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ABSTRACT
RHETORIC WITH HUMOR:
AN ANALYSIS OF HISPANIC/LATINO COMEDIANS’ USES OF HUMOR

by George Pacheco, Jr.

August 2008

Hispanic/Latino comedians’ use of humor as argument is a rich environment to
study. The relationship between the comedian (as the joke teller) and the audience (as the
receivers of the joke) creates an environment where many topical boundaries fall, and the
comedian is free to express him/herself without fear of persecution or ridicule. More
specifically, this setting allows the comedian to use the platform as joke teller to
communicate arguments to the audience through humor. Comedians who use humor
rhetorically often communicate arguments about well-known stereotypes freely because
audiences attend shows expecting to laugh.

Using Kenneth Burke’s (1959) perspective by incongruity as a lenses, this study
analyzes the strategies and meanings in the arguments made through humor created by
George Lopez and Carlos Mencia from a rhetorical perspective. The primary goal is to
create a method that communication scholars are able to apply not only to
Hispanic/Latino comedians, but to the overall use of humorous messages with arguments.
By establishing the importance of understanding messages created in a communicative
setting where humor is expected, Lopez’ and Mencia’s strategies become clearer. In this
case, this method revealed how Lopez and Mencia made strategic arguments through
enthymemes and incongruity humor and how those uses of humor affect the stereotypical

identities of the Hispanic/Latino population. The results of this study will be used to
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examine potential rhetorical strengths of using humor not only for Lopez and Mencia, but

also for humor users in general.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Statement of the Problem

Humor use in American society is so prevalent that it has a presence in almost
every aspect. Fry (1994) argued, “no person or group of persons has been found to be
without a sense of humor, except on a temporary basis because of some dire personal or
national tragedy” (p. 11). Because humor does play such a wide role in human existence,
it is difficult to pinpoint one area where humor is most useful. “Humor is an inherently
mysterious and interesting phenomenon which pervades human life” (Veatch, 1998, p.
161). This ever-existing presence of humor in our society has lead researchers to
examine humor and its power in a number of fields.

Early researchers revealed that humor could be an effective tool for persuading
others (Goffman, 1967). Because humor in messages makes things more memorable and
appealing humor has been found in everything from advertising to classrooms.
Advertisers regularly use humor in their attempts to persuade audiences to choose their
products. “First, advertisers know that if they can get you to laugh with them, you will
like them better. And if you like them better you are more open to their ideas. But
there’s another reason for using humor that advertisers love: humor makes messages
memorable”™ (Danbom, 2005, p. 669). By creating the memorable experience, humor
users expect their audiences to gain more from the messages that are being generated.

Corporate trainers have adopted the use of humor in their sessions. By using

humor, trainers are better able to maintain their audience’s attention, and help them to



understand the subject matter more clearly. “During formal training on HIV/AIDS,
instructors are encouraged to use humor whenever possible” (Dziegielewski, Jacinto,
Laudadio, Legg-Rodriguez, 2004, p. 75). Teachers also find humor helpful. “In an
educational setting, the use of humor is a strategy that educators can use in facilitating
and enhancing the learning process” (Dziegielewski, Jacinto, Laudadio, Legg-Rodriguez,
2004, p. 77). Humor use in classrooms has also been linked to students’ success.
Research shows that teachers who use humor in the classroom help students retain more
information, and humor helps students and teachers build stronger relationships
(Korobkin, 1988). These stronger relationships that are created make the classroom
environment more controllable and fertile for learning. “Studies have reported that
humor is effective in the college classroom to promote comprehension, create a positive
environment, encourage student involvement, hold students’ attention, foster cognitive
development, and manage desirable behavior” (Punyanunt, 2000, p. 32). These benefits
of humor not only work for the teachers, they work for the students who must retain and
be able to recall and explain the information presented in the classroom setting.
Research on health-related stresses and heart conditions shows that the use of
humor has positive effects on patients. “Humor is good for your heart and circulatory
system. Twenty seconds of laughter gives the heart the same workout as three minutes of
strenuous exercise” (Danbom, 2005, p. 669). These types of real life applications make
the study of humor and communication a vital key to better understanding its powerful
presence on our society. By examining the many socially established uses of humor,
researchers can further develop a better understanding of how humor works, and why it

has such a firm grasp on so many aspects of the communication process.
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Humor has also been linked to its ability to create and strengthen communicative
messages. Booth-Butterfield and Booth-Butterfield (1991) argued that, “humor is
typically perceived as a positive communication attribute, one that generates support,
approval and goal attainment” (p. 206). Communicators who use humor do so to
maintain audiences’ attention and present their messages to the audience in a more
memorable way. This use of humor seems unintentional to audience members, “yet the
invocation of humor is so commonplace among public speakers that the study of how
humor works and what it works for is enlightening for those who wish to know why it is
used so much” (Meyer, 1990, p. 76). These kinds of studies not only offer the message
creator a clearer understanding of how the messages work, but how to make them work
even better. The presence of humor in a message is shown to increase the value of the
message, researching and understanding why this is true allows others to create more
effective messages using humor.

By using humor, communicators are able to develop arguments and relay them to
audiences without leaving the audience feeling attacked or offended. Humor’s usefulness
carries over into persuasive acts. Communicators are looking to create messages to
persuade audiences through humor, as in one well-known instance “the theories of humor
suggest ways in which Reagan could and did use humor as an effective rhetorical appeal,
while at the same time entertaining or ingratiating his audience” (Meyer, 1990, p. 76).
Humor is communicating; therefore it can be used to make arguments. Because research
shows humor to be so commonplace in our communication in various fields and

environments, humor’s effectiveness as an argument creator are endless.



“Humor is part of every person from birth” (Ojha, 2003, p. 166). Despite this
unlimited presence, theorists find it difficult to embrace one overall theory of humor.
“There is no theory of humor that explains everything and that does not have serious
deficiencies. Yet each theory does have something to contribute to our understanding of
this all-pervasive, mysteriously enigmatic phenomenon” (Berger, 1987, p. 6). When
theorizing about humor, scholars are forced to recognize the complexity and variety of
humor and develop an understanding of how humor is applied to theory. “Trying to
support a comprehensive theory of humor is difficult because it can be found in such a
wide variety of settings” (O’ Donnell, 2003, p. 3). Humor’s ability to immerse itself into
so many facets of society has led researchers to examine humor as a serious form of
research. Morreall (1983) argued that humor could be a physiological response to things
like tickling, nervousness, and even fear.

There may be no boundaries when a joke teller uses humor. Carlos Mencia
explained this dilemma by arguing that comedians can’t see a tragedy like other people
can. While most people see the tragedy, and feel the tragedy, because it’s their job
comedians have to look for the joke within the tragedy. This critical outlook on social
situations makes the comic a social critic of sorts. “In taking the people’s view, the
comedian sometimes challenges the accepted values in society and, therefore, within the
talk in stand-up comedy, there often exists an element of ridiculing, moral, social, and
political conventions” (Tsang & Wong, 2004, p. 771). Creating a situation this open to
critical views allows the comedian to address social issues that may be un-addressable in
any other situation. By making critical jokes, the comedian is communicating to the

audience a specific, intentional message.
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The relationship between the joke teller and audience can be fragile because the
joke tellers bear the burden of making the audience laugh. This relationship consists of
the reciprocation of a message that has been sent (by the joke teller) and a message that
has been received (by the audience). The audience’s laughter signals to the joke teller
that the message has been received thus the humor message was communicated. “This
receiver-centered nature of humor, focusing on the intended effect of a message on the
hearers, suggests that a rhetorical perspective on humor will lead to insights into how
humor influences audiences” (Meyer, 2000, p. 311). This communication process reveals
an understanding between the joke teller and the audience about the subject matter.

When the jokes told deal with a cultural stereotype, the audience’s laughter signals an
understanding of the stereotype’s influence or presence in society. An enthymematic
response is created through the audience’s frame of reference. The audience gets the joke
because of a personal experience or through knowledge gained about the stereotype and
laugh because of the incongruities that exist. Members of the audience understand the
incongruence and find the humor because they have personal experiences that allow them
to laugh at the joke that is being made. People typically do not laugh at jokes that are not
understood. By laughing at a racial joke it becomes clear that the audience recognizes the
stereotype used and acknowledges the common socially imposed identity society has of
that ethnic group. “Such social properties make humor a natural focus for
communication study” (Meyer, 2000, p. 311).

Jokes may transcend or even oppose social norms for conversation topics or
expressing social norms. At times these taboo topics, while considered unacceptable by a

politically correct society, can safely be relayed to an audience in the form of a joke. As



part of his stand-up routine, Hispanic/Latino comedian Carlos Mencia refers to a time he
was walking through a shopping mall and an Anglo male confronted him with “Hey, I
locked my keys in my car; you’re a Mexican, you can get them out for me can’t you?”
Of course, the punch line to this joke was that Carlos agreed to being able to get the keys
out, walked over to the car and broke the window out, telling the guy, “Okay, go ahead,
get your keys.” Another Hispanic/Latino comedian, Joe the One-Armed Mexican, recalls
several experiences where non-Spanish speaking Anglos attempt to communicate with
him in Spanish by adding an “0” to the end of words like, “Do youo speako
englisho?”’[sic] or, “Howo mucho foro thato caro?”’[sic]; the punch line being “lo cano
speako Englisho” [sic]. Stories and situations like these are not uncommon in comedic
performances. Many comedians use a humorous story as a communication device for
sending specific messages to an audience. Because these messages come in the form of
humor, they can enter various situations in a non-confrontational way.

While the overarching goal of a comedian is to make the audience laugh, another
motive is to persuade or influence the audience’s perceptions about the topics that are
discussed. For many Hispanic/Latino comedians these humorous reactions may be a
defense mechanism. Using humor to cope with the offensiveness of the stereotypes
shields the comedian from his or her true feelings toward the stereotypes. For other
comedians, humor may be an outlet for avoiding the aggressive behavior that could result
from having the stereotypes imposed on them. Imposing images and preconceived
notions on a person based on society’s stereotyped images creates stress for the person,
and humor is a way of alleviating that stress, and the use of humor is a method for coping

with negative stereotypes in an effort to take away any power the stereotypes may have.
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Using the stage to present rhetorical messages to audiences allows the comedians to reach
a large number of people, and attempt to influence perception with less fear of offending
them. Communicators outside the comedic setting who attempt to carry out these types
of message risk alienating their audiences because discussing offensive or taboo topics
away from the comedic setting is often considered socially unacceptable.

Comedians actually must take humor seriously. “No doubt humor is a serious
subject for a comedian because that’s how he or she earns his or her living. It’s a serious
subject for others because it is an element of most human communications” (Palmer,
1994, p. 1). The seriousness humor has for comedians often allows them to strategically
create the messages used. By managing the messages and uses of arguments comedians
are able to control the flow of communication. Some have noted that “humor is
simultaneously a form of social control that allows a society to regress and a form of
cultural release that allows a society to aggress” (Shultz & Germeroth, 1998, p. 230). An
attack on stereotypes is made possible by comedians making light of the stereotypes and
encouraging audiences to laugh at the stereotypes without fear of repercussion. By
approaching even the most taboo of stereotypes, comedians create messages with
arguments for their audiences that make it okay to laugh. “Humor is a force that respects
nobody; nothing is too revered, too holy to be ridiculed, and nothing is out of boundaries
as far as humorists are concerned” (Berger, 1993, p. 156). This willingness of people to
tolerate communicated offensive messages in the form of a joke attends to O’Donnell’s
(2003) argument that “people always seem ready to attend to humorous messages, no

matter how horrible the circumstances” (p. 1).



The idea that joke tellers and audiences alike are ready to make light of cultural
stereotypes represents a perceived awareness of those stereotypes. Audiences are ready
to laugh at the stereotype because of the incongruities that exist in the stereotypes. Their
enthymematic responses are possible because of their understanding. A joke that
Hispanic/Latinos don’t own car manuals because they all know a guy named Manuel
sparks laughter in the audience because of its incongruities. A car “manual” as we know
it is a book offering the owner information about basic maintenance for that car. The
assumption that Hispanic/Latinos all know someone named “Manuel” and that “Manuel”
can fix cars creates an incongruity because of the pun associated with it. Such messages
are an important part of creating an argument because they take on their own rhetorical
significance for both the senders and the receivers. In a society invested with a fear of
political correctness, joke tellers and their audiences operate without caution over
offensive stereotypical depictions of ethnicity, sexuality, or any other socially sensitive
topics. Such readiness signifies that humor has such a powerful presence on our society
that it “must serve some sort of crucial function” (O’Donnell, 2003, p. 1). What s it
about humor that removes the social stigma associated with racially charged messages?
Why are society’s politically correct standards sidelined for comedic performances?
What power does humor possess that alleviates these otherwise unacceptable stereotypes?
In answering this, it is vital to uncover what role humor serves in these communicated
messages.

Of particular importance to this examination of humor as an argument will be
Hispanic/Latino comedians. The U. S. Census Bureau estimated 42, 687, 224 people of

Hispanic/Latino descent lived in the United States as of 2006, making the



Hispanic/Latino population the largest minority group in the country. Despite the
influence of such a large population of people, Hispanic/Latinos continue to be
perpetuated in the media as drug dealers, maids, and even migrant farm workers. With
such a large population of people, it is inconceivable to assume that the entire population
can be represented by so few negative stereotypes. Hispanic/Latino comedians are not
new phenomena; comedians like Desi Arnaz, Freddie Prinze, Cheech Marin, and Paul
Rodriguez have entertained audiences for years. However, today there are only two
comedians, Carlos Mencia and George Lopez, that have reached into the highest levels of
commercial success by having their own cable network television shows, a feat only
reached by Desi Arnaz and Freddie Prince more than 30 years ago.

The styles these two comedians use are very different. Each creates a world for
their audiences that centers on stereotypical issues that Hispanic/Latinos face, doing so in
ways that not only challenge the stereotypes presented, but in many ways arguing to
deflate those stereotypes in order to form a more positive identity for Hispanic/Latino
people. Through their mainstream presence, Lopez and Mencia have elicited audience
responses that vary from hearty laughter to anger to resentment and they continue to raise
vital questions and arguments against the stereotypical issues they are dealing with. As
an audience member, and a Hispanic/Latino, when I first heard George Lopez refer to a
trip he and his family made to a baseball game during his youth, where he joked that
“everyone had to ride in the same car,” [ began to question what effects those types of
jokes might actually have on stereotypes, and what it was about the use of humor that
alleviated the offensiveness that accompanies stereotypes. I can remember countless

times I’d heard such a joke or attack on Hispanic/Latinos and recalled stories passed
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down to me from family members that said, “we only had one car.” Now here was a
comedian using that same idea, reinforcing the stereotypes I have heard countless times,
sharing it with millions, and making light of it in an apparent effort to argue that the
stereotype does exist, but that it really does not encompass the entire population. This
use of humor takes on the role of a communicated argument against the accuracy of the
stereotype.
Research Questions

If the relationship between the joke teller and the audience is a significant
communication event, and if telling these jokes is a rhetorical action, then I argue that a
rhetorical analysis of the communicative strategies of comedians’ use of humor to create
messages with arguments is vital to understand such a popular means of influence. I thus
used the methodology of rhetorical criticism to study messages about stereotypes created
by Hispanic/Latino comedians and the influence those messages seek to have on
Hispanic/Latino identity. As the rhetorical artifacts, I explored transcripts from the stand-
up routines of two Hispanic/Latino comedians, Carlos Mencia and George Lopez. The
styles employed by both comedians are very different, yet both use humor. This study
focused on themes that emerge from the transcribed routines.

George Lopez’s approach to comedy focuses on personal experiences, in
particular experiences with his family. His references to stereotypes often attend to the

idea that stereotypes are often derived with some accuracy and in doing so argue that the

stereotypes are known and do exist within the Hispanic/Latino population, but do not
encompass the whole population. Carlos Mencia’s approach to comedy is quite different.

He enters from a social commentator’s prospective. While he employs some personal
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experiences in his routine, much of his material looks at how society views and uses these
stereotypes. His style is very aggressive in that he holds back nothing in efforts to save
face or not offend people in his audience. When confronting stereotypical issues he does
so in a matter-of-fact way. The styles and material these two comedians offer is very
different, but both provide examples of using humor as an argument through a
communicative act.

In these two Hispanic/Latino comedians' use of humor exists the context for
rhetorical acts. Messages created by the comedians are designed to elicit humorous
reactions from the audience while creating a message with information to combat the
perceived stereotypes the audience has of the identity of Hispanic/Latinos as an overall
population. Because humor saturates so many areas of the human communicative
process, and because the messages are communicated to audiences through the use of
humor, I believe the following three research questions were particularly interesting to
understand the strategies of the comedians as senders of those messages along with
desired effects upon their audiences:

1. What stereotypes of groups exist in the transcripts of the comedians’ routines?

2. How do those messages with stereotypes support or dispel the stereotypical

images of the Hispanic/Latino identity?

3. How does the use of humor in their messages (re)construct Hispanic/Latino

identity?
In order to explore these questions, I studied the use of humor in messages in the comic
setting. For example, comedians and their audiences are not just sources of

entertainment. They also represent our freedom of speech as citizens of the United
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States. However, although we are guaranteed that freedom of speech in this country, the
widest ability to act on that freedom without repercussion generally falls within a
comedian/audience framework. When discussing that idea in his routine, Mencia argued
that:

I have freedom of speech; you think you have freedom of speech, that’s the

difference. And some of you don’t get it, so let me make it very remedial for you,

this is my job, I work on this stage. Now, all you people who think you have

freedom of speech, tell my jokes at your job on Monday, and see if you don’t get

sent to sensitivity training! (Mencia, 2000).
This comedian/audience setting offers a unique environment where the comedian can
communicate messages to the audience without fear of persecution or seclusion.

Communication scholars have a wide variety of methods available for examining
humor and communication. I took a rhetorical approach. By conducting a rhetorical
analysis of comedians’ use of humor, I examined the ways those messages are
communicated to the audience. More specifically, I wanted to explore how the use of
humor as an argument depicts the stereotypes that affect Hispanic/Latino identity
formation.

Summary and Significance

To summarize, Hispanic/Latino comedians’ use of humor as argument is a rich
environment to study. The relationship between the comedian (as the joke teller) and the
audience (as the receivers of the joke) creates an environment where many topical
boundaries fall, and the comedian is free to express him/herself without fear of

persecution or ridicule. Specifically, this setting allows the comedian to use the platform



as joke teller to communicate rhetorically to the audience through humor. In this case,
Hispanic/Latino comedians can make arguments about well-known stereotypes. The
significance of this study reaches far beyond the comedian/audience environment.
Conclusions reached through studies such as this will help communication scholars gain a
better understanding of the rhetorical use of humor, and its influence on an audience. 1
believe that this kind of research is also useful for gaining a better understanding of a
relatively unexplored real world communicative setting.

The dissertation follows the following organization. Chapter II includes the
theoretical discussion and review of important literature, along with definitions and
explanations of key terms and concepts. Chapter III examines the artifacts that are key to
the study and the research questions, and develops the method of researching the
artifacts. Chapter IV applies the method and analyzes the artifacts, examining the
research questions with the information gained through the rhetorical analysis. Chapter
V includes a discussion of results, contributions to communication theory and concludes

the study with limitations and implications for future research.
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CHAPTER I
LITERATURE REVIEW

Rhetorical criticism offers the scholar a unique option in its application because it
grants wide latitude for choice. “Three emphases set rhetorical theory and criticism apart
from studies in other disciplines, including other communication disciplines: human
action, the use of symbols, and the attempt to influence” (Lindley, 2003, p. 15). Since its
early beginnings in Greek probate court, rhetoric’s presence has been viewed as central to
human communication. Aristotle found rhetoric to be “the available means of
persuasion” (Aristotle, trans. 1991, p. 36). Burke (1959) defined rhetoric as “the use of
words by a human agent to form attitudes or to induce actions in other human agents” (p.
41), and “rooted in an essential function of language itself, the use of language as a
symbolic means of inducing cooperation in beings that by nature respond to symbols” (p.
43). For the purposes of this study, this definition will provided the solid foundation for
exploring comedian’s use of humor messages.

Because rhetoric is regarded as a human activity (Foss, 1996; Hart 1997),
rhetorical action requires a person to make a purposeful choice. Because rhetoric requires
such a choice, or a purposefully carried out action, rhetoric is persuasive in nature. For
example, a person who yawns may communicate that he or she is tired, but it is not
seeking to persuade another person and therefore not considered a rhetorical act.
“Rhetorical theory does not merely seek to explain why certain phenomena create certain
results. Rhetorical theory seeks to explain the strategies by which persons choose and
incorporate certain features into their communication acts” (Lindley, 2003, p. 15). Foss

(1996) argued that “speeches, essays, conversations, poetry, novels, stories, television
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programs, films, art, architecture, plays, music, dance, advertisements, furniture, public
demonstrations and dress” (p. 6) can all have rhetorical implications if their design is to
influence an audience in any way. Hart (1997) emphasized the idea that rhetoric is about
a human being making choices to try to influence other human beings.

Studying rhetoric requires the researcher to evaluate how people make those
choices in communicating the messages designed to influence the audience. Rhetorical
criticism, then, is the study of the messages communicators use to persuade an audience
and the effects those messages have on the audience. These studies look at messages
created in one instance and how those messages can be applied to other situations. To
limit a study to one specific idea or situation is to limit the advancement of
communication study as a whole. Scholars who use rhetorical criticism intend to look
beyond one single application because it is important to advance the knowledge of
communication in a variety of situations, and to advance rhetorical theory. According to
Foss (1996), “the critic engages in rhetorical criticism to make a contribution to rhetorical
theory” (p. 8).

Study of rhetoric is also a part of the advancement of theoretical perspective. To
do so, one may use theory from both within and without the field of rhetoric. “Theories
or concepts from outside the realm of rhetoric or communication studies may be utilized
by the rhetorical critic if these theories contribute to the understanding of the
phenomenon under study and help answer the research questions which have been
proposed” (Lindley, 2003, p. 18). Such study offers an understanding that can be

generalized to other situations, thus contributing to theories explaining rhetoric.
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Although rhetorical studies in humor are not commen within the field of
communication, I argue that they are an important part of the field and can produce
valuable information to better understand communication. This study not only provided
an understanding of a use of humor and argument, but a view of humor as
communication. Thus this literature review focuses on studies exploring humor and
communication, as well as situated identity formation and stereotypes.

Communication

“Communicating messages with language is the essence of what it means to be
human” (Neuliep, 1995, p. 1). Humans use language and symbols as tools to create and
share meaning. By communicating through the use of language, humans have sprouted
growth through technological, medical, and education advances no other species is
capable of. By practicing communication, humans are able to create messages and send
them to receivers using symbols to create a response. “Communication elicits meanings,
the internal responses that people make to the message stimulus as well as the internal
stimulations that these responses produce” (Berlo, 1960, p. 278). Communication as
defined by Ganguly (1976) is “any system of mutual interaction which generates
meaningful experience between person and person or person and the world” (p. 224).

As Berlo (1960) described it, “any communication situation involves the production of a
message by someone, and the receipt of that message by someone” (p. 14). By looking at
communication in such a simplistic way, we can eliminate the need for debating the
definitions and move toward understanding communication and humor as it is applied in

this study.
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Humor and Communication

Humor has been a tool for dealing with difficult situations dating back to early
history. “Benjamin Franklin used quips and humorous drawings to urge colonists to form
a national identity, Samuel Langhorn Clemens poked fun at social customs. Humor has
exposed social problems and forced us to confront taboo subjects” (Rybacki & Rybacki,
1991, p. 308). Aristotle, for example, “felt that we must laugh when we see painless
deformity” (Schaeffer, 1981, p. 4). Humor not only presents itself as a powerful tool for
persuasion, it creates an environment where discussion of taboo topics can be approached
publicly. No other environment exemplifies this more then a stand-up comedian and the
audience.

Stand-up comedians can be viewed as taking a similar role to that of the fool in a

comedy. They are the laugh-makers who speak to and for the common people, a

collectivity to which they themselves may or may not belong, by presenting issues

from points of view with which they identify on psychological process of

identification and on subjects of universal appeal (Tsang & Wong, 2004, p. 771).
Humor’s presence allows for taboo subjects to be addressed while limiting the
offensiveness because the audience expects to laugh. This expectation by audiences
makes taboo subject matter laughable because there is an understanding that the humor is
creating an incongruity. Freud (1905) argued that it is the initial shock from the
incongruity that causes the laughter to take place. The tension inherent in the subject
matter is released by telling of a joke because it is “only a joke.” Audience members feel
that “under normal circumstances these jokes would be deplorable, but because I came to

laugh, I accept these comments as nothing more then jokes and am free to laugh.”
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While audiences are expecting to laugh, a successful comedian must possess a
certain amount of credibility. This credibility is not necessarily race driven; rather it is
experience driven. Comedians’ successful delivery of certain punch lines depends on
their personal experiences. Were Lopez and Mencia rich by birth and white, their jokes
about being poor and Latino would likely not carry the same validity. The fact that they
are Latino carries less importance than the facts that they were poor and from the
neighborhoods and environments they joke about. White comédian Ralphie May often
makes many of the same types of jokes about Hispanic/Latinos, Blacks, and Asians but
because he lives in the ghetto neighborhoods his experiences allow his jokes to carry
some validity with audiences.

Comedians use humor to create persuasive arguments to sway an audience’s
perception of issues. Hauser (1986) defined arguments as “reasoned appeals based on
evidence of fact and opinion that lead to a conclusion” (p. 46). Fisher (1984) furthered
this idea by noting that humans are storytellers who base decisions on good reasons and
logical progressions that help create conclusions based on those reasoned appeals. In
reaching conclusions about differing groups of people, such conclusions could be partly a
result of stereotypical images ingrained into our minds of what we think other cultures
should be like. These stereotypes are presented to us through images in the media;
comedians then choose to use humor messages to challenge those images that are
ingrained in our psyche. “Humor as it turns out, is a whole brain experience, with
networks of brain parts—call them “humor muscles”—passing signals quickly and
efficiently to help us get a joke” (Ferber, 2006, p. 102). This passing of signals then

leads to the desired response, laughter. “Humorous laughter is an ageless phenomenon
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that scientists have always had difficulty understanding. These complexities include the
cognitive, physiological, philosophical, and psychological aspects of humor”
(Dziegielewski, Jacinto, Laudadio, Legg-Rodriguez, 2004, p. 76). Freud (1905) made the
claim that humor-laden behavior is something people do in order to socially deal with
subjects that society labels sensitive or taboo.

Because these comedians often deal with such sensitive or taboo material they
risk offending their audiences by going to far. For Mencia this notion of “too far” does
not exist. He prides himself on jokes that many may claim are offensive. Mencia has
built his reputation on pushing the limits of free speech. As an immigrant to the United
States he argues that he values this freedom more then many naturalized citizens because
he was not born in a place where such freedoms exist. In many ways this argument for
pushing the limits strengthens his credibility and the length to which audiences will allow
him to push the limits of free speech. As for the audience, the ability for a comedian to
go too far is unique within each individual. Just as perceptions of humor are individually
filtered (Meyer, 2000), each audience member is different and can tolerate certain subject
matter more then others. The notion of what is too far is individually based and therefore
cannot be universal to all audience members. Comedians like Mencia tend to purposely
push the boundaries of the acceptable for the sake of comedy, entertainment, and, I argue,
for enhanced persuasion on selected issues.

“Humor is elusive as an appeal or as a state of mind, difficult to create or to
pinpoint. It is therefore difficult to study” (Meyer, 1990, p. 76). For most, the idea of
having a sense of humor is not one that requires a lot of thought. “This universality of

humor is further reinforced by the fact that surprisingly many jokes or situations will
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strike surprisingly many, if not all people as funny” (Raskin, 1985, p. 2). The humor we
find in the jokes that are told results from our personal frames of reference. The thought
process required to draw on those frames of reference is instinctive. We instantly laugh
at a joke without stopping to think about what it refers to because of this instinctive
nature. “Research suggests that humor can tune our minds, help us learn, and keep us
mentally loose and limber” (Ferber, 2006, p. 102). Much like vision or hearing, laughter
is something that occurs with no real thought or reason; what an individual deems as
funny, is funny. “A comprehensive definition of a sense of humor remains the supreme
unattained goal” (Ruch, 1996, p. 250). Because of this, scholars claim that a better
understanding of humor can be achieved through three main venues: incongruity theory,
superiority theory, and relief theory.

People communicate humor in so many different ways. Meyer (2000) argued that
“communication is a key factor in nearly all theories of humor because of its resulting
from a message or interaction perceived by someone” (p. 311). Superiority theory offers
the explanation that humor is found in feeling better than the subject being laughed at.
The relief theory of humor makes the argument that we find humor in situations where a
feeling of tension and relief takes over and allows for the humor to present itself, and
incongruity theory tells us that humor is a result of a break from the norm (Morreall,
1983). Superiority, relief, and incongruity theories of communication each offer
researchers insight as to why people find certain communicated messages funny and how
those messages can affect various situations. The following section examines each of the
dominant theories of humor and communication and singles out one theory as the

theoretical structure for understanding humor as a rhetorical argument in this study.



21

Superiority Theory

“The oldest, and probably still the most widespread theory of laughter is that
laughter is an expression of a person’s feelings of superiority over other people”
(Morreall, 1983, pp. 4). According to Plato, “what makes a person laughable...is self-
ignorance” (cited in Morreall, 1983, p. 4). Plato’s ideas about humor still find themselves
intertwined in humor research today. Superiority theory offers us a sense of being better
or on a higher level than the ones being laughed at. The superiority theory bases itself in
the idea that we are ready to laugh at others who we deem not as smart, good looking,
wealthy, or educated as ourselves. These feelings of superiority are what creates the
humor for us even at the expense of others’ well-being. In examining the ways
Hispanic/Latinos use humor to cope with negative stereotypes, superiority may weigh
heavily on the reason for experiencing the humor, as “laughing at ignorance, hostile
laughter, and laughing at the follies of children can all best be explained from this
perspective” (O’Donnell, 2003, p. 10).

Gruner (1997) argued that even when we laugh at ourselves, we are using the
superiority theory of humor. Our mistakes take us in a role of ignorance, thus we laugh
at ourselves for making the mistake that makes us ignorant. Take for example a person
who is running late for work who does not realize that rather then adding sugar to their
coffee they add flour. That creates a feeling of superiority because it was a simple
mistake that would not have occurred had the person not been late.

Relief Theory

Relief theory says the experience of humor results from a release of tension, or

and end to stressful events (Herring & Meggert, 1994; Meyer, 2000; Morreall, 1983).
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With relief theory, the argument is that people laugh simply to feel better. “Often tension
results from dissonance people experience after making a decision or sensing the
approach of incompatible and undesirable thoughts or actions” (Meyer, 2000, pp. 312).
Maintaining the ability to use and experience humor during stressful times provides us
with a form of release, or liberation from that stress. At times these stressful mishaps are
a result of choices we make, at other times they are attributed to choices others make.
Regardless of the cause of the stress, the situation surrounding the events determines the
presence of humor in the relief. “A theory of humor must incorporate both the audience
and the situation, in their rhetorical sense” (Carrell, 1992, p. 7).

Application of relief theory can be understood more clearly when placed into the
context of a person who is changing a flat tire. During this process he/she leans against
the car and the car falls off the jack that was holding the car up. The relief that this
person has in knowing that he/she could have been under the car in some way when that
happened could lead to laughter in the feeling of relief for not being under the car when it
fell.

Incongruity Theory

Incongruity theory of humor suggests that humans laugh at situations that violate
the norms we expect or become accustomed to. Morreall (1983) argued that funny is not
funny unless the element of surprise is added. Although this holds a lot of truth,
incongruent behavior is often the spark for what an individual finds as funny, and is an
important ingredient to funny, but it is not a necessary ingredient. In order to understand
this further it is important to understand Morreall’s (1983) definition of incongruity as

that which is a “violation of a pattern in someone’s picture of how things should be” (pp.
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60-61). The general rule for stereotypes, for instance, is that they are not usually
discussed in open forum. Taking these stereotypes and making them the center of a
comedic joke violates this expected norm of non-discussion. Incongruity theory
attributes humor to laughing at an occurrence resulting from an unexpected, perhaps out
of the ordinary, non-threatening surprise (Berger, 1976; Deckers & Devine, 1981;
McGhee, 1979). This type of humor has long been attributed to the idea that humor is a
result of a step out of the norm, or a break away from what is expected to happen.
“Rather than focusing on the physiological or emotional effects of humor, the incongruity
theory emphasizes cognition. Individuals must have rationally come to understand
normal patterns of reality before they can notice differences” (Meyer, 2000, p. 313).
From these differences, the element of surprise clashes with the expectations of what
should happen, ending in a humorous situation.

The Enthymeme

Finding these incongruities requires audience members to use what Aristotle
called the enthymeme. In an effort to make their experiences known and clear, many
African American comedians have used social commentary about stereotypical
experiences during their routines (Martineau, 1972). By using humor as social
commentary the comedian is creating an argument in the humor. “The communicator
develops arguments in an attempt to persuade the audience to share her or his reasoning”
(Shultz & Germeroth, 1998, p. 23). In other words, the comedian develops arguments
intending to persuade the audience to agree with his or her reasoning. By allowing

themselves to be persuaded in such circumstances often without argument claims

forthrightly stated, the audience members are enacting what Aristotle called the



enthymeme. “The enthymeme is a kind of rhetorical deduction based on audience-
accepted warrants that yield probable conclusions” (Sillars & Gronbeck, 2001, p. 118).

According to Aristotle, an argument is made when the audience has some type of
working knowledge about the subject matter. The enthymeme shows that the audience
has some kind of authoritative take on the argument’s claim. For example, “This leader
has accepted invitations to lavish entertainments at the homes of the wealthy and
therefore we must beware of him, for he is planning to pervert justice in their favor
(suppressed here is the premise that those who accept expensive attentions are planning
favoritism)” (Bizzell & Herzberg, 2001, p. 172). In order for an enthymematic
conclusion to be drawn here the audience members must have some prior knowledge of a
similar situation that causes them to conclude that because the invitations were accepted,
favors will be asked and honored. This enthymematic conclusion is based on the
experiences of the audience members. Aristotle also argued that, “the best enthymemes
will be based on knowledge specific to one’s subject, such as politics or physics” (Bizzell
& Herzberg, 2001, p. 176).

Perspective by Incongruity

Comedians’ use humor to create messages that can be understood through a
perspective by incongruity. According to Burke (1959), “we intentionally use an instance
that is dissolving, to lend weight to our contention that ‘perspectives by incongruity’ do
not belong to a cult of virtuosity, but bring us nearest to the simple truth” (p. 309). By
uncovering the possibility of simple truths different from understood truths, the
perspective by incongruity violates what was perceived as the understood truth of a

message. By creating simple truths in the same messages this incongruity shocks the



audience members’ senses and through the use of humor in comedians’ messages, that
shock is more readily accepted by the audience. This “perspective by incongruity is a
violation of our common sense assumptions about what properly ought to go with what,
and it reveals hitherto unsuspected linkages and relationships which our customary
vocabulary has ignored” (Whedbee, 2001, p. 48).

Burke argued that terms or ideas are not concrete in meaning. These meanings
attached to terms are understood because of the meaning we are taught to understand.
“By violating our expectations and introducing ambiguity into our vocabulary,
perspective by incongruity serves as an “opening wedge” that fractures our sense of how
the world does and ought to function” (Whedbee, 2001, p. 48). This functionality of
language that we are accustomed to is a learned process of vocabulary development. The
association we place on objects creates images of how we think things “ought” to be, but
Burke’s perspective by incongruity allows us to look beneath how we think things
“ought” to be in order to understand better how things are. “In perspective by
incongruity, Burke has a method that extends the use of a term by taking it from the
context in which it [is] habitually used and applying it to another” (Blankenship, Murphy
& Rowenwasser, 1974, p. 3). Thus we are able to reclassify things based on the new
meanings we attach.

This path to the simple truth may be through the use of pun. “A pun links by
tonal association words hitherto unlinked. ‘Perspective by incongruity’ carries on the
same kind of enterprise in linking hitherto unlinked words by rational criteria instead of
tonal criteria” (Burke, 1959, p. 309). The perspective by incongruity is the path to the

simplest truth because it creates in a message the ability to see underneath the surface.
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*“The metaphorical extension of perspective by incongruity involves casuistic stretching,
since it interprets new situations by removing works from their ‘constitutional’ setting”
(Burke, 1959, p. 309). This perspective allows the comedian to create messages by
including untrue information and allowing the audience to draw enthymematic
conclusions based on their own frames of reference. “These arguments could create ‘new
meanings’ for old phenomena and such new meanings could cause society to re-examine
and question its existing orientation” (Levasseur, 1993, p. 203). Developing and
examining these new meanings allows for a better understanding of messages because of
the inherent meanings attached to the situations by examiner. “Planned incongruity
should be deliberately cultivated for the purpose of experimentally wrenching apart all
those molecular combinations of adjective and noun, substantive and verb, which still
remain with us. It should subject language to the same “cracking” process that chemists
now use in their refining 0il” (Burke, 1964, p. 93). By “wrenching apart” comedians’
jokes the rhetor is able to uncover alternative meanings in the jokes. This is a planned
incongruity. The words have an initial meaning, but the message carries a deeper
meaning that can only be revealed through analysis.

This use of humor is funny because it violates what we expect. By applying
perspective by incongruity to comedians’ uses of humor messages we are able to uncover
a deeper meaning in the message because “perspective by incongruity could take place at
levels beyond novel word associations. That is, it could create unlikely connections
between evidence and claim” (Levasseur, 1993, p. 203). Once those expectations have
been violated, new expectations form. “Humor today goes hand in hand with our

rationality, too and not just rationality in the sense of cognitive sophistication, but in the
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sense of a rational attitude toward the world. Part of this attitude is viewing things
critically, because they are looking for incongruity” (Morreall, 1987, p. 203). Critical
analysis encourages a more rational attitude because it creates a deeper understanding of
the message. Every time a situation occurs and humor is experienced you grow because
the brain is expanding to take on the new connections that are made (Ferber, 2006).
Comedians use messages with humor to influence those connections by creating
memorable messages.

Burke’s Perspective by Incongruity and Enthymematic Anti-Claims

In his writing, Burke (1959) described the use of symbols as mergers and vessels
and argued “symbols are the acts of synthesis, capable of infinite analysis” (p. 86). He
viewed the use of a symbols as a merger or “transcendence because a symbol is a vessel
of much more content that is disclosed by its face value” (Burke, 1959, p. 87). In their
use of humor as rhetoric, Lopez and Mencia employ symbols in the form of language and
relay messages to their audiences. Because these messages are embedded in humor, they
are able to convey the mességes about the stereotypes without creating a hostile
environment. The audience who finds humor in the messages that are created
acknowledges the knowledge of the stereotypes addressed; there would not be humor if
the stereotype were not known to often be incongruous. This acknowledgement
emphasizes the magnitude of the stereotype. “A humor symbol enables us to admit a
situation by belittling it” (Burke, 1959, p. 76). A perspective by incongruity argues that
the relationship between symbols and the situations the symbols are used in offers the
communicators “an orientation to the situation, an adjustment to it, or both”

(Blankenship, Murphy, & Rosenwasser, 1974, p. 10). This incongruity created using
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works that Burke described can empower the communicator by allowing him/her to
create messages in incongruent realities. The reality that is perceived can be challenged
with a reality that is created by the application of language as it is used to create the
symbols that make up that reality. “Perspective by incongruity or ‘planned incongruity,’
is a methodology of the pun” (Burke, 1959, p. 309). Applying this planned incongruity
to the humor messages that Lopez and Mencia create improves understanding of how
these messages are created purposefully to address the stereotypes invoked.

To apply Burke’s planned incongruity to the comedy of George Lopez and Carlos
Mencia I examined each unit of analysis chosen from the transcripts. Burke (1959)
argued that the planned incongruity involved “casuistic stretching” since it interprets new
situations by removing words from their “constitutional” setting. That removal of words
and stretching allows for audiences to develop enthymematic conclusions based on the
information given. By presenting the information to the audience in form of a humor
message, Lopez and Mencia are creating incongruity because the messages contain
information about stereotypes. Looking at that incongruent information, we can see how
those messages are intentionally created and how audience’s enthymematic conclusions
develop through an anti-claim.

Aristotle suggested that “in general, the enthymeme is the kind of reasoning an
audience of non-experts can easily understand” (Bizzell & Herzerg, 2001, p.172). By
creating humorous messages that audiences are able to reason a conclusion from,
comedians are able to ague certain ideas without literally telling audiences what to
believe. “An enthymeme entails not only a generative structure of an argument but also

the argument itself” (Scott, 2002, p. 58). As a result, the language that is used to give
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reason to the rhetoric is unique and common at the same time. “The enthymeme’s
argumentative movement of force depends not only on a chain of reasoning, but also on
adherence with a larger stance” (Scott, 2002, p. 57). Enthymematic assumptions are
based on a “ body of persuasion that presents a claim, foregrounds a stance, and
motivates identification with this stance by invoking a chain or premises and a cluster of
value-charged proofs (often in the form of opposites)” (Scott, 2002, p. 58). According to
Toulmin’s (1958) description, these assumptions are called “field-dependent” and are
characteristic of arguments. Uncov-ering the field-dependent characteristics in the
comedy of Lopez and Mencia is a key part of creating an analysis of persuasive functions
and motives within the humor messages.

The data for this study reveals itself in the form of jokes invoking ethnic
stereotypes emerging from the comedies of George Lopez and Carlos Mencia. Shultz
and Germeroth (1998) also called this “practical reasoning” and argued that;

“The data of practical reasoning come in the form of case studies, that is,

cartoons. From the case study (the cartoon), a general warrant is produced on the

basis of similar precedents (in other words, the techniques of humor, which
include stereotype, irony, and absurdity). Therefore, a provisional conclusion
about the present case is suggested. This provisional conclusion is the anti-claim,
which is the conclusion of the cartoon that the cartoonist seeks to deny through
humor. Through the process of incongruity, the reader is led to the actual claim”

(p. 236).

By purposefully creating messages through humor, Lopez and Mencia plan incongruity.

Burke (1959) argued that, “a word belongs by custom to a certain category---and by
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rational planning you wrench it loose and metaphorically apply it to a different category”
(p. 308). This planning on behalf of Lopez and Mencia is designed to draw an
enthymematic response from audience members that result in laughter. The joke is told;
audience members who have an understanding of the joke laugh. Because Lopez and
Mencia create their jokes using incongruities, they use Burke’s planned incongruity.

By focusing on the messages about the stereotypes, the enthymemes lead
audiences to understand the claim (Toulmin, 1958). Through application of the
perspective by incongruity the jokes are created to include anti-claims, or the images and
stereotypes the comedians wish to deny by using humor. So one may make a joke about
Hispanic/Latino people being hard to include in the census count because “when people
come knocking on the door we hide because we never know who is knocking.” The anti-
claim thus argues from a stereotype that all Hispanic/Latinos are illegal aliens and should
have to hide. Incongruent to the anti-claim is that not all Hispanic/Latino people are
illegal and thus indeed most Hispanic/Latino people should not have to hide—the actual
claim the comedian is arguing for. “Through the process of incongruity, the reader is led
to the actual claim” (Jonsen & Toulmin, 1988, p. 35) through use of the enthymeme.
Practical reasoning allows us to understand that not all Hispanic/Latinos are illegal aliens
and should not have to hide. The anti-claim is that Hispanic/Latinos are scared to open
the door because all Hispanic/Latinos are illegal aliens; through reasoning an audience
member is led to the actual claim or the argument that not all Hispanic/Latinos are illegal
aliens and should have to hide. This incongruent use of practical reasoning by the joke
teller is likely because the rules of practical reasoning allow humor in this context to be

presented as the message. The message is incongruent because as citizens of the United



States we know that not all Hispanic/Latinos in the United States are illegal aliens, yet
stereotypical images associated with Hispanic/Latinos are often of illegal aliens.

An argument’s ability to influence or persuade stems from a rhetorical act. By
using both fact and opinion, an argument acknowledges what is known factually and
what is known based on what is believed to be true. Those beliefs can emerge from a
variety of sources, particularly stereotypes. Socially accepted stereotypes are easily
transmitted through the use of humor because joke tellers are expected to create
incongruent situations, causing laughter. The audience expects to laugh because the joke
teller has confronted a socially taboo topic by acknowledging and incorporating
stereotypical images of a specific group. And yet, they know about the stereotypes and
this knowledge can enthymematically supply missing or unstated premises or claims in
an argument. By drawing on their own frames of reference, audiences’ enthymematic
conclusions represent a prior knowledge or recognition of the stereotypes in the jokes.
Comedians are aware of this pre-exposed knowledge and create arguments in light of this
understanding in order to affirm or reject the stereotypes. Analyzing the jokes through a
rhetorical lens can break down these types of jokes in order to understand their rhetorical
intent.

Stereotypes

Unfortunately, one of the most problematic issues that arise from communication
between cultures involves stereotypes. “The concept of stereotype has to be
distinguished from the concepts of prejudice, ethnocentrism and racism. Stereotypes are
conceived to store generalized knowledge about social categories and thereby implicitly

evaluate these categories” (Hagendoorn, 1993, p. 33). Often these categories are based
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on physical image or representation of a person or group rather then first hand knowledge
of the person or group. “Attitudes toward racial and national groups are in good part
attitudes toward race names. They are stereotypes of our cultural pattern and are not
based upon animosity toward a member of the prescribed group because of any genuine
qualities that inhere in him” Katz & Braly, 1933, p. 280). This stored knowledge then
becomes an image that is associated with a particular group. “Walter Lippman (1922)
was the first to use the concept of stereotype. He assumed that stereotypes were
necessary to simplify a complex reality for memory” (Hagendoorn, 1993, p. 33).
Unfortunately this oversimplification can lead to inaccurate images of groups. Mackie
(1973) argued that stereotypes were only inaccurate beliefs one had about another group.
Brigham (1971) claimed that the generalizing nature of stereotypes made them
inaccurate. By defining stereotypes in this way, the conceptual evidence suggests that
‘stereotypes are inaccurate.” However,

A stereotype, as we have seen, is not necessarily a source of error.

Knowledge of the generalized other is often helpful. To know universal or

group norms is a good starting point — and especially so if the other is

typical of his culture or class, that is to say, if his pattern of qualities

approaches the “basic personality” of his group (Jussim, & McCauley, &

Lee, 1995, p. 21).
To argue that stereotypes are completely inaccurate forces the researcher to support an
unsupportable claim. It is inconceivable to believe that there is clear, documented proof
that all stereotypes gained their origins through false pretense and therefore are

inaccurate. For example, it would be inaccurate to say, “all Hispanic/Latinos are poor”
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yet it would be accurate to claim, “Hispanic/Latinos are one of the most economically
disadvantaged groups in the United States.” Because of this, defining a stereotype as “an
exaggerated belief associated with a category” (Allport, 1954, p. 191) allows for the
stereotypes to carry some validity, but not encompass an entire group. Allport (1954)
furthered this idea by claiming, “stereotypes oversimplify reality” (p. 192). This over
simplification can be exemplified by considering the historical treatment of African
Americans in the United States. The treatment of African Americans based solely on the
stereotypes associated with the color of their skin is well noted in historical and scholarly
work. In they’re early works Katz and Braly (1933) furthered this assertion:

We have conditioned responses of varying degrees of aversion or acceptance

toward racial labels and where these tags can be readily applied to individuals, as

they can in the case of the Negro because of his skin color, we respond toward
him not as a human being but as a personification of the symbol we have learned

to despise (p. 280).

Stereotypes are learned and because they are learned it possess the ability to cognitively
decide whether or not to go along with the use of the stereotype or to choose another
route.

With the massive influence the media has on the American society, very few
positive images of Hispanics are unveiled within the media, and those images that do
shine through are usually stereotypical. Images of the gangster, field worker, maid, and
so many others are prominent in American popular culture, and using humor to combat
these images is not uncommon. Whether these events occur at work with co-workers, at

home with family, or alone at times when what is funny does not seem so funny,



34

humorous events are taking place. Much like beauty being in the eve of the beholder,
funny is in the mind of the beholder. Each individual decides for him or herself what is
funny, and when it is funny (Attardo, 1992; Carrell, 1992; Raskin, 1992).

For years, situation comedy producers used canned laughter to entice their
audiences into finding humor in incongruous situations. Since humor is social or
contagious, the canned laughter strategically placed within the show was hoped to
improve the overall success of the shows while making it okay to laugh at the situation
itself. This is similar to a comedian’s use of stereotypes. By making fun of the
stereotype the comedian is sending a message that the stereotype is known and uses
humor to dispel or affirm the stereotype. Using humor in this way allows the comedian,
while performing, to communicate an understanding of the stereotype while deflating the
stereotype.

Through the media, negative stereotypes dominate the societal perceptions of
Hispanics/Latinos. Depending on the region, terms like Hispanic, Latino, Mexican-
American, Chicano, Cholo, Pachuco, Cuban, and Puerto Rican, are either acceptable or
offensive (Fox, 1996). Geographically, Hispanic/Latinos maintain their own identities,
and feelings of belonging to a space, or group (Calafell & Delgado, 2004). The struggles
that Hispanic/Latinos experience in developing an identity are illustrated by the negative
images carried through the media.

Situated Social Identity
Too often, the development of a cultural identity is a process that goes unnoticed,

and even unwanted. Our experiences, families, friends, education, ethnicity, and
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neighborhoods all help shape the characteristics developed, and time quietly conceals this
process leaving an identity behind. “The study of identity can be traced back all the way
to George Herbert Mead who presented a framework for underwriting the analysis of
numerous sociological and social psychological issues” (Stryker & Burke, 2000, p. 285).
Studies of identity have been carried out in disciplines such as psychology, sociology,
and communication, and have examined in depth the development of identities within
individuals. However, this focus on the individual “is changing gradually, as the
increasing cultural diversity in the U.S. draws attention to the need to understand the role
of culture and ethnicity in development” (Phinney, 2000, p. 27).

Identity is not so simple a concept that one overlying definition can encapsulate it
in its entirety. Allport (1937) suggested that there has to be a certain part of the
individual’s personality that is constant. When a person goes to sleep at night he/she
must know that when they wake in the morning they will still be the same person. This
assurance is called identity. Geertz (1975) defined identity as “a bound unique, more or
less integrated motivational and cognitive universe, a dynamic center of awareness,
emotion, judgment, and action organized into a distractive whole” (p. 48). Yep (1998)
defined identity as “a person’s conception of self within a particular social, geographical,
cultural, and political context” (79). Each of these definitions offer one constant, the
presence of a constant or central set of characteristics. These characteristics make up
identity.

The overall concepts of what identity is and what parts affect it vary between each
individual. “In general, one’s identities are composed of self-views that emerge from the

reflexive activity of self categorization or identification in terms of membership in
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particular groups or roles” (Stets & Burke, 2000, pp. 225-226). A possible primitive
definition for identity might be “who I am.” Within each of us is the general sense of
who we are, and what roads or experiences lead us to the characters we become.
Individuals conceptualize what identity is from within, and cognitively choose to project
out the identity we want others to see, and know. Because this general idea of identity is
so broad, applying it to every person as one single concept would not work. Cultural
identity is only one part of a group of changing identities (Kluckholm & Strodtbeck,
1961). In order to grasp a better understanding of identity, it is important to look at it in
four distinct parts.

Personal identity “refers to an individual’s unique characteristics, irrespective of
culture or social group” (Abrams, O’Connor, & Giles, 2005). During the personal
identity formation, it is also important to note that various issues of group identity also
play a role in personal identity. According to Brewer and Gardner (1996), “both
interpersonal and collective identities are social extensions of the self, but differ in
whether the social connections are personalized bonds of attachment or impersonal bonds
derived from common identification with some symbolic group or social category” (p.
83). These bonds vary in a variety of situations and individual characteristics. Each
individual develops a personal outlook for himself or herself. That outlook can be based
on personal interests, intellect, physical appearance, or on group characteristics.

Cultural identity is defined by Ting-Toomey et al. (2000) as how important an
individual’s culture is to him or herself. Geertz (1973) defined cultural identity as
identification with a perceived acceptance into a group that has shared systems of

symbols and meanings as well as norms/rules for conduct” (113). Yep (1998) offered,



37

“in short. cultural identity is a social construction that gives the individual an ontological
status (a sense of “being”™) and expectations for social behavior (ways of “acting”)” (79).
Yep also added “cultural identities are co-created and re-created in everyday interaction.
In other words we create our identities with those individuals with whom we interact (co-
creation) and in the context of specific communication episodes and encounters (re-
creation)” (p. 81). Culture is often confused with ethnicity or race (Webster, 1992);
however culture is much deeper. Cultural identities can develop through having a shared
group of meanings with a larger body of people, and “the identity that we avow may not
be the one that is ascribed to us by others, biracial people are sometimes forced to place
themselves in a category where they do not fit” (Nance & Foeman, 1998, p. 54).
Growing up in a large, diverse inner-city ghetto develops a cultural identity for those who
live there, even if they are not the same race.

Ethnic identity is described as a set of ideas about one’s own ethnic group
membership, including self-identification and knowledge about ethnic culture (traditions,
customs, values, and behaviors), and feelings about belonging to a particular ethnic group
(Martin, Nakayama, & Flores, 1998). This part of identity development depends a lot on
how much interaction people have with their ethnic groups. Typically the more
interaction, the more ethnic identity develops and the larger role it plays in one’s overall
identity. Ethnic identity differs from cultural identity in that it is specifically related to
race. While cultural identities focus on a set of characteristics shared by a group of
specific groups, ethnic identity is derived by racial lines such as Black, White, Mexican,

Chinese and many more.



Group or social identity is the most collective part of identity. “Behavior
becomes meaningful social action when it is perceptually integrated into a shared
interpretive perspective” (Alexander & Knight, 1971, p. 65; Heider, 1958; Mead, 1934).
In each social interaction behaviors are dependent upon the environment and the identity
that groups wishes to portray. The development of group identity is an important part of
an individual identity development, especially among members of minority groups that
are having to function within a multicultural society (Phinney, 1989; Tajfel & vTurner,
1986). Learning to function within a multicultural society for a minority means learning
to adapt to expectations set by the majority group. By gaining a social identity, the
individual becomes empowered to adapt to various settings and fit in with the social
surroundings. “Social identity is defined as one’s knowledge of membership in certain
social groups and the social meanings attached to the group” (Abrams, O’Connor, &
Giles, 2005). These attachments are dependent upon the individual situation. The
development of these identities is dependent on what Alexander and Weil (1969) called
“situated identity” (p. 140). “The term situated identity designates the dispositional
imputations about an individual that are conveyed by his actions in a particular social
context” (Alexander & Knight, 1971, p. 65). A person in a social situation will behave in
such a way as to be identified by their behaviors. When we enter these various situations
we enter a social environment where we will be identified by others. “When a person

acts, he communicates information about the kind of person he presumes to be and
obliges others to regard him as being that kind of person” (Alexander & Knight, 1971, p.

66).
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By maintaining at least a basic understanding of these meanings. the individual
can, at least in part, identify with the groups, allowing him/her to function within the
group. “In other words, individuals seek to define themselves in terms of their immersion
in relationships with others and with larger collectives and derive much of their self-
evaluation from such social identities” (Brewer & Gardner, 1996, p. 83). Culture and
social identification go hand in hand. Social identification can develop though any social
group situation a person is a part of, whether it is a group of friends, co-workers, school
clubs, or a religion.

Each of the four parts of identity can be operationalized with examples for
clarification. Each of these parts can be exemplified with one question, answered in four
different ways. “Who are you?” When answering this question from a personal identity
perspective, one may answer, “I am Johnny, a quiet person who likes to read.” When
answering from a social perspective one may respond “I am Johnny, a member of the
Democratic Party.” Those who identify more with their cultural identity may respond, “I
am Johnny, from Sunny Side Queens New York.” This type of response lets the person
who asked the question know automatically that there is a level of identity common to
anyone that comes from this specific neighborhood. One who is identified ethnically
may respond, depending on what region of the country they are in, “I am Johnny, a
Hispanic/Latino, I am Johnny, a Mexican-American, or I am Johnny, a Chicano.”
Because this population has origins in so many countries and the attitudes in different
parts of the United States are so different, obtaining a name for all has proven to be a
debatable task. Each of these responses suggests how identity is represented and

illustrates how individuals can express that identity.
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As society’s structure continues to change, so do the many factors that play a role
in identity development. With limitless access to images via the Internet and mass media
outlets, the social and cultural structure of society is evolving. More and more African
American, Hispanic/Latino and Asian stereotypes are breaking through the glass ceiling
that once limited their exposure. From this increase in exposure comes the increase in
stereotypical perceptions. Mass media sources continuously inundate consumers with
fictional images of the Latino drug lord, the Italian Mafioso, the African American gang-
banger, or the nerdy Asian. While there is no denying that these characteristics exist
within each population, the characteristics are not representative of the entire population.
These changes bring a strong need to understand the identities, but an even stronger need
to understand how stereotypes communicate the perceptions that help shape those
identities within cultures.

The characteristics that make up these cultural identities are becoming more
prevalent in what was once known as “White America.” Asian styles are more popular in
our homes, Latino foods and music are becoming more popular recreational choices, and
African American attire has become a norm amongst many of the fashion conscious.
Learning and understanding these changes and the groups that changes occur in is
beneficial. Developing an understanding of the cultural surroundings assures the
individual a place, and a working knowledge to survive in and communicate with other
cultures. When functioning within an intercultural setting, our cultural identities help us
understand and relate to situations, and “through research that investigates identity, we
can begin to understand the impact of our multiple identities on intercultural interactions”

(Martin, Nakayama, & Flores, 1998, p. 49). Identity studies help us to make sense out of
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the many characteristics within other cultures. Often the characteristics are foreign to our
frames of reference and being able to study identity and identity formation becomes a key
to better relations. Because of the many factors that affect cultural identity, Collier and
Thomas (1988) urged researchers who explore cultural identity to include other aspects of
identity because of the many negotiated identities that can be related. More specifically
for the purpose of this literature review, the relationship between cultural identity and
their existing stereotypes is explored through a social perspective.
Cultural Identity Through Situated Social Interaction

Cultural identity is a social construction that gives the individual an
ontological status and expectations for social behavior (Yep, 1998). These
behaviors are based on the identity desired by both the group and the individuals
who make up the group.

“For situations to be socially defined there must be relative consensus

about the meaning of actions. Within a population it is necessary that

there be some agreement about the dispositional dimensions that are

relevant to describe an individual’s conduct and about how a particular

action is to be evaluated along those dimensions. When these conditions

are met, then we can say that a situation has consensual meaning or social

reality” (Alexander & Knight, 1971, p. 66).
This agreement of what constitutes a social identity in various situations clarifies
what specific behaviors lead to that social identity for that social group in that
social situation. Stereotypes then, used to represent a culture, stem from a

cognitive grouping that humans do naturally. “Some have suggested that



stereotypes are part of the process of cognition, that we cannot exist without some
sort of categorization process” (Hughes & Baldwin, 2002, p. 41). The media
largely perpetuates many stereotypes. “Media portrayals of Hispanics in general,
be it in popular culture such as television or movies, or in the mainstream press
through depictions of the Latino experience in this country in newspapers or
magazines, have been stilted at best and racist at worst” (Chavez, 1996, p. 27).
Yet citizens’ perceptions in the United States are largely based on the media, thus
Hispanics are perceived as lower class or less productive as citizens. “Although
they now constitute America’s largest minority group, the legacy of negative
stereotypes directed at Latinos (such as greasers) persists” (Jacobson, 2003, p.
B7). Time and time again television portrays characters from this large group as
underachievers, gang members, maids, laundry workers, and so forth. “Pictorial
stereotypes are legal. And they are often compelling. But neither legal nor
aesthetic arguments suffice in justifying when it’s morally permitted to publish
images that injure” (Elliot, 1996, p. 3).

The study of social identity and stereotypes plays an important role for
scholars seeking to bridge the gap of cultural misunderstandings. “This concern
with identity, social interaction, and social relations gave rise to the new tendency
in studying identity—focusing on direct relationships between communication
and identity” (Jung & Hecht, 2004, p. 266). The idea that communication and
cultural and ethnic identities help shape each other strengthen the need for this
kind of research, and creates a wealth of opportunity for research because of the

countless applications that are available. The social groups we place ourselves in
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create communicative situations, and from each of those situations we derive a
culturally unique communicative style. “Shared group membership is the
ultimate form of culture in the traditional perspective” (Hall, 1992, p. 52).
Scholars of identity study diverse interactions of people of different races,
genders, sexuality, creeds, and cultures (Allport, 1954). “Stereotypes are
generally conceptualized as exaggerated, over-generalized, oversimplified beliefs
used to categorize people” (Christian & Lapinski, 2003, p. 248). Because cultures
are often identified stereotypically, it is important to study and understand the
identities within each culture. “An individual’s identity is created through
internalization and negotiation of ascribed identities by others. The co-created
identity is avowed in communication and adjusted again by other ascriptions”
(Jung & Hecht, 2004, p. 266). These ascriptions create perpetuated images that
are then applied to specific groups as an identity. “Identity can be interpreted as a
continuous variable by tracking the systematic similarities and differences
between persons who are said to ‘belong’ in some way to a culture group”
(Collier & Thomas, 1988, p. 105). Through the study of situated social identity,
stereotypical identities placed on groups are pointed out, allowing for a more
culturally sound understanding of cultural differences. Many of these stereotypes
are considered to be valid because they are based on actual members found within
the culture; however the stereotypes do not encompass all members.

Because cultural identity has the ability to make known the origins and traditions
carried out through various cultures, it is amazing that the amount of studies conducted

within the Hispanic/Latino culture are so few. There are 39 million Hispanic/Latino
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members in the United States and still there are so few credible, extensive studies on the
cultural interactions of this group of people with mainstream society (Stavans, 2003).
With such a highly populated and diverse group it is inconceivable to believe this culture
as a whole has so little to offer to scholarly research. However, “group membership
(racial or otherwise) does not guarantee shared knowledge or values” (Hall, 1992, p. 53).
Communicating interculturally creates a more clear vision of other cultures. Because
Hispanic/Latino stereotypes are all inclusive, meaning they generally do not differentiate
between the races that make up Hispanic/Latinos, we must view them as generalized
conceptions held about the group and cultural identities of Hispanic/Latinos. Through
identity-based research, scholars are able to evaluate culturally diverse nonverbal
behaviors, undisclosed means of jargon used by different cultures, and explain traditions
followed by different cultures. The current study suggested the importance of situated
social identity studies in understanding Hispanic/Latino comedian use of humor to
combat socially imposed negative stereotypes.

Social identity develops as a consequence of memberships in particular groups
within one’s culture. “Membership in a disparaged minority group can create
psychological conflict; minority group members are faced with a choice of accepting the
negative views of society toward their group or rejecting them in a search for their own
identity” (Tajfel, 1978; Phinney, 1989, p. 34). The characteristics and concerns common
to most members of such social groups shape the way individuals view their
characteristics (Lustig & Koester, 2003, p. 141). Those who belong to a cultural group
and claim that the group identifies them are using social identity. Researchers and

theorists in social identity suggest that people are “motivated to join the most attractive



groups and/or give an advantage to the groups to which one belongs (in-group)”
(Worchel, Rothgerber, Day, Hart, & Butemeyer, 1998, p. 390). People naturally favor
their own people; “people will provide more resources to their own groups, rather than to
out-groups. When in-groups are identified, an individual decides the extent to which the
group is central to his or her identity” (West & Turner, 2000, p. 407). By breaking up
these aspects of life into sub-categories we are able to create smaller more understandable
sections allowing for a much easier existence. We use social categories like white, black,
Australian, Christian, Muslim, student, bus driver, because they are useful in
understanding the categories to which they belong (West & Turner, 2000). Assigning
sub-categories is an easy way that humans have learned to associate meaning with
people, animals, places, and many other aspects of our world. Placing any particular
association on an object becomes that object’s identity. How we see them, interact with
them, and even describe them are all results of the category in which we place them. The
objective behind doing this is that we achieve a convenient, known image (Infante,
Rancer, & Womack, 2003, p. 21). A desirable identity is something we each work
towards having, both for ourselves in how others see us, as well as the identity we use to
identify others.

We identify with groups we perceive ourselves to belong to. Identification carries
two meanings. Part of who we are is made up of our group memberships. That is,
sometimes we think of ourselves as “us” vs. “them” or “we” vs. “they,” and at other
times we think of ourselves as “I” vs. “he or she” or “me” vs. “him or her” (West &
Turner, 2000). At times we think of ourselves as members of the group and at other

times we think of ourselves as unique individuals. Much like the categorization idea, our
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identity is developed and emphasized by the groups in which we are placed, or in which
we place others. There are many group members who are naturally associated negatively
because of the group in which they are identified. By assuming that most
Hispanic/Latinos are drug lords or gangbangers, the stereotype assumes a negative cast or
perception. Media-induced caricatures project these images the most that are then related
to the culture as a whole. Even while understanding that the stereotypes are negative, we
should also be aware that there are members who do fit the stereotypes. The drug lords
do exist within the population, but they are a small minority of the population. Allowing
the stereotypes to be projected on the population as whole creates an automatic
assumption that all Hispanic/Latinos fit the description. These automatic associations
generally have a negative effect on the amount of progress the person allows him/herself
to maintain. According to Claude Steele, psychology professor at Stanford University,
“minority students are afraid of living up to the myth of intellectual inferiority” (Charles
& Massey, 2003). Such is the case for many other individuals who are identified
negatively because of the groups in which they are a part. Whether we are accepted for
our lifestyle, or the groups in which we are identified, it is an effort to feel good about
how others see us. The strength of social comparison is that in order to evaluate
ourselves we compare ourselves with others who are physically, mentally, or emotionally
similar to ourselves.

The Hispanic/Latino population is composed of many different and unique

cultures from all over the world. These are called co-cultures, which are groups of
individuals who are part of the same larger culture. But, through unity and individual

identification around such attributes as race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and religion,



they create their own identity (West & Turner, 2000). This means that while each of
these groups may have a culture of its own, celebfate holidays of its own, carry out
traditions of its own, and even speak a language of its own, society will still group them
together as a whole. Because of this, Hispanic/Latinos need an identity that each co-
culture can adopt in order to strengthen the cultural identity of Hispanic/Latinos as a
group. For example, when we see African-Americans, we automatically lump them
together under the African-American umbrella, and because of this the group as a whole
has been perceived as one. Whites as a whole no longer argue whether or not they are
Irish, Scottish, German, English, and so forth; they each fall under the umbrella of being
part of the white community, while choosing to celebrate the deeper roots within their
own co-culture. Through the willingness to self-identify, Whites and African Americans
have become the most powerful groups in our country. Each of these power cultures has
identified many co-cultures as forming one large identifying culture. Hispanic/Latinos,
on the other hand, spend more energy arguing or defending their Mexican identity, or
Cuban identity, which is fine at a more local level within our communities, but as the
largest minority group in the country without a firm unifying identity on a large scale,
Hispanic/Latinos will continue to hold one another firmly in a socially powerless
position.
Summary of the Literature

As a society, one thing that we cannot escape is stereotypes. Once a stereotype
has been accepted as part of a culture’s perceived identity, regardless of what steps are
taken to break away from it, those stereotypes will continue to exist. Whether those

stereotypes are based on color, race, dress, creed, or sexuality makes no difference in how
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people will choose to categorize a group. “Although individuals may define themselves
as a member of a certain ethnic group, they may not perceive themselves as being a
typical member of it” (Abrams, O’Connor & Giles, 2002, p. 226). Yet many are
stereotyped into the roles associated with the group as a whole. These are the roles that
many Hispanic/Latino comedians combat with humor, in an effort to disassociate the
stereotype from the population as a whole. Much like stereotypes, humor plays such a
large role in our society that making efforts to do without humor would be much more
difficult because the message would not reach as many audience members; thus
Hispanic/Latinos using humor to their advantage becomes a valid option.

“We can approach the structure of humor in terms of its most fundamental
element: the joke as an argument” (Rybacki & Rybacki, 1991, p. 311). Using humor to
cope with the stereotypes is to ridicule them. To show that they are false to the actual
identity of Hispanic/Latinos is one form of grasping the roots of developing identities.
Identities are built on images, images are built on stereotypes, and stereotypes are built on
perception. As humans, whether we would like to admit it or not, categorizing each other
is inevitable. Humor can be a tool for encouraging and embracing of alternative images
because it is through those images that cultures distinguish themselves. Humor can also
be an argument for or against the culture. “The rhetor who uses humor is putting forward
an argument about some aspect of his or her world in which incongruity is proof of the
rhetor’s premise, and a laugh from the audience it affirms” (Rybacki & Rybacki, 1991, p.
311). Humor is an element that can change from one point in time to another. Much like
a feeling of sadness, humor and laughter depend on the surroundings. Yet their use by

communicators may help to change perceptions of a culture.
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As noted in the related review of literature, studies on communication, identity,
humor and communication and stereotypes are vast, while the studies on the use of
humor as a rhetorical tool are limited. These limitations in available work do not signify
a weakness in the study of humor as rhetoric; rather they provide perspectives that may
be useful, not only for this study, but for future studies as well. The research questions
posed for this study are a vital means of developing a better understanding of humor’s
rhetorical abilities. In order to explore humor’s usefulness in creating arguments about
stereotypes I asked three questions: What stereotypes of groups exist in the transcripts of
the comedians’ routines? How do those messages with stereotypes support or dispel the
stereotypical images of the Hispanic/Latino identity? How does the use of humor in their
messages (re)construct Hispanic/Latino identity? Each of these questions is vital in
understanding the effectiveness of the humor messages relating to stereotypes used by

Lopez and Mencia.
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CHAPTER I
METHOD

The purpose of this study was to examine the rhetorical strategies employed by
comedians George Lopez and Carlos Mencia in the messages they create through a
rhetorical analysis of the messages used in their comedy routines. Researching an artifact
through a rhetorical study permits exploring the creation of influential and persuasive
messages, and rhetorical analyses allow researchers to deconstruct parts of the whole
artifact to focus on. Hart (1997) argued, “rhetorical criticism provides general
understandings via the case study method” (p. 25). This method forces the rhetorical
scholar to choose and limit the sample used in a study. By limiting the sample used to a
specific set of texts from a much larger sample the rhetorical critic must be careful to
incorporate texts that raise important questions. “The critic’s challenge is to tell the
largest possible story given the necessary limited evidence available” (Hart, 1997, p. 25).
By limiting the text used for analysis the rhetorical critic is able to examine a specific set
of information intensively to answer the questions raised by the study.

In selecting a “unit of analysis” (Foss, 1996, p. 15), the rhetorical critic evaluates
what areas of the artifact to focus on. As part of a larger whole, the selected part of the
artifact that will be analyzed is key to creating a study focusing on answering the research
questions. There are a number of purposes behind the unit of analysis. First, it creates a
narrow area to focus the research on. An overall analysis of an entire artifact is an
impossible feat because of the unlimited features inherent within each researcher’s goals
and each artifact’s presence. By choosing what specific aspects of an artifact the

researcher wants to analyze, he or she is able to create research best suited to their



51

interests. This ability to choose a focus area of an artifact aids in answering the research
questions, and by doing so the rhetorical critic is required to justify the decision to select
the unit of analysis chosen, and present the information about the artifact that will answer
the research questions. Finally, the researcher must create a link to the theoretical aspects
of the discipline. By connecting the analysis to existing theory, the researcher is able to
extend the knowledge available in understanding the theory, and in understanding the
artifact.
Humor in Rhetoric
I focused on the intent of these messages to influence audiences and the idea that
these messages share in an effort to create arguments against the stereotypes they address.
“As a language, a discourse, involving writer, audience, and motive, humor as a
fashioning instrument qualifies as a rhetorical means which persuades and
convinces through identifications with various groups. As such it has been (and
still is) employed and manipulated by writers to work upon audiences to shape
their values and conceptions of culture” (Click, 1994, p. 13).
Through this study I sought not only to expand our understanding of rhetorical theory,
but also to create what Foss (1996) called a “contribution to the improvement of our
abilities as communicators and consumers of symbols” (p. 8). By gaining a better
understanding of how these comedy routines are used we can discern how the messages
are used to remove power from the stereotypes they refer to.
A rhetorical method is useful because I argue that these comedians are creating
rhetorical messages through their uses of humor. A rhetorical approach also fits because

“rhetoric has also come to describe a perspective by which humans analyze and describe



the use of language and other symbolic means in persuasion” (Lindley, 2003, p. 11). By
describing and analyzing the stories told by Lopez and Mencia, we are able to better
understand motivations for creating the messages in the stories, and how the language
was manipulated to make such messages persuasive. In understanding this manipulation
a clearer understanding of the messages’ purpose is derived. Rhetoric as the available
means of persuasion can help rhetoricians gain understandings of influence and
persuasion; however rhetoric can also be used to analyze language and the symbolism
used to create language. By analyzing both language and symbols used to create the
language, rhetoricians are able to apply the two perspectives to an understanding the
messages create. “Both understandings of rhetoric are founded on two premises: 1)
human beings make choices and 2) those choices can be influenced by the manipulation
of symbols” (Lindley, 2003, p. 11). More specifically for the purposes of this study,
those symbols are created and manipulated through the use of language. Ethninger,
Benson, Ettlich, Fisher, Kerr, Larson, Nadeau, & Niles (1971) noted that “rhetorical
studies are properly concerned with the process by which symbols and systems of
symbols have influence upon beliefs, values, attitudes, and actions, and they embrace all
forms of human communication, not exclusively public address nor communication
within any one class or cultural group” (p. 208). Although research looking at the
rhetoric of humor is limited, research involving rhetoric, humor and culture offers a wide
range of support and theoretical base to create a study of this nature.

Foss (1996) claimed that a rhetorical analysis must follow three major steps. A
researcher must select the artifact and create research questions that deal directly with the

artifact studied. For this study the selected artifacts are the comedy of George Lopez and
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Carlos Mencia. The messages created and communicated to audiences through their use
of humor raised three research questions dealing with how those messages are
communicated and how that communication is an intentional argument created by the
joke tellers.

Identifying the Artifacts

In order to understand or derive meaning from an artifact, it is crucial to first gain
a complete understanding of the artifact. This analysis examined the comedy of George
Lopez and Carlos Mencia. The analysis began by identifying the unit of analysis as only
the jokes based on ethnic stereotypes that are taken from the transcripts of each
comedian’s routines. All other jokes found in the transcripts will be discarded for this
study because they don’t pertain to the study of ethnic stereotypes. By limiting the unit
of analysis to only those jokes referring directly to ethnic stereotypes I was able to focus
on what messages with arguments exist within Lopez and Mencia’s comedy, how those
messages with arguments support or dispel the stereotypical images of the
Hispanic/Latino identity, and how using humor a rhetorical tool works to re(construct)
the Hispanic/Latino identity.

By applying Burke’s perspective by incongruity the analysis examined the
selected units in order to decipher what enthymematic claims these jokes expect
audiences to supply. The findings of this analysis were be used to answer the research
questions proposed for this study. Applying this tool of analysis to the messages created
a better understanding of the communication process in this environment and argue that
as part of that process (the joke teller tells a joke, the audience laughs) the message

creators were using the enthymematic responses to address the perceptions the audience
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holds about these stereotypes. In addition, I analyzed how those messages influence the
development of identity within the Hispanic/Latino population. The next section
discusses George Lopez and Carlos Mencia’s biography, comedy style, and commercial
successes. Doing this will not only help clarify each comedian individually, but will aid
in distinguishing each comedian’s style of humor as it is applied throughout the
remainder of the study.

George Lopez

George Lopez is one of the most recognizable comedians working today. Having
worked in comedy for over 20 years, Lopez has built his career telling his story using
humor to appeal to audiences. “When George Lopez began making people laugh,
comedy was a shield for him. Now it’s a banner” (Lee, n.d., p. 1). Born April 23, 1961,
in Mission Hills, Los Angeles, California to a Mexican American family, he was
abandoned by his birth parents at an early age. Left to be raised by his biological
grandmother and step-grandfather, Lopez learned at an early age how to deal with little
attention through humor. Many of his comedic routines center around many of the
childhood experiences he had and he uses those experiences to entice audiences into
finding humor is his experiences. “What I think I learned was what I initially thought
was a God-given talent turned out to be a wall that I'd put up to deflect emotions from
penetrating and actually hurting” he stated in an interview with Lee (n.d., p. 1). After
battling a genetic disorder that caused his kidneys to slowly deteriorate, he received a
kidney transplant with a kidney donated to him by his wife Ann Serrano. Today Lopez
continues to tour and is co-creator and star of American Broadcasting Company’s (ABC)

hit situation comedy The George Lopez Show.



Lopez’s comedy is known for its stereotypical portrayal of the Hispanic/Latino
population. In an interview with Katy Vine (2004) he defended his comedic style by
arguing that, “Normally what happens is you get some attack from Latino groups because
the material is hard-edged. But it’s based in truth and the truth hurts” (p. 30). This
realistic outlook on things has led to large amounts of success for Lopez. For years it was
even the source of a lot of Lopez’s anger. “I think all Latino performers have a chip on
their shoulder. They don’t think their record company’s doing enough for them, they
don’t think that white people get it, or they think they’re being held back because they are
Latino. (And) I was one of the angriest” (Deggans, 2003, p. 46). This attitude and
approach to the issue has helped Lopez become the successful comedian he is today
because of the truthfulness found with in the jokes he created.

Along with all the commercial success, Lopez has achieved several awards
including “Cultural Artist of the Year” from the Harvard Foundation for Intercultural and
Race Relations (Comedian wins Harvard award, 2004). In 2003 Lopez was also the
recipient of two Imagen Awards, highly coveted awards for Hispanic/Latino entertainers
who “celebrate positive portrayals of Hispanics and promotes the advancement of
Hispanics within the entertainment industry” (N. A., & N., n.d.).

In order to carry out this analysis each of the selected routines was transcribed.
These transcripts are taken form Lopez’s complete library of performances that can be
purchased in music or video stores across the country. The first script came from a CD
titled Alien Nation. This show was recorded 1998 at The Ice House Comedy Club in
Pasadena California. The next selection was titled Right Now Right Now, and was

performed and recorded in 2001 at The Icehouse Comedy Club in Pasadena California.



The third performance was titled 7eam Leader and was recorded at The Icehouse
Comedy Club and released in 2003. The fourth selection, a DVD titled Why You Crying?
was filmed at The Terrace Theatre Long Beach Performing Arts Center in Long Beach,
California in 2005. The next CD, titled EI Mas Chingon, was recorded at The Icehouse
Comedy Club in Pasadena California and released in 2006. Lopez’s first ever HBO
Comedy Special, titled America’s Mexican, served as the sixth routine to be transcribed.
This show was filmed in Phoenix, Arizona at The Dodge Theatre and released in 2007.
All of the routines were written and performed by George Lopez and each of the CD’s or
DVD’s selected for analysis was recorded in front of a live audience and unedited for
content or language. I was able to attend a live performance of George Lopez’s
“America’s Mexican” tour and found it to be very similar to the HBO recording. Many
of the jokes were formulaic in structure and language but varied in delivery based on
specific interactions with the audience.

Carlos Mencia

Carlos Mencia is one of the most controversial comedians working today.
Mencia has an entirely different approach to humor, both in delivery and style. While
much of his material focuses on Hispanic/Latino stereotypes, he furthers it by making
light of many cultures and issues both in the news and in society in general. After a show
in Tucson, Arizona, Mencia was heavily criticized for joking about Mexican immigrants
who refuse to honor the American way of life. “Let me tell you why white America is
mad at you. You come to this country because it’s better, then you wave a flag for the
country you came from like it’s better” (Burch, 2006). Mencia attributed this type of

attitude toward immigration and racial issues in the United States to his own life as an
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immigrant. Born October 22, 1967 in San Pedro Sula, Honduras to a Honduran father
and a Mexican mother, Mencia was sent to the United States when he was a young boy to
live with and be raised by his aunt and uncle in East Los Angeles. After graduating from
high school in 1985, Mencia attended California State Los Angeles where he majored in
electronic engineering, then after performing at an open-mic night for the first time he
decided comedy was the career he would follow.

Marked by controversy, Mencia’s comedy career spans over 10 years. He
achieved a lot of success early on in his career by hosting a television series called “Loco
Slam.” Much of the material subject matter Mencia deals with in his routines is
presented in the most brutally honest fashion. In response to critics who claim his brand
of comedy is offensive, Mencia argued;

“If you want to blame anything, blame the ghetto for who I am. I am from a
neighborhood where 2 percent of the people graduate high school and went to
college. I’ve been shot and stabbed and I’ve seen people die in front of my face.
I saw this guy get killed and I couldn’t open my door because we would have
gotten killed. So some guy says ‘I can’t believe you said that (in a joke).” I say:
‘what a luxury.” We have a country that’s so wealthy and easy, that people can be
offended by a joke. Ibet you people don’t get offended by a joke in Iraq, that’s
the luxury we have in this country that people don’t even realize” (Deggans,
2006, p. 31).

Not only has this attitude and controversy led to success on stage, in 2005 Comedy
Central made a deal with Mencia to create a half hour sketch comedy show called Mind

of Mencia, along with the show, Comedy Central agreed to sponsor a nationwide tour.
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The brashness of Mencia’s comedy style has become the focus of both his fans
and his critics. Focusing on race, sexual orientation, politics, religion, and social class
structures, Mencia goes out of his way to violate what are socially considered politically
correct topic or commentary boundaries. Critics argue that Mencia uses these jokes for
cheap laughs, however Mencia argues that he attacks all races and religions equally in
effort to encourage his audiences to think about what is going on in the world around
them. “In the year since he sold out two shows at the 1,400-seat Rialto Theatre
Downtown, Mencia has honed his chops and become even sharper in his delivery and his
observations, which at times elicited uncomfortable laugher from the racially and age-
diverse audience. But it’s what he says that gets your attention. Whether you agree with
him or not, he got you thinking” (Burch, 2006). This no-barrier approach to comedy
catapulted Mencia into the spotlight. During an interview, Mencia noted, “I do an
interesting job of balancing a stereotype with how to use the stereotype. These guys want
to be American. They work really hard. They’re good at what they do. It has many
layers. And it causes this weird thing where you want to get mad, but you’re not sure.
And that’s what I like” (Deggans, 2006, p. 30).

The routines selected for this analysis encompass Mencia’s available library.
Each of the selected materials is pre-recorded and available for purchase in many music
and video stores across the country. The first was released in 2001 and is titled Take a
Joke America. This routine was performed at The Comedy Works in Denver, Colorado
and transcribed from a CD. The second also comes from a CD and was released in 2002.
This album was titled America Rules and was released in (2003). Mencia’s CD release

titled Unmerciful is the third routine transcribed and scanned for thematic categories.
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This routine was performed and recorded in 2003 at a show in Kansas City. The fourth
routine used was a DVD titled Not for the Easily Offended. This performance was
released in 2003 and filmed at The Improve Comedy Club in San Jose, California. The
next routine was released in 2004 and titled Down to the Nitty Gritty. His latest release,
titled No Strings Attached, was the final routine transcribed for this study. Released in
2006, this routine was filmed in San Francisco, California. All of the routines were
written and performed by Carlos Mencia. Each of the CD’s or DVD’s selected for
analysis was recorded in front of a live audience and unedited for content or language.
Applying the Method

To answer the questions of this study, the unit of analysis chosen must extract the
meanings created by the comedy of George Lopez and Carlos Mencia. Because each
artifact encompasses a variety of topics, only jokes based on ethnic stereotypes served as
the unit of analysis for this study. Because of the complexity of humor and its use as a
message, Burke’s (1959) perspective by incongruity served as the key tools for analysis.
Although each comedian employs his own style in delivery and message creation, the use
of humor messages by each comedian cannot be understood without an examination of
each selected unit, and analyzed with Burke as the lens. Using the work of Burke, an
analysis of Lopez and Mencia’s use of humor messages was created and an
understanding of the humor messages role as a possible argument and tool for use in
identity formation was revealed.

As part of their routines Lopez and Mencia have embedded symbols in their
routines. These symbols according to Burke (1959) are “capable of infinite analysis” (p.

86). The comedians’ use of humor as a rhetorical tool in the form of language as symbols
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offered an analysis where the rhetor examined the artifact for claims and anti-claims.
Because the messages are carried out through the use of humor, they are presented in a
way that does not blatantly threaten the audience or their beliefs. By not making the
audience feel attacked, the comedians are able to express specific rhetorical messages
about the stereotypes in their humor whiles accomplishing their goal of entertaining the
audience. By finding the humor in the messages about the stereotypes the audience
acknowledges the existence of the stereotypes addressed and feels free to laugh at the
incongruity of it because it is in the form of a joke. This enthymematic response is based
on what the audience knows and/or believes prior to the telling of the joke. Burke (1959)
would argue that the perspective by incongruity creates this relationship between the joke
teller, the audience, the situation and offers the communicators the option to reject or
accept the messages. By intentionally creating these messages the comedians’ are
planning for the incongruity of the jokes to result in laughter from the audience. The plan
is that the jokes will draw out the enthymematic response, and the audience laughs,
acknowledging knowledge of the joke’s subject matter. By focusing their messages on
stereotypical issues the enthymematic responses become the claim or anti-claim for what
is discussed in the joke. This incongruity is based in the audience’s ability to practically
perceive the persuasive meaning in a humorous message.

The foundation of arguments and humor rests on ideas; these ideas serve as a
structural compass for the communicator using them. “People use humor to try and
understand things that do not appear to make sense. We like to think of our world as an
orderly place where things happen for good reasons. When our sense of this order is

disturbed or purposely violated, we are troubled but we can also laugh” (Rybacki &
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Rybacki, 1991, p. 323). By creating messages using humor, the communicator
acknowledges certain flaws in reasoning; “[t]he essence of humor arises from some
contradictions in reasoning” (Shultz & Germeroth, 1998, p. 235). Understanding how a
message is developed and where an incongruent humorous argument is formed enables
the researcher to better understand the rhetorical structure of humor messages as
arguments. Berger (1993) referred to this process in his discussion about cartoon humor;
he argued that cartoons develop meanings to make people laugh, and by doing so
influence the audience’s perceptions of what they are laughing at. The process of
understanding these messages and the ways they occur in comedians’ humor is difficult
because of the many perceptions that exist with each audience of each comedian.
“Decoding humor in this way helps us understand and cope with life’s incongruities
cognitively, enabling us to appreciate these violations of our sense of order and thereby
strengthening it” (Rybacki & Rybacki, 1991, p. 323). Developing a cognitive
understanding of the humor as it is used allows the audience member to more fully
understand the humor’s application to stereotypes. “Works of humor are often
incredibly complex™ (Berger, 1993, p. 15). Because of its complexity, creating an
analysis of humor using the text benefits us by furthering research about using humor
messages.

Analysis for this research focused on the comedy routines of George Lopez and
Carlos Mencia. “The stand-up comedian frequently intends to make the audience better
informed about social problems and more receptive to changes as a result of insights
experienced through the act of decoding humor” (Rybacki & Rybacki, 1991, p. 327).

Lopez and Mencia create their jokes for an unspecific target audience. Their commercial
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success depends on this universal audience because of the various touring locations and
diverse audiences. Because many of the stereotypes addressed are so pervasive in the
way Hispanic/Latinos are identified, Lopez and Mencia expect their Hispanic/Latino
audience members will get the jokes because of their own personal experiences. The
jokes are aimed at Latinos who have a working knowledge of the stereotypes but they are
also aimed at non-Latino eavesdroppers. These non-Latino targets are equally important
because they are the ones who either employ such stereotypes or believe such stereotypes
because they lack personal experiences. Either way they are an important part of the
target audience because the arguments being made by in the jokes are designed to address
these stereotypes.

The analysis delved into 12 pre-recorded comedy routines from 1996 to 2007. All
text provided for this analysis was transcribed from the performances of each comedian
during a recorded or filmed performance. These performances vary from HBO Specials
to material from early career performances. Once each of the performances was
transcribed, units of analysis were selected based on the jokes using ethnic stereotypes
and placing them in categories based on the stereotype it deals with. Each routine
provided a lengthy transcription. Because of this it was important to break down the
routines specifically by what the research questions sought to answer. The track/chapters
found in each recording needed to be broken into smaller more specific jokes/stories.
From this detailed breakdown jokes were organized based on their relation to the research
questions. From these transcripts, 48 total humorous stories fit the research parameter of
dealing with a racial or ethnic stereotype. Importantly, each of the jokes/stories used

deals with a stereotype, but RQ1 specifically sought stories that primarily identified a
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stereotype. Other stories took stereotypes further, but 20 joke/stories were employed to
carry out a basic identification or acknowledgement task. RQ?2 sought to identify
jokes/stories that affirm and/or dispel Hispanic/Latino stereotypes and the analysis found
15 jokes/stories did this. Finally, RQ3 sought to uncover what jokes/stories worked to
(re)construct Hispanic/Latino stereotypes and 13 jokes primarily served this function.
Table 1 provides a complete list of the jokes used. For clarity each comedic “bit” was
given a title which was not created by the comedians but only used for reference in this
study. A complete transcribed list of jokes used can be found in the Appendix.

Table 1

Jokes by Comedian

George Lopez
RQ1: Jokes that identify ethnic stereotypes 6
1. No Blacks Allowed
. Other Illegal Aliens
. Drop In A Bucket

[\

3
4. Gangbangers and Drywallers
5. He’s Been Crying, Hurry!
6. The Work Force
RQ2: Jokes that affirm or dispel stereotypes 7
7. Find Every Mexican Available
8. Onions and E.Coli
9. The Double Standard
10. Aint Going Nowheres
11. You Don’t Sound Mexican
12. Credit Card Holders Only
13. The First Alien



RQ3: Jokes that (re)construct Hispanic/Latino identity
14. Backs to the Camera
15. Shoes and Belts
16. They’re Gonna Understand
17. That Image is Tired

Carlos Mencia
RQ1: Jokes that identify ethnic stereotypes
1. Gotta Break an Egg
2. Can’t Hold in Laughter
3. The Scary Neighborhood
4. A Real Tattoo
5. Arroz y Frijoles on the Side
6. The Dashiki
7. You Can’t Take the Ghetto Out
8. Misunderstood Asians
9. Smart Asians
10. The Green Beaner
11. You’re All Mexicans
12. Mexicans Do It To
13. Who Builds the Fence?
14. The Crab Effect
RQ2: Jokes that affirm or dispel stereotypes
15. No Looking For Me
16. A Chopping Cart and Oranges
17. Across the Board
18. You’re Bi-Lingual
19. Getting Athletes
20. What We Don’t Do
21. It’s Simply Ignorance
22. 40 Million Dollars a Year

64

14
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RQ3: Jokes that (re)construct Hispanic/Latino identity 9
23. Call Me A Beaner
24. A Group Called ‘Other’
25. Keeping It Real
26. The Pointy Boots
27. But ’'m From Here
28. Pochos
29. Watch It On CNN
30. Give Me An M16
31. All Groups

Once the text was analyzed for recurring themes enacted by each of the comedians, each
of the three categories delineated above was analyzed for its uses of messages,
enthymematic conclusions and its implications for Hispanic/Latino identity and what they
say about Hispanic/Latino identity.

“The communicator develops arguments in an attempt to persuade the audience
to share her or his reasoning” (Shultz & Germeroth, 1998, p. 235). In order to develop a
better understanding of Lopez and Mencia’s rhetorical motives, one must understand the
structure of the humor messages that are being used. Study of these messages was
limited to references to stereotypical images of ethnic groups, with emphasis on
Hispanic/Latinos. So the stories or “bits” were isolated and only ones focusing on ethnic
stereotypes were analyzed. This allowed exploration of how, through the messages
created in their humor, Lopez and Mencia are able to challenge the cultural beliefs held

by the audience.
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Summary

I believe that Lopez and Mencia’s use of humor messages provides rhetorical
analysis with a high level of significance. The environments and situations in which
these messages are communicated provide the joke tellers an uninhibited venue for
sharing even the most offensive jokes without social outcry. The lack of concern over
what is normally thought to be offensive or politically incorrect creates an environment
rich in rhetorical messages because there is little or no backlash for approaching these
topics in such a way. Unlike most societal situations, comedians are free to discuss and
make light of even the most sensitive or offensive subjects. Although the styles of these
two comedians are very different, the methods they use work toward creating similar
messages about many of the same stereotypes. Such commonality offers a point of
comparison and suggests the intentional presence of these messages in these comedic
routines.

This study sought to answer three research questions: What stereotypes of groups
exist in the transcripts of the comedians’ routines? How do messages with stereotypes
support or dispel the stereotypical images of the Hispanic/Latino identity? How does the
use of humor in their messages (re)construct Hispanic/Latino identity? Transcripts were
taken from each of the pre-recorded shows delivered to a live audience by the comedians.
Once those transcripts were created, I carefully extracted the humor messages dealing
with ethnic stereotypes. The keys to the rhetoric found in the humor messages are the
claims and the anti-claims. If the jokes are funny, that is how audiences will recognize
how outrageous their common images are of the Hispanic/Latino population’s identity.

The audience signals an understanding of the humor messages by laughing or similarly
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reacting to the messages. This enthymematic response is the audience’s conclusion. By
laughing at the joke; audience members recognize the incongruity of the jokes’ reference
to the stereotypes. It is through these messages that audiences will recognize that an
argument has or has not been made.

Chapter IV of this study applies this method of analysis. I chose this pair of
comedians not only because of the rhetoric they use in their routines, but also because of
their high levels of success. Lopez and Mencia each have successful network television
shows that grant them access to millions of audience members each week. Along with
these shows, each one has performed their routines on successful tours around the United
States and obtained a highly coveted HBO Comedy Special. By using this pair of
comedians, I sought to demonstrate the rhetorical nature of humor use by comedians and

the power the messages created are intended to have upon audience members.
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CHAPTER IV
ANALYSIS

Chapter III considered Burke’s perspective by incongruity as a rhetorical tool for
examining the use of humor messages created by comedians George Lopez and Carlos
Mencia in their standup routines. Using the Burkean perspective by incongruity to
analyze Lopez and Mencia’s humor messages allowed for a deeper understanding of the
messages’ rhetorical content. “Perspective by incongruity involves altering an
orientation or expectation by viewing an incongruity, which is inconsistent or not in
agreement” (Bostdorff, 1987, p. 64). This study analyzed the comprehensive library of
each comedian released during the years 1996 through 2007. The jokes found in these
two comedians’ shows are based on facts and opinions. “Facts are often maneuvered to
make a case for an opinion by the comedian, who uses language to actively engage
himself (and involve the audience) as members of social categories, groups, professions,
organizations, communities, etc., as other language users do” (Tsang & Wong, 2004, p.
772). This purposeful use of humor is designed to engage the audience in thought while
eliciting laughter. The national success gained by both Lopez and Mencia in reaching
their own cable televisions shows, along with a variety of CD/DVD releases, signifies
their powerful presence in popular culture making them a worthy artifact for this study.

This chapter presents the information found in the selected jokes created and
seeks to uncover what messages exist within those jokes. Lopez and Mencia use their
language and personal experiences as Hispanic/Latinos to relay specific messages to their
audiences. In order to analyze selected purposive messages effectively, the jokes selected

for the study dealt with specific ethnic stereotypes. It was important to limit the artifact
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to these ethnic stereotypes because of the wide variety of topics dealt with by the
comedians. This limited look at ethnicity also allows for a more focused artifact when
looking at the Hispanic/Latino identity issues. To further that specificity, the jokes
selected were then broken into three separate thematic groups based on the research
questions. Group one dealt with jokes that identify the specific ethnic stereotypes within
the transcripts. Group two were jokes that support or dispel stereotypical images of the
Hispanic/Latino population, and group three were jokes that worked to (re)construct a
Hispanic/Latino identity. By doing so, this analysis answered three research questions:

1. What stereotypes of groups exist in the transcripts of the comedians’ routines?

2. How do those messages with stereotypes support or dispel the stereotypical

images of the Hispanic/Latino identity?

3. How does the use of humor in their messages (re)construct Hispanic/Latino

identity?
Chapter IV presents the analysis of the selected jokes from Lopez and Mencia to answer
these questions.

Joking About Stereotypes Using Stories

In talking about their families and other life experiences, Lopez and Mencia
employ narratives. For each of these comedians, the show is more of a series of stories
and in these stories are interwoven punch lines and arguments. Application of the
perspective by incongruity relied on the use of narrative storytelling by the jokers
because the audience must be able to cognitively discern a link between what is being
said in the story and what is meant through the story. Lopez and Mencia created specific

rhetorical messages and shared them with their audiences. Those rhetorical messages are
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designed to argue for or against specific issues and are created through narratives that can
be perceived through the narrative paradigm.
Scholars of arguments would argue that an argument is based on sound rhetorical
logic and reasoning. Fisher (1987) noted that;
The perspective or narrative rationality does not exclude the long tradition of
rhetorical logic; it is a rhetorical logic itself. Other rhetorical logics, however,
have dwelt on argument, argumentative genres, and specific standards of
argumentative assessment. The perspective of narrative rationality focuses on all
forms of human communication as carriers of good reasons and on a system of
evaluation that incorporates the available standards of argumentative assessment
but offers additional considerations (p. 17).
The narrative paradigm places the ability to create arguments in stories by not allowing
only “logical” communicative acts to be more argumentative than others. Fisher
contested that all human communication obtains the ability to argue as long as “good
reasons” are present. “No matter how rigorously a case is argued --- scientifically,
philosophically, or legally --- it will always be a story, and interpretation of some aspect
of the work which is historically and culturally grounded and shaped by human
personality” (Fisher, 1987, p. 17). Lopez and Mencia use this type of logical story telling
to dispel and affirm stereotypes of the Hispanic/Latino population. Through these stories
of personal accounts, the comedians also present incongruities to their audiences that
allow the audiences to understand purposeful messages. In doing so, they are creating
these incongruent messages specifically for their audiences and allowing the audience to

enthymematically conclude meaning from the message based on their own frames of
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reference. This dramatic use of incongruity reaches a bigger audience because by nature
humans are storytellers.
Because Lopez and Mencia offer their narratives to audiences in a time-controlled

setting, they employ what Hart and Daughton (2005) refer to as “native features” of a

narrative:

1. Narrative occurs in a natural timeline. A story must be completed with
a beginning, middle and ending.

2. Narrative includes characterization. The narrative is a story of what
people do and how. To gain interest or perspective that narrator will
offer character insi‘ght vocally by identifying the characters.

3. Narrative presents detail. By adding things like accents, character
descriptions, scene descriptions the narrator attempts to captivate the
audiences’ imagination.

4. Narrative is primitive. At its root, the use of stories to pass knowledge
precedes all written text. Often stories are used to pose lessons to
children and pass on family and cultural traditions.

5. Narrative doesn’t argue obviously. To make an outright argument is to

remove the power of interpretation and understanding from the
audience. Rather a narrative allows the audience to devise their own
meaning and encourages the audience member to react. (pp. 88-89)
In order to better understand this use of narratives as an argument-forming tool,
we need to break down the essential elements of a story. According to Stoner and

Perkins (2005), “all stories must be told. At a minimum we can distinguish the narrator,



the characters, the plot, and the setting” (p. 187). The narrator is the “how™ of a story.
How does this story present itself? The narrator will embody the characters. “The
characters are the people or things that function like people” (Stoner & Perkins, 2005, p.
187). Through the characters an audience member is able to gain details and other
pertinent information from the narrator. These details include the plot of the story. A
good story will have reason, revealed by the narrator through the plot in order to give the
audience a sense of meaning and create interest. Finally, each of these elements takes
place in the setting. The setting groups all the details of the actual story to develop
“themes of the story that help us interpret characters’ actions” (Stoner & Perkins, 2005, p.
187). Lopez and Mencia each embody these elements in their use of stories. In doing so
they created a cognitive dialogue with the audience that allows the formation of specific
messages with specific arguments and presenting them to the audience in such a way that
an audience member might be able to discern them. “The comments made in the show
are both factual and opinionated. Facts in this show are often maneuvered to make a case
for an opinion by the comedian, who uses language to actively engage himself (involve
the audience) as members of social categories, groups, professions, organizations,
communities, etc” (Tsang & Wong, 2004, p. 771). This intentional creation of messages
made Lopez and Mencia more than mere comedians; it makes them social critics with
messages designed to influence the audiences’ thoughts and beliefs on socially relevant
issues.
To grasp the use of humor for persuasive messages by Lopez and Mencia all 12 (6

each) recorded and filmed shows available were transcribed and analyzed by tracks

(CDs) or chapters (DVDs) in order to uncover the rhetoric within the jokes. Because of
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the length of each show and the variety of material each comedian covered, it was
important to focus on jokes that dealt specifically with ethnic stereotypes to answer the
research questions. During this process I found that many of the tracks/chapters dealt
with two or sometimes all three research questions. To remedy this, each track/chapter
was broken into smaller more specific jokes or stories. From those 12 shows, 48
jokes/stories emerged for analysis. Those jokes/stories were then categorized based on
the research question they most worked to answer. Although all 48 dealt with ethnic
stereotypes, only 20 jokes/stories were focused on to answer RQ1 because their primary
goal was to identify the stereotypes that exist. RQ2 looked at jokes/stories that affirm
and/or dispel Hispanic/Latino stereotypes; 15 jokes/stories fell into this categ