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Verbalization of the stereotype “immigrant as an employee” in comedy shows
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Abstract. This article examines the essence of ethnic humour, defines its features and connection to ethnic stereotypes as well as
analyses the stereotype of immigrants as people employed in service sector or having small business constructed by comedians in
English-speaking stand-up shows. It also specifies linguistic means such as hyperbole, tautology, paraprosdokian, anadiplosis,
paradox and amplification that are used by comedians to get comic effect.
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Nowadays the topic of ethnic humour and stereotyping is
researched by scientists of very different disciplines:
historians (J. Boskin, J. Dorinson), linguists (I. O. Alyek-
syeyeva, T. L.Katsbert), researchers in communication
and social studies (F. Hirji, M. Billig), as well as psycho-
logists (S. Fiske, C. Stangor). Investigating stereotypes as
well as ethnic humour may help to understand possible
aggression or establish effective communication between
all the ethnic groups around the world. Thus, it is no
wonder that at the Oxford meeting of the European
Association of Experimental Social Psychology in 1999
almost a third of all the symposia was focused on
stereotyping, prejudice and discrimination [5, p. 299-300].
Professor of Psychology in Princeton University, Susan
Fiske predicts that the twenty-first century may continue
to emphasize mind, augmented by a focus on behaviour,
cultural sensitivity, and altogether new links to the brain.
Consequently, she presumed that individuals will con-
tinue to stereotype, prejudge and discriminate against
each other. And last few years terrorism expansion all
over the world as well as migrant crisis made people
stereotype and prejudge even more proving her prediction
to be accurate. Stereotypes cannot be separated from
ethnic humour. This thought is confirmed by an anthro-
pology professor Mahadev L. Apte, according to whom
stereotypes are crucial to ethnic humour and its appre-
ciation. Since they are widely accepted by members of
individual cultures, they constitute a shared set of
assumptions necessary for ethnic humour [2, p. 114].

Ethnic humour is defined here as a type of humour in
which fun is made of the perceived behaviour, customs,
personality, or any other traits of a group or its members
by virtue of their specific sociocultural identity [1, p. 27].

The notion “stereotype” was introduced by W. Lipp-
mann only in 1922, yet back in the seventeenth century
Thomas Hobbes in his work “Human nature, or the
fundamental elements of policy” specified that the pas-
sion of laughter arises from some sudden conception of
some eminency in ourselves, by comparison with the
infirmity of others [7, p. 46]. This system of the binary
opposition (eminency:: infirmity) is crucial both to ethnic
humour and to stereotypes.

Joseph Baskin and Joseph Dorinson suggest that peop-
le have always laughed at others who seemed “distinct”,
to reassure themselves and to blunt the threats implicit in
differences. According to them, ethnic slurs in joking
form have reflected the tensions of social difference. For
instance, in the USA, ethnic humour against supposedly
“Inferior” social groups initially conveyed the thrusts of
the well-entrenched members of society, the white,
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mostly Protestant “haves” against the newly arriving
immigrants or their imperfectly assimilated offspring, or
against black slaves, freedmen, their children, and
children’s children. In time, ironically, the resulting deri-
sive stereotypes were adopted by their targets in mocking
self-description, and then, triumphantly, adapted by the
victims of stereotyping themselves as a means of revenge
against their more powerful detractors [3, p. 81].

Accordingly, modern ethnic jokes are presented by
those who were ridiculed in the past and we believe that
there are two reasons for this. On the one hand, ethnic
groups traditionally in powerless and subservient posi-
tions have started to assert themselves and have begun to
protest their being made the butt of humour initiated by
anyone but themselves [1, p. 27].

On the other hand, according to Leon Rappoport, if
the humour works, it does not matter whether it is your
own or someone else’s group being ridiculed. In fact, he
emphasizes that it is often even cooler to relish or wink at
the stereotypes applied to your own group [15, p. 126].
We suppose this can be explained by the following: no
one can know more about someone’s own ethnic group
than its representative.

Although some scientists believe that ethnic humour is
vicious weapons [3, p. 81], offensive and degrading [4,
p-114] and demonstrates aggressive intentions but some
of them suggest it possesses a salutary side as well. These
can be the following:

v" Not all ethnic, racial, and/or minority group hu-
mour is at the expense of the target group; some may
literally compliment that group.

v' “Insults” directed at ethnic group representatives
may be “left-handed insults” or compliment in disguise.

v Perhaps even “jokes” which disparage the ethnic
group are appreciated most not by the dominant, external
group but by the ethnic group itself [11, p. 116].

In this research we would like to examine the ethnic
humour of such comedians as Russell Peters and Maz
Jobrani and especially pay attention to the episodes
devoted to work that immigrants do. The material of this
article is stereotypes of immigrants as employees cons-
tructed by the comedians. The duration of the analyzed
shows is 3 hours and fifteen minutes.

First, we will look at the episodes devoted to immig-
ration to the Middle East including ones related to getting
any job or setting up a small business. Thus, for instance,
Maz Jobrani often mentions this topic noting that a large
number of immigrants in different cities and countries are
employed in service sector. For example, he even com-
pares the capital city of Qatar, Doha, with the United
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Nations: the population of Doha overwhelmingly consists
of expatriates from all over the world ith Qatari nationals
forming a minority. So, on his way from the airport to the
hotel, Maz Jobrani was able to see an Indian, Filipina,
South American, Korean, Pakistani, Sri Lankan, Lebanese
and Swede. All of them provided their services:

- 1 love coming to Doha. It’s such an international
place. This is like — it feels like the United Nations just
here. You land at the airport, and you're welcomed by an
Indian lady who takes you to Al Maha Services, where
you meet a Filipino lady who hands you off to a South
African lady who then takes you to a Korean who takes
you to a Pakistani guy with the luggage who takes you to
the car with a Sri Lankan. You go to the hotel and you
check in. There’s a Lebanese. Yeah? And then a Swedish
guy showed me my room [8, 0:13-1:00].

At the lexical level we observe “stringing” of ethno-
nyms and tautology of relative pronoun “who’ within one
short piece of narration. This string and tautology boost
the comic effect. It also becomes clear that these are all
lower-level and low-income jobs.

Jobrani is naive to wonder where the Qataris are. The
comic effect is reached with the help of the response he gets
from these immigrants regarding the absence of natives. As
it turns out, it is too hot for the Qataris to work:

- [ said, “Where are the Qataris? " (Laughter) (Appla-
use) They said, “No, no, it’s too hot. They come out later.
They re smart.” (Laughter) “They know.”

In the context, the lexeme smart becomes a euphemism
for “rich”. As per capita Qatar is the richest country and
the Qataris don’t have to work at all. Nevertheless, those
who are employed, work in public-sector jobs and hire
immigrants to work as laborers on construction sites, in
trades or industrial facilities [6].

To survive, immigrants need to earn a living by all
means. The following dialogue shows how one can get a
job just on the way from the airport:

- You know, like sometimes you run into people that
you think know the city well, but they don’t know it that
well. My Indian cab driver showed up at the W, and 1
asked him to take me to the Sheraton, and he said, “No
problem, sir.” And then we sat there for two minutes. |
said, “What’s wrong?” He said, “One problem, sir.” I
said, “What?” He goes, “Where is it?” (Laughter) I go,
“You’re the driver, you should know.” He goes, “No, I
Just arrived, sir.” I go, “You just arrived at the W?” “No,
1 just arrived in Doha, sir. I was on my way home from
the airport. I got a job. I'm working already.” He goes,
“Sir, why don’t you drive?” I go, “I don’t know where
we 're going.” “Neither do I. It will be an adventure, sir.”
[8, 1:07-1:50]

This situation is absurd and therefore sounds comical
because of the cognitive dissonance Maz experienced: a
taxi driver under any circumstances is expected to know
the city, yet this driver suggests the client getting at the
wheel (Why don’t you). The narration becomes even
funnier when the word “adventure” is used to refer to a
trip by taxi. It is also amplified by the anadiplosis (7 just
arrived, sir. You just arrived? No problem, sir. One
problem, sir) and hyperbole (I was on my way home from
the airport. I got a job. I'm working already).

Here Maz Jobrani also used a technique that is called
voice as prop: the driver’s voice that Maz adopted for
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only a short period of time makes the joke even funnier.

Russell Peters also successfully plays up with the
stereotype “immigrant as a driver” saying that he was
taken aback by seeing a white driver. In this episode the
comedian’s cognitive dissonance implies that a cab driver
is usually not white. That’s why a real-life situation gets
absurd when it clashes with the comedian’s stereotype:

- I have seen the funniest thing today, man. I have
seen a white guy driving a cab. I mean who the hell he
thinks he is? You know, he comes here, he steals our jobs.
Aha-ha. I love when I hear racist people say “I don’t like
them, immigrants. They come here and steal our jobs.”
[13,6:38-7:11]

But the situation becomes comical owing to the
paraprosdokian that the comedian used in the last question
addressing to all people who “suffer” from immigrants’
employment:

- Sorry, sir, did you want to open a dollar store?

Thus, the situation is absurd, as according to the come-
dian, maximum that immigrants can achieve is to open one
dollar shop implying natives’ reluctance to do this.

As we have already remarked, the comedians talk
about immigrants as people who either work in the
service sector or have their own small business (self-
employed taxi drivers or shop owners) and who are
unlikely to become successful rich owners of effective
enterprises. The stereotype of a low-social-status immig-
rant is so well-set, that even the comedians, who position
themselves as open-minded, unbiased people, may be
guilty of prejudging. Maz Jobrani, for example, was
misled by the stereotype and mistook a hotel owner for a
driver in Dubai. The stereotypical thinking was also
encouraged with a cheap suit and a thin moustache that is
often a part and parcel of the driver’s stereotype.
Paradoxical and that is why comical is the ending of this
acquaintance as it turns out that the comedian was not the
only one who prejudged. The hotel owner “categorized”
Magz in the same way: [ was in Dubai. And there’s a lot of
Indians who work in Dubai. And they don’t get paid that
well. And I got it in my head that all the Indians there
must be workers. And I forgot there’s obviously successful
Indians in Dubai as well. I was doing a show, and they
said, “We're going to send a driver to pick you up.” So I
went down to the lobby, and I saw this Indian guy. I go,
“He’s got to be my driver.” Because he was standing
there in like a cheap suit, thin mustache, staring at me. So
1 went over, “Excuse me, sir, are you my driver?” He
goes, “No, sir. I own the hotel.” (Laughter) I go, “I'm
sorry. Then why were you staring at me?” He goes, “I
thought you were my driver.” (rendered verbatim) [9,
7:45-8:16] The fundamental attribution error is most
visible in this example when Maz assumed the behaviour
of the person standing and staring at him was related to
the job of the driver and not the hotel owner. Furthermore,
this incorrect assumption was also made owing to that
person’s poor clothes.

While the previous story took place in Dubai, the
status of immigrants is similar in the USA and Canada. In
another show “I come in peace” Maz Jobrani mentions
that the number of Guatemalan nannies in Los Angeles is
quite significant and there is a Guatemalan nanny in Maz
Jobrani’s own family. As a result, spending most of their
time with Spanish-speaking caretakers, non-Hispanic
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children learn Spanish as their first language: “I am Iranian,
my wife is Indian, our nanny is Guatemalan. Our kid is
confused. He doesn’t know who is who and what is
what...Every night when the nanny is leaving he’s got
Guatemalan accent when he talks. When she is leaving he
says “Adios, mama. See you later. I'm gonna hang out with
these two losers again”.” [10, 53:05-53:40] This episode is
funny because of the paradox that the comedian used as a
nanny is nominated “mama” and parents — losers.

The episode below is devoted to small business that
immigrants have in Canada:

- [ went to this Chinese mall, some of you may know
it, Pacific mall. That’s a wrong place for an Indian guy to
go. I saw this bag. I wanted to buy this bag. I go, “How
much?” He goes, “35 dollars.” “Um. How about 30?”
And Chinese people never tell you no. They will tell you
“no”, the longest “no” you ever heard in your life like
you just said the most ridiculous thing that they ever
heard in your life. “I give you 30.” “Noooooo. Nooooo. 1
can’t do 30 dollars. If I sell you 30 dollars today, you
come tomorrow I close down.” [12, 11:53-12:37]

In this show, the immigrant who has a small bag store
is of Chinese origin. He doesn’t want either to cut the
price of the product or lose the client. The amplification
(Chinese mall, some of you may know it, Pacific mall; 1
saw this bag. I wanted to buy this bag, “no”, the longest
“no” you ever heard), tautology (in your life, “no”, 30
dollars) as well as voice as prop that the comedian used in
this episode arise the comical situation.

In the show “Outsourced” that was held in San
Francisco Russell Peters addresses to Koreans to check
their presence and after getting the positive response from

them comes to a conclusion that a few dry-cleaner’s are
closed as their owners are present among the audience
implying that this business usually belongs to Korean
immigrants:

- Any Koreans? Ok. There’s two closed dry-cleaner’s,
nice [14, 7:27-7:34].

However, some immigrants try themselves in movies
as well. But according to Maz Jobrani, they are only
offered to play in negative scenes:

- But a lot of times in Hollywood, when casting
directors find out you're of Middle Eastern descent, they
go, “Oh, you're Iranian. Great. Can you say ‘I will kill
you in the name of Allah?’ ” “I could say that, but what if
I were to say, ‘Hello. I'm your doctor?’” They go,
“Great. And then you hijack the hospital. ” [9, 2:40-2:56]

In the episode above the comedian uses tautology
(great), stereotyping (you re of Middle Eastern descent >
kill you in the name of Allah), nonsense (hijack the
hospital) and voice as prop to arise the comic element.

Thus, the analysis of the given material shows that the
stereotype of immigrants as employees constructed by the
comedians is verbalized by lexemes that denote people
working in service sector (support staff, drivers, nannies)
or having small business (a dollar store, bag shop, dry-
cleaner’s).

The given material also proves that the stereotype
“immigrant” is usually someone from Asia or Africa (In-
dian, Filipino, South African, Korean, Pakistani, Sri
Lankan, Lebanese, Chinese), having skin colour other
than white. The comic effect in these comedy shows is
achieved via hyperbole, tautology, paraprosdokian, ana-
diplosis, paradox and amplification.
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Bep6asm3anus cTepeoTHna «-AMMHTPAHT KaK Pa00THHK» B KOMEAHITHBIX IOy

T. B. IIniamayk

AHHOTaIl](lSI. B Z[aHHOﬁ CTaTbC pacCMaTpuBacTCA CYHNIHOCTH 3THHYECKOI'O HOMOpa, OIPEACIIAIOTCS €ro 0COOEHHOCTH W CBSI3b C
STHUYCCKUMH CTEPEOTUIIaMH, a TAKIKEC aHAIIU3UPYETCA CTEPEOTUIl UMMUI'PAHTOB KaK J'[IOZ[Gﬁ, 3aHATBIX B cq)epe yCiyr nin UMEroIux
MaJTbIf 6I/I3HGC, KOTOpBIﬁ BbICMCHUBACTCA KOMeL[HﬁHBIMH OCTPAaAHBIMU aKTE€paMH B AaHIVIOA3BIYHBIX CTEHA-all LIOoY. A Takxe
BBIZICIIAIOTCA SA3BIKOBBIC CPEACTBA, TAKUE KaK anep60J1a, TABTOJIOI'Ms, IaparipoCAOKUs, aHaAUIUIOCUC, ITapaJioKC U aMHHI/I(l)I/IKaLII/Iﬂ, C

TIOMOIIBIO KOTOPBIX aKTEPhl JOCTUTA0T KOMUYECKOI'O 3(1)(1)GKT3..

Knroueswvie cnosa: smuuueckuii iomop, 6unapuas onnosuyus, KomMudeckuil dghgexm, cmepeomunsvl, KOHUMUBHBIN OUCCOHAHC,

AHAOUNTIOCUC, NAPANPOCOOKUSL.
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