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The Jokeisthe Thing: In The Company of Men and the Ethics of Humor

I ntroduction

Neil LaBute's filmin the Company of Mef1997) is a pessimistic study of human crueltyhas t
predictable outcome of the contaminated moral dknad our modern world. The story features two
professional men who, in a misogynistic conspiraggide to perform an extended sadistic experiment
in male/female relations on a deaf woman. The fisas humor as a rhetorical device to draw
unsuspecting audience members into sympathy wélptbtagonists, thereby making the viewer guilty
by association. The early scenes are studdedputtitively sexist jokes and (much like LaBute'sypla
The Shape of Thingghe majority of the film is structured aroundelaborate prank, a cruel practical
joke.

According to one prominent view, the attitudinatlersement theory of joke appreciation, the
content of jokes can reveal hidden beliefs in theke find them funny. In order to dispel an
unproductive interpretation of the film, this papegues that the attitudinal endorsement theoyas
simplistic and that the immorality of a joke is dedent on context. Althoudgh the Company of Men
may get at the conscience of the audience througioh the mechanism is not the content but the
purpose to which the jokes are put. By examiniregway in which humor is used in the film, we can
reveal what the film has to tell us about the etlithumor. There are two significant insightswbo
humor to be gained: one about the source of hutihhemther about the role of ethical flaws in comic
affect. This paper argues that the film exposgesugce of humor, namely, insecurity, which has been
largely unaccounted for and is at radical varianith the superiority theory of humor. The filmaa
effective tool for making some of us aware of hawsceptible we are to manipulation due to our
insecurities and subservient admiration for power.

LaBute's film is especially relevant to comic maad, the position that ethical flaws in attempts at
humor can be detrimental to their humoroustiess first glance, it may seem that moral flawstie
humor of a film increase its aesthetic value. Hesveunder a more considered interpretation we can
see that the attempts at humor in the film we aeeméning are not morally flawed, but are insteatl pu
to a strongly moralistic purpose. The film showattcomic immoralism lacks clear support, since it
demonstrates how certain kinds of jokes fail toknartruly immoral contexts. More important than

why some of the audience laughs at the jokddenis why most of us do not.
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The Rhetoric of Jokes

In the Company of Mefocuses on two mid-level office workers Chad (AaExkhart) and
Howard (Matt Molloy) who perform generic managemgsks at an equally nondescript corporation.
The extremely ordinary Howard is put in a positafrauthority over Chad for the duration of theixhe
project. They are assigned to establish a neweoffi a distant city. In the opening scene, Hovgard
frustration at his ineffectual romantic abilitiessdhanneled into anger by Chad's manipulationleRoi
and insecure about his newfound authority, Howarmbnvinced to play along with Chad's plan to take
revenge on women by playing a joke on a female odkgr. They decide to court a deaf typist and
then leave abruptly without saying a word whenrtassignment is up in six weeks. Christine (Stacy
Edwards), the typist, ends up falling for Chad, Haotvard, unable to suppress his emotions, develops
genuine feelings for Christine and tries to backajuhe plan.

Menis an indictment of people like Howard, who aréoBoded by their own myriad weaknesses
that they cannot see through Chad's various facadesughout the flmMenprovides a series of
strong indicators that Chad is a latent sociopdiough not a complete cutthroat, he is preserged a
vicious and untrustworthy. In one scene, Chadsamde of his co-workers sit around talking about
other people in the company. One after anothead@inoclaims his hatred for nearly everyone on the
payroll. Someone comes into the conference ro@s ahorief chat with Chad, and the moment he
leaves, Chad turns to the rest of the room and Shlgate that guy." A few scenes earlier, Chad
humiliated a young African American intern duringiaterview, making him pull down his pants so
Chad could see if he had "brass balls.” Ovelad fiilm presents Chad as an unsympathetic character
and his only redeeming trait seems to be that hetigs ineffectual, weak and indecisive as Howard.

Despite his flaws, many members of the audiencer sedind Chad amusing, repeatedly laughing
at his jokes. What makes its rhetorical strucho®worthy is the fact tham the Company of Meis
designed to work for two different audiences: thate laugh at Chad's jokes, and those who find
them repellent. Overall, the film has severalatint goals. It attempts to establish audience
complicity with Chad, only to expose such a respas characteristic of sniffling sycophants like
Howard. Although this may provoke feelings of sleathe film can also be interpreted as trying to
provoke feelings of guilt in the audience for theamplicity in sexism. It is important to confrahie
most obvious assessment of the significance golkess—that anyone who finds them funny is a sexist
himself.

In "When Is It Wrong to Laugh” Ronald de Sousa ex@s the ethical dimensions of what he calls



The Joke is the Thing 3

"phthonic laughter" — laughter from malice or efvipe Sousa argues that finding a joke with
reprehensible content humorous indicates deeptyihehoral assumptions on the part of the listener.
If he is right, then jokes are the most powerfull tor character assessment that we could ever twope
have.

In "How many Feminists Does it Take to Make a Jokégrrie Bergmann offers an argument that
is similar to de Sousa's, even using the same drgoke® Briefly, Bergmann and de Sousa's

argument, which we will call thattitudinal Endorsement Argumergpes something like this:

1. Understanding a joke requires being aware of whbets (or propositions) it might rely on.

2. Getting a joke does not mean that you find it funny

3. If you have attitudes contrary to those that aqgiired by a joke for it to be humorous, then the
joke will fail

4. You cannot simply hypothetically endorse belietst till revivify a joke that is dead for you.

5. Hence, what makes the difference between meretinget joke and finding it funny must be
some deep seated attitude that you genuinely baldrtds the beliefs required to understand it.

6. Hence, if you find a sexist joke funny, and sekigliefs are required for getting the joke, then

by virtue of your attitudinal endorsement of thbséiefs you are a sexist.

Clearly, if premise 5 is correct then the conclasab the argument follows from the other premisks.
one really must endorse the statements that augreecfo understand a joke in order to find it funn
then what one finds funny is highly revealing oetsimoral character. However, this paper will argu
that even if we accept premises 1-4, we need ro@pa@remise 5. For now, it will pay to develop de
Sousa’s case in a bit more detail.
De Sousa begins his argument with an example atf W calls "a joke of undiluted nastiness."

Here it is: “M. visits the hockey team. When sheeeges, she complains that she has been gang-
raped...Wishful thinkind. It does not help de Sousa's argument that hisatentample is not even a
joke, much less a funny one by any account. dingply an insult that could not be a joke without
significant revisior?. For the sake of argument, we can assume thaixémaple is actually a joke and
that it might be possible for someone to find iriy.

De Sousa goes on to catalog a host of beliefdhth#tinks are necessary for getting the joke,
many of which are exaggerations of the underlyieliglis necessary for understanding it. For instanc

he says that we must (be able to hypotheticalliigbe that "rape is just a variant of sexual intense;
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[. . . and that] there is something intrinsicallyjextionable about a woman who wants or gets aflot
sex.® After specifying what he considers the necesbaligfs one must hold to understand the joke,
de Sousa argues that in order to find it funny st endorse these beliefs. He thinks that
endorsement cannot be hypothetically adopted aatdotrsonal endorsement of these beliefs is
necessary for there to be humor. Hence, if orgsfthe joke funny then one must really be a sexist.

De Sousa concludes thamérely to knovjthe beliefs]doesn't make the joke funnwhat's more,
to laugh at the joke marks you as a sexist. ribisa convincing defense to say, 'l was merelygoin
along with the assumptions required to get thetpafithe joke'.* He continues to explain that "[t]he
difference is that to find the joke funny, thediser mustactually shareghose sexist attitudes. In
contrast to the element of wit, the phthonic eleniier joke requires endorsemefitCrucially, he
argues that "thinking something is intrinsicallyfiy (or unfunny) is itself an attitude and not aene
belief.” "When I laugh, | endorse certain attitudes, amgbae else endorsing them would probably be
laughing too.*

Robert C. Roberts largely agrees that endorsingpeliefs de Sousa outlines is required for finding
the joke funny. However, Roberts argues that des&dails to understand how one can assume a
particular perspective, that of a sexist, and ustdaed the humor, and even like it from this angle.
Roberts may be right that attitudinal endorsemébebefs, even perspectival endorsement, may help
make a joke funny, but he provides no reason tikttiiat attitudinal endorsement is necessary fr th
appreciation of a joke or that it can be relialoiferred from one's sense of humor.

De Sousa assumes that these attitudinal endorsemeist be about the beliefs necessary for
understanding the joke, hence he fails to takeastmunt the possibility that other attitudes may b
sufficient or that attitudinal endorsement of bislimay be unnecessary altogether. This paper srgue
that rather than making such hasty judgments afacier, when ethically evaluating humor we should
follow this razor: "Never attribute to an —ism wican be adequately explained by formal propedies
a joke."

It is not clear exactly what is required to getStrisa’'s "joke" except something along the lines
of thinking that the teller does not like M. anéhlts she is indiscriminate in her sexual activityust
a hypocrite. The joke could be told by a man dwgpate or disregard for M on similar grounds, for i
you heard something like this from a woman, you Maunost plausibly assume that M. is likely seen
as tasteless and/or the teller is jealous or aalgoyt some perceived wrong that M. committed agains

her. One cannot be not sure to what degree tiedats on rape or promiscuity need to be endorsed t
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find this funny, depending on your attitudes towird One doubts that in most situations many people
would find this funny, since the subject of rapéois painful to serve as a reliable comic foil dnel

"joke" itself is so spiteful that it smacks of pe#ss. If onalislikedM., however, the "joke" could be
taken as funny and not because the auditor isiatssice anything that "cuts" M. will elicit the
experience of "sudden glory."

De Sousa tries to explain what it is that makeska funny to some people and not to others.
Since these kinds of sexist jokes are not funrlying he assumes that in order to be funny thesesjok
must require attitudinal endorsements that he laék®awever, this does not show that sharing all the
possible attitudes expressed in the joke is eitbeessary or sufficient. A certain subset of pro-
attitudes of a certain subset of the beliefs reglio get the joke may be a sufficient endorsement.
Further, even jokes with which one has a contdittidinal alignment are not necessarily funny. Jée
shared attitudes are not sufficient for funniness,do they seem to be necessary. If you have ever
told a joke, you know that any given joke can farla host of reasons.

To make good on his claim, de Sousa would havéetrly isolate a required attitude and show
that a joke hinges on this particular attitude dtzoparticular belief. He would, for example, have
find two people exactly alike in all relevant asfseexcept for this one attitude and then toss ttem
joke. This would be impossible, for we have naatde way of exhaustively picking out people’s
attitudes. If we say that the joke is the thingtthill help pick out the attitude, then we are dlieg the
guestion. The kind of dispositional beliefs that®busa is addressing are not reliably identifiable

We need to ask, "What would it take to empiricallypport de Sousa's claim that attitudinal
endorsement is necessary for joke appreciation®tudy supporting de Sousa's claims would have to
show an increase in funniness as the level of attitides increased. It would have to show that
funniness was not possible on the bottom end oatfieidinal test, since he claims that the
endorsement is necessary. It would have to rui@eaple with traumatic associations, and it would
need to somehow calibrate the individual's selbrgpg scale with some base line jokes. The study
would also have to pick exactly which attitudesijtilees rely on and then find some way to measure
these particular attitudes and test to see ifdkeg work. A general test of a wide range of adts
will not do, since we are trying to confirm thaetheliefs are necessary. There is no empirical or
anecdotal evidence to suggest that de Sousa is nighshould we believe that any is methodologycal
possible. The strongest claim that can be maderighe complexity of the subject and some of the

current research) is that pro-attitudes may ineeasnic amusement. The claim that attitudinal
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endorsement is necessary for joke appreciatiostadly unsupported by the evidence. However, the
opposite claim is more important: strong contrétates can block humor in some circumstancest If i
is possible to find a joke funny without correlatgtitudes, or reliably furnish such evidence @&fnh
then we should not assume the worst.

De Sousa tries to pick out attitudes en masse kig@sis to imagine that the gang-rape joke had a
male subject rather than a female one. This arguigeores other relevant differences and staos th
deck against the joke’s potential success, by asion stereotypes that do not exist. Here ithhlze
helpful to make a distinction between two typepadsibly reprehensible jokes: those which serve as
insults to particular individuals (along the lingfsa caricature), and those that present a derpgato
type to stand in for a group. Individual insulkgs have a very small audience and more particular
usage, whereas stereotype-based jokes are mudtebinaheir subject matter, appeal, and use. By
picking the insult as the paradigm, de Sousa pteseparticularly weak version of his position, ahi
can be charitably beefed up with some more tektix@gmples of the other kind.

Ted Cohen's basketball joke is more interestingvemald serve de Sousa better. It goes like this:
“How did a passerby stop a group of black men fommmitting a gang bang? He threw them a
basketball.** To make de Sousa's content switch question rediieg, we might ask, Why doesn't
this joke work if we change the subject to a grotiprhite men? De Sousa could argue that even
though we could imagine that it were the case\atte men are stereotypically fond of playing
basketball, the joke does not work since you caendbrse this belief with a pro-attitude. He tlsink
that this kind of example shows that endorsemettiege particular beliefs is necessary for the joke
work.

However, this kind of switch most certainly does sloow us what de Sousa thinks it does, namely
that the pro-attitudes are necessary. There hex,axtremely important differences between the tw
cases that are relevant to why the basketballfkewhen the subject is white. It does not wibrke
make the characters white since the cultural isterebasketball does not apply. Simply put, this
not a readily available idea. If we did not takas merely absurd, getting this joke would reqaome
amount of conceptual straining akin to a self-empteon, hence destroying the surprise element. We
could change it to a group of frat boys and a Kegeer: “How do you get a frat boy to stop a date-
rape? Tell him the keg arrived.” In this formeoran quickly comprehend the joke. Hence, we have
good reason to think that De Sousa has confusef@ithee of a joke to be readily comprehensiblehwit

it failing to be humorous.
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During a particularly self-reflectivBeinfeldepisode, Jerry took some grief from his friends fo
telling this joke: “What's the difference betweesaalist and a dentist? Better magazines.” Kramer
and his dentist acquaintances accused Jerry off Bemanti-Dentite”. The absurdity of this accusat
is analogous to de Sousa's crying “Sexist!”. Wiratare concerned with here is the perception of
humor and not the telling of the joke. Maybe yourfd the joke funny, as many do, but that doesn’t
mean that you must be a closet anti-Dentite. All peed to know is that dentists often get accused
with enjoying pain, since they cause so much dftt,you need not endorse the proposition to find i
funny. One might find the joke funny for other, lma@omplicated reasons. It might be enough just to
know that the stereotypes exist and the formal mgkef the joke can do the rest. The stereotyke jo
must rely on the knowledge of a stereotype; othegwii would be a meta-joke, self-consciously
defying comprehensionContrade Sousa, knowing that stereotypes exist is nbetionmoral, just
awake.

The problem of humor-response blocking troubleSdesa's analysis from the outset. He claims
that if you do not share the supposed assumpti@isatjoke requires, then the joke will not be fgnn
and concludes that it must therefore be the cadestiaring the assumptions is what makes jokes
funny. The kinds of jokes de Sousa is concerneditatan be consciously blocked if we have thought
about the stereotypes and seek to combat thenut@matically blocked if hate-laden words like
"nigger" are present. Without this cognitive paaditioning, if we accept the joke invitation, eigbu
work might have been done to allow the joke to ltaelaughter. However, even if we are offended
by a joke and clearly cannot be said to share ynaasumptions the jokes asks us to make, thismutes
imply that if we find the joke funny we must shameany assumptions. Sometimes offense can tralil
behind amusement. For instance, in some casesaydind a joke funny but wish we had not.
Further, the fact that offense can inhibit amusdrders nothing to show that certain assumptions are
necessary to find certain jokes funny.

Simple examples might be enough to make a strosg tteat de Sousa's initial generalization from
this particular joke to all jokes is unwarrantédioel Carroll gives the example of Newfie jokes:
Though knowing nothing about Newfies, except thaytare supposed to be stupid, and never possibly
having the chance to develop attitudes about abtaewffies, he can still find Newfie jokes funny.
Perhaps de Sousa'’s initial premise should beftlratir assumptions run strongly counter to those
supposed in the joke then it is more likely that jike would fail. He should start by arguing frtms

more modest claim.
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De Sousa has failed to deduce any significant &tlmnclusions from these two crucial features
of humor: (1) we are blocked from appreciatingaiartypes of humor, especially if the subject is
painfully felt, and (2) stereotype humor failshitstereotypes do not exist, since the jokes woane
to be explained.

Although it may be a plausible argument that eveeywho laughs at Chad's jokesMienare
sympathetic to sexism, it is not the content alibva¢ supports such a conclusion. There are planty
clues to tip us off that we probably shouldn’t baghing at Chad, since his jokes are used to expres
(and arouse) male chauvinism. Merely laughingnatokes is not enough to reveal that you are a
sexist, but in context, laughing at some of thekeg is extremely questionable and would be cugabl
in real life. The mere fact that these jokes atntl funny tells us nothinger se For our present
purposes, we need to determine the significantleeofact that many members of the audiesh@@ot

laugh at Chad's jokes and what this means for irahson.

Nasty, Brutish, and Rough

LaBute has a deeply pessimistic view of human eatamd a puritanical view of human sexuality.
In partMenis about how (deep down) there is a little biCbfad—and his selfish and sadistic
tendencies--in each of us. LaBute's static camedamedium-shot framing lends an uncomfortable
detachment to our view of the cruelty, thereby adstering a sort of anesthesia to the heart of the
audience via the art of cinematography. As sidmis something of a study of how humorous
detachment may cause harm, which is also a theitie itale of that classic womaniz@tfie (Lewis
Gilbert, 1966).

Although one may be tempted to argue that the didorses a strong version of the superiority
theory of humor--the theory made famous by Hobbles said that "that the passion of laughter is
nothing else but sudden glory arising from someadsactonception of some eminency in ourselves, by
comparison with the infirmity of others, or withroown formerly”--a more considered look at the film
reveals something altogether differéhtAlthoughMenappears at first glance to support a superiority
theory of humor, if we look closer, the film expssesource of humor incompatible with the
superiority theory. Before specifying exactly whaiave in mind, it will help to explain the supmity
theory in a bit more detail. We can give two forimshe claims of the superiority theory of hum(ds}
the strong claim holds that all humor involves @lifeg of superiority, and (2) the weak claim sudges
that feelings of superiority are frequently foundmany cases of humor. It is not clear that many
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superiority theorists would hold to the strong wlaf pressed, but we will evaluate as a necessary
condition nonetheless.

Neither Plato nor Aristotle makes clear pronounagsiabout the essence of humor, though their
comments are preoccupied with the role that feslofgsuperiority play in our finding something
funny. In thePhilebus Plato tries to expose the "mixture of pleasur @ein that lies in the malice of
amusement™ He argues that ignorance is a misfortune thaewbund in the weak) is considered
ridiculous. In comedy, we take malicious pleaduwen the ridiculous, mixing pleasure with a pain of
the soul. Some of Aristotle's brief comments imPRloeticscorroborate Plato's view of the pleasure had
from comedy. Tragedy deals with subjects who aesage or better than average; however, in
comedy we look down upon the characters, sinceeggnts subjects of lesser virtue than, or "who are
inferior to," the audience. The "ludicrous," aatiag to Aristotle, "is a failing or a piece of ugliss
which causes no pain or destructidn.Going beyond the subject of comedy, in Rteetoric'®
Aristotle defines wit as "educated insolence," Enthe Nicomachean Ethi¢5he describes jokes as "a
kind of abuse" which should ideally be told withgubducing pain. Rather than offering a superyorit
theory of humor, Plato and Aristotle focus on ttesnmon comic feature in order to bring it to our
attention for ethical consideration.

Thomas Hobbes developed the most well known versiohe Superiority theory, claiming "that
the passion of laughter is nothing else but sudyiery arising from some sudden conception of some
eminency in ourselves, by comparison with the iniiiy of others, or with our own formerly®
Motivated by the literary conceit of the laugh ofimph, Hobbes's expression of the superiority theo
is more of a theory of laughter than a theory ahbu Baudelaire offers an interesting variation on
Hobbes' superiority theory, mixing it with mortaferiority. He argues that that "laughter is satan
an expression of dominance over animals and artest complaint against our being merely mortal.

Critically reversing the superiority theory, Rob8dlomon offers an "inferiority theory" of humor.
He thinks that self-recognition in the silly antaxsd self-deprecating behavior of the Three Stomes
characteristic of a source of humor based in ioféy or modesty. Rather than comparing our curren
with our former inferior selves, Solomon sees thiits to not take ourselves seriously (or to see
ourselves as less than ideal) as a source of ustowdesty and compassion. Solomon's analysis of
the Three Stooges is not a full-blown theory of bunm that it makes no pronouncements about the
necessary or sufficient conditions of humor; howeitas a theory of humor in the sense that it

suggests a possible source of humor or what huemobe and how it might functid.
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The inferiority theory of humor raises a centrajeaion against the Superiority theory, namely,
that a feeling of superiority is not a necessamdtion of humor. Morreall offers several examples
such as finding a bowling ball in his refrigeratibrat could be found funny, but do not clearly ilweo
superiority®® If feelings of superiority are not necessarytfamor, are they sufficient? Undoubtedly,
this is not the case. As Francis Hutcheson, pauatswe can feel superior to lots of things, dagds,
trees, etc, without being amused: "some ingenuniyoigs and monkeys, which comes near to some of
our own arts, very often makes us merry; whereais tluller actions, in which the are much below us,
are no matter of jest at aft™ However, if we evaluate the weaker version ofsheeriority theory —
that humor is often fueled by feelings of supetjor then we have a fairly well supported empirical
claim, easily confirmable by first hand observation

Most of the jokes coming from Chad are clearly matied by feelings of superiority, but the way
Howard responds shows that any humor found indkieg was not based on superiority (or even
modesty) but on insecurity. What the film highligis that much of the humor, or at least the léeigh
(which may or may not be genuine), results frontiige of insecurity, not superiority. To better
understand what | have in mind, consider the sanavhere someone tells you a joke and it seents tha
they have some pernicious ideological agenda fgehe content; to not at least feign amusement can
invite a confrontation. Following Epictetus' adviand standing stone-faced when someone tellsea jok
is often taken a rude gesture, as a refusal to Gomdelay?

Faking finding something funny may not always bsdubon feelings of insecurity; instead one
may be positively disposed towards a person, amghlgust as one might lie about how much we like
their new haircut if asked. At other times, ingé@gicertainly plays a role. Robert Provine's agsé
on humor indicates that in situations of unevengmwhe person with the advantage will laugh much
less frequently than othe®.This phenomenon is not confined to laughing; peapauthority can
often seem genuinely funnier than they would setmarwise. One suspects that a tremendous amount
of laughter is due to such insecurities, which maéeple prone to suck up to those in power.

Someone might object that this is raw psychologspaiculation, which fails to provide a clear
explanation for why we should think that insecubtgeds anything but fake laughter. However, a
plausible mechanism can easily be provided. Algimoitiwould be ludicrous to argupgcethe James-
Lange theory of the emotions) that awareness ghlizag is humor, the notion that laughter can affect
humor is not entirely off base. It is a fairly coranplace observation that laughter is contagidtcs.

appreciate the role of contagious laughter in homn§ we find a joke or gag, compare the experience
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of sitting alone watching a comedy with that of @hahg a comedy with friends or in a crowded theater
of people laughing. The power of laughter to baildhughing circle is what gave rise to the TV laug
track.

In the early days of television, they found it piuaz that comedy that would work on the stage (or
in a film) fell flat when watched on TV. The difence was that people were watching TV alone or in
small groups, without the company of laughing crew@uickly, TV producers figured out a way to
get the laughter of the crowd back into the expeeeby using live audiences. But live audiencds pu
constraints on production; the timing between jakes gags could be estimated or determined in
rehearsal, but their laughter was needed to gestiright. The laugh track provided a way outlo$
impasse. If all you want is laughter from the amde, why not tape it and reuse it? The laugtktrac
seemed to have magical abilities: not only coulteip good material, it could sometimes make weak
material seem strong. Of course, nowadays isigraof respect for one's material to forgo the afse
laugh tracks, but this attitude has not made thermohnhess prominent.

The contagious properties of laughter are wideknawledged. In addition, when we are primed
to accept humor, everything subsequent can seemfernrier. The contagious effect of laughter, the
faked laughter of others, and our own half-heaetgatessions of amusement can all play a role in how
funny someone or something seems. Even if laughwmetimes faked due to insecurity, that
laughter can serve to ‘prime the pump’, so to spekough a feedback effect, those who are ingecur
can find something funnier than they would haviady were not trying to appease or flatter.

In the Company of Melorings this source of humor to fore, establiskargirong and compelling
objection to the superiority theory. The film hiigints the role of insecurity in securing fakeddater,

which in the context of others can serve to inaeghs humor.

I mmoralism

As stated previouslyn the Company of Meseems to have been designed for two audiences:
those who would fall for the trap, and those wieorified, would merely watch it unfold. The reason
why Chad's attempts at humor fail on this secondgof audience members reveals something of
great importance about the role of ethical flawhumor. Specifically, it shows that comic
immoralism (the view that finding ethical flawsarjoke can contribute positively to how humorous we
find it) is probably false. Daniel Jacobson argioegrecisely this position. As we shall see, Wsgy
we respond to Chad's attempts at humor posesausgmoblem for the plausibility of immoralism.
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There are two forms of comic immoralism, strong am@tlerate. Strong immoralism is the
position that finding ethical flaws in a joke alvgagontributes to its humor. This position is wrdog
some fairly obvious reasons (that | will examinersly), and it has no defenders that | am awarelif.
contrast, moderate immoralism is the view thatcathflaws with a joke can sometimes make it
funnier. This position seems more plausible, stheeoutrageousness and naughtiness of a joke does
seem to be part of the reason why some of theraafenny. However, the intuitive plausibility of
comic immoralism is based on a very loose notiowlwdt it means for a joke to be ethically flawed.

What must be necessary in order for us to sayath@le is funniebecause of(and not simplyn
spite oj its ethical flaws? If we find the content tofteved, and it was precisely the flawed content
that made it so funny, only then would we have sihtvat an ethical flaw could contribute positively
to the humor. You could shoot me in the heart wiilver bullet, but since | am not a werewolg th
fact that the bullet is silver would be irrelevémimy death. In order to say that a joke is funnie
because it is ethically flawed, it would have tothe case that what makes it funniethis fact thatit is
ethically flawed. Most plausibly, this would require that audiencesognize that the joke is flawed
and then find it funnier because of that fact.

In order for a moral flaw to be aesthetically relet; we need to show that it plays a causal role in
increasing or decreasing aesthetic value. Forlmorabout art, this is a much easier burden totmee
since we can argue that moral flaws prompt mordguents and their concomitant moral emotions
which may then interfere with the production ofatheactions that the artist intends to provoke.
However, it is extremely difficult to describe angparable causal process whereby moral flaws could
contribute positively to a joke's humorousnessis Tthe central problem with immoralism.

Although outrageous content such as taboo subgectsvildly inappropriate behavior can clearly
contribute to the humor of a joke, it is not clést moral flaws contribute positively at all. \&feould
not confuse inappropriateness, lewdness, irreverera the like with immorality. Rather than
contributing positively to a joke's humorousnessicais moral flaws, recognized as such, are most
plausibly antithetical to humor. As Bergson notgitly is antithetical to humor and so, it seems, is
moral disgust, which most of the audience feelsatolw Chad. If we do not accept radical subjectivis
about judgments of humor, then any plausible stahafcorrectness for our evaluations would not be
devoid of moral sentiments. Hence, we would bel Ipaessed to justify any claim that the fact that a
attempt at humor was morally flawed made it moreising.

The defender of comic immoralism may object by pogout that we often find immoral jokes
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funny; we are surprised by the humor, and it iy @fler laughing at them, and finding ourselves
uncomfortable for having done so, that we judgentie be immoral. The immoralist may argue that
the reason such jokes are found funny is becaufeewfimmoral content. Even though they are found
amusing, they are still judged to be immoral. daponse, we would need to make two comments.
First, | never claimed that moral flaws always ifeéee with the humorousness of a joke. The faat th
jokes judged to be immoral can still be found amgss perfectly compatible with moderate comic
moralism. Second, and more importantly, the faat someone judges that an attempt at humor is
immoral after finding it funny does not indicateatimoral flaws contributed to its amusement value;
unless we believe in reverse causation, the fattthie judgment came after the amusement simply
shows that it had nothing to do with its humorowgsne

At several points durintp the Company of Meighad tells putatively sexist jokes or makes some
other attempt at humor, such as comparing the solitite deaf typist's voice to that of a dolphin
screeching. Sometimes the film only gives us thecp line of one of Chad's jokes. A typical exaenpl
is "Never trust something that bleeds for a weak@wesn't die.” Although the film is not studded
with jokes and other attempts at humor, they arguent enough and stand out like sore thumbs. The
reason that the jokes Menare particularly salient is because for the auztBenembers who recognize
that the purpose of Chad's joking is to arousesdatnis jokes are simply not funny. In contrast,
audience members who laugh at his jokes appeagditbjmanipulation or (equally dangerously)
obliviousness. The fact that Chad's attempts atdniare morally flawed effectively saps them ofithe
humorousness for most moral, alert audiences.

Not only do Chad's jokes fail due to their moralik, the plot is structured around the execution
of an elaborate prank, a malicious practical jokeaots, which neither the audience nor the charact
ultimately find amusing. Chad and Howard devisgaa to court a deaf woman, who hasn’'t dated in
quite a while. The goal is to get her to fall fbem, or to at least build her confidence, and tirep
her cold without any explanation. Chad explaireg tiot only will this allow him and Howard to get
back at women, but also it will be something thag ook back on and laugh about. Insecure and
easily persuadable, Howard consents to the plarthimgs do not work so smoothly. The problem is
that Howard falls for the victim and cannot stand¢e her being set up by Chad's manipulative
scheming. With deep sympathy for the woman, Howarthot bear the thought of hurting her so
savagely. Neither the audience nor Howard canthedoractical joke funny for very long.

Although a single example cannot defeat a genésh¢cthe stifling effect of the moral flaws on
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Chad's attempts at humor can most plausibly bergkred safely.In the Company of Meprovides

an elaborate confirmation of Bergson's observatonthe antithetical nature of pity to humor. Not
only does pity (and the entire group of other-surfig emotions) interfere with the production of
humor; so too do other-condemning emotions whewy dne directed at the source of the humor and
not the butt. Given the ability of moral disgusitrnhibit humorous amusement, it is difficult to
imagine how we could judge an attempt at humoretgdénuinely immoral and have this make it more
amusing. The moralist has a plausible accounbtwf imoral flaws can interfere with aesthetic value,
but the immoralist lacks one altogether. Sincdag& a plausible account, the burden of proof falis
the immoralist to show how it is that genuine mdialvs could possibly contribute to comic value.
Most plausibly, for immoralism to be true, we woulalve to recognize that the purpose to which
someone is putting a joke to use is ethically dipeable, and because of this fact, we would have t

think it is funnier. This is not going to work,rfeeasonsn the Company of Mereveals.

Conclusion

Any analysis ofn the Company of Meis forced to answer three questions of centrabntgmce
to the ethics of humor: (1) What does it meannd Bexist humor funny? (2) What are the various
sources of humor? And, (3) can moral flaws witerapts at humor increase their humorousness? |
argued that although merely finding a joke funnwineutral context cannot tell you anything rekabl
about a person's beliefs, in context, a joke magaka great deal about one’s social attitudes, or
feelings of insecurity. Especially in its portrhgd Howard, the film exposes the role of inseques a
source of humor. Not only can insecurity make maee prone to laugh, but it can also make someone
seem funnier in some contexts. | contended thatstiows that a strong version of the superiority
theory of humor is clearly wrong. Furthermore, tigparate audience reactions to Chad's jokes
showed that the morally sensitive who were awatth@purpose of his jokes would see them as
ethically flawed. Rather than making the jokes enmmusing, the fact that the jokes were considered
to be ethically flawed made them less funny. Hemenoralism is most likely false.

In the Company of Meis a more trenchant indictment of human weakn®ss most of LaBute's
other works, in part because of its exploratioamextremely complex and pervasive source of our
manipulability. The use of humor in the film toreal key aspects of the character's retaliatioresith

other provides an excellent source for understandimor in our everyday lives
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Notes
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The two leading forms of moralism are Berys Gaeitgcism and Noél Carroll's moderate moralism.
Berys Gaut "Art and EthicsThe Routledge Companion to AesthetiEsls. Berys Gaut and Dominic Mclver
Lopes. New York: Routledge, 2001). Noel Carrofirt'and Ethical Criticism: An Overview of Recent
Directions of ResearchE(hics 110 January 2000, pp. 350-387), and "Moderateahém" Beyond
Aesthetics: Philosophical Essayklew York: Cambridge UP, 2001).

The terrain of positions around the art/myrajuestion is often divided into specific regiorfsor
instance, Noél Carroll defends a position calle@derate moralism,” which is the claim that morainfs
can, but do not always, constitute aesthetic fla@a.the opposite side of the debate, Daniel Jacobs
defends a position called “immoralism,” which assénat moral flaws can sometimesreasethe aesthetic
value of a work of art. See his essay "In Prafdenmoral Art" (Philosophical TopicsVolume 25, no.1,
Spring 1997, 155-199). Both positions depend oatwie might call the Moral Relevance Thesis—the
position that moral flaws can have an aesthetiachpBoth positions set themselves in oppositon t
“autonomism,” the view that aesthetic value andcathvalue are distinct and non-interacting.

There is some relatively uninteresting covgrey around these labels. For instance, takimgeisvith the
standard of correctness (“the morally sensitivéf@¢red by Carroll in his particular argument for deoate
moralism, Matthew Kieran suggests that the positicsupport of the moral relevance thesis shouldahed
“immoralism.” This move seems unnecessary sinceamedistinguish between positions and the argusnent
in support of their claims. See Kieran's "Forbid#@owledge: the challenge of immoralisn#r{ and
Morality, eds. Bermudez and Gardner, 2003) and and “ArtaNtg, and Ethics: On the (Im)Moral Character
of Art Works and Inter-Relations to Artistic ValuéPhilosophy Compass, %2, 2006: 129-14B).addition,
Jacobson in "Ethical Criticism and the Vices of Mmtion" Contemporary Debates in Aesthetics and the
Philosophy of Arted. Kieran, 2006), states that moderate immoraksmcompatible with moderate
moralism, but he gives us no reason to think thiatis the case. Itis far less confusing if welenstand
moderate moralism and moderate immoralism as ldgicampatible. One could accept one and not the
other, and one could except both. When one naedssp labels, it is far clearer to distinguishwesn
moderate moralism and moderate immoralism, ratieer lump them together under the vague category of
“immoralism.”

Ronald de Sousa, "When is it Wrong to Laugh?agptér 11 ofThe Rationality of EmotiorCambridge,
MIT, 1987).

De Sousa, Wrong.

De Sousa, Wrong, p 290. A variant on this jo&e be found in the films "Private Eyes" (MichaeliH
1976) and in "All For the Winner" (Corey Yuen, 1990n "Private Eyes," a group of gangsters robsoaie
theater. During the robbery a woman turns to Metkacharacter and asks if he thinks the robbdtsaisb
rape the women. Michael replies "You wish!" | sheth films in theaters where most of the audience
laughed.

Noél Carroll pointed out to me that this exampald also be formed into a riddle riff. Merrie Bsan
includes a somewhat revised version this joke mahalysis of sexist humor. See Merrie BergmanmowH
Many Feminists Does It Take To Make A Joke? Séiighor and What's Wrong With ItHypatiavol. 1,
no. 1, Spring 1986, pp. 63-82).

De Sousa, Wrong, p. 292.
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De Sousa, Wrong, p. 290.

De Sousa, Wrong, p. 290.

De Sousa, Wrong, p. 291.

De Sousa, Wrong, p. 292.

Studies designed to show a correlation between attfiudes and the perceived funniness of putgtaexist
jokes are methodologically flawed for the same @aaghat de Sousa's arguments are. No studies have
showed a radically significant correlation exisEen if they did, this would not tell us in anywen case
about a particular individual's dispositional bidier attitudes. If in general we had reason tebe that
there was some causal connection, this still wgutd us little ethical insight. This would requskowing
that rape attitudes influence behavior in moratiyeworthy ways. I'm not sure how this could bealon
satisfactorily. For an example of such a studg,sathryn M. Ryan, and Jeanne Kanjorski, "The Emjeqt
of Sexist Humor, Rape Attitudes, and Relationshifgression in College StudentsSex Rolesvol. 38, no.
9/10, May 1998, 743-756).

Ted Cohen, Jokep. 77.

HobbesHuman Naturech. 8 section 13.

Plato,Philebus.

Aristotle, Poetics sections 3 and 7.

Aristotle, Rhetoric,chapter I, 12.

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethicghapter IV, 8.

HobbesHuman Naturech. 8.

| find Solomon's analysis of the Three Stoogeseex¢ly implausible. Another problem with the Suiety
theory of humor, getting at the same thing canoo@d in knock-knock jokes. See Robert Solomong'the
Three Stooges Funny? Soitainly! (or When is it @K .augh?)" Ethics and Values in the Information Age,
eds. Joel Rudinow and Anthony Graybosch. Wadswaa6z?).

John MorreallTaking Laughter Serious(iNew York: SUNY, 1983

Hutcheson.

Epictetus,The HandbooKIndianapolis: Hackett, 1983) p. 24.

Robert Provinel.augher: A Scientific InvestigatidiNew York: Viking, 2000).



