Best SNL Characters That Wouldn’t Fly Today, and Why
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Saturday Night Live has spent five decades turning oddball ideas into memorable characters, but changing attitudes have altered what audiences find funny. From Chico Escuela to Pat, these best-known SNL characters reveal how comedy’s boundaries have shifted, and why some once-popular sketches would face tougher questions today.
Essential Takeaways
Comedy’s audience has changed: Social media makes criticism public and immediate, rather than confined to letters and phone calls.
Some characters relied on stereotypes: Several sketches used racial or cultural caricature as their central joke.
Pat remains a complicated case: Julia Sweeney has reflected on how audiences may read the character differently from how she intended.
A good premise can outlast its execution: Bill Hader’s Vinny Vedecci sketches had an absurd setup, but the character’s accent drew criticism.
SNL’s old sketches meet a very different audience
Some old Saturday Night Live sketches have the unmistakable texture of another era: broad accents, loud costumes and jokes that seem to expect the audience not to ask too many questions. Revisiting them now can be funny, but also uncomfortable. The gap between what once made it on air and what viewers accept today is part of the story.
As MovieMaker notes, the mechanics of public reaction have changed as much as comedy itself. Complaints that might once have gone to a broadcaster can now spread through social media, with viewers tagging advertisers and drawing wider attention to a sketch. That doesn't mean every joke needs to please everyone, but it does mean a character's assumptions are more likely to be examined. [2]
When a stereotype was the whole punchline
A number of early characters depended on caricatures of people from particular ethnic or cultural backgrounds. Chico Escuela, Garrett Morris's Dominican baseball player, was built around a broad accent and limited English; Havnagootiim Vishnuuerheer was a white performer playing a caricatured Indian spiritual teacher. The joke in both cases leaned heavily on the character's supposed foreignness, rather than giving him much more to do. [2]
The same problem runs through sketches such as "The Bel-Airabs" and Dana Carvey's Ching Chang. Their premises used crude depictions of Arab and Asian people as comic shorthand. Looking back, it's striking how often a sketch treated a familiar stereotype as if recognition alone were enough to make it funny. [2]
Pat still prompts a more complicated conversation
Pat, Julia Sweeney's androgynous character, doesn't fit neatly into the same category. Sweeney has described the character as something she didn't create to hurt anyone, while also acknowledging that viewers could see the joke as making fun of people whose gender isn't obvious to others. In a KUOW interview, she said she was pro-androgyny but wasn't ready to offer a simple apology for the character. [3]
That tension has remained part of the conversation around Pat. The Independent has revisited the character's reception and its connection to how trans and non-binary people are represented. Rather than settling the question with a quick verdict, Pat's legacy shows why intent and impact can be hard to separate, especially when a sketch's central joke depends on how someone looks. [4]
Vinny Vedecci shows how a funny premise can wobble
Bill Hader's Vinny Vedecci sketches started with a tidy recipe for chaos: an Italian talk-show host welcomes guests his team wrongly assumes can speak Italian. Hader has discussed creating the character for his SNL audition, and the concept has a recognisable comic spark. [5] [6]
But the accent became a sticking point. MovieMaker recounts Hader's story of an Italian woman telling him the character sounded like a nonsense version of her father, a reaction that changed how he felt about playing Vinny. It's a useful reminder that a clever setup doesn't automatically make every choice in its performance land. [2]
The issue isn't simply that comedy has changed
Other characters now look awkward for different reasons. Merv the Perv was built around lewd comments and a pants-removing gag, while Rob Schneider's Sensitive Unclothed Man sketches featured actual nudity, according to MovieMaker's account. Those choices raise questions not just about taste, but about how a live show handles performers' comfort and boundaries. [2]
And some ideas may still work if the target changes. The Tonto, Tarzan and Frankenstein sketches brought characters with distinctive speech patterns together, but Tonto's portrayal relied on an Indigenous character played by Jon Lovitz. Revisiting a sketch isn't just a test of whether it's shocking; it's also a chance to ask who gets to be the joke, and why. [2]
Closing Line
The best retrospective isn't just a list of jokes that aged badly; it's a look at how audiences, performers and comedy itself keep changing. [2]
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