When discussing his film Blazing Saddles, Mel Brooks stated that it "[rises] below vulgarity."  He’s also stated that it could never be made in Hollywood today.  Why is that?  Hailed as a biting American satire, why can’t it be produced in contemporary times?  Is there something too offensive, too politically incorrect, too honest about the film that makes it not only a classic, but also an example of satire that cannot be replicated?

On Thursday, March 19th, you will have a debate about the ethics of satire with regards to Blazing Saddles.  Read the following quotes, look over your notes, and construct arguments for the following questions.

“Yet the film’s primary satirical target, even more than the Panavision Technicolor vistas of the American Western, is racism, and how it is the intellectual property of ‘simple farmers… people of the land. The common clay of the new West. You know… morons.’ As Brooks promises, those who call Bart the n-word are mouth-breathing morons, ignorant hillbillies who share their saloon and town council meetings with cows. Bart, on the other hand, is smart, funny, and handsome, a Gucci saddlebag-sporting cool customer. ‘What’s a dazzling urbanite like you doing in a rustic setting like this?’ asks the Waco Kid, not unreasonably; when Bart outsmarts the town by taking himself hostage at his welcoming ceremony, he tells himself, ‘You are so talented, and they are so dumb’”(Bailey, “Revisiting Mel”).

“That dynamic is all the more apparent in Blazing Saddles’ only genuinely offensive scene, which comes near the end, during the film’s raucous takeover of the WB lot. The climactic fight scene spills onto the set of a tux-and-tails musical, where the mincing director and hissing, ‘sissy’ dancers are thrown into the action. It’s a wince-inducing scene on its own, but a sharp and valuable contrast to the rest of the film — because this is a scene of just pointing and laughing at a minority. Because it did that wrong, we can fully appreciate what the rest of the movie does so right” (Bailey, “Revisiting Mel”).

“No ethnic or racial stereotype goes unmentioned: Mexican bandidos, Chinese laborers in straw cone hats, Arabs of ambiguous origin riding on camels, and yes, a Jewish Native American, all make cameos in Brooks' bizarro world, but they're not the butt of the joke. ‘Blazing Saddles is a satire of racism,’ Green says. ‘That's what makes it groundbreaking. [Brooks] satirizes racism; he shows how stupid it is’”(Faulx, “Blazing Saddles”).

“It is worth noting that as groundbreaking as Blazing Saddles was in terms of race, the same can't be said for its treatment of gays and women. The F-word — not that one — is thrown around liberally, and the four or so women who have lines in the film are either clutching their pearls or taking off their clothes. The movie isn't self-aware at all when it comes to certain groups”(Faulx, “Blazing Saddles”).

1.  Consider Richard Pryor’s (one of the film’s writers) thoughts on the n-word.  Do you think its repeated use created its intended ironic effect, or does the prolific use of the word just end up doing more harm than good? 

2.  As stated by Faulx above, “No ethnic or racial stereotype goes unmentioned.”  However, do any of these attempts to satirize racism fail?  Overall, does the film succeed in undermining racial stereotypes, or does it (in)advertently reinforce the stereotypes it set out to destroy?

3.  Does the film satirize sexism or does it use it for cheap laughs?  Does the film attempt to undermine gender stereotypes or does it ultimately reinforce them?

4.  As noted above, many critics criticize the film for its treatment of homosexuality.  Do you think the film attempts to satirize prejudices against sexuality or does it ultimately reinforce them?

