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Rosie White’s timely study of women in British and US American comedy, Television
Comedy and Femininity: Queering Gender, starts from the premise that ‘television comedy
is one arena in which the “persistent failure” of coherent heteronormative identities is exposed
and played upon’ (p. 6). The book’s central object of analysis is ‘heterofemininity’ as
performed, spoofed, sustained and exaggerated by various female comedians in mainstream
as well as obscure sitcoms and sketch shows in British and US American television between
1950 and today.

Television Comedy and Femininity is structured into five chapters of analysis which
are framed by an introduction that lays out White’s understanding of queerness and
(television) comedy, and a conclusion that raises the important issue of archiving and
preserving the legacy of feminist comedy. Chapters one through three are dedicated to US
American productions with the remaining two turning to the British context. Establishing the
impressive scope of her research, White begins her analysis in the 1950s and reviews key
female comedians such as Gracie Allen and Lucille Ball. Contrasting the domestic and
suburban settings of early US American sitcoms with gender performances that range from
the grotesque (p. 40) to the androgynous (p. 50), White is able to draw out the unexpectedly
queer politics of an early television tradition that sits uncomfortably between vaudeville and
Hollywood. Chapter two jumps to relatively recent sitcoms and the ‘queer views on
postfeminism’ offered by 30 Rock (NBC 2006—2013) and Park & Recreation (2009—2015)
(p. 58), traced via the ‘comic genealogy’ of – among others, – The Mary Tyler Moore Show,
Friends, and Sex and the City. Overall, White rightfully diagnoses the central female
protagonists of 30 Rock and Parks & Recreation as ‘address[ing] the queered dynamics of
women in comedy’ rather than as ‘transgressive figures’ (p. 67). Chapter three is similarly
dedicated to a series that “refuses to imagine any destination other than that of the straight
couple” (p. 94), as White proceeds to discuss the ‘non-hegemonic masculinities’ (p. 91) of
The Big Bang Theory (CBS 2007—). This central and lengthy focus on a sitcom that only
marginally features women is surprising in a book titled Television Comedy and Femininity,
even more so in contrast to the previous chapter, which jointly discusses two of the most
influential (and controversial) contemporary female comedians, Amy Poehler and Tina Fey,
the sitcoms they starred in and those they supported in the wake of their success  (e.g. Broad
City) together. The book’s strengths, in turn, come to the fore in chapter four, which offers a
comprehensive contextualization of the short-lived British sketch comedy series Smack the
Pony (1999-2001) that includes its production history, placement within postfeminist media
discourses, and contemporary TV landscape. Detailed analyses of several sketches support
the reading of Smack the Pony as ‘feminist not because it makes overtly political jokes but
because it examines and queers heterofemininity’ (p. 129) and thus best illustrate the book’s
central claims. Chapter five broadens its scope again to include several sitcoms held together
by their thematic focus on aging protagonist. You’re only Young Twice (Yorkshire Television,
1977–1981) and Waiting for God (BBC 1990–1994) serve as the central case studies of this
exhaustive analysis that covers several decades of television comedy. The analysis of the
queerness (esp. established through queer temporality) of sitcoms whose circular structure



and focus on elderly protagonists doubly negate the ‘trajectory of heteronormative
temporalities’ (p. 105) offers some of the most intriguing new formulations of what queerness
and unruliness might entail within the confines of television comedy.

At the core of White’s argument about comedy’s queering potential are several
seminal texts which also have underpinned other recent texts on women in comedy (such as,
for example, the superb edited collection Hysterical! Women in American Comedy by Linda
Mizejewski and Victoria Sturtevant), primarily Judith Butler’s concept of performativity,
Mary Russo’s definition of the grotesque, and Kathleen Rowe’s analysis of unruly women.
White, however, sets out to intervene ‘in debates about television comedy to propose queer
theory as an appropriate lens’ (p. 2). Among the theories that are less well-established in the
context of women and comedy, yet productively engaged by White, are Jack Halberstam’s
proposals of queer temporality and queer failure. These ‘sexless’ concepts of queerness are
convincingly used by White not only to lay out the queer times of old age in chapter five, but
also to explicate the fundamental differences between sitcom and sketch comedy, for example
in terms of ‘the ontological draw of sitcom narrative’ (p. 130). An area which would have
profited from a more thorough engagement with existing theory, however, is White’s use of
camp. Considering the longstanding discussion about the use of camp outside the confines of
male queerness (e.g. Horn 2017, Robertson 1996), White’s application of the term to feminist
sitcoms and ‘the “new” man, the camp heterosexual’ (p. 94) without an introductory
definition and a clear assessment of its affects and aesthetics risks a dilution of the term and
its queer potential.

Despite these flaws, the scope of White’s analysis of the varied forms of queerness of
television comedy is impressive, and especially her focus on lesser known sitcoms and sketch
comedies makes this book a valuable contribution to charting the history of women in
comedy. White’s analysis of age as a central axis of comedic deviance, furthermore, speaks
to a much-needed broadening of our understanding of ‘funny women’. For scholars interested
in a transatlantic comparison of different comic trajectories and traditions, White’s study
finally, will become an essential source.
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