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Comedy is part of the cultural landscape as never before, as older manifes-
tations such as performance (stand-up, plays, etc.), film and TV have been 
joined by an online industry, pioneered by YouTube and social media. 
This innovative new book series will help define the emerging comedy 
studies field, offering fresh perspectives on the comedy studies phenome-
non, and opening up new avenues for discussion. The focus is ‘pop cul-
tural’, and will emphasize vaudeville, stand-up, variety, comedy film, TV 
sit-coms, and digital comedy. It will welcome studies of politics, history, 
aesthetics, production, distribution, and reception, as well as work that 
explores international perspectives and the digital realm. Above all it will 
be pioneering – there is no competition in the publishing world at this 
point in time.



Claire Sedgwick

Inequality in 
Contemporary 

Stand-Up Comedy 
in the UK



ISSN 2731-4332	         ISSN 2731-4340  (electronic)
Palgrave Studies in Comedy
ISBN 978-3-031-55931-0        ISBN 978-3-031-55932-7  (eBook)
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-55932-7

© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature  
Switzerland AG 2024
This work is subject to copyright. All rights are solely and exclusively licensed by the 
Publisher, whether the whole or part of the material is concerned, specifically the rights of 
translation, reprinting, reuse of illustrations, recitation, broadcasting, reproduction on 
microfilms or in any other physical way, and transmission or information storage and retrieval, 
electronic adaptation, computer software, or by similar or dissimilar methodology now 
known or hereafter developed.
The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this 
publication does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are 
exempt from the relevant protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.
The publisher, the authors, and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information 
in this book are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the 
publisher nor the authors or the editors give a warranty, expressed or implied, with respect to 
the material contained herein or for any errors or omissions that may have been made. The 
publisher remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Cover illustration: Justin Gill / Alamy Stock Photo

This Palgrave Macmillan imprint is published by the registered company Springer Nature 
Switzerland AG.
The registered company address is: Gewerbestrasse 11, 6330 Cham, Switzerland

Paper in this product is recyclable.

Claire Sedgwick
Teesside University
Middlesbrough, UK

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-55932-7


v

The research undertaken for this book was supported by a BA Leverhulme 
Small Research Grant (Grant SRG1920\100472).

I have been supported throughout the process of writing this book by 
many friends and colleagues. Thanks to Dr Jilly Kay, Dr Stevie Marsden, 
Dr Sabrina Moro and all at the Media and Gender group for the feminist 
solidarity. Thank you to Dr Jennie Jordan who has been particularly help-
ful in helping me think through comedy in the East Midlands. Thanks to 
Professor Heather Savigny who kindly provided feedback on the BA 
Leverhulme Small Research Grant application and was a great cheerleader. 
Thanks too, to Dr Sharon Lockyer who was an FSA mentor and has been 
a great help in helping me navigate the world of comedy studies. Thanks 
to my colleagues at the University of Derby, particularly Dr Larissa Allwork 
and Dr Lenore Thompson who have both been very supportive. Finally, 
thanks to Dr Eun Sun Godwin who has enriched my thinking on work in 
the creative industries.

Thanks also to all of my participants and those working within comedy 
in the East Midlands. Your contributions have been invaluable. Thanks to 
Rob Lugg at Equity, Lynne Parker at Funny Women and the folk at the 
Leicester Comedy Festival and all of the comedians who have contributed 
to events I have organised on the topic over the last few years.

Thank you to the team at Palgrave Macmillan for your guidance in 
publishing the book.

Finally, thank you to my parents, Margaret and Stephen; my brother 
Jack; and friends Liz, Catherine and Frances for providing moral sup-
port—I love you all.

Acknowledgements



vii

The research undertaken in this book was supported by a British Academy/
Leverhulme Small Research Grant: Grant SRG1920\100472.

Ethical Approval  Ethical approval was sought for the interviews that have 
been carried out in this book from the universities that I was employed at 
whilst the research was being conducted: De Montfort University, 
Leicester, University of Nottingham and University of Derby. I can con-
firm that informed consent to participate in the research and for the results 
to be published was obtained.

Competing Interests



ix

Contents

	1	 ��Introduction: Understanding Comedy as a Cultural Industry�   1
The Importance of Understanding Comedy as a Cultural Industry�     1
Outline of the Book�     5
Methodology�     8
COVID-19 and Its Impact�     9
The Comedy Ecosystem in the UK�     9
Comedy Festivals in the UK�   12
The East Midlands as Case Study�   21
References�   22

	2	 ��Comedy, Diversity and the Hegemonic Comedian� 27
The Hegemonic Comedian�   27
Class and Comedy in the UK�   28
Gender and Comedy�   31
Comedy and Race�   34
References�   39

	3	 ��Exploring Inequality in Comedy in the East Midlands and 
Challenging Inequality� 43
Introduction�   43
The Working Lives of Stand-Up Comedians�   44
Getting Started: Comedy and Paying Your Dues�   45
Strategies for Challenging Inequality�   56
Diversifying Comedy Line-ups�   56



x

Grants and Funding for Comedy and Comedians�   59
Conclusion�   61
References�   62

	4	 ��COVID-19, Precarity and Comedy� 65
COVID-19, Arts Funding and Stand-Up Comedy�   65
The Cultural Recovery Fund and Comedy�   67
The Live Comedy Association and Comedy’s Response to the 
Pandemic�   69
Equity and the Comedians’ Charter�   73
Get Off�   76
The Pandemic and Online and Alternative Comedy Formats�   81
References�   84

	5	 ��Conclusion: The Future of Comedy� 89
Conclusion�   89
Understanding Comedy Is an Industry�   90
Calling Out Inequality�   91
Funding Comedy�   91
Comedy Online�   92
Conclusion�   93
References�   93

��Index� 95

  Contents



xi

Claire  Sedgwick  is Researcher in Feminist Media Studies and the 
Cultural and Creative Industries. Her PhD and subsequent book were on 
feminist magazines in the UK and the US and her book Feminist Media: 
From the Second Wave to the Digital Age was published in 2020. From 
2020 to 2023 she was the principal investigator on a British Academy/
Leverhulme Small Research grant titled ‘The Cultural Economy of 
Comedy in the East Midlands’.

About the Author


