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      Introduction

      
         
         Seinfeld and the Comic Vision
         

         
      

      
      Comedy, like Rodney Dangerfield, gets no respect. Whereas tragedy has long been the
         most revered and esteemed genre in Western literature, its close relation to comedy
         has always been considered somewhat suspect. Where tragedy is seen as addressing the
         great problems of existence—free will, suffering, moral choice—comedy has long been
         dismissed as rather more juvenile or frivolous, more concerned with fart jokes and
         pies in the face. The most famous and influential work of literary theory in Western
         history is Aristotle’s Poetics, a close analysis of tragedy with only a few mentions of comedy. Aristotle may have
         also written a treatise on comedy, but perhaps it was never preserved, or equally
         likely Aristotle did not think comedy a worthy enough topic to write a book on. The
         vast difference in the reputations between tragedy and comedy is especially odd since
         both arose in ancient Greece at about the same time, both were performed at the same
         festivals, and both were sacred to the same god, Dionysus. And not a few great writers
         like Shakespeare and Chaucer wrote both in the tragic and comic mode. Nonetheless,
         the contrast is striking: comedy has struggled to remain a respectable genre, while
         tragedy has long been viewed as the pinnacle of Western literature.
      

      
       Even worse is the reputation of the lowly television situation comedy or “sitcom,”
         long regarded as the most lowbrow, lightweight, even vulgar genre on television. In
         part this reputation is due to the low status of television programs in general; television
         was famously derided as the “boob tube” and described by FCC Commissioner Newt Minow
         in a famous 1961 speech as a “vast wasteland.” In fact, Minow’s speech recognized
         the great potential for television programming: “When television is good, nothing—not
         the theater, not the magazines or newspapers—nothing is better. But when television
         is bad, nothing is worse.” But the overall gist of his speech, and the point for which
         it is remembered, is the overwhelming low quality of most television programming.
         For decades, the conventional view was that most talented writers, directors, and
         actors would naturally aim for the movie industry, and only those who could not make
         it in film would end up on television. If one puts together the low status of television
         along with the low status of comedy—and on top of that, add the traditional intellectual
         disdain for mass or popular culture, it is hardly surprising that the television sitcom
         has not been taken seriously.
      

      
       Fortunately, this low view of television has changed dramatically in the last two
         decades. Indeed, there has been a surprising reversal, as the film industry has come
         to depend more and more on producing commercially viable but predictable blockbusters,
         while the emergence of increasingly high quality television shows has been increasingly
         recognized by critics.[1]    However, even here comedy remains for the most part considered a less prestigious
         genre than “serious” drama. In television critic Alan Sepinwall’s 2012 book The Revolution Was Televised, the author examines twelve television shows that “ushered in a new golden age of
         television,” including cop shows, Westerns, science fiction, and fantasy, but not
         one of the twelve is a situation comedy or indeed a comedy of any kind.[2]    Academics in the past few decades have also come to reject the distinction between
         mass culture and elite culture as arbitrary.[3]    The fact that a work of art appeals to a mass audience does not make it different
         in kind from the kinds of art that appeal only to elites. Yet nonetheless there remains
         a persistent prejudice that comedy is somehow more lowbrow or vulgar than serious
         drama.
      

      
       The question of why comedy has such a low status is complicated and for the most
         part beyond the scope of this book. But no doubt one key reason is that comedy is
         not seen as philosophically serious or interesting, unlike tragedy. In the Western
         tradition, it has generally been assumed that great literature and art is not merely
         entertainment but an exploration of ideas and values. In Aristotle’s Poetics, the philosopher defends poetry as being “more philosophical and a higher thing”
         than history, on the grounds that it expresses universal principles and ideas. It
         is somewhat surprising, then, as Herbert Muller points out, that Aristotle proceeds
         to focus on the formal aesthetic elements of tragedy and to neglect the “religious
         and philosophical implications” of it.[4]    But critics since Aristotle have made up for his neglect, and treated tragedy
         (but not comedy) as an expression of profound philosophical themes, and in particular
         of the nature and meaning of human existence. To take one example, Charles Glicksberg
         writes that the tragic vision “endeavors at all times to communicate the meaning of
         this mystery [of human existence]. It is the imaginative record of the attempt, usually
         despairing but never abandoned, to discern some pattern of justice in the ways of
         fate.”[5]   
      

      
       Comedy has not however (though there are a few exceptions) been treated with the
         same respect, as an intellectually serious medium. Rather, it is widely seen as a
         more frivolous, playful, lightweight form of entertainment—more pie-in-the-face than
         mystery of human existence. Humor or comic elements that occur within serious drama
         is often called “comic relief,” as if to say that comedy is merely temporary respite
         from serious endeavors. In contrast, when there is a serious moment in a comedy, we
         do not see it as a form of “tragic relief.” It has not helped that comedy very frequently
         makes as its subject matter the mockery of philosophy itself or any serious efforts,
         intellectual or otherwise. An early example is Aristophanes’ comedy The Clouds (423 BCE), which satirizes Socrates’ school of philosophy as being lost “in the clouds,”
         wasting time debating pointless trivialities and getting lost in vaporous abstractions.
         The history of comedy displays a predilection for poking fun at all important human
         institutions; war and the military (Dr. Strangelove); government (Veep); business and the workplace (The Office). Comedy seems to take pleasure in poking holes in all human projects and accomplishments,
         in all serious efforts whether intellectual or otherwise. Thus Gerald Mast claims
         “From the beginning, comedy has been bent on destruction—of objects, egos, social
         assumptions, society’s leaders, and the goals of society itself. Aristophanes was
         a perfectionist of destruction. Similarly, the greatest comic artists in film—Chaplin,
         Keaton, the Marx Brothers, Fields—are pure destroyers. They wreck the idol that society
         and men have built to, for, and of themselves, and they fail to build anything in
         its place” (Mast 1979, 338). 
      

      
       But while it is true that much comedy mocks human projects and goals, it does not
         follow that comedy is any less intellectually serious for doing so. The Clouds is in fact a comedy of ideas, a serious engagement with philosophy and a legitimate
         critique of some of its excesses—not merely throwing darts at the institution. Chaplin’s
         mockery of Hitler in The Great Dictator includes some juvenile elements (calling the dictator “Adenoid Hynkel”), but the
         message of the comedy is quite serious. To be sure, much comedy is frivolous and not
         intellectually serious—but the same is true of much serious drama. The question is
         whether comedy at its best should be taken seriously as a form of intellectual contribution
         to human culture, and why it is so often assumed that it should not be. 
      

      
       One reason that comedy tends to be taken lightly is an equivocation on the word “serious.”
         Serious has two distinct meanings: (1) not funny or humorous (2) important, significant.
         Yet it is all too easy to run these two meanings together. Comedy is obviously not
         serious in the first sense, but is it not serious in the second? This is no mere accident
         of language, but reflects a cultural assumption that humor and comedy is a distraction
         from what is important in life; all great pursuits involve someone who is serious.
         Humor is about “fooling around”; when something needs to be done it is time to “get
         serious.” But the assumption here is that the serious mode is somehow more fundamental.
         To be sure, if there is a medical emergency one seeks a doctor for immediate action,
         not a comedian. But that is just to say that there is a time when action is needed.
         Indeed, it is equally true that in such an emergency, one no more wants a tragedian
         than a comedian. But the humorous attitude towards life has its place too; indeed,
         judging by how much people value humor, it has a very important and even irreplaceable
         role in human life. Humor is pervasive and universal, found in every known culture.
         In this sense, comedy is just as serious as tragedy.
      

      
       More broadly, it is widely accepted that tragedy expresses a “vision” of life, a
         philosophical outlook.[6]    Tragic drama is not merely a means of experiencing emotions but is a genuine intellectual
         inquiry. This idea of a vision is difficult to be precise about. Tragedies are not
         philosophical treatises composed of a series of propositions, but stage representations
         of dramatic actions. Nonetheless, critics have long interpreted tragedies as expressing
         a worldview. Literary critic Richard Sewall expresses it this way: “The tragic vision
         is not a systematic view of life. It admits wide variations and degree. It is a sum
         of insights, intuitions, feelings, to which the words ‘vision’ or ‘view’ or ‘sense
         of life,’ however inadequate, are most readily applicable. The tragic sense of life
         . . . is a subphilosophy, or a prephilosophy.”[7]    What exactly the nature of the tragic vision is much disputed and for the most
         part beyond the scope of this book. The question here is whether it is plausible to
         claim that comedy has its own unique vision, the comic vision.
      

      
       There seems no good reason to deny that, if there is such a thing as a tragic vision,
         there can also be a comic vision. The fact that the idea of a comic vision has been
         largely neglected by critics reflects the ancient prejudice that comedy is a lesser
         thing than tragedy. It is the argument of this book that there is such a thing as
         a comic worldview, and that it is every bit as profound and significant as the tragic
         vision. The method adopted here will be to analyze one example of comedy, the celebrated
         television situation comedy Seinfeld, in order to see it can be described as expressing a philosophical vision of life.
         Now it might seem odd to choose a situation comedy for this investigation, rather
         than say to examine some of the classic texts in the history of comedy, such as Aristophanes,
         Chaucer, and Shakespeare. But again, this reaction assumes the prejudice that popular
         culture is not as serious as the classics, or that television programs are not legitimate
         forms of literature. In the end the best evidence for this will have to be the book
         itself: can we make a case for a consistent comic view of life expressed in Seinfeld? I will argue that we can, and that it is a comic vision that is continuous with the
         history of comedy, and that could equally be applied to classic comic works of literature.
         The choice of Seinfeld is meant to be in part a defense of the legitimacy of giving serious attention to
         popular culture, as well as to comedy.
      

      
       There is a further concern as to whether we should take Seinfeld as representative of the comic tradition as a whole, for there are many different
         types of comedies (romantic, screwball, slapstick, comedy of manners, etc.). The focus
         on a single comedy might be seen to raise the risk that it does not give us a general
         enough view of comedy, so that we only get one narrow version of the comic vision.
         This is particularly a problem if Seinfeld, as many critics seem to think, is a particularly distinctive kind of comedy very
         unlike other sitcoms, let alone other forms of comedy. We will in this book occasionally
         discuss other comedies for points of comparison and contrast to Seinfeld. But again the only real answer to this concern is to look at the final results of
         the inquiry. Once we have developed by the end of the book a claim about the nature
         of the comic vision, it will be an open question to address whether it generalizes
         beyond Seinfeld and beyond the genre of situation comedies. It is my view that the comic vision of
         Seinfeld in fact applies extremely well to other forms of comedies. But that is ultimately
         a question for readers and critics to decide.
      

      
       It would be useful to address another possible objection here: the worry that to
         claim to find a “comic vision” is to suggest that comedy or literature in general
         is “didactic,” that is, is merely a tool for teaching us truths. We have argued that
         comedy should not be taken as just entertainment. But there is a danger in going too
         far to the opposite extreme and treating it as a philosophy lesson. People do not
         watch Seinfeld in order to be taught fundamental truths about reality, nor do the various episodes
         seem to have anything like a moral lesson attached to them. However, the literary
         sin of writing “didactic” fiction is better understood as an aesthetic flaw, a clumsy
         style in which a story is reduced to a simple moral. Hence it is equally true of tragedy
         that the “tragic vision” is not presented didactically. Whatever the comic vision
         is, it is likely going to be complex, ambiguous, and multifaceted, not reducible to
         any simple formulas or propositions. One does not come away from watching a comedy
         with a simple moral in hand, as for instance in Aesop’s Fables. Moreover, the dramatic
         mode of presentation is indirect, showing rather than saying. Nor should we think
         that people watch comedy in order to learn about the comic vision. It is quite consistent
         with the thesis of this project that people watch comedy because they enjoy it, they
         find it entertaining—just as they watch tragedy not to learn about the tragic vision
         but to be entertained. But to say it is entertaining is not to answer the question
         of why they enjoy it; that would be merely a tautology. My thesis is that one of the
         key reasons that we find both comedy and tragedy entertaining is that they both have
         a genuine intellectual and philosophical dimension to them. They express a vision
         of life, and even if we are not explicitly aware of that vision, nonetheless it is
         a large part of what makes these genres so interesting and attractive. 
      

      
       One might also object that there is no evidence that the writers and producers of
         Seinfeld had any sort of comic vision in mind. We may concede that it is highly unlikely that
         they had any conscious or deliberate intention to express anything like a vision or
         worldview; rather, if asked, the writers would no doubt simply say that their goal
         was to be funny, to make people laugh, to write a successful sitcom. However, this
         is no objection to the idea of a comic vision. For one thing, it only pushes the question
         back: What makes for a successful sitcom? Moreover, even if comedy writers do not
         consciously promote a comic philosophy, still it has long been recognized that artists
         often produce their work based on intuition, inspiration, and tradition, rather than
         on conscious design. Comic writers, like artists in general, tend to follow their
         instincts and the influence of the larger comic tradition (Jerry Seinfeld has for
         instance noted some important influences on the show, including Abbott and Costello).
         Thus when asked why Jerry’s character hates Newman on the show, Jerry Seinfeld’s response
         was to appeal to his intuition: “The real answer for why I hated Newman was because
         it just seemed funny to hate Newman. . . . [T]here was no real reason for me to hate
         Newman, he never did anything bad to me, it was just fun. Fun to hate him.”[8]    Where the artist works by intuition, it is the role of the critic to attempt to
         explain those intuitions—and also to criticize them, for intuitions can sometimes
         go astray (as in the much-maligned ‘Finale’ to Seinfeld, which we will discuss in some detail later on).
      

      
       Further, I would suggest that the notion of a comic (or tragic) vision is deeply
         bound up with the idea of artistic merit. That is, what makes a work of comedy great,
         at least in part, is its success at expressing elegantly and consistently a coherent
         comic vision of the world. Conversely, what makes certain comedies forgettable and
         disappointing is that they lack this intellectual element. My choice of Seinfeld is in part dictated by the high quality of that television series, which is widely
         recognized as among the very best television comedies ever produced (and, I would
         insist, this also qualifies it among the very best television programs in general).
         It is of course exceedingly difficult to defend judgments of artistic merit. However,
         we will attempt to demonstrate in this book that Seinfeld over the course of nine seasons expresses a coherent and quite profound comic worldview.
         We will examine Seinfeld in order to try to abstract from it a comic vision of life, and also use that idea
         of a comic vision to help understand and appreciate the Seinfeld series. 
      

      
      Structure of the Book

      
      The method of this book is to examine the comic vision through a thematic approach.
         We consider in sequence a series of themes in Seinfeld, starting in chapter 1 with the question of the comic protagonist as compared with
         the traditional heroic persona, showing how the comic characters can to a great extent
         be defined simply by contrast with conventional tragic or romantic hero. In chapter
         2, we look at the theme of success and failure, examining the question of why Seinfeld, typical of comedy in general, focuses on failure; characters in comedies typically
         do not succeed in their endeavors, raising the question of why failure is more funny
         than success. Chapter 3 addresses the issue of rebellion against authority, a central
         topic in comedy. We examine the ways in which the Seinfeld characters rebel against societal authorities, and why this notion of rebellion is
         central to comedy. In chapter 4, we consider the complex relation between comedy and
         morality: to what extent does comedy celebrate liberation from moral rules, and to
         what extent does it reinforce social morality? Chapter 5 addresses the topic of love,
         sex, and marriage. Comic characters are often motivated by sex, but to what extent
         are they seeking love and marriage? Chapter 6 looks at the question of sentimentality
         in comedy. Seinfeld is famous for its pioneering role in exploring a wholly non-sentimental form of situation
         comedy. What is wrong with sentimentalism and how does the series try to avoid it?
         Finally, in chapter 7 we attempt to pull the themes of the book together and address
         the notion of the comic vision at a more general and abstract level. The goal then
         is to see if we can articulate the idea of a comic vision and make a persuasive case
         that Seinfeld is highly successful at expressing that comic vision, and that such a vision is a
         general feature of the comic worldview. At the very least, we hope to show that comedy
         deserves to be taken seriously as more than mere entertainment, but as a genuine expression
         of a philosophical outlook on human nature—as well as a lot of fun to watch.
      

      
      Notes

      
      
         
            1. See for example Sepinwall, Bianculli.

            

         

         
            2. The closest to a comedy in his list is Buffy the Vampire Slayer, which has comic elements but is more a teen melodrama than a comedy.
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