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Exercise 4-4: American Humor: A Medium Copyedit
The Liberation of American Humor
Among my favourites in the galaxy of American humorists are the icon-smashing, potty mouth, stand-up comic, who assaults cultural orthodoxies and speaks, no, swears, truth to power. Lenny Bruce, ranked number three (after Richard Pryor and George Carlin) on Rolling Stone Magazine’s 2017 list of 50 best standups of all-time improvised comedy routines on politics, religion and sex were so peppered with vulgarities that he along with his night club hosts was repeatedly arrested for obscenity. Bruce’s transgressive humor caused England, Australia, as well as several US cities to declare him personal non grata, his unmuzzled performances prompted television executives to ban him. Undercover police began surveilling his comedy club act in New York in 1964, and charged him with obscenity after a particularly blue monologue at the Cafe au Go Go. The widely-publicized 1964 trial that followed was regarded as a landmark case for freedom of speech in the United States. Despite testimony and petitions on his behalf by artists, writers, and educators including Woody Allen, Bob Dylan, Jules Feiffer, Norman Mailer, Alan Ginsberg, William Styron, James Baldwin, and sociologist Herbert Gans, Bruce was convicted.
But so-called “dirty words” was not the real issue, censorship of unpopular opinions, forcefully expressed, was. Bruce prepared the way for an era of radical social and political opposition to “the Establishment” in the form of black (and sometimes blue) humor. CBS’s Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour—a typical comedy-variety television show launched in 1967, pushed the boundaries of permissible network satire and hosted countercultural musical guests such as Buffalo Springfield, The Who, and folksinger/activist Pete Seeger (blacklisted on commercial TV since 1950, who’s controversial sixth verse of Waist Deep in the Big Muddy insinuated criticism of President Lyndon Johnson’s Viet Nam war policy and resulted in a redaction of the entire performance from the season two premier. Due to persistent conflicts with network censors over such political and social content, the Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour was abruptly cancelled in 1969 despite its popularity with younger audiences. [Older viewers preferred NBC’s opposite show, the western saga Bonanza.]

George Carlin, a disciple of Lenny Bruce, aired darkly comic remarks on the English language, psychology, religion, and various “taboo” subjects. He often satirized contemporary US politics and the excesses of American culture. A riff on his famous “Seven Words You Can Never Say on Television” routine of the early 1970s, later formed the basis of the 1978 U.S. Supreme Court case F.C.C. v. Pacifica Foundation which affirmed the government’s power to regulate indecent material on the public airways. (Obscene content is not protected under the 1st amendment, some indecent or profane content, which does not meet all three criterions for obscenity, may in some cases be protected but is regulated. This case resulted in the F.C.C. guideline prohibiting such content on the public airways between 6 a.m. and 10 p.m. when children are likely to be in the audience). But Carlin’s “dirty words” routine too actually concerned not a list of proscribed words but the issue of censorship itself. 
In the same tradition of transgressive humor Bill Maher sparked controversy with his deliberately provocative remarks on Politically Incorrect. ABC canceled the show shortly after Maher’s “politically incorrect” comments about the 9/11 attackers prompted outraged sponsors to withdrew their support. The program was later revived as Real Time with Bill Maher on cable TV’s HBO network where its host can take jabs at conventional pieties with greater impunity. John Stewart’s Daily Show, Steven Colbert’s Colbert Report, and other edgy comedy acts testing the limits of political and social humor, all have likewise found audiences on cable networks, which as subscription based broadcasters answer primarily to their self-selected customers not to the Federal Communications Commission that regulates the public airways more strictly. Succeeding David Letterman as the host of CBS’s The Tonight Show, Colbert now evinces or perhaps feigns unease at broadcast TV’s constraints on his free-range jokes. Is he poking the CBS censor in the eye or is he really on a five-second delay. Ultimately the liberation of American humor may depend on the internet, that wild west of unfettered and sometimes horrifying self expression. 
