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The Movie Barbershop Highlights the Issues of Comedy and Respect
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Part I: Introduction

In this lesson, we will use the controversy of the movie 
to explore different dimensions of the virtue of respect 
for others. What does it mean to show respect for oth-
ers? Does respecting others mean we shouldn�t tell jokes 
or support comedy that may be offensive to certain 
groups or individuals? How important is the virtue of 
respect for others within the larger context of socially 
or politically heated discussion?

What Sparked the Controversy?

In one of the scenes in question, the character Eddie 
states that Rosa Parks got so much attention for refus-
ing to give up her bus seat because she was a secretary 
for the NAACP and knew Martin Luther King, while 
many other blacks who also confronted discrimination 
did not receive the same the attention. As the younger 
customers and barbers in the barbershop begin to criti-
cize Eddie�s statements he becomes upset and states, 
"There are three things black people need to stop lying 
about. One, Rodney King should’ve got his (bleep) beat 
for driving drunk in a Hyundai. Two, O.J. did it. And 
three, Rosa Parks didn’t do nothing but sit her black 
(bleep) down on that bus!"

As the other characters continue to voice their disagree-
ment and one states that Jesse Jackson wouldn�t want to 
hear these statements Eddie responds in anger �(bleep) 
Jesse Jackson.� Later in the movie Eddie also references 
the alleged affairs of Martin Luther King, referring to 
the civil rights martyr as "a ho."

It is important to point out that in the movie, Eddie 
was loudly criticized for his point of view and lack of 
respect for leaders of the civil rights movement. When 
Eddie’s younger co-workers at the barbershop vocal-
ized their displeasure, Eddie simply replies, "This ain’t 

nothing but healthy conversation." When a fellow bar-
ber asks him "But why do you have to tear Rosa Parks 
down?" Eddie replies, "Ain’t nobody exempt in the 
barbershop. You can talk about whoever and whatever 
you want!"

Is the scene in question insensitive and insulting to 
African-Americans and to others who have fought and 
struggled in this nation’s �ght for equality and civil 
rights? Does it violate the virtue of respect for others, 
de�ned as showing full appreciation for the worth and 
dignity of others. Does the tone and language used 
show a lack of respect for others? Or does the scene 
af�rm respect for others through the fact that the other 
characters strongly disagree with Eddie�s statements? 
Is it possible that this type of comedy can be used as a 
tool to help foster greater debate and understanding? 
We will portray both sides of the debate to help us bet-
ter form our own opinions.

Criticism from Civil Rights Leaders and Other Groups
Civil rights leaders such as Jesse Jackson and Al Sharp-
ton criticized the �lm as being disrespectful. They have 
pressed the producers of the �lm for an apology and 
assurances from MGM Pictures that the scenes in ques-
tion will be removed from all future DVD, video, and 
cable releases.

Jesse Jackson stated "the �lmmakers crossed the line 
between what’s sacred and serious and what’s funny." "I 
could dismiss the comments about me," "but Dr. King 
is dead, and Ms. Parks is an invalid. There are some 
heroes who are sacred to a people, and these comments 
poisoned an otherwise funny movie."

Al Sharpton echoes similar sentiments. "To take two 
people that are victims of the civil rights movement 
-- Dr. King was killed, Rosa Parks arrested for refusing 
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The movie Barbershop is a comedy that has become both a box-of�ce hit and a 

center of controversy. The controversy revolves around several scenes that present derogatory statements 

about prominent civil rights leaders. The movie focuses on a barbershop and its community of workers 

and customers within an economically troubled Chicago neighborhood. The characters of the movie are 

predominantly black, and the conversation within the barbershop is freewheeling and chaotic. Apparently, 

no topic is off-limits. Everyone in the barbershop is free to express his or her opinions, no matter how 

foul, far-fetched or controversial. Eddie, the elder-spokesman of the barbershop explains, "If we can’t talk 

straight in a barbershop, where can we talk straight?"     




