance to. Heather Fink, in New York City: 
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“Guys can sleep with whoever. Sleeping your way to the top is perceived that way 
because the men are the ones who are successful. I remember when I first started, 
right after a bad breakup, and I hung around comedy stuff, and there was this one 
guy in comedy and I went home with him one night and I blew him. He wasn’t 
doing it on purpose, but I felt so degraded. It changed a lot for me. I felt so sleazy! 
Oh god, something felt so sleazy. I said to myself, I am never hooking up with 
another comedian again. Since then I have [hooked up with other comics], but not 
much. I’ve decided if I want people to take me seriously, I will not. I am not 
going to have people question how I got here. My comedy matters too much. I 
mean, shit, if I fall in love and marry a comedian, sure, fine. But by and large I 
won’t go out on dates with them. And I’ve gone on dates with them and I’m like 
listen, I really don’t date other comedians and I really want to be taken 
seriously.”11 

 

Whether women are actually dating other comics or merely perceived as doing so, 

their sexual behavior is a concern for all involved—and even for those not directly 

involved. Their apprehension about and negotiation of this fact, exhibited in a widespread 

reluctance to openly date and have sex with comics, places them in a liminal space 

wherein they are treated as special cases, as other, by both themselves and by male 

comics. Fully embracing sexuality, as Angela did at Hyena’s that Wednesday night she 

was called a slut by the crowd, is dangerous move. Because male comics do not fear or 

suffer the same repercussions for similar behavior, women comics are aware of being 

only partial participants in a scene that can and will ostracize them for their open practice 

of sexuality. Their professional and social acceptance is allowable only when their sex 

lives are kept within particular limits, in private spaces. 

                                                
10 Megan Ganz, interview by Andrea Grimes, tape recording, June 2009, SoHo, New York City, NY. 
11 Heather Fink, interview by Andrea Grimes, tape recording, June 2009, East Village, New York City, 
NY. 
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 Nowhere do the interpersonal and the sexual spaces interweave more than in the 

professional sphere, where the successful negotiation of both platonic and sexual 

relationships among comics influence when and where female comics perform. But a 

new relationship is also formed—the one between the comic and her audience. In many 

ways, the sexual politics of the performance sphere are similar to those seen in the other 

two, with the addition of issues related to power and reception.  

 Unless a show has been specifically booked and marketed as an all-female revue, 

most comedy performances feature lineups that are heavily male. Oftentimes, there is an 

implicit or explicit “one-woman” rule on booked shows, while open mikes are naturally 

comprised of a male majority as a result of the fact that there are simply more male 

comedians overall. It is intrinsically notable, then, when a woman takes the stage. 

However, the introduction of a female comedian to the stage is almost always just that: 

the introduction of a female comedian. 

 Another Thursday at the Velveeta Room, and thirty-five comics wait their turns to 

take the stage for the weekly open mike. Chance, a comic who would feel at home in any 

Greek house on any college campus, is churning through comic after comic as the show’s 

host, ushering lingerers offstage and bringing up the next comic as swiftly as possible. 

Hosting is a tiring task, and after a while, Chance opts to simply describe every comic 

going up as “my good friend,” whether he knows them or not. The audience catches on, 

and it’s quite funny. Soon, it’s my turn. 

 “Are you guys ready for a lady?” he asks the audience, prepping them for the 

presumable shock of seeing a woman on stage. He goes on: “This next comic is very 
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beautiful and very talented. Ladies and gentlemen, your first female comic of the 

evening, Andrea Grimes!” 

 I climb the stairs to the stage, shake Chance’s hand, and when the applause dies 

down, I extend my hand in his direction. 

 “Ladies and gentlemen, male comic Chance Royce!” 

 The audience erupts in laughter. 

 “Sorry, Grimes!” Chance shouts from the back of the room. I roll my eyes and 

continue with a mostly mediocre set.  

 Women comics dread and lament the “female comic” intro, seeing it as 

marginalizing and marking them before they even take the stage. Mostly, the women I 

talked to find it both unnecessary and maddening because they believe audiences have 

certain expectations of female comics. They see a specifically female introduction as a 

kind of preempting of their sets, something that takes away from their control of their 

own material, and particularly of the audience’s willingness to receive that material 

positively. Austin comic Kerri Lendo, who intentionally writes non-gendered material, 

doesn’t want audiences to see her as woman first, comic second:  

“I feel like people have lower expectations for you if you’re a woman. They’ll 
say, at the comedy club, women aren’t funny and all that. And of course, every 
time you’re brought up at an open mike, you’re brought up as pretty or sexy or 
female. At the very least, female, if you, on an off night, have a t-shirt on. But 
usually it’s going to be sexy or something, and it’s like, not the image I want 
when I’m telling jokes … I don’t want any audience member to be thinking I’m 
going to be sexy. I want them to see me as a comic. And also, it’s just like, why? I 
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am a comic. Not a female comic. You would never say, you know, ‘Your next 
guy’s a Mexican comic!’”12 

 

 Pre-identifying female comics as such before they take the stage is a symptom of 

the larger liminal issues I’ve been discussing—not only do female comics see themselves 

as outsiders in the comedy world who must monitor and censor their own behavior, but 

comic hosts (of both sexes, but usually male) demonstrate a need further mark their 

presence by introducing them as women comics. Kerri’s anger at being introduced as 

sexy or pretty, the default adjectives associated with female comics who take the stage, 

shows that she feels as though those words create certain expectations for an audience 

that she cannot necessarily meet and moreover, is actively averse to fulfilling. The way 

she can combat these unwanted introductions is to make her needs known before she gets 

onstage, in the interpersonal sphere, by befriending comics who will come to know her 

and respect her desire not to be introduced as pretty, sexy or female.  When Kerri notes 

that comics of color—in her example, Mexican comics—are not introduced in terms of 

their race, she further illustrates the marginalization and specific othering of female 

comedians. In comedy, it is gender, rather than race or even sexual orientation, that is the 

first marker of liminality. The sense of otherness is heightened by the relative rarity of an 

audience experiencing a female comic’s act, because most shows will not feature more 

than one or two women per bill. And while this otherness can be potentially detrimental 

to a female comic’s set, particularly if that comic is making a conscious effort to 

                                                
12 Kerri Lendo, interview by Andrea Grimes, tape recording, April 2009, Cherrywood Coffee House, 
Austin TX. 



 36 

downplay her femininity, some female comics see their otherness as both a blessing and a 

curse.  

Giulia Rossi, a full-time stand-up comic and actress in New York City, frequently 

performs material about her broken marriage, overbearing family and string of deadbeat 

boyfriends, often while wearing skirts and heels on stage. For her as a woman comic, 

being the exception rather than the rule is potentially an advantage: 

“It’s annoying to be like, oh I’m the female! The token female in the show. 
[Impersonating a male host] ‘And now coming to the stage, a lady!’ However, as 
a lady, you should use it to your advantage … Look, there’s a fucking million 
white guys in hoodies doing stand up, and if you can stand out as a girl, that’s 
going to make you different. You know, like being a black Albino or a redheaded 
Asian person. It’s upsetting, but it’s also a perk at times.”13 

 
 Regardless of whether, like Kerri, comics perceive their marked femaleness as 

being mostly problematic or, like Giulia, they perceive their femaleness as being 

potentially advantageous, the female comics I interviewed believe there is certainly 

something different about female comics and the ways in which audiences, comics and 

booking agents receive and manage them. Whether audiences are anticipated to be more 

generous or more skeptical, the consensus is that women are somehow being perceived 

differently, whether that means they’re given more leeway or less. Regardless, their 

liminality is acknowledged by audiences and comics alike, and even when it’s agreed that 

this marking is needless or arbitrary, the standard remains: having more than one female 

comic on a show is rarely done. Ali Wong talks about being told flat-out that too many, 

                                                
13 Giulla Rossi, interview by Andrea Grimes, tape recording, July 2009, Telephone Bar, New York City, 
NY. 
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or too frequent, female comics performing, is not desirable to booking agents and clubs. 

She says: 

“There’s been tons of shows where they’re like, we already have a woman on the 
show. Out of thirteen comics! Just this past week, this one guy runs a show every 
single month at the New York Comedy Club, and I’ve always done really well at 
his shows. I asked could I come back next month and he’s like well, Helen Hong 
is on the show next month, and I feel weird about having both of you guys on it. 
Even though you’re actually completely different. And I was like, that’s 
ridiculous and absurd, and he’s like yeah it is.”14 

 
 I had a similar experience attempting to get booked on a show during Austin’s 

annual SXSW arts festival, where music, comedy, film and technology forums are held 

downtown alongside arts performances of all kinds. Charlie Sotelo, SXSW’s comedy 

show booker, came out to see one of my performances at the Coldtowne Theatre in 

northeast Austin to determine my fitness for being booked at the festival. After my set, 

we slipped into the lobby to talk about the upcoming show. I asked him what night the 

SXSW show would be, but he preempted my planning. 

 “Thing is, I already have a girl comic booked,” Charlie said, flipping through his 

calendar on his iPhone, “But she’s kind of flaky and I think she’s probably going to drop 

out.” 

 “So is the show fully booked?” I asked him, aiming to weasel my way on to the 

bill any way I could. 

 “No, but I’ve already got the girl spot, you know?” Charlie just didn’t have room 

for a second woman.  

                                                
14 Ali Wong, interview by Andrea Grimes, tape recording, July 2009, East Village, New York City, NY. 
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The general reluctance to book multiple female comics on a bill is further 

embodied in the responses that female comics describe getting after their sets. Oftentimes 

they describe a kind of thinly veiled surprise as they walk offstage after a good set and 

greet their fellow comics in the back of the room. If it is generally believed that female 

comics are less likely to be funny than their male counterparts, or that their sets are 

potentially alienating to the audience in some way—and the convention of booking only 

one or two women on a show speaks to this—it is no wonder that, when female comics 

do have good sets, they report the post-set congratulations given to them by male comics 

as being somewhat incredulous and even infantilizing. Heather Fink, in New York City: 

“Usually it’s surprise that you’re good. [Impersonating a male comic voice] 
‘Ohhh, you were really good!’ It almost always is that and then the question, ‘Do 
you write your own material?’ They ask me all the time. I’ll get it more often 
before they see me versus after. Why, do you think I’m only up here to be a 
talking head? People don’t realize what a crazy question that is … it’s this 
babying thing. ‘That was really good! It’s like they have low expectations.”15 

 
 But what female comics wear on stage can be as important as what they say in 

terms of delivering a killer set. Attention to wardrobe, particularly attention to feminine 

ways of dressing, like wearing skirts and high heels, was a concern for every female 

comic I interviewed. In the same way that they dislike being introduced by other comics 

as female, they also are hesitant to wear feminine clothing on stage at certain times, lest 

the audience pay more attention to the way they look than to the jokes they tell. Female 

comics express a need to manage and manipulate their own appearance on stage in 

conjunction with or in contrast to their material to ensure the best possible reception by a 
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mixed male and female audience. Often, this self-awareness of physical appearance and 

body is related to sexual identity and attractiveness, as expressed by Ruby Collins, who 

works as one of Austin’s “dirtiest” comics of either sex. She is acutely aware of how her 

appearance can affect her performance and plans her material accordingly. Before her 

shift waiting tables at a North Austin Chuy’s, Ruby told me: 

“For the most part, if you’re an attractive female on stage, other women don’t like 
you. And their dates, who may think you’re funny, can’t laugh because they know 
their girlfriend is sitting next to them. If I act more awkward and nerdy, then 
people feel comfortable, like, aw, she’s so cute, but she really is lame. We’re 
okay. We can laugh at her.  I start out self-deprecating, which I am in real life, but 
I make sure that I do that up front, because that way they’re more apt to receive 
the dirty stuff I say.”16 
 

Ruby sees her hyper-sexual, blue material as potentially sexually threatening to 

women in the crowd who attend her shows with male dates who may, in turn, be reluctant 

to laugh at Ruby’s dirty jokes for fear of acknowledging Ruby’s sexuality and reducing 

their own chances of impressing a date. Often, female comics express a desire to strike a 

balance at the right or appropriate level of attractiveness17 in relation to their material. 

For Austin comic Faye Haire, whose material is PG-clean and even mousy in comparison 

to Ruby’s bawdy on-stage personality, physical appearance and clothing are still 

important. Faye talked to me before a Cap City Comedy Club open mike: 

                                                
15 Heather Fink, interviewed by Andrea Grimes, June 2009, East Village, New York City, NY. 
16 Ruby Collins, interviewed by Andrea Grimes, April 2009, Chuy’s, Austin, TX. 
17 Interviews with Ruby Collins, Carey Moore, Theresa McAllister. 
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“I do worry about what I wear because I really have, I feel, a fashion learning 
disability … I worry that I’m going to alienate the crowd … I’m not trying to be 
the fashionable one, but I’m just trying not to hurt my act.”18 

  
Faye knows she is funny—she was a 2008 Funniest Person in Austin 

semifinalist—but she still connects a good performance and positive audience reception 

as being at related in some way to her own physical attractiveness. This complex 

negotiation of physical body, clothing and comic material centers around the body as 

something inevitable, too obviously present and disgusting or potentially dangerous: a 

grotesque body. My research shows that it is more than the experience of being 

physically other that makes the professional sphere differently negotiated for female 

comics—that physical otherness must be additionally managed in terms of actual 

appearance with relation to material that will complement or contradict it, based on a 

female comic’s judgment not only of her anticipated audience but on past experiences 

both on stage and off. 

The opinions and behaviors illustrated here in my ethnographic research 

demonstrate that female comics build and adjust their subjectivities in response to their 

lived experience of the comedy community and the ways in which that community reacts, 

responds to and manages them. What they say, do and believe is a complex result of 

many, many nights and days—indeed, years, in the cases of the comics I interviewed, all 

of whom who have been performing comedy for three or more—spent befriending 

comedians, having relationships with those comedians, and performing onstage. 

                                                
18 Faye Haire, interviewed by Andrea Grimes, April 2009, Cap City Comedy Club, Austin, TX. 
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TOWARDS AN UNDERSTANDING OF FEMALE COMEDIANS 

Female comics operate in a space of permanent liminality—whether they are on 

stage, off stage, or in the bedroom, they are never fully in any of these places, and I argue 

that in fact they are actually always already in all of them. As evidenced in my own 

experiences and in those relayed to me in interviews with female comics, there is an 

inextricable link between the female comic herself, her interactions with other comics 

and players in the comedy world, and her material. Because none of these things can 

be—or should be—understood independently of each other, we must look at the total 

experience of the female comic who lives in a world neither wholly public nor wholly 

private, where she is partly comic and partly female. She speaks and acts in terms of, in 

reference to, in response to, against. Her subjectivity is informed by previous 

experiences, which in turn influence the ways in which she believes she can, should or 

will handle the present and future both onstage and off. Because she is liminal, she is 

defined by the things she is not or cannot be or is different from, but she also self-defines 

through this continuous informing and re-forming vis-à-vis lived experience in the three 

spaces identified in this ethnography. She can be understood in terms of dialogism, a 

subjectivity at once influencing and influenced by her comedy community, continuingly 

rebuilding and resituating herself as needed according to the meanings created or 

destroyed in the process of her lived experience as a female comic who is part of a 

greater whole. Since dialogics are “another’s speech in another’s language,”19 female 

                                                
19 Bakhtin, Mikhail. Trans. Emerson, Caryl and Michael Holquist. The Dialogic Imagination (Austin,  TX: 
University of Texas Press, 1981). 
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comics certainly occupy a dialogic space, performing comedy as women in terms of the 

male default. 

To theorize these liminal female spaces in comedy, I rely on work that is 

predominantly associated with language and linguistics, either in spoken or written form, 

even though I am dealing with both the on- and off-stage spoken language and acted 

behaviors of female comedians. However, I employ Bakhtin’s concept of the dialogic in 

hopes of bridging the theoretical gap between what female comedians say and what 

female comedians do. In situating my findings in terms of a dialogic, I show that female 

comics’ speech and actions are so closely intertwined, influenced as they are by previous 

experiences, future expectations and the like, that applying a combination of traditionally 

literary, linguistic and socio-anthropological theories to their subjectivities provides the 

best possible basis for understanding the totality of the othered category “female comic.” 

Erving Goffman’s concept of “footing” centers on an ever-shifting “change of 

gears” in conversation, wherein statements made by persons involved are layered with 

different meanings that can only be understood by examining the complete context, 

including bodily orientation, social situation and tone of voice. 20 It is a rounded, 

interactive theory of both verbal and non-verbal behavior, and I use it to unpack what 

may seem like fleeting moments in female comics’ speech, but are in fact significant 

examples of moments of strategic negotiation of their subjectivities. Goffman argues that 

“any given moment [of talk] might always be part of a talk, namely, a substantive, 

naturally bounded stretch of interaction comprising all that relevantly goes on from the 
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moment two (or more) individuals open such dealings between themselves ….”21 When I 

analyze the conversations between and among female and male comics, I consider my 

ethnographic research on “all that relevantly goes on” in terms of the interpersonal, 

sexual and professional spheres as informing the meanings and nuances behind these 

moments of talk. Indeed, footing is ideal for this kind of analysis, as Goffman notes 

“there are lots of encounters so intertwined with other encounters as to weaken the claim 

of any of them to autonomy.”22 Female comics’ verbal and non-verbal behavior, and the 

implications of that behavior, are deeply rooted in their past experiences of their liminal 

subjectivities. 

In the following example involving Austin comic Carey Moore, we see how she 

positions herself in both the interpersonal and the professional sphere when talking to a 

mixed crowd of male and female comics.  

It’s the Thursday before the 2009 Funniest Person in Austin contest semifinals, 

and I’m keeping myself occupied outside The Velveeta Room in downtown Austin with a 

Camel No. 9 cigarette, killing time (and myself, slowly) with Faye Haire and Carey, who, 

along with me, have advanced to the next Funniest Person in Austin semifinal bracket. 

Lucas, a headliner who’s back in Austin after a failed attempt at “making it” in New 

York City, joins our smoky circle. 

 “Hey! You’re all in semi’s!” he exclaims. “Catfight! RAWR!” Lucas scratches the 

air with fake claws.  

                                                
20 Goffman, Erving. Forms of Talk (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1981). 130. 
21 Ibid., 130. 
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 “Yeah, but I’m not on their night,” says Carey, gesturing to Faye and me. Carey 

will be competing in the first of two semifinal brackets. “I lucked out.” Carey’s upcoming 

Monday slot means she’s performing on a night against two female comics who are new 

to the scene. “I don’t even know who I’m going up against,” she shrugs. 

 On the interpersonal level, Carey acknowledges Lucas’ positioning of her as a 

specifically female comic who belongs to a group of female comic friends, among whom 

there must be a competition separate from the larger comedy contest. She doesn’t 

contradict his characterization of the situation as a “catfight,” which Carey could have 

done if she’d chosen to note that, in fact, she was also in competition with Lucas, who 

had also made it to the FPIA semifinals. In remaining silent on his “catfight” point, Carey 

was able to avoid a potentially charged discussion with Lucas about the nature of their 

relationship, and instead keep the focus on the “catfight” of which Lucas, as a male 

comic, could not be a part. In doing so, she maintained a friendly rapport with Lucas and 

acknowledged instead her own liminality, and by extension, that of the other two female 

comedians involved in the conversation. She maintained the interpersonal status quo.  

  But Carey’s following statements—that she would, luckily, not perform on the 

same semifinal nights as either myself or Faye and that she didn’t know the female 

comics she would compete against—place her in the professional sphere wherein she 

plays up her own respected status as well-known comedian and addresses the high quality 

of the competition she saw in myself and Faye (but not Lucas). In expressing her luck at 

not having to compete alongside Faye and I, she conveyed to the entire group that all 

                                                
22 Goffman, 131. 



 45 

three of us were fierce competitors—a show of professional solidarity. But her 

nonchalance with regard to the women against whom she did see herself as competing—

“I don’t even know who I’m going up against”—indicates that she sees herself as an 

established and talented comic who need not be bothered by newcomers or unknowns, 

and by extension, that all the participants in the conversation should understand her as 

such. 

 A far more combative change of footing between asserting professional-

interpersonal solidarity and solidifying professional prowess was evident when I attended 

an open mic at the Comedy Cellar in Greenwich Village. Because of New York’s huge 

aspiring comic population, comedy clubs in the city often book open mikes several nights 

a week in the early evenings and late afternoons, charging comics a $5 fee and a one-

drink minimum to perform. Before I realized that these were comedy graveyards where 

bad jokes go to haunt the mediocre comedians who tell them, I arrived at the Comedy 

Cellar around 5:30 one evening, paid my fee, bought my Diet Coke and put my name on 

a list of twelve comics who also made up the entirety of the crowd. As a newcomer to the 

room, I was second on the list behind the host, a tall blonde woman named Lisa. 

 Lisa’s set was either too familiar to the all-comic room to be funny, or simply 

patently unamusing due to its heavy reliance on an audience sympathetic to vaguely 

racist jokes about Chinese immigrants, so she cut herself off early and opted to introduce 

me to the stage.  

 “And now, a lady who I have seen go up all over town, she is very cute and very 

funny, her name is Andrea Grimes!” 



 46 

 Unfortunately, the successful opener joke I’d been using for the first week or two 

of my stay in New York City hinged on my identity as a new-to-New York comic from 

Texas. There was no way I could tell it without calling Lisa a liar since I had not, in fact, 

gone up “all over town” due to my recent arrival, but in the moment between my 

introduction and when I stepped onstage, I had little time to adjust. So I explained to the 

audience that I was actually brand new to New York and went ahead with a bit wherein I 

demonstrate drinking too many expensive Manhattan cocktails and then puking “with a 

twang.” My set went well—I chose not to work on new jokes that might flop, but to tell 

what would, in Austin, be my best material so as to give the best impression to the comic 

crowd—to demonstrate professional prowess rather than hapless solidarity with Lisa and 

her poor performance. I left the stage to applause, but Lisa took the mike again with a 

scowl. 

 “You say you are from where?” she asked as I took my seat in the back of the 

room. 

 “Austin, Texas!” I replied. 

 “Do they teach you to be a bitch in Austin, Texas?” she said, rolling her eyes. “I 

tried to give you a nice introduction. I have been doing this five years! I work a lot in this 

club. You are lucky you were cute and funny, or I would have really been a liar.” 

 Lisa began with a show of professional solidarity in the introduction she gave me, 

much like Carey’s “I lucked out” comment with regard to her not having to compete with 

talented fellow female comics. Very often, comic hosts will introduce strangers as friends 

and pad resumes of those they bring to the stage as a means of ingratiating the upcoming 
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comic to a crowd which might otherwise be unimpressed by total honesty. In introducing 

me as an experienced New York comic who was also “funny” and “cute,” Lisa 

demonstrated not only that I was a comic to whom close attention should be paid, but that 

she had the authority to say so. Because my jokes contradicted that authority, Lisa had no 

choice but to address the dissonance between her introduction and my act if she wanted 

to retain her authoritative status. She chose to do so not by joking about the contradiction 

and our shared miscommunication, but by shifting the responsibility for it to me by 

calling me a “bitch.”  

Lisa’s “bitch” comment was not playful stage banter. Rather, it was meant as a 

strategic move that established her primacy in the room as a veteran New York comic 

who had some things to teach the newcomer about the way things were done at the 

Comedy Cellar. Moreover, her choice of the gendered insult “bitch” is significant. Lisa 

implied not only that she had the upper hand, but that as a fellow female comic, I was in 

some way not playing the game properly. In seriously calling me a bitch—something the 

vast majority of male comics would be extremely hesitant to do on stage in any but the 

most extreme circumstances—Lisa positioned herself as the “good” female comic, the 

female comic who wants everyone to get along, and me as the “bad” female comic, 

further elaborated by her assertion that she tried to give me a “nice introduction” that I, in 

turn, dismissed with my joke about being a new comic from Texas. Then, by stating that 

she was a long-time comic and one familiar with the workings of the Comedy Cellar, she 

situated herself as the more professional, experienced female comic. However, her 

closing line, that I was lucky to have been cute and funny as described, was an olive 
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branch directed not at me but at the crowd which had, as indicated by the laughter and 

applause that Lisa no doubt witnessed, enjoyed my set.23 Lisa could not end her dialogue 

with me on a chiding note, because she understood that the crowd might be put off by her 

dissatisfaction with a comic they had enjoyed. In the end, she redeemed both herself and 

me by acknowledging that I did, to some degree, fit her introduction and that she should 

continue to be a reliable host because she did, to some degree, rightly peg two of my 

attributes. 

It is not enough, however, to establish that female comics merely change their 

footing when it is advantageous for them to do so. We must question the nature of these 

perceived advantages, and examine the power relationships in play that influence and 

inform their liminal subjectivities and that cause them to change footing in the first place 

in the uniquely feminine ways shown above in this paper. Because women comics are 

liminal, speaking and acting in terms of a male default comic other, their behaviors can 

be viewed in terms of a Bakhtinian novelistic discourse wherein different kinds of 

language or ways of speaking are imbued with authoritative power. Many scholars have 

argued that feminine language is novelistic when women use the language of masculine 

authority, created sociohistorically by patriarchal societies that oppress them, to 

participate in, resist and parody that authoritative discourse. 24 Female comics achieve 

                                                
23 To this end, Goffman suggests that we take into account players other than the explicitly identified 
speaker and listener involved in a particular conversation, calling these individuals “bystanders” whose 
“presence should be considered the rule, not the exception.” (132). 
24 In the chapter “The Dilemmas of a Feminine Dialogic” in Feminism, Bakhtin and the Dialogic, Diane 
Price Herndl examines the relationship between novelistic discourse and feminine language: “The woman 
is likely to be at a loss to know whether she’s using her own language or the language ascribed to her by 
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this resistance and parody in different degrees, and their success in doing so depends 

heavily on their mastery of the negotiation of the interpersonal, sexual and professional 

spaces. Two performances by two different female comics, which in turn illustrate both 

the unsuccessful and successful negotiation of these spaces, will be instructive in 

demonstrating female comics’ use of novelistic discourse. Further, while it is not 

uncommon, in studies of humor, to situate the dialogic in terms of Bakhtin’s 

conceptualization of the carnivalesque, particularly when female comics choose, as they 

often do, to portray themselves and their bodies as grotesque, I will show that this 

approach is problematic when applied to female comics, who are the extreme “other” in 

the already marginal space of the carnival. 

Ochi’s Lounge is a basement room in New York City’s West Village, a kind of 

younger sibling to a larger club, Comix, housed upstairs. The Ochi’s open mike is one of 

the most desirable in town, drawing headliner comics who come to fool around as well as 

aspiring newcomers who benefit from the warmth of the small, intimate room.  Jessie 

Geller, a blonde comic known for her marathon drinking skills, took the stage one 

Monday night, cocktail in hand, to tell a long, meandering bit about the night she lost her 

virginity. The story came in awkward fits and starts, but after five minutes on stage, she 

managed what was supposed to be the punchline before she was ushered swiftly off by 

the host, who’d been flashing her the light for more than two minutes. 

                                                
culture … we can see that feminine language could be described as “a woman speaking man’s language, 
expressing her intentions, but in a refracted, masculine-defined way.” (7). 
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After an involved description of her vulva’s general resistance to penetration, 

Geller yelped, “I THOUGHT IT WAS SUPPOSED TO HURT!” while giggling and 

high-fiving a startled front-row audience member before heading offstage and adding, 

“Fuck you guys, that was funny.” A few stray claps came from the back of the room as 

comics and audience members alike eyed each other with second-hand embarrassment. 

Jessie’s bit was painful to listen to for all present, but it was especially painful coming 

from a female comic. Jessie had not successfully negotiated any of the liminal spaces of 

female comedy, and as a result, demonstrated how that lack of liminal mastery can 

translate into a loss of power onstage, leaving her vulnerable to the pitying eye of the 

audience and her fellow comics. 

Trey Galyon, my New York-via-Austin interlocuter, nudged me as Jessie took up 

a spot at the bar, whispering in my ear, “She’s always a train wreck.” He gave me the 

lowdown: Jessie’s presence in any room of comics was sure to be awkward because she 

had slept with a number of New York City performers, who to her dismay, did not want 

to date her seriously. (Trey’s information was backed up a few weeks later, when I talked 

to Jessie after a dive bar show at Kabin in the East Village. She advised me, “None of 

these comics know how to treat girls. Do not go there!”) Her highly sexual on-stage 

material that night at Ochi’s was seen as being doubly problematic: not only was her 

story not funny to an audience who likely had no idea of her sexual history as a comic, it 

was also viewed by the comics in the room who did know that history as sad and 

desperate.  
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Jessie’s sexual liminality had been poorly negotiated, but the strength of her jokes 

was also generally weak, calling into question her adeptness in the professional sphere. 

As a result, Jessie had very little social capital in the interpersonal sphere and remained 

an outsider in the larger comedy friend group. (Evidenced by another of my interlocutors’ 

statements at the aforementioned Kabin show. Onion staffer and stand-up comic Mike 

Drucker described her thusly: “Jessie? That blonde girl? She’s everywhere. I don’t even 

know who she is. I think she screwed Sean.”) While Jessie performed frequently, her sets 

were not impressive to the comics at large, and what was perceived as her sexual 

promiscuity prevented her from assimilating into the “boys’ club.” 

In terms of novelistic language, then, Jessie had failed to use the master’s tools 

properly. In performing comedy, wherein the default body is male and the default 

language similarly masculine-defined, Jessie attempted to participate in and express 

resistance to that language by telling a bawdy sex story characteristic of much stand-up 

comedy and then expressing hostility toward an audience which did not receive her story 

positively. She was speaking in a parodic double-voiced discourse, in the language of 

another, purely by virtue of her being a female comic performing in a male-defined 

language, that of stand-up comedy.25 Jessie’s story, in which she intended to portray 

herself as both humiliated by and ignorant of sex, is internally polemic discourse, a “self-

deprecating overblown speech that repudiates itself in advance … [it] cringes in the 

presence or the anticipation of someone else’s word, reply, objection,” in this case, the 

                                                
25 Bakhtin, Mikhail. trans. Caryl Emerson. Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics (Minneapolis, MN: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1984), 155.  
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negative reply of the audience’s disapproving silence.26 In following that silence with her 

“Fuck you guys, that was funny,” aside, Jessie unsuccessfully attempted to regain 

authority after her failure. 

Speaking of female comics’ performances, language and behavior in terms of a 

novelistic discourse illustrates the profound otherness of women in comedy. Because of 

their marginality, female comics cannot but speak in a double-voiced discourse when 

they participate in comedy, and because of that otherness, it is not taken for granted that 

they are funny—indeed the general skepticism of the larger comedy community, in 

booking limited numbers of females on shows and expressing an infantilizing surprise at 

their success speaks to this. Their use of this discourse as marginalized individuals in 

some ways refers to the historic, systemic, institutional and social oppression of women 

generally, making the experience of watching a bad female comic that much more 

painful, because she is giving voice to a reality, rather than resisting, parodying or being 

empowered in spite of that reality. When a female comic fails to draw laughter, it is a 

stark reminder to the audience that women are other, that they are oppressed and 

marginalized. However, when female comics do draw laughs, their parodic resistance to 

and appropriation of the authoritative male discourse of comedy is powerful.  

Austin comic Ruby Collins, a model-thin, beautiful woman, makes up for the lack 

of physical space she takes up on stage with her larger-than-life material about her own 

female body, and specifically, her vagina. Ruby opened her 2009 Funniest Person in 

Austin set at the Cap City Comedy Club with material about tampon use and drinking. 

                                                
26 Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics,, 196.  
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Her tone is alternately meek and stringent as she creeps up on the dirtiest parts of her 

jokes as if she’s unsure how to impart them to her audience, though the laughs garnered 

and her practiced delivery indicate she knows precisely what she is doing. 

“I read an article in the pa-PER recently … apparently it’s ALL the RAGE in 

Europe for 14, 15 year old GIRLS to soak. Their tampons. In vodka. Then wear them. 

(Whispering) It absorbs in your bloodstream and you get wasted. (long pause, then a loud 

exclamation) Fuckin’ sweet! I have three of them in right now!”  

Ruby’s grotesque bit drew an applause break (my own field notes record the joke 

as drawing an admirable 9.5 response from the crowd) and Ruby would go on to take 

second place in the FPIA contest. In contrast to Jessie Geller’s awkward, vulnerable 

performance of femininity on stage, Ruby’s performance demonstrated a mastery of the 

female comic liminality, not only of the professional sphere in her composition of a joke 

that drew applause, but of Ruby’s further success in navigating the sexual and 

interpersonal spheres. Because Ruby is so strong on stage, her sexual relationships with 

comics are not seen as being promiscuous or calculating. Presently dating a prominent 

Austin comic who has appeared on Comedy Central’s Live at Gotham, Ruby is also the 

ex-girlfriend of Jeremy Neal, a comic who, like her, has also finished second in the FPIA 

contest. Her sexuality does not hold her back, because of the respect she garners on stage 

from audiences and comics alike. No one suggests that she might be using her sexuality 

to advance her professional reputation—her material is simply too successful for that to 

be an issue. And because of Ruby’s professional strength, she is well-liked in the 
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interpersonal sphere—she can almost always be found after a show surrounded by 

friendly comics, whiskey in hand. As a result, Ruby’s performance schedule is full. 

What Ruby achieves, then, is a minimization of her liminality. Her masterful use 

of the male authoritative discourse in comedy—whether in onstage performance or 

offstage in her role as a female comic—masks that authoritative discourse and, in some 

instances, perhaps even completely appropriates that discourse through a parodic 

interpretation that situates her own language as authoritative. She is upending a comedy 

hierarchy that says female comics are not as funny as male comics, and perhaps not funny 

at all. However, acknowledging this upsetting of comedic hierarchy is not simply an 

instance of pure carnival, though there are elements of the abject and grotesque in Ruby’s 

performance.  

Ruby acknowledges her own body and sexuality while at the same time making 

the most sexual part of her body seem grotesque and unattractive (“I have three of them 

in right now!”) In Stand Up Comedy In Theory, or, Abjection in America, John Limon 

writes about the comic body as abject: “… what is stood up in stand-up comedy is 

abjection. Stand-up makes vertical (or ventral) what should be horizontal (or dorsal) … 

stand-up is a way of standing up the inevitability of return.”27 The abject body cannot be 

ignored; it demands acknowledgement. Since the unmarked stand-up comic body is male, 

the very appearance of a female body on stage commands, if not demands, attention. If 

stand-up comedians are walking, talking abjections, then female stand-up comedians are 

                                                
27 Limon, John. Stand Up Comedy In Theory, or, Abjection in America (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2000), 4-5. 
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one step beyond this in a space that is both abject and exceptional. It is a position unique 

to the female stand-up comedian: they know they are set aside, unusual or separate, but 

like male comedians, they are also unable to slough off their own bodies, which, apart 

from a stool and a microphone stand, are often the only thing on stage through which to 

tell and act out jokes. To this end, they participate in a carnival of comedy that celebrates 

the grotesque and champions the abject body as well as lampoons the social and political 

institutions that manage or oppress that body. (Who is to tell Ruby she can’t wear three 

vodka-soaked tampons? Not a society that wrings its hands with alarmist media 

concerning this use of tampons, or even the audience, who showed their appreciation for 

her Ruby’s joke with their laughter and applause.) 

If we begin from the idea that female comic language is novelistic in that it speaks 

in another, authoritative male language, and is as a result potentially carnivalesque in its 

humorous upending of hierarchy, how then do we understand the role of the female 

comic in the carnival? Given that the female comic is a liminal other in an already 

marginalized space, female comics’ subversion of the status quo is highly complicated.  

In May of 2008, I traveled to South Texas to perform comedy with Austin comic 

Carey Moore and two other male comedians at Corpus Christi’s Crystal City Comedy 

Club, the town’s sole comedy venue, housed in an ailing shopping center. It was my first 

time on a proper comedy tour, and I was excited to tell jokes as a touring comic. The 

Friday night crowd was a predominantly blue-collar military bunch comprised of a 

number of couples, guys’ nights out and a swinging bachelorette party. Jose, Crystal 

City’s owner and house comic, hosted the show. Just before bringing me on stage, he 
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squeezed in a closing bit about the tribulations of marriage. Detailing the many ways his 

wife prevented him from having the good time he felt he was entitled to—monitoring his 

relationships with women on Facebook with and constantly calling him whenever he 

wasn’t home at an appropriate hour, Jose inquired of the crowd as to whether they might 

be able to identify with what he was saying. 

“Who’s married to a BITCH?” he growled to thunderous applause as soon as he 

finished the question. Jose didn’t even get a chance to finish the rest of the bit, as the 

laughter at his question was too loud and too long, making it impossible for him to finish 

his set in the ten minutes he had allotted himself. When the laughter died down, he 

thanked the audience and began my introduction. 

“Now, a female comic for you guys—Andrea Grimes!” 

I took the stage in front of a crowd I had just witnessed laugh hysterically at a 

joke that involved calling a woman a bitch. I hoped some gender-neutral material about 

booze and cigarettes might help them forget that a potential bitch was now on stage, but 

to no avail. I bombed. 

 Jose’s material assailing the institution of marriage certainly fits within the 

concept of the carnivalesque, where there is a “temporary suspension, both ideal and real, 

of hierarchical rank … a special type of communication impossible in everyday life.”28 

Carnival laughter implicates the total society, “a laughter of all the people,” and “is 

directed at all and everyone,” as well as being “mocking, deriding”; Carnival “asserts and 

                                                
28 Bakhtin, Mikhail. trans. Helene Iswolsky Rabelais and His World (Boston: Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology 1968), 11. 
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denies, buries and revives.” 29 In this Corpus Christi example, the comedy club was a 

space in which Jose could express his frustrations with the sacred institution of marriage 

without, presumably, being subject to the real social consequences he might suffer were 

he to bring these complaints up in a non-carnivalesque, everyday, discussion with his 

wife. Carnival is a space for otherness, where hegemonic practices can be questioned and 

mocked by those subject to them. But while the carnival of the Crystal City club allowed 

Jose to air his marital dissatisfaction, because of the nature Jose’s material that preceded 

my set, my own femaleness marked me as holding a position of a more extreme 

marginality, a comic subject both a victim of oppression participating in carnival but also 

a woman who could, potentially, be a “bitch” in the way she might treat her husband. 

Rather than being accepted into the carnival fold as a full participant (as a marginal 

subject with the authority to command laughter), female comics are often further 

liminalized within the already othered space of carnival, either through “female comic” 

introductions or, in this example, as the butts of carnivalesque jokes that implicate them. 

As such, their participation in the carnivalesque is fraught with contradictions. 

 Mary Russo writes of the female role in the carnival as being a kind of “double 

jeopardy,” arguing that the carnival is “a clear case of sanctioned play for men, while it is 

something always risking self-contempt for women to put on ‘the feminine’.”30 Because 

femaleness is held as other in comedy, and because that otherness must be addressed both 

                                                
29 Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World,, 11-12. 
30 Russo, Mary “Female Grotesques: Carnival and Theory.” Writing on the Body: Female Embodiment and 
Feminist Theory ed. Conboy, Katie, Nadia Medina and Sarah Stanbury (New York: Columbia University 
Press 1997), 319-321. 



 58 

by female comics in their liminal spaces and by their fellow male comedians, their 

presence at the carnival is suspect. If female comics are already made a spectacle of, then, 

“in what sense can women really produce or make spectacles out of themselves” in the 

carnival?31 This speaks to the larger question of female comics’ novelistic discourse. 

While they may speak in or use an authoritative male language to resist, mock or simply 

participate, does the necessity of their using that language mean they cannot really 

transgress? 

 I argue that, because of the nature of the way stand-up comedy is practiced in 

contemporary life, female comics cannot be truly transgressive. Their profound 

awareness of their own otherness and the lengths to which they go to negotiate the 

interpersonal, sexual and professional spaces as specifically female comics, prevents 

either their presence or their performances from truly upsetting the comedy hierarchy. 

This puts me in a position to disagree deeply with what is, presently, the only existing 

academic text on women in stand-up comedy, Joanne Gilbert’s Performing Marginality.  

Gilbert focuses exclusively on exploring what I’ve called the professional space 

occupied by female comedians, literally as stage performers and figuratively as 

subversive cultural critics charging the patriarchy a $20 cover and a two-drink minimum 

for the pleasure of getting lampooned.32 Gilbert posits that women’s humor, and the 

female comic experience is, in fact, simply part of an older, established tradition of 

marginal humor in general, linking female comedians particularly with their black and 
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32 Gilbert, Joanne. Performing Marginality (Detroit, MI: Wayne State University Press, 2004). 



 59 

Jewish peers who also speak against cultural hegemony. In performing their marginality, 

Gilbert argues that women are more empowered than not—rhetorically, economically, 

politically—even if they use self-deprecating or stereotypical humor. 

What Gilbert does not take into account is the micro- and macrocosmic world of 

comedy I’ve studied in my ethnographic research--the club, the open mike, the after 

party. Women cannot simply be performing a marginality common to all comics (or even 

to other marginalized groups, like black comics or Latino comics) when, as a sex, they 

are such a significantly othered minority in the business of comedy. Whereas the female 

comic on stage may have the opportunity to lampoon patriarchy, sexism and misogyny, 

the female comic offstage is a woman who, at any given moment, may have none or only 

two or three female comic companions in her crowd. Men, on the other hand, see faces 

and bodies that look just like theirs, everywhere they look in the club. Women are not 

merely a minority—they are a significant, noticeable and limited commodity in the 

comedy scene. Clubs only book one or two female comics on a show, otherwise it 

becomes a “women’s” show, and it’s possible men won’t show up to laugh. Comics 

spend much of their free time together, and as a result, they end up having sex with each 

other. But when there’s one woman for every ten guys, every interaction and friendship 

becomes charged with sexual and professional implications. This being the case, through 

my own research, I find that women are not empowered in a way that allows them to act 

truly transgressively, because although what they have to give (jokes, friendship or sex) 

comes from a marginal, minority source, the distribution thereof is ultimately managed 

by the male majority. Women can be more easily ostracized and disempowered than men 
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in comedy--sexually (male comics agree that a female comic is a slut, therefore she is), 

professionally (male comics agree that a female comic isn’t funny—or “too female”, 

therefore she is not to be booked) or personally (male comics agree that she is not “one of 

the guys,” and therefore will not be invited to the after-show, which means she will get 

less stage time).  

Michel Foucault’s work on the subject and power further informs my argument, 

and when taken with Goffman’s concept of footing, helps to demonstrate the ways in 

which what may be perceived as empowered actions on behalf of female comedians are, 

in fact, nuanced instances of resistance that do not ultimately succeed in challenging the 

existing hierarchy in stand-up comedy that places the male comic on top. For Foucault, 

“the exercise of power is not simply a relationship between partners, individual or 

collective; it is a way in which certain actions modify others.”33 Because the language 

and behaviors of female comics—the totality of their actions—are shifted and negotiated 

by those comics in order to give them the best possible advantage in a male space, these 

changes of footing do the work of a kind of resistance to power through the management 

of their lack thereof, rather than an upsetting the comedy power structure fundamentally. 

Foucault suggests we look for “a new economy of power relations” that takes “the forms 

of resistance against different forms of power as a starting point.”34 Foucault, Goffman 

and Bakhtin all privilege the totality of a situation, its past, present and future 
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characteristics, over the strict analyzation of limited instances, and it is this view I take 

when I ask after when and how female stand-up comics do comedy.  

To be sure, power relationships are heavily in play when female comics negotiate 

the liminal spaces to which they have been relegated. Foucault identifies two elements, 

“which are each indispensable,” if a relationship is really about power: “that ‘the other’ 

(the one over whom power is exercised) be thoroughly recognized and maintained to the 

very end as a person who acts; and that, faced with a relationship of power, a whole field 

of responses, reactions, results and possible inventions may open up.”35 Because of all of 

the ways female comics are “recognized and maintained”—introductions of “female 

comic,” accusations of promiscuity, persistent exclusion from the “boys’ club” circle by 

virtue of gender—female comics work within the available liminal space of comedy, 

rather than outside it, to achieve success. Their changes of footing, their “actions upon 

actions,” are what allow them to remain players in the comedy world.36 While all the 

comics I interviewed expressed frustration at their liminality, none expressed a desire to 

create some kind of entirely separate space in which they would be considered full 

participants.37 Rather, they saw working within their liminality, through changes in 

footing, as a more advantageous move. They may be uniquely marginal, but female 

                                                
35 Foucault, Michel. 789. 
36 Ibid., 789. 
37 All-female comedy shows like Cap City Comedy Club’s monthly “Chick Schtick” do exist, but they are 
booked as special cases, as exceptions to the comedy rule. They are not intended to provide an alternative 
form of comedy or an alternate comedy space, rather, they are often seen by female comics as pandering 
and further marginalizing—a guise under which clubs and bookers profit off of marginalized comics who 
cannot succeed in the larger comedy world. 
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stand-up comics are not powerless. Rather, they choose a resistance-via-negotiation of 

the male-defined comedy world that situates them as other.  

The purpose of this paper has been, first and foremost, to answer a question: What 

happens when women do stand-up comedy? My answer has been threefold: first, I 

demonstrated through ethnography that female comedians occupy a permanently liminal 

space in the stand-up comedy world, further broken down into the interpersonal, sexual 

and professional spheres. Second, that because of their liminal status, female comics 

adjust their speech and behavior both on and offstage in hopes of minimalizing that 

marginality and succeeding in the world of stand-up comedy. Last, that their changes of 

footing and minimalization of marginality directly address the male-dominated power 

structure that dominates stand-up comedy and is embodied in a resistance-via-

negotiation. The unique feminine power of female stand-up comics lies in their deep 

understanding of their own marginality, and the creative ways in which they work within 

their own otherness. 
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