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The Negative Ethics of Humor
Jobn Morreall

Can it ever be wrong to tell a joke? If so, when? Are there kinds of jokes
that you just shouldn'’t tell? If so, which ones? Motreall argues that,
if we want to answer these questions, we shouldn’t focus on whether
the joke happens to trade on a stereotype. Instead, he takes the pri-
mary problem with some humor to be that it involves disengaging from
things with which we ought to be engaged. Sometimes, this takes the
form of irresponsible humor; we use it to deflect attention from serious
issues. In other cases, humor blocks compassion, leading us not to em-
pathize when we really should. Finally, humor can promote prejudice,
discouraging us from respecting the differences between individuals.

will be discussing racist and sexist jokes. . . . as part of a general ethics
_of humor. And in these moral reflections, I want to pay attention to the
special psychological and linguistic features of humor. . . . The central
feature here is the playful disengagement of non-bona-fide language and
actions,
This non-practical, non-cognitive orientation is something humor
shares with play in general and with aesthetic experience. In all three;

Morreall, John. 2009. “The Negative Ethics of Humor.” In Comic Relief: A Comprehen-
sive Philosophy of Humor. Malden, MA: Blackwell; Reprinted with permission of John
Wiley & Sons.
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. . burned, that was objectionable. There is nothing intrinsically wrong with
ith gaining knowledge or et . : .

we are for the mf)n:ent not cc:ll-lcern:deg ; dli «disgtanced.” While creating bons mots. But when Marie Antoinette responded to reports of

in_g pra.Ctlcal tgam- ‘ge lireno;slﬁrrlli i u;-gent: no adtion is called ‘famine by saying “Let them eat cake,” that was objectionable because, as

with friends, or examp ’one’s needs, but are like art lovers s ‘queen, she was supposed to care about her people.

are no’;1 attenﬁlng (t:; :igsic lovers li;tening to a concert. That is In our daily lives, we 'sometimes “laugh off” a problem or criticism

through a gallery

AN « »2 and Hobbes said, “Theyf instead of taking appropriate action, If my doctor puts me on a special

Ludovici spoke of the .mdolllence 0?:?:;0:0 l:ugh.”3 - diabetic diet, warning me of blindness or early death if I don’t follow it,

e gre%;.tddeSIgnS a‘;enrtl(c)xf humor . . . helps explain the opp then T may discount her advice with a quiplike “She’s fatter than I am”
The practical disengagem e s ( ‘

tion between amusement and negative emotions. To have practi

and ignore the diet. Or if my friend needs my help in controlling his alco-
cern about a situation is to be emotionally involved with it. A s

holism, and the next time he gets drunk I laugh at his antics instead of

; icits fear, ang lielping him restore self-discipline, then my humor is also irresponsible.
that does not meet with our an":z’:ngtc)uI;"sz;iﬁtif Someo In Stanley Milgram’s famous experiments with obedience to authority
hatred, if we are focused on our_s; ;on said, “Laughter is incomp figuires, where subjects were ordered to. give potentially fatal electric
suffering the Setbac,k i Henrll e;g er tl"iﬂing in such a wa shocks to people simply for not remembering word associations, 14 .of
with emotion. Depict some fault, oxtve\;l. fis d on;, it is impos 40 subjects burst out laughing and then administered the shock.® Here
arouse symgathy, fear, or pity; the mischiet is ’ . Taughter seems like whistling in the dark, a way to suppress legitimate
us to laugh.’ oblch concern. In laughing off some problem, we treat it as trivial. It isinim-

Wen we wantht ? evo(l::saxf;rpiggg; gbica:fslztosf(f}?: plz'zlc]\) portant, “no big deal,” and thus doesn’t call for our attention. An eXtreme
don’t present it in a humor A - s .

engagement of humor. Satire is not a weapon of revolutionaries.. .

case of humor supporting irresponsibility is the “total cynic” who laughs
Humor involves cognitive as well as practical disengagement.

verything and assumes no responsibility for anything. The MTV pro-

, grami Beavis and Butt-Head is based on such characters.
. : for the moment not concerne stam Leav: 1 . 1 i
somethn?g 18 makmgﬁus.lau;glhkte‘;‘; ;ave said, the creator of hum¢ k| 'Ihls:dlsengagement fostered by humor is-often deliberately used by
whethendtisirealionicriona™ nicate information, but for th politicians to deflect criticism. During their famous debates, as Abraham
iieas i.r:;o —— .Illleabff nl;()t‘,:?lgc::;nv: grant comic license to people incoln began waffling on an important issue, Stephen Douglas accused
those ideas wi -

f dotes, letting them exaggerate the absurdity of real situat iim of being “two-faced.” Lincoln responded, “Ladies and gentlemen, I
unny anecdotes,

! s tory leave it to you. If I had two faces, would I'be wearing this one?” When
and create extra details. Inc}‘e - S;mz?ge,th:tiﬁlﬁgrtz:irf;;n;lg tshe John Kennedy was criticized for using his father’s nifséive wealth to fi-
tried to correct th.e teller—“No, s e”_l Iilll lr)obably be hushed up b} x;_ance his bid for the presidency, he staged an event at a fund-raising
and the governor, just on the mayor'—willp 3 dinner. Pretending to open a telegram, Kennedy said, “I have just received
other lis'teners. . hetic experience, the practical and €og ‘a telegram froin my generous daddy: ‘Dear Jack, Don’t spend a dollar
As in play 'fmd in aesthetl 11; o ful’effeCt . T will focus ‘oril more than is necessary. I'll be damned if 1l pay for a landslide.” ” In his
disengagement in humor can haYe > ible, as we neglect act first televised debate with Walter Mondale before the 1984 election, in-
First, the disengagement - be 1rresp0?§1 et’ be done. Secondly, -cumbent Ronald Reagan sounded uninformed and confused. Critics said
are called for, and do thll:lgS th.at shou ml reiu dic.e i that as the oldest presidential candidate in history, he was simply not up
block compassion. And thirdly, it can promote pre] . tothe job. For the next TV debate, therefore, Reagan’s handlers prepared
bili . unny line for him to memorize. As soon as a reporter asked about the
First Harmful Effect: Irresponsibility '

issue,” Reagan said, “I am not going to' make age an issue in this
disengage us from what we are doing or failing to d sampaign. T .am not going to exploit for political gain my opponent’s
Humor can dise 4

. : ; youth and inexperience.” The audience laughed, the age issue evaporated
g tic experience, there is n youth an peri ghed, the ag p >
follow the parallel Wli.lh play :“nd aest-he l:::;tewrl)len Nero played as & and Reagan went on to win by one of the greatest margins in history.
intrinsically wrong with playing music,
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s - chained bears were torn to death by dogs. Idi Amin is said to have cut off
He was probably in the eafly' ;tages.olf Af,lzhelmg:;: S(;sg:f;;’, alip thedimbs of one of his wives and sewn tlglem onto the opposite sides of her
k;i}ow, but this joke made it impossible for any DR “body, for his own amusement. A more recent example of sadistic humor
possibility. . is the humiliation of prisoners by Americans in Abu.Ghraib prison in

Iraq. When asked why they made the men pile on top of oné another
2 naked, soldiers said that it was a joke, “just for fun.” - o~

= , s hvbloe Even when such fun does not involve the suffering of someone present
, : i r can cause harm is by bleg : ’ B v e ¢ UL — ’
Another way the disengagementin humor ¢ - so that it does not directly humiliate people and increase their suffering,

Second Harmful Effect: Blocking Cpmpas;ipn

{POOTIES A n such cases, humor can h g e
compassion for "_cho_se' who n.eed heilpl-) Irilnssl:ltin g those who are suftél - humor can-promote insensitivity, callousness, or cruelty toward those
twp-WaYSf'ID.Y d1,§P1*_‘gu_‘gf?Ct,lqn’ ;3 g’sé th’a‘t 1 am walking alongs _fl)eir_lg laughed about. 'ILe National Lampoon cover was probably not seen
thus-increasing thill‘ suffering. $ (I;ip'sli and fall info a puddle; breg by starving children in Bangladesh or their parents, but still, it tended to
sidewalk and see someone an;Walil_ Zhe IF not only have I not hel inure readers of the magazine to-their suffering, the suffering of other
his wrist. IfI.stgné b?Ck_zndt :usg ere material for my amusemen famine victims, and, generally, human beings needing help.-...
but my t;eagmg=h1_s. acg:lh'en ' A de him feel that he doesn’t matter | .Perhaps the most widely accepted moral ruleis to not caiise unneces-
demeaned him, bellll,tﬂed.. ‘ . that his suffering is no more impe sary suffering. From that it follows that we should not laugh at someone’s
the way I am laughing, it seems that s suiier g '
than tl?e.pé.in of Wile E. Coyote in Roadrunner cartoons. As Pe £
put it “The victim of laughter is confronted by the reaction 6f
spectator.”. ‘ ) s

i In cases of mild suffering, we call such humor msens_ltw;:l,or
in more serious cases we call it cruel. Consider the cover of the]

_problem when compassion is called for.

.~ Third Harmful Effect: Promoting Prejudice

. The two harmful effects of humor we have seen so far—blocking action

M " 4 ‘and blocking compassion—are based on the way humor disengages us
B N : .In 1971 GeorgeHs and blocking 1p as y gage
“Dessert Issue of Nat!oﬂ}‘:l {‘_fmpzz.; i—l:iialigri gL fi fa .~ practically from what we are laughing about. A third harmful effect is
and others had it dar‘1 i’ cthe record album Concert for Ban . based on the way it disengages us cognitively from the object of amuse-
B?lngladesh‘l Thatw;;gizg'gsh?ofé starving child. The cover of; _'.mlt:nt. Here we will finally get to what is wrong: with racist and sexist
cover was a raph-of a stz N ¢ :
‘Iivdrc:ts'peoo‘h’s' “Dessert Issue” looked almost identical to that pho Joxes

. ..[S]exist and racist jokes, like jokes in general, are known to be

Y e A hild, with part @ > o - -
only it was of a chocolate sculpture of a starving chi : , . fictional by tellers and audience alike. We often introduce jokes with play

head bitten off, . .

. . - . Laug . signals such as, “Have you heard the one about . . .2 and we use the pres-

A good c}eal o hrm9:ﬁ3£§:;§322?5;£3$2n rizlt);fl;lﬁtar J ent instead of the past tense to indicate that what we are saying is not a
at dearveg and people V\: Bt Roman slave markets, defos report of. areal e\(gnt. o - . _
the insane, was common. bt high prices because buyers found Adding to this unreality, what characters in jokes say and do is unlike
idiotic children often Proug. t .lsg. diI:m as people caused theis . what real people say and do. When these characters are stupid, lazy, or
amusing. Cr uelty a's0 grew %nto ao N Tr’a' an celebrated a military - sexually promiscuous, the degree of those shortcomings is usually exag-
that they enloyed: ‘The Romgn.gmgerairs . fJ It iators fight to the,deal .~ gerated far beyond what they are in any real human being, In the Polish
in 106 CE by haymg“ﬁ.ve thousan pts was f form of home entertai astronaut joke, the man’s belief that flying to the sun at night would keep
ﬁ_ftfeqnth}; C;ntur};ll:::‘l,zlsg:;uﬁ:;bérs of the ﬁobilify would vis “him cool isn’t just stupid, but more stupid than any real person’s beliefs.
Before:the Frenc et : s ‘

— . o : - This fantastic exaggeration found in so much’ humor is ignored by vir-
) 5 . ing their canes across the ’ : - 88 S g g 8 Y
asylums to taunt .the 1nm§te::., by _‘;iasnli)l;ghr antil the nineteerith c tually all ethicists writing about ethnic jokes, who treat those jokes as
example. Ir_l.fBlrltglnglb;asi'i‘.rzll II:t%endelzi by'Elizabeth Lin 1575408  if they were assertions that P'oles arg stupid, black people are lazy, etc.
For a-special roya < s e . ' -
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r»_-h The fun in these jokes is based on stretching negative stereotypes.
W .ether‘ t%le telk;rs of sexist and racist jokes accept those stereotypes
.‘B.mt.’ their Rlaylng with them through exaggeration converts morally
Objectionable ideas into palatable ones. Putting a “play frame” around

Such bald assertions, however, are not funny and are easy to falsify. W

people are communicating information, listeners offen t_hink that s
speaker is saying or implying is false, and so the.y qtiestion or cont
that person. But we don’t question or contradict joke tellers. No one

ing the joke above would say, “There are no Polish astrona}ns.,” ois _'S?;efle"tfypes in a joke ae§theticiz.es them, removing them, at least tempo-
Poles are not stupid.” Neither those telling this joke nor their listen -nh y, from moral scrutn;y. As listeners enjoy sexist and racist jokes, they
committed to a belief in the existence of Polish astronauts, or to a bel '-'ft af'mful_stereot.ypes in under their moral radar. A straightforward
that Poles in general are stupid. . _:?ser tion might qullely draw criticism, but an exaggerated version of a
Indéed, we could enjoy this joke even though we had no belief stereotype I:resented in a clever way will probably be simply enjoyed.
about Poles. The first time [ heard a version of this joke, at a humor E. Humor s play frar.ne allows prejudicial ideas to be slipped into peo-
ence in the Netherlands, it was told about a Frisian astronaut. I'had n& s heads without being evaluated. It even allows for the creation of ste-
who Frisians were, but L still enjoyed the picture of the astronaut sayi g l<3Ot)’pfis that any reasonable person would reject out of hand were they
traveling at night would solve the problem of the sun’s hea.t. The Dt :szrte . In the 2906 com.edy Borat: Cultural Learnings of America for
when I learned that the Frisians are an ethnic group living in the nort g 'e«Be'neﬁt G?orzous Natzon of Kazakhstan, Sacha Baron Cohen plays a
part of the Netherlands, I still did not believe that Frisians are stupid akh )ot.lrnahst ?vho is a crude, boorish, incestuous, anti-Semitic, racist
imore than I believe that Poles are stupid when 1 laugh at Polish jokes{ ; sy-hating, sexist boor, as are the other Kazakhs in this fake docu-
The stupidity of the character in this joke, I'suggest, is -not apie 3 llizry. Borat 1ntroduc_es thc.a “town rapist” and boasts that his sister is
information being communicated; but a fantastic ide.a beln_g,.P the I umbﬁr Four prostitute in our country.”
for playful enjoyment. What most people enjoy in hearing thxsv]pﬂk |[é I1l: reality, no Kazakhs_ appear in the film: Cohen based his new
a belief thaf they are superior to Poles or Frisians,})ut the me.ntal’,’g. = gel())-type on people he met in southern Russia. The village shown and its
tics they go through in making sense of the line “T’ll go at night™—a imfaoitants are Rumanian. Real Kazakhs are not Slavic but a mix of

Turkic and Mongolian, and they don’t look like Cohen or the people in

ile wi hing in-e
while-knowing that no real person would say such a thing . :
. i film. In the nineteenth century the Kazakhs were invaded by Russia;

Whatever might be objectionable about telling standard sexist.an

jokes, then, it is not that they assert or imply that cert'flin groups of ! Ous:;rjldg died r.esisting colonization and conscription into the Russian
have preposterous degrees of stupidity; sexual promiscuity, etc-TnB - .-_rmy. r:i er Stal.m and Khruschev, huge tracts of their grazing land were
does not let the'tellers of such jokes off the moral hook, for ther.e*a' ﬁilfv;rte kto agrlculture to _feed Russians. For resisting, a million and a
ways to promote prejudice. Those who circulate racif;t an'd s?xn_st jo arS aza bhs dlﬁd’- glong_w1th 80 percent of their livestock. Russian set-
it, T suggest, not by making truth-claims but by l?emg indifferent o tvl;fere lroug 'tm to' dlsPla}ce Ka'zakhs, St 5 Ehir 19704 Roneb e
truth. They are disengaged cognitively and practically from the ster f e only Soviet republic in which the native people were in the mi-

types in what they are saying, and they don’t care about the harmy O?ty- = Creating_h'is new fictitious stereotype of Kazakhs, with negative
circulating those stereotypes may cause. {eatures often attributed to Russians, Cohen insulted Kazakhs twice. He

What usually makes these jokes harmful is that they present ¢ ‘ 03 trayed ctlh'em as having vices they don’t have: Anti-Semitism was never
ters with exaggerated degrees of undesirable traits who represent grol i esp_re;t in Kazakhstan), nor was the persecution of Gypsies; women
that some people believe actually have those traits. Indeed, we's : {_@:e lflllg hts equal to men’s. And secondly, the vices he attributes to
jokes into genres largely by naming the ethnic or gender group & .- ’ : z }sl e took fr01?1 stexl'eotypes of their Russian oppressors. The deep
shortcoming, that is, the stereotype being exaggerated. T.here is th se here was obvious in a four-page advertisement taken out by the
Blonde joke, the Flighty Fag joke, the Dishonest Greek joke, etc. ToM 2 ;Iinment of Kazakhstan in the New York Times before the re T
a new joke of one of these types, you create a story about membgn en\an;(, tg ;:)ount.el.'act the stereotype Cohen had created. A simple ques-
target group that attributes an exaggerated degree of the shortcomirt sked Dy critics was why Cohen had not thought up a fictitious

those characters. ntry to go with his fictitious stereotype. . . .
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What is objectionable about sexist and racist stereotypes, of cot In our society, and the stereotype of the tough-mind .
is that they categorize all members of a group as being interch: - lawyer enhances rather than threatens their g minded ufl?eﬂtlmental
and as having certain shortcomings. Instead of respecting gro . lawyers even put that stereotype to work in ’l?\c;wer ang position. In fact,
bers as individual persons, those who think in stereotypes: Pages advertising for law firms, . .. commercials and Yellow
write them all off as inferior. They belittle, demean, dismiss the ‘ +All this contrasts sharply with the harm black
the archaic verb from which we get “contempt,” they contemn th: homosexuals have endured because of the st » peoP!e, women, and
group—they treat its members as low, worthless, beneath not them. Not only have they been insulted, but t}l:reo}:}'Pes c1rcu1ate.d al.am}t
Richard Mohr has said of anti-gay jokes, “The individual as disting . nation in voting, in buying real estate a1,1d in they urt Suffel:ed dlscrm‘u-
erased, dissolved into a prejudged type which determines in socie * stereotypes cost them money, respect’ status. a edcour ts. RaCISt. and sexist
all of his or her significant characteristics. The jokes . . . presume ~ why so many people object to sexist a’nd raci’stl'l kPOWer- .That is pr'ec1s'ely
gay person is nothing but his sexual orientation and its effloresc to lawyer and doctor jokes. . . . jokes, while not objecting
... So] nothing as cognitively sophisticated as belief is requ : The stereotypes perpetuated by jokes are _—
such jokes to do harm. Mere repeated thinking of groups in nega - when they are about people who lack social st rtIIOre ?JeCtlonable, then,
reotypes is enough to prompt uso treat real individuals not accos those stereotypes are part of the social syste a ‘:}sl and power, find when
their actual merits and shortcomings, and so justly, but as autoni . and “keeps them in their place.” ystem that marginalizes them
inferior because they belong to those groups. In milder cases,t

treatment may involve only condescension, but in other cases, asil - Com hensi .
. ) R . renension
Jim Crow, South African apartheid, and homophobia, it involvess P QlleStlons

cious distrust, hatred, oppression, and even murder. That's why 1. What does Morreall mean by the “practical disengagement of h )
nt of humor™?

who have suffered from such mistreatment often show resentmen 2. In what sense did Lincoln, Kenn
. , edy, and R
humor that stereotyped them—American blacks for Jim Crow i i’ irresponsibly? 7 eagan each use humor
women for sexist jokes, and gays for “fag jokes.” . When we laugh, we usuall g i ;
) > y aren’t feelin,

The objectionableness of jokes based on stereotypes, 1 suggest;’ time. However, Morreall doesn’t think tha% acl(l) 1}1115;1321911 . Lhe o

all-or-nothing, but is proportional to the harm those stereof; So when is “blocking compassion” supposed to be a z (:S pro 3emat1c.
. ncern?

likely to cause. ... o - 4. Morreall clearly thinks that it can be OK to make jokes that play on

[Consider a joke about] lawyers: - . fthnic.:,‘ gender, and racial stereotypes. So when are those jokes prob-
ematic? When do they “promote prejudice”?

- On Morreall’s view, what’s the difference between jokes about African

Two lawyers on a fishing trip in Alaska awake one morning to s
grizzly bear running toward their tent. One hurriedly starts put
on his running shoes. :

“Don’t be a fool,” the other lawyer says. “You can't outrun a griz

zly bear.”
“I don’t have to outrun him,” the first lawyer says, “T only havee Discussion Questions

outrun you.” . W i
- 1. Wesometimes laugh at jokes and then say, “That was wrong.” What’s

This joke is based on the image of lawyers as tough-min ‘ going on in those cases?
uncaring, and retelling it helps keep that stereotype alive. But 2. How have you seen humor used i .
4 ed ir '
joke or the stereotype lead to the mistreatment of lawyers? Do p compassion, or in ways that Promort ZSPIO:S:;{IY, ?or in ways that block
condescendingly toward lawyers, insult them, or deny them jobs 3. Morreall says that “[when] we want tcl))e ‘Z(L)Ik ;C:;lger or out .
r outrage about

of that stereotype? Hardly. Lawyers are a powerful and respected § some problem, we don’t present it in a humorous » y, h
: : way.” You might
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think that the work of people like Stephen Colbert, John Botes

Larry Wilmore, and John Oliver are counterexamples to this'e

Are they? Why or why not? a i See Roger Scruton, in The Philosophy of Laughter and Humor, ed. John Morreall
. It sounds like Morreall is saying that no joke is inherently wrong,  (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1987), 170-1.

become wrong when they're used irresponsibly, or block com ‘ %Jll‘thony Ludovici, The Secret of Laughter (New York: Viking, 1933), 11-13.
or promote prejudice. Is he right about that? Are there jokes: * Thomas Hobbes, English Works of Thomas Hobbes, 11 vols. (London: Bohn,

. . 1845), vol. 4, 455.
morally problematic whether or not they have these consequen i\ H ) : ‘;’l 4,455 : '
¥ Henri Bergson, Laughter: An Essay on the Meaning of the Comic, trans. by

. Is there any humor that’s always irresponsible, or always blockss | C.Brereton and F. Rothwell (New York: Macmillan, 1913), 139
passion, or always promotes prejudice? Consider, for examp 5. Stanley Milgram, Obedience to Authoritv: A Experimental Vi
jokes. Might they always be guilty of one of these charges? " HarperCollins, 1974). ¥; enperimenal View (Neg York:

‘ i cter Jones, a ghter Vinf loceediﬁgs of the Aristotelian Soci u
3 V. o > ociety, S pp]
olume 56 (1982), 225. & ementary

Case : 7. Richard Mohr, “Fag-ends and Jokes Butts,” from “Gays and Equal Protection,”
_ - unpublished manuscript. ' ,
In 2015, The Guardian posted an article that included this passage aboul . For an historical examination of the use of humor to keep American blacks

Amy Schumer, a popular comic: “in their place,” see Joseph Boskin, Sambo: Rise and Demise of an American

Schumer’s stand-up repeatedly delves into racial territory tactlessly 3 Jester (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986),

and with no apparent larger point. Her standup special features jokes = Y. https:// t""i'i'fef-COm/.alIl)(sc:humer/s"taltus/G15182173570633728/ph0t0/ 12ref_src
like “Nothing works 1009 of the time, except Mexicans” and much of 3 =twsrc%5Etfw ’ .
her character's dumb slut persona is predicated on the fact that the
men she sleeps with are people of colour. “l used to date Latino guys,”
she says in an older stand-up routine. “Now | prefer consensual.”

Schumer responded on Twitter:

1am a comic. | am so glad more people are laughing atme and withme
all of a sudden. | will joke about things you like and | will joke about
things you aren’t comfortable with. And that’s OK. Stick with me and
trust | am joking. | go in and out of playing an irreverent idiot. That in-
cludes making dumb jokes involving race. | enjoy playing the girl who | \
from time to time says the dumbest thing possible and playing with
race is a thing we are not supposed to do, which is what makes it so fun
for comics.

You can call it a “blind spot for racism” or “lazy” but you are wrong. -
Itis a joke and it is funny. | know that because people laugh at it. Even
if you personally did not. | am not going to start joking about safe ma-
terial. And don't ask that of me. | love what | do and won't let anyone
take that away. | ask you to resist the urge to pick me apart. Trust me.
1am not a racist. |am a devout feminist and lover of all people. My fight
is for all people to be treated equally. So move on to the next person
who is more deserving of your scrutiny and not the girl in your corner.

Sincerely Amy (a dirty half Jew)® -

What might Morreall say about Schumer's jokes? And what do you make o
Schumer’s defense of herself? -



