
Introduction
A Joke to the Eye

I was a Negro for twenty-three years; I had to give that shit up.  
No room for advancement.

Richard Pryor, Pryor Convictions, and Other Life Sentences

In Richard Pryor’s infamous 1967 “flameout,” he walked offstage at a Las 
Vegas nightclub and initiated a transformation that reshaped his con-
sciousness and identity. The shift he notes above reveals his dissatisfac-
tion with his initial attempts at comedy, as a “Negro,” a term used in this 
context as an African American who uses colorless, apolitical comedy to 
achieve financial success. Despite his upbringing in Peoria, Illinois, about 
which he eventually spun tales of going to brothels and his father dy-
ing “fucking,” Pryor started out by structuring his comedy after that of 
Bill Cosby. Cosby, who would go on to become one of the most influen-
tial figures in the last two decades of the twentieth century, had already 
cemented his reputation as an apolitical comic by the end of the 1960s 
with six consecutive Grammys for his comedy albums and his costarring 
role in the television show I Spy. Pryor’s respect for Cosby moved be-
yond comic material. After witnessing Cosby perform, Pryor concedes in 
his autobiography, Pryor Convictions, and Other Life Sentences, “I decided 
that’s who I was going to be from then on. Bill Cosby. Richard Cosby” 
(72). Pryor initially adopted Cosby’s routine because of the promotion 
of middle-class values that appealed to audiences by minimizing racial 
and class difference. When Pryor emerged from his self-imposed exile, 
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however, he returned with a style that revolutionized the comic, racial, 
and political landscape.
 Pryor’s style featured the revelation of the underground tradition of 
African American humor. Beneath mainstream African American hu-
mor, from Bert Williams’s own literal performance in blackface to Amos 
’n’ Andy’s metaphorical representations, an uncensored African Ameri-
can comedic tradition was evolving in front of predominantly African 
American audiences in the nightclubs that became known as the Chitlin’ 
Circuit. There, artists removed their masks to reveal the specific pain, 
fear, and frustration other African Americans found familiar. There, Af-
rican American artists constructed responses to racist attack by expos-
ing white folly, highlighting American hypocrisy, and celebrating Afri-
can American difference. When Pryor definitively ripped off the mask 
of African American humor in front of white audiences, he exposed a 
tradition that was willing to openly confront whites. His contribution 
came in the transformation of despair and self-destruction into comic 
observations on the human condition. Part of Pryor’s significance to this 
study is his inclusion of a broad range of emotions that move his comic 
routines beyond entertainment.
 Pryor’s inclusion of the rage that permeated African American expres-
sions from music to literature to political ideology rejected attempts to 
render his comedy easily consumable or appropriated by his white audi-
ences. White audiences ceased to be passive, uncritical spectators; rather, 
they were forced to confront the continued legacy of racial oppression 
that was the subtext of Pryor’s riffs on the police or the differences be-
tween blacks and whites. Pryor’s volatile mixture of humor and ideology, 
of rage and history, and of politics and pathos is at the core of what I 
refer to in this book as comic rage.
 I define comic rage as an African American cultural expression that 
utilizes oral tradition to simultaneously convey humor and militancy. 
In this vernacular, stereotypes about African Americans (Aunt Jemi-
mas, Bad Niggers) and methods of perpetuating those stereotypes are 
exploded and interrogated to reveal hypocrisies in the construction of 
American identity, history, and culture. Comic rage centralizes African 
American experience and, fueled by militant rage, uses a comic lens to 
examine the complexities and inconsistencies in the American national 
narrative. Pryor’s discussion of differences between blacks and whites, 
then, rejected the historical promotion of whiteness as normal, “cool,” 
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or desirable. Pryor’s routine becomes significant because assumptions 
about whiteness, in addition to fostering black self-hatred, have had sig-
nificant ramifications across the American legal, political, and cultural 
spectrum.
 At a time when voices of African American rage are considered divi-
sive and African American humor is mistaken as a sign of racial progress, 
comic rage is a vital source of cultural expression that actively reveals 
the perpetuation of white supremacist hegemony through its mixture 
of tones and inversion of traditional discourse. The works in this study 
share a comic vision that realigns the discourse on race through an un-
equivocal frustration at stereotypical ideas about African Americans—as 
well as at some African American responses to stereotypes, which are 
equally limiting. Most often, the changes we see are intimately con-
nected with the historical moment, becoming more assertive as black 
cultural production reflected a more militant response to white oppres-
sion. Creative responses became increasingly couched in the language 
and tradition of African American folk culture. Because the key ingredi-
ents are humor and rage, the gulf—in terms of tradition, evolution, and 
expression—can seem too contrasting. Yet comic rage regularly appeared 
in post–World War II moments, as African Americans began to challenge 
overtly the impact of white supremacist hegemony in the United States.
 What results is an important African American art form similar to jazz 
and blues, namely the merging of African American comedic tradition 
with African American militant political thought manifested through 
activism and literature. African American humor acts as a site where 
blacks resist nihilistic threat, while African American political thought 
and activism constructively channel African American rage at white su-
premacist assault. By fusing the two, primarily through the use of Afri-
can American vernacular tradition, comic rage re-visions constructions 
of blackness by challenging previous perceptions and exploring the com-
plexities and contradictions of race on both sides of the color line. More-
over, the boldness with which comic rage is expressed often results in 
its defiant presence in mainstream American culture. According to Siva 
Vaidhyanathan in “Now’s the Time: The Richard Pryor Phenomenon and 
the Triumph of Black Culture,” “Pryor showed the same African Ameri-
can experiential groundings, regardless of his audience. He spoofed mis-
guided liberals as well as dangerous rednecks, even though his audience 
was often filled with white liberals. Pryor riddled all authority figures 
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with the full arsenal of his comic tools: parody, tricksterism, hyperbole, 
double-edged vernacular, and rapid-fire revelations of hypocrisy” (42). In 
the same vein, Pryor’s characterizations of various figures in the African 
American community, specifically the black underclass, stood in contrast 
to efforts by many African Americans to promote only a middle-class im-
age in order to indict racist oppression. Works of comic rage like Pryor’s 
produce material that confronts both whites and blacks.
 The works that populate this book, then, explode the race-relations 
dichotomy of white subject and black object. In doing so, works of 
comic rage act in the tradition of Julia Kristeva’s “abjections.” In Powers 
of Horror, Kristeva points out that the abject sits alongside traditional 
ideas of being: “It lies there, quite close, but it cannot be assimilated. 
It beseeches, worries, and fascinates desire, which, nevertheless, does 
not let itself be seduced” (1). I extend Kristeva’s discussion of being to 
include traditional narratives and discourse, particularly as they re-
late to race and to how they are manifested in literature and ideology. 
While the abject stands “detached and autonomous,” it does, accord-
ing to Kristeva, share “one quality of the object—that of being opposed  
to I” (1). In this book, the “I” represents mainstream (white) narratives 
that African Americans—through art and literature, protest and behav-
ior—resist. Although works of comic rage, emerging and pulling from 
African American cultural tradition, share the tradition’s resistance ef-
forts, they reject the object’s inevitable status of being “ceaselessly and 
infinitely homologous to [the I]” (2). So, works of comic rage might reject 
the respectability politics of the black bourgeoisie by depicting images 
of African American life that run the risk of confirming stereotypes of 
blackness and, in the same moment, ridicule whites for allowing those 
images to sit at the center of the mainstream’s enactment of policy, back-
lashes against black progress, and reinforcement of racist hierarchies.

Thunder and Lightning: The Roots of Comic Rage

According to Mel Watkins in On the Real Side, “Reports of white Ameri-
cans’ astonishment at the uninhibited display and heartiness of blacks’ 
‘cackling laughter’ can be found throughout early American writings” 
(16). Beginning in the nineteenth century, white fascination with African 
American humor would prompt an appropriation of that humor, specifi-
cally through the blackface minstrel tradition. Humor became one of the 


