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DICK GHRGCHY

The leaders of the Black movement in the United States
generally seesm to be skilled rhetoriclans. Hartin Luther
King was a master of the eloquent, grand style, Stckely
Charmichael {s a brilliant speaker and his adaptability is
legend, H, Rap Brown stands firm in his forcefulness and
through his speeches helped to give rise to the Black mill-
tants, and Julian Bond promises to become one of the main
leaders of the Black revolution, thanks to his steel-trap
mind and effective use of argumentation. Thegse leaders seen
to emulate the same charactefistics in the use of rhetoric
as did the statesmen who engineered the American Revélution.

One notable exception seems to be a young Black na&ed
Dick Gregory. He seems to have found a means of persuasion
that is far removed from his colleagues, His weapon is wit,
and combined with dedication and honesty it helps make his
rhetoric one of the most persuasive and unusual of the Black
spokegmen, 1 B

Black humorists have generally been people like Stepin;
Fetchit and Eddie "Bochestgr“ Harris, who played slow, igno- -
rant Blacks. The white public accepted this because they |
fit into the molds that they had so carefully stereo-typed
for them. The Black cgmica'that ugsed any social thought at
all in his act was condemned to the "grits and gravy"™ cir-
cult of Black nightclubs. Talent like Nipsy Russell and Red

Foxx were robbed of their success and thelr effectiveness

aterilized,



Dick Gregory refused to £it into this nichs and through
his efforte Black comediang 1like Bill Cozby aud Flip VWilson
have reached the top in shéw business, However, the story of
Dick Gregory only beglins in the world of entertainments This
paper deals with the evolution of Gregory frém conedian to
Black leader, To fully understand Gregory and his dedicated
use of humor, we ﬁust understand the declisions thatvhe nade
and how his life 1nf1uencedvhia attitudes toward persuasions

The oral presentation that preceded covered the role of
comedy in the Uniﬁed Statés, however a brief}summary wiil
help show the importance of Gregory.

, | Auericans have tended to acceﬁt only light comedys
They 2180 like their politics simples So, "I like'ike"yan&
"I love Lucy" have become Americen standardsﬁ The emergence
of such modern comedians as Lenny Bruce, Tcm Smothers, Mort
Sahl, and Dick Gregory frightened most Americans., These
condlans began té place the comedy effect on the sane level
with political comments. They poked fun at America, but al-
80 began to call for social and political change. They used
comedy to tie together thelr argumentas; humor had become &
catalyst for the new comedians, .

fhe American people havé been wary of this type of hu-
mor and forced most of the leaders into some sort of oblivion,
It is not with surprise that we find the John Birch Soclety
1isting Tom and Dick Smothers, Mort Sshl, end David Stein-
berg as American Communists., The form and concepts of the

néw comedy are geen as a dangerous affront to those built



into the core of our establishment, and they are sinply not
being toleratod, Az George Hulloco, fomor Governer of Ala-
bana sald about Dick Gregory, I don’t think that he’s funny.
Not any more.” 1 B |

Dick Gregory was born in the heart of the ghetto in St
Loulss He was raised with the same pressures and frustrations
that helped to kindle the militant leaders like Rap Brown end
Eldridge Cleaver, Yet;‘Gregory energed & soft-spoken gentle
man opposed to violence in any form. His sense of humor wasg
a God-given gift, but the influence of his mother sharpened
his wit and showed him how humor could be used to get along
in a cold and unfriendly soclety.

You have to emile twenty-four hours a day,
Momma would say.,’ If you walk through life
showing the sggravation you've gone through,
people will feel sorry for you, and they'll
never respect yous She taught us that men
has two ways out in life « laughing or cry-
ing, There's more hope in laughing.

Gregory put his theory of laughing quickly into every=
day practice trying to exist in the rough neighborhood in
which he was raised, It was here that he formed his first
theory of humor. He used it as a defensive weapon to hide
the fact that he was a poor, Negro boy with no father, He
decided that humor was nore effective than fightingd

Once you get a man to laugh with you, it's
hard for hinm to laugh at you, The kids be-
gan to expect to hear funny things from ney
eand after a while I could say anything that
I wanted., I got a reputation as a funny
man,’ And then I started to turn the jokes
on thems 3 :

Dick Gregory'is'one of the fastest humsns alive and his

~- track records in college at111l stand, It was thrbugh'his-"
.prowesgs in sports that he escaped the poverty of his ghetto -

~environment,’ He was also & bright student and like so many



other Blacks that had the bhonoflt of hig cducation, heo
began to see the Inegualities of cur soclety and he began to
examine himself more closely.

All you can do 18 sit in the team bus with

your metal sultcase acrosg your knees and

bang on it like it was a drum and sing

calypso songs and tell Jjokes, Happy-go-

lucky Greg,’ Pergonality Kid. Funny man,'

Always laughing. Surey MNomna always sald

there was more hope in laughing,
The confused state of mind was to haunt Gregory for sone
time, and it drove him to question the system that let his
mother dle with an empty stomach.

After graduation, Dick Gregory was offered a career in
sports, but he turned it down, He had decided that he would
go to New York and become an entertainer, He seemed to feel
that comedy offered him a chance to help and change a system,
rather than to be a token in professional sports and help
perpetuate it

Dick Gregory approached hls new career with only two
theories of humor, The first was that it could be used as a
defensgive weapon when people attack you for beling pooxr and
Black, The second was that 1t could be an offensive weapon
that was so biting it could rip the mask off of the truth
showing the hypocrisy of the system; In New York, Gregory
turned to the fundamentals of humor like no comedian before
him.

Horning, noon, and night, twenty-four hours

a day, trying to develop a mind like I once
developed a body, watching, listening, talk-
ing. Hours and hours of television ¢ J 4

What makes people laugh. what are people.
thinking about?



Gregory completed his studlicn after & yeor and begon to
try for work in scme gmall nightelubg, He played strip-Joints
and honky-tonks for two years, often as only an emcee, but he
always studied the audiences., When he felt sure of an audlence
he would make obgervations on the racisl scenes The story of
his routine began to get arownd, Many club cwners began to
refuse to hire hiﬁ;~but Hugh Hefner headlined him in the Chi=-
cago Playboy Club and Dick Gregory became the hottest comedlan
in the nation/ '

Gregory entered a white man's world with his original
acty Bven though he was often daring in his subject matter;
he was still a comedlan of the "old-school® of comedy. Yet,
as his success grew, he gave birth to an'idea; an ldea that
comedy might be able to make the white man think,’ The idea
that his comedy material might have the potential force to
begin to change the system kept at him, and as he soared in
populérity he began to change agaln., This time his act changed
with himg

I've got to hit them fast, before they can
think, just the way I hit those kids back in
St.' Louis who-picked on me because I was rage
gedy and had no Daddy. I've got to go up -
there ag an individual first, a Negro seconds
I've got to be a coloreéed funny men, not a
funny colored man.,’ I've got to make Jjokes
about nyself, before I can nake jokes about
then and their soclety = that way they can't
hate me, Comedy ig friendly relations.

®*Just ny 1uok. bought a sult with two pmir.
of pants today + « o burnt 2 hole in the jac--
ket. .
That's making fun of yourself/ _

“They asked me to buy a lifetine membership
in the NACCP, but I told them I'd pay & week
at a time, Hell of & thing to buy a lifetine

nembership, wake up one morning and find the
country's been integrated®



That malkes fun of the vhole sitvation,
Now thoey®re llstoaling o you, and you can blow
& cloud of gmoke ot the cudicncse and gsy:
"Wouldn't it be a hell of a thing if all this
was burnt cork and you people were being tolea
rant for nothing?®
Now you've got them,’ No bitterness, no Uncle
Tomming. We're all eware of what's going on
here, aren't we, baby? Now you can gettle
down and talk about anything you want,

Dick Gregory continued in this manner for five years,
He played the biggest nightclubs and appeared on the top
television shows., Then, Medgar Evérs asked hin to dome to
Mississippi for a march for freedom. He had to make another
decisién in his career, a decision that brought him closer
to hig role as a leader of the Black revolution.

It would ruin me as a comle, Nobody'e going
to come to laugh at an entertainer who goes
marching and demonstrating and getting hime:
self arrested.

Foxr the next two years, Gregory played between two
worldss Slowly but surely, he began to see himeelf as a
prostitute to the world of entertainment. He,Jnmped when
the man snapped his fingers and he had become a.puppetvin the
hands of ‘the white public who paid his bill This. coupled
with the assasslnatian of Medgar Evers, was enough to make
one of the higheat-paid comedians in the world give up his .

- career and become a leader in the civil-rights movement in -
America: 7 |

Dick Gregory had given up a successful career &g &
.comedian to become a speaker for civilorights. end as once
he- had worried that no one would 1augh with hin, he was now
worried that no one would ‘listen to him, So, just as a few
_ years before he had studied comedisns, he now began to study

speakers.,



The effective gpeaker that 15 not o student of rhetoric
can often be a realivy and find guccesa in his carser.
Aeschinés was an actor but carefully mestered the rules of
rhetoric, .not through schooling, but through speaking. Abra-
ham Lincoln was never schooled in the art of rhetorle but some-
" how managed to carry on, John Kénnedy was bored with rhetoriec
end did poorly in those classes at school, What all of these
men had was an idea of effective speaking. }Aeschines construct-
ed his apeeches like well-written plays in whlch he was to de-
liver a moving soliloguy. Lincoln and Kennedy were effective
because of their personalities snd thorough investigations of
every side of every issue., .Dick Gregory had been surprised
to find the humor had such 2 small role in persuagsion and that
very few speakers joked with their audiences,’ He had his tool
of comedy firmly in his grasp and decided to forge his rhetoric
around his own individual skills,’

"Gregory had to begin with Black audiencesﬁ‘ He was called
upon to ignite the tl:ed, frightened, Negro of the deep South
He had to make them angry enough with a raclst society to march
for freedom, yet he wanted them tb make_the decision for them-
gelves, He had to be different than the other speakers they
had heard = and ignored. SQ. he began‘to use humor égain:";;,,ﬂ

Every white man in America knows we are
Americans, knows we are Negroes, and some
know us by our names, So when he calls
us a nigger, he's celling ug something we
are not, something that exists only in his
mind, So if nigger existg only in his :
mind,~who!s the\nigger?
.. The audience laugheds They laughed like the white audiences . ...
. that Gregory had played to for five years, Then, they stop- _

-rped'lgughing and they began to aspplaud, They marched the



next day in Selua, Alabamn, in the blzpent denongiyation for
civil=rights that had taken place in the United Statea.
Gregory made his audienoes'aware of the bigotry of the white
soclety and the inequality in the system that had branded them‘
all niggers,’ Yet, he did this by bringing smiles to theilr
faces and hope to their hearts, rather than frowns and the .
senge of futilit& they had grown to accept over the long years
that had gone before. Gregory began to find that a humorous
approach éo the issues put the Black audiences at eage and -
made them feel like human beings: He had discovered the
universal appeal that his humor had énd was 5eginning to see
Just how powerful a weapon it could really be as a speakery

Ag he rallled the Blacks, Gregory contlnued his study of
hunory He was disatisfied with his speaking tours and felt
that he still wasn't communicating his ideas as effectively
a8 he could through the,use.of hunor, He locked back into
his theory of huﬁor and tiied ﬁo analyze what nmade it work
end how it could be improved to help facillitaté persuasion
and the expression‘of his views,

‘As he worked with his theory of humof, he diséovered

that comedy could often summarize entire arguments and show

them in greater perspective than could a thousand examples, .. - -

He knew that people enjoyed hearing jokes and tended to mem=
orize them and tell them ﬁo friends, So, he began fo use
humorous concluéions ﬁo sun up his arguménts. He could sum
up all his arguments aﬁout thevfrustrations of the Blacks in
...getting peopié £6 11sten-€o‘them in s single 6ne~11ner{ S



Senator Goldwator snid that A7 he wore o
Negro he®d be patient « bubt 1 Scuatoer
Goldwater were a Negro, nobody would
give a damn what he sgald,

Dick Gregory became more gocially aware as he toured and
his interests were broadening into a larger range of concefﬁ#
This new concern made Gregory once agaln examine his theory
of humor as & pefsuagive aid, He discovered that he was always
being quoted in .some magazine or newsbaperi It seened that
his material was being heard everywhere in every medium pos-
eible, ,

His first record, “Dick Gregory In Living

‘Black and White,® was on the besteseller

charts for more than a half a year, It

seened you couldn®t pick up a newspaper

without noting the latest Dick Gregory

quip. Many of these have become classlices,

referred to in editorials and mgdia far

beyond the normal scope ' « o
Gregory began to realize. that his humor was being remembered
long after hls statements of policy had been forgotten, He
began to see that by careful use of humor, he could become
even more effective than hé had ever been and would be heard
by more people, even if second-hend, So, after three careers,
Dick Gregory héd conpleted his basic theories of humor as a
tool for persuasiong

I, Humor can be used as an.effeétlve defensive weapon
. to thwart your opponents.

II. Humor can also be an offensive weapon that can
attack people and argunents,

III. Humor can summarize arguments and rake points -
‘ : clear.~

- Iv, Humor 18 easlly remembered and quoted assuring
T it of usually a longer life than a sonmber ad-
dress,
There have been more dynamic theories of humor and paye

cologists have run extensive studies as to why people laugh,



but Gregory and his thoory ia zo au;uz»ﬂat boeause 1t

worked so well for him end helped to ¢reate of the most
dynamic of the Black orators. Hie theory is algo important
when we remember the climate of humor that it emerged fromd
Gregory and his theory of humor are far removed from the ple-
in-the-face huﬁo: that Americans have loved and cherished down
through the years,

It would probably be appropriate at this point to show
a sample speech by'Gregory and éoiht out his theory in action,
however this is rather hard to do in the case of QregOry;
Dick Gregory never writes a complete speech, He comes pre-
pared with only his génera1<ﬁop1c with the main'points under-
lined, There is no humor in it. When he arrives; he judges
his audience and determines how he ig going to present his
subject. | '

If he sensea that the aundlence is hoétile. he w;ll use
his defensive humor and gradually turn the audience towards
the 1dea of listening to him. He uses his standard commentas

To me there's no difference in the North
and the South. Down Socuth they don't care
how close I get as long a8 long as I don't

get too big; and up North they don't care

how blg I get as long as I don't get too
cloge, 11

If he finds an apathetic audience, he uses offenslve-=~v
attacks of humor to fire them ups

Kids lead a tough life, Nobody takes thenm
geriously., Nobody listens to them., They're
always getting pushed aside, Xids and ny
- people have a lot in common, Only our prob-
"lems aren't solved by getting older, If man
could only get a little older a little later, -
and a little wiser a little younger. 12



He often uses this line ot colleges, where ie being asked to
gpeak more and nore, In the courea of an evening, Grogory
nay often use both styles, but usually onevis dominant,

Gregory has become-awafe of the power he has in his conedy
and has realized that 1t will usually be remembered long after
his serious statements, For exémple, he reoéntly became-con-
cerned over the slaughter‘of the young in Viet-nam. His speech-
es have a detalled éeven—point attack on thé United Statgs in-
yolvement‘which he says 1s probably ingnored or quickly for-
gotten by moét of his’audience; 'They-are used to attacks of
this sort and 1t becomes increagingly harder to make them lis-
tenﬁ So, Dick Gregory sumg his arguments up with & humerous
quip that 13 being quoted widely,

Seme white folks. I. Just can't- und@rstande
They®re nmore concerned about busing 8 kid
to school than they are about shipping a

a kid to Vietnam ¢ ¢ & that's like worrye
ing about dandruff when you've got cancer
of the eyeballs.

This is how Dick Gregory uses his theories of humor to
help persuade hls audiences, He has formed & unique :hetoric
and also has given comedy & needed transfusion in our society.
In an era where so many Black speakers sound so much alike,
Gregory is a breath of fresh air and his humor keeps hin as
important and‘topical as today's newspaper. |

‘Thegq is one other 1ﬁportant factor that we must consider
when‘we lqok at»Gregory a8 a speaker, He appears té bé cne of

the most honeét'men in public 1ife. He has always been true

- to his oenscience whether 1t nmeant fasting over United States

,;1nvolvement 1n Viet-n&m or criticizing Bap Brown for being

immature in his statements on civil—rights.. "Playboy" maga- -

zine-recently named him one of the few honest nien of the de=



cade,. The "Log Aneles Tines® cull Grosory, P & & & o non of
such integrity and persuasiveness that the (audience) cennot
help but be moved o o .@ 1“lv v : . |
An honest man and a humoroug man almost geen to contradict
each other, but Dick Gregory is Eoth ang much more, . He‘is
a qnique and dynamiqupeaker, he is & noted author of five |
“major books, ahd he 18 & funny. funny man. Critic Peter de
Lissovoy bests sums up Dick Gregory, the man and the speaker,
end Vhy he ;é such a'guccessful speaker in an area where there
is 8o nuch confusionvand mistrusts
| "Gregofy is an 1nstruct1ve; sonetimes great,
hunorist because he finds ways of expressing

his and his audience®s humanity _at a eonle
level really common to both,*® 1
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