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   Racial Comedy and Dave Chappelle
   For many years, Dave Chappelle was considered comedy’s funniest man;
   that was until he had a sudden change of heart and left the comedy
   scene and the public eye almost instantaneously. Dave’s particular
   brand of humor was centered around many controversial issues, but
   chief among them was race. Dave Chappelle would take what is typically
   seen as the darkest side of human values and opinion, and make light
   of the issues turning offensive stereotypes and generalizations into
   comedy that all could enjoy. By portraying racial stereotypes in the
   way that Chappelle did, he made the viewers question their validity.
   Chappelle largely sought to bring us all to the realization of the
   ridiculousness of those stereotypes.
   Chappelle’s comedy show, Chappelle’s Show was wildly successful,
   winning many Emmys. However, before its third season began, Dave
   suddenly announced he would no longer continue with the show or with
   his comedy career. In subsequent interviews it become apparent that
   Dave had an epiphany while shooting one of his skits titled the Black
   Pixie, when he was laughed at by a white member of his staff in a way
   that he saw as condescending. From that moment on,, he was out of the
   comedy game, the Black Pixie had been the straw the broke the camels
   back and has become the subject of much discussion on the nature of
   racial comedy.
   The main goal of Dave Chappelle’s comedy was first and foremost to
   make people laugh. However, his comedy also had much deeper meaning.
   Katharine Zakos in her thesis paper on racial satire postulates that,
   “By satirizing the stereotypes and assumptions that people make about
   different races, and African Americans in particular, Chappelle's Show
   attempts to encourage its audience to question both the reliability
   and the validity of such stereotypes. This encouragement is enacted
   through the performance of race and racial identities.” (Zakos, 2)
   Dave Chappelle’s comedy operates almost entirely under the satirical
   frame as it “takes a position and exaggerates it in order to ridicule
   and/or discredit it” (Burkean frames) "[Chappelle] illumines the
   idiocy, the sheer lunacy, of racial bigotry," says cultural
   commentator Michael Eric Dyson (Farley, 5).
   Chappelle is speaking to a large and very diverse audience but his
   primary audience was high school and college aged Caucasians and
   African Americans. In many ways, Dave’s audience was his biggest
   problem as he struggled to direct his message effectively to both
   groups. “If audience members misunderstand the show's use of satire to
   debunk racial stereotypes and instead see the content of the skits as
   just plain funny, the show will actually end up reinforcing the very
   stereotypes it meant to overcome” (Zakos, 46). Most of the time it
   would be the white audience that would misinterpret the message, as it
   would be unlikely that members of the African American community would
   actually believe the images Dave portrayed. Dave soon became aware of
   these misinterpretations and struggled with how to shape his rhetoric
   to expresses his true message and to not reinforce the stereotypes
   that he was trying to defeat. Dave’s feelings came to a head while
   shooting the sketch the black pixie played by Chappelle, in early
   1900’s theatrical style of blackface, with his face covered in black
   burnt charcoal and his lips painted big and white. The pixie
   “Chappelle” tries to convince a black man to act in a stereotypical
   way by eating fried chicken like he is “supposed to” despite the fact
   that the main desires a different dish. Chappelle thought the sketch
   was funny, the kind of thing his friends would laugh at. But at the
   taping, one spectator, a white man, laughed particularly loud and
   long. His laughter struck Chappelle as wrong, and he wondered if the
   new season of his show had gone from breaking up stereotypes to merely
   reinforcing them. "When he laughed, it made me uncomfortable," says
   Chappelle. "As a matter of fact, that was the last thing I shot before
   I told myself I gotta take fucking time out after this. Because my
   head almost exploded."(Farley, 6)
   Dave’s primary rhetorical strategy was the use of the satirical frame.
   Chappelle was very straightforward in his comedy and most of the time
   the comedy was upheld on its own merits. Although he was outright
   portraying racist beliefs, the comedy in it was quite apparent. In
   Dave’s sketch The Black Pixie, however, his racial satire may have
   fallen short and instead of being funny did more to reinforce the
   stereotypes rather then debunk them causing the joke to backfire in
   his opinion. Dave’s approach to comedy was relaxed and in an interview
   with Christopher Farley of Time Magazine, Chappelle goes onto describe
   his rhetorical strategy saying, “Sometimes I'll think up things just
   because I know they're inappropriate, which is kind of the fun of
   comedy. It's liberating, some things are so painful that they seem as
   if they're not funny, but it's not like people will never laugh at
   them. A lot of times the humor doesn't come from pain exactly; it
   comes from things that make you anxious or afraid. It just helps you
   put them in perspective if you laugh at them.” (Dave Chappelle)
   Dave Chappelle has left the comedy scene and now questions his effect
   on the public, and on the direction and effectiveness of his comedy,
   Chappelle is even quoted as saying about The Black Pixie “This sketch
   is racist, and I don't want this on the air.” About a sketch that he
   himself had written and directed. Despite this, I believe that he was
   largely successful in his comedy and did less harm then good in
   neutralizing racial stereotypes. One user commented on YouTube about
   the Black Pixie sketch that, “The good thing about the pixie skits is
   that they all touched on every race. There was the Asian skit, the
   African American/black skit, the Mexican/Hispanic skit… and the white
   skit and they were all funny.” Another user noted, “Thank you for
   uploading this. Now every time I eat fried chicken, I can laugh at the
   ignorant comments made by ignorant people. Really, this made me smile
   and laugh so hard. I'm going to miss Chappelle’s Show.” And another
   user noted, “People need to realize there's a difference between
   laughing at an ignorant stereotype and laughing because you actually
   think all black people go crazy for fried chicken. We all have racial
   issues from a history we'd like to forget. Forgetting it happened is a
   disservice to those who had to endure genuine hardship because of
   their race. We should opt to laugh at the ignorance of our ancestors,
   learn from it, so it will never happen again.” For the most part, the
   response to Dave’s comedy is mostly positive with people accurately
   understanding what he is trying to accomplish with his humor despite
   the extreme racist nature of the material. The response was largely
   positive to Dave’s humor despite the fact that he became so concerned
   with the potential for backlash against his work. It seems he was
   largely his biggest critic with most people seeing the humor in his
   satire.
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