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Abstract

| distill three somewhat interrelated approachethéoethical criticism of humor:
(1) attitude-based theories, (2) merited-respotmsmries, and (3) emotional
responsibility theories. | direct the brunt of mfjort at showing the limitations
of the attitudinal endorsement theory by presentiegy criticisms of Ronald de
Sousa's position. Then, | turn to assess the gitienof the other two
approaches, showing that that their major formatetiimplicitly require the
problematic attitudinal endorsement theory. | ardar aneffects-mediated
responsibility theory holding that the strongest ethical criticism tltain be
made of our sense of humor is that it might indicedme omission on our part.
This omission could only be culpable in so far @adicular joke could do harm
to oneself or others. In response to Ted Cohenibtd that such a mechanism
of harm is forthcoming, | argue that the primaryieée of the harmful effects of
humor is laughter.

1 Introduction

In the introduction to the collectiomhe Philosophy of Laughter and Humor
John Morreall notes that the ethics of humor is deea which is of the greatest
practical concern, but which, of all the topics sidered in this book, has
received the least careful attention" (Morreall 99&). The publication of
Morreall'sTaking Laughter Seriousiy 1983 revived the philosophical study of
humor, but only a handful of recent articles hawald with ethical issues
(Bergman 1986; de Sousa 1987; Roberts 1987; Goid§®95; Gaut 1998;
Carroll 2000; Philips 2002; Benatar 2002; Smuts7J00The majority of the
ethical debate revolves around the question of whemor is ethically
objectionable, or, as Ronald de Sousa puts it, 'Mitét wrong to laugh?" My
goal in this article is to assess some of the arswat philosophers have
offered to this question. This paper exploresetigcal dimensions of the sense
of humor. More specifically, it focuses on the alosignificance of finding
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putatively sexist and racist jokes funhyAs we shall see, it is much more
difficult to show that merely finding something funcould be wrong than one
might suppose.

| am primarily concerned with the first two stagafsthe three-part joke
response: joke comprehension, finding a joke fummg laughing at jokes.As
much as possible, | try to bracket questions abimteffects of telling jokes or
even the responsibility an audience may have igHmg3 Though few people
focus exclusively on humorous amusement, we cantifglethree somewhat
interrelated approaches to its ethical criticisth; &ttitude-based theories, (2)
merited-response theories, and (3) emotional respitity theories. | direct the
brunt of my effort at showing the limitations ofettattitudinal endorsement
theory by presenting several new objections to Rbda Sousa's argument. |
then turn to assess the strengths of the othemppooaches, showing that that
their major formulations implicitly require the flematic attitudinal
endorsement theory.

| argue for aneffects-mediated responsibility thepriiolding that the
strongest ethical criticism that can be made ofsamse of humor is that it might
indicate some omission on our part. This omissiould only be culpable in so
far as a particular joke could do harm to one'E@ebthers’ In contrast to Ted
Cohen's doubts that such a mechanism of harm tiscfaming, | argue that the
primary vehicle of the harmful effects of humotdsghter. One humor theorist
warns that the ethics of humor may be "a desent fadnich you will never come
back" (Nilsen and Nilsen 2000). | hope to stamap of the various areas of this
complex phenomenon, and in the process show tkatnthst prominent theory
of when it is wrong to laugh is only a mirage.

1| do not attempt to offer a definition of a séxamd racist jokes. Two competing

views about what constitutes a sexist or racis¢ jake that it expresses a sexist or racist
view of the teller, or that it causes a harm patéicto sexism or racism (Philips 2002).
2| will use the phrase “attempt at humor” and “joke refer to both joke tokens, site
gags, comic plot structures, and the like. We @wigr encounter particular performances
of jokes. When | talk of a morally flawed jokeml'referring to a morally flawed joke
token. The same joke type may appear in multiplgexts where it plays a far different
ethical role. | make no attempt to address thestipre of whether or not a joke type
could be morally flawed. For further discussiorthaé issue, see Smuts 2009.

3 Robert Provine argues that laughter is often #®ult of non-humorous social
interactions (Provine 2000).

4 ] do not mean to assumeelfarism—the view that normative ethics need only be
concerned with well-being. | assume that otheraesiof value are morally significant.
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2 Historical Perspectives on the Ethics of Humor

Nearly every significant philosopher has had somegtko say about humor, but
the ethics of humor has not received careful dtiantuntil recently.
Nevertheless, some ancient and early modern conamoestoffer a few notes
relevant to the ethical investigation of amusemeéntill survey a notable few.

In the "Philebus"” Plato argues that laughter atextiegs is a form of malice,
which he defines along the lines of sadism. In edym we take pleasure from
the misfortune of others through either their igmare or infirmity. Although
his brief comments do not amount to a theory of tiyrRlato is one of the first
philosophers to turn a critical eye towards theaplees of amusement. It is
important to note that, like most superiority thets, Plato's cynicism blinds
him to the pleasure to be had from the formal aspafccomedy, and he fails to
see the self-reflective sources of finding humothia antics of others (Solomon
2002).

In The Nicomachean EthicdAristotle uses humor as an example of a
characteristic that is best in moderation. He esgthat "with regard to the
pleasantness in the giving of amusement the indiateperson is ready witted
and the disposition is ready wit, the excess isfdmufery and the person
characterized by it a buffoon, while the man whitsfghort is a sort of boor and
his state is boorishness" (Aristotle 1990, Il 7Humor carries little ethical
significance for Aristotle, who does not considae tidea that the sense of
humor could make one much worse than a boor offadiu

The Stoic philosopher Epictetus offers some ad¥igethose living in a
painful world where even laughing and telling jolees produce suffering. He
argues that it is advisable to refrain from telljoges since joking can often lead
to vulgarity, which can lessen your esteem in theseof others. If you find
yourself confronted with another's vulgar jokesuyshould "go so far as to
criticize the person who has done it, and otherwbgestaying silent and
blushing and frowning you will show that you arespleased by what has been
said"—advice that will win you lots of friends, doubt (Epictetus 1983, 24).

Considered a surprise theorist of humor, Descdréssa more temperate
view of laughter, and, like Aristotle, finds thanasement can be appropriate in
some situations. Descartes develops something atiguette of joke telling,
noting that derisive laughter can be an appropriateial corrective, but the
teller of such jokes should refrain from laughirgince this would be an
immodest recognition of one's own cleverness (Déssd 985).

Thomas Hobbes makes the radical pronouncementatigiiter is "nothing
else but a sudden glory arising from some suddewremion of eminency in
ourselves, by comparison with the infirmity of atheor with our own formerly"
(Hobbes 1999, 54-5). The suggestion that humorfrégiuently, if not
necessarily, the product of feelings of superigrihas raised the ethical
eyebrows of those suspicious of pride. Baudel&kes Hobbes's superiority
theory a step farther, arguing that laughter isaaifc expression of our
superiority over beasts and our frustration at mare mortality (Baudelaire
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1956).

As this brief and selective overview indicates, mokistorical
considerations of the ethics of humor focus on iptesproblems with a person's
character, such as having a propensity to feelcials pleasure, becoming
vulgar, acting immodestly, and behaving like a baff. Recently there have
been a few attempts to analyze the possible watditiding jokes funny could
be wrong, but as we shall see, like the ancientrandern philosophers, the
principal lines of current thought focus on a pefsaharacter without stating
criteria for assessing the potential wrongness &' sense of humor. The
problem is that no one has satisfactorily statedtwiould make one's sense of
humor un-virtuous much less a culpable vehicleniangdoing.

As with most contemporary accounts, the historigahlyses of humor
engage in either character examination or etiqugttdance. This method of
analysis is inadequate for understanding jokesthd\t all but the most general
criteria of when it might indicate a character flaavfind a joke funny, virtue-
focused ethical discussions of humor have only kedgle to offer platitudes:
"Laughing can be obnoxious. It is immodest to firmdir own jokes too funny.
Sometimes it is cruel to take pleasure in the siuffieof others." In the absence
of virtuous role models, we should try to move #thics of humor beyond
etiquette and common sense by offering an effextaded analysis of when it
might be wrong to find something funny.

3 The Attitudinal Endorsement Theory

In "When Is It Wrong to Laugh" Ronald de Sousa eixa® the ethical
dimensions of what he calls "phthonic laughter"—glater from malice or envy
(de Sousa 1986). De Sousa argues that findingeavjith reprehensible content
humorous indicates deeply held immoral assumptionghe part of the listener.
If he is right, then jokes are the one of the nymstverful tools for character
assessment that we could ever hope to have.

In "How many Feminists Does it Take to Make a Joké&grrie Bergmann
offers an argument similar to de Sousa's; they awnthe same joke as an
example (Bergmann 1986; de Sousa 1987). | willceotrate on de Sousa's
formulation. Briefly, de Sousa's argument, which @an call theAttitudinal
Endorsement Argumergpes something like this:

1. Understanding a joke requires being aware ot whapositions it
relies on.

2. Understanding (or "getting") a joke does not méat you find it
funny.

3. If you have negative attitudes toward the prdjors that are
required by a joke, it will fail—you won't find funny.

4. You cannot hypothetically endorse propositionstich a way that
will revivify a joke that is dead for you.
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5. Hence, what makes the difference between meggdting a joke and
finding it funny must be some positive attitudettiau genuinely hold
towards the propositions required to understand it.

6. Therefore, if you find a sexist joke funny, asekist propositions are
required for getting the joke, then by virtue ofiyattitudinal endorsement
of these propositions you are a sexist.

If premise 5 is correct then the conclusion of éingument follows. If one
must indeed endorse the statements that are rdquirenderstand a joke in
order to find it funny, then what one finds funrgy highly revealing of one's
moral character. Jokes would be capable of ravgaur attitudes on a wide
variety of issues. However, | will argue that evierwe accept premises 1
through 4, we need not accept premise 5—the cla@nattitudinal endorsement
is necessary for amusement. For now, it will pagevelop de Sousa's case in a
bit more detail.

De Sousa begins his argument with an example thatatls "a joke of
undiluted nastiness." Here it is: “M. visits theckey team. When she emerges,
she complains that she has been gang-raped...Wisinfking" (de Sousa 1987,
290) It does not help de Sousa's argument that higategxample is not a
joke, much less a funny one by any account. strigply an insult that could not
be a joke without significant revisidn. For the sake of argument, we can
assume that the example is actually a joke and ithaight be possible for
someone to find it funny.

De Sousa catalogs a host of beliefs that he thanksnecessary for getting
the joke, many of which are exaggerations of theleulying propositions
necessary for understanding it. For instance,ays that we must (be able to
hypothetically) believe that "rape is just a vatiahsexual intercourse,” and that
“there is something intrinsically objectionable aba woman who wants or gets
a lot of sex" (de Sousa 1987, 292). After spendyivhat he considers to be the
beliefs that one must necessarily hold to undedsthe joke, de Sousa argues
that in order to find it funny one musnhdorsethese propositions. Since he
thinks that endorsement cannot be hypotheticalgpsetl, genuine endorsement
of these propositions must be necessary for amusgenkéence, if one finds the
M. joke funny, one must really be a seXist.

De Sousa concludes thanérely to knowthe propositionsjdoesn't make

5 A variant on this joke can be found in the fimgitite Eyes" (Michael Hui, 1976)

and in "All for the Winner" (Corey Yuen, 1990). 'Rrivate Eyes," a group of gangsters
robs a movie theater. During the robbery a wornanstto Michael's character and asks
if he thinks the robbers will also rape the womeMichael replies "You wish!" | saw
both films in theaters where most of the audiencgted.

5 Noél Carroll pointed out to me that this exampseld also be formed into a riddle
riff.  Merrie Bergmann includes a somewhat moreasxted version this joke in her
analysis of sexist humor (Bergmann 1986).

" For the sake of argument, | will assume thas itilpable to hold sexist and racist
beliefs. But this, too, is dubious.
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the joke funny? What's more, to laugh at the joke marks you aexst. It is
not a convincing defense to say, 'l was merely gailong with the assumptions
required to get the point of the joke™ (de Sou887] 290). He continues,
claiming that "the difference is that to find thak¢ funny, the listener must
actually sharethose sexist attitudes. In contrast to the elénadénwit, the
phthonic element in a joke requires endorsemen® @vusa 1987, 298).
"When | laugh, | endorse certain attitudes, andoaryelse endorsing them
would probably be laughing too" (De Sousa 1987)290

Attitudes and Amusement

Robert C. Roberts largely agrees that endorsing pfopositions de Sousa
outlines is required for finding the M. joke funnidowever, Roberts argues that
de Sousa fails to understand that one merely némdssumea particular
perspective, that of a sexist, to understand tmednuand that one can even like
it from this angle. Roberts may be right thattattinal endorsement of
propositions, even perspectival endorsement, m§y make a joke funny, but
he provides no reason to think that attitudinalogeedment is necessary for the
appreciation of a joke, much less that it can tiably inferred from one's sense
of humor. De Sousa assumes that these attitudimddrsements must be about
the propositions necessary for understanding tke. jdn response, | will argue
that he fails to take into account the possibititt other attitudes may be
sufficient or that attitudinal endorsement of suphopositions may be
unnecessary altogether. | doubt that even hypo#tietndorsement is required.
It is not clear exactly what is required to get Sleusa's "joke" except
something along the lines of thinking that thegietioes not like M. and thinks
that she is indiscriminate in her sexual activityjust a hypocrite. The joke
could be told by a man out of spite or disregard Nb on similar grounds.
Alternatively, if you heard something like this fnoa woman, you would most
plausibly assume that M. is thought to be tastedeshat the teller is jealous or
angry about some perceived wrong that M. commistgainst her. One cannot
be not sure to what degree the attitudes about eageomiscuity need to be
endorsed to find this funny, depending on youtwdgs toward M. However, |
doubt that in most situations many people wouldl fthis funny, since the
subject of rape is too painful to serve as a r&digbmic foil and the "joke" itself
is so spiteful that it smacks of pettiness. If diglikedM., however, one might

8 De Sousa argues that "thinking something isrisically funny (or unfunny) is itself

an attitude and not a mere belief" (de Sousa 128%). In my presentation, | have not
strictly followed the distinction de Sousa makeswmsen attitudes and beliefs. It's
contentious and threatens to weaken the argumbrgtead, | assume that beliefs are
roughly attitudinal endorsements of propositiontde Sousa has in mind higher-order
attitudes towards first-order beliefs, the argumens into the same problems.

® This distinction between wit and the phthonic edetndoes no real work in de
Sousa's argument. | take it that he thinks thahdrous amusement nearly always
involves a phthonic element. This is precisely reHadisagree.
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find the "joke" amusing, not because the audit@r $&xist, but because anything
that "cuts" M. will elicit the experience of "suddglory.”

De Sousa builds his case on the claim that attinidéndorsement is both
necessary and impossible to counterfeit, but hersffery little argument for
this view. In support, de Sousa tries to explaimwit is that makes a joke
funny to someone and not to someone else. Siese tkinds of sexist jokes are
not funny to him, he assumes that in order to In@fusexist jokes must require
attitudinal endorsements that he cannot make. tistis too fast. The mere
fact that de Sousa, a non-sexist, does not findtjpety sexist jokes amusing
does not show that it is necessary to share alptissible attitudes expressed by
sexist jokes. To see why, it will help to emphadizat attitudinal endorsement
of the propositions underlying a joke is not suéfit for amusement.

Jokes with which one has a content attitudinalretignt are not always
funny. If you have ever told a joke, you know that given joke can fail for a
host of reasons. Shared attitudes are clearly snfficient for funniness.
Further, it is not clear that they play any roleatdoever. If so, we have no
reason to think that they are necessary.

We have no good reason to think that attitudinadoesement plays a
positive role. Consider racists jokes: Why shouédthink that putatively racist
content contributes positively to the humorousnekgacist jokes to racist
listeners? Even if a racist exclaims “It's truegyt are all shiftless thieves!” one
has no reason to think that racism contributechéoracist's amusement. It is
more plausible to think that whatever it is thatke® jokes funny—resolvable
cognitive incongruities or something else yet tadisovered—is what explains
the humor. If the racism were responsible, we waxrpect the same kind of
mechanism to operate in the opposite kind of sinatthe morally
commendable joke. However, jokes at the expens@resident Bush, for
example, are not more amusing simply because tlajlenge a morally
pernicious head of state. In response to a meglio&e, we may slap our knees
and smile in approval at the condemnation of Bughds bestiary of madmen,
but the sentiment does not make jokes at his expang funnier. Bush jokes
are funny for independent reasons having to do,tnligely, with their
cleverness. Unless we find a joke morally suspect the humor is blocked,
attitudinal alignment has seemingly little or noipito do with how amusing we
find attempts at humdf.

To make good on his claim that attitudinal endorsetris necessaryde
Sousa would have to clearly isolate a requiredualti and show that a joke
hinges on this particular attitude. He would, totample, have to find two
people exactly alike in all relevant aspects exdéepthis one attitude and then
toss them the joke. But this would be impossifdewe have no reliable way of
exhaustively picking out people’s attitudes. If sagy that the joke is the thing
that will help pick out the attitude, then we aegbing the question. The kind
of dispositional beliefs that de Sousa is addresane not reliably identifiable.

10" | thank Ted Cohen for suggesting this line rgluanent.
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At this point one might object that | have saddiéel Sousa with an
unreasonable burden. Of course it is difficulidolate attitudes, perhaps even
methodologically impossible to do so conclusivdbyt surely we can make
warranted inferences about people's attitudesddbt, we can. | deny no such
general claim. But de Sousa needs something fanggtr for his conclusion.
He makes the incredibly bold claim that necessarnily must have a pro-attitude
towards certain sexist propositions in order tadfia putatively sexist joke
funny. His claim is not merely that sexist attésdcan increase amusement, but
that they are necessary. Hence, de Sousa propostEt psychological law.
Such laws require far more burdensome standardsvidence than do mere
general correlations. It is not merely that de solacks adequate support for
his conclusion; there is strong evidence to thareop As the mediocre Bush
jokes indicate, we have good reason to think thathsattitudes play no
discernible role whatsoever.

We need to ask, "What would it take to empiricalypport de Sousa's
claim that attitudinal endorsement is necessarydike appreciation?" A study
supporting de Sousa's claims would have to shom@ease in amusement as
the level of such attitudes increasédt would have to show that amusement is
not possible on the bottom end of the attitudimst,t since he claims that the
endorsement is necessary. It would have to rulepeople with traumatic
associations, and it would need to somehow caébtht individual's self-
reporting scale with some base line jokes. Thdystuould also have to pick
exactly which attitudes the jokes rely on and tfiead some way to measure
these particular attitudes and test to see if theg work. A general test of a
wide range of attitudes will not do, since we aying to confirm that the beliefs
are necessary. There is no empirical or anecawidence to suggest that de
Sousa is right, nor should we believe that any éhwodologically possible to
obtain. The strongest claim that can be made fgihe complexity of the
subject and some of the current research) is thafatitudes may increase
comic amusement, but the mediocre Bush jokes géveemson to doubt even
this modest claim. The strong claim that attitadliandorsement is necessary
for joke appreciation is completely unsupportedhsy evidence. However, the
opposite is more important: strong contra-attitudas block humor in some
circumstances. If it is possible to find a jokariy without correlated attitudes,
or reliably furnish such evidence of them, thenshieuld not assume the worst.

Rather than make hasty judgments of character, \etignally evaluating

11 Studies designed to show a correlation between aifieides and the perceived
funniness of putatively sexist jokes are methodicklty flawed for the same reasons that
de Sousa's argument is flawed. No studies haweesha significant correlation exists.
Even if they did, this would not tell us in any givcase about a particular individual's
dispositional beliefs or attitudes. If in genevad had reason to believe that there was
some causal connection, this still would give ttfeliethical insight. This would require
showing that rape attitudes influence behavior aratly noteworthy ways. I'm not sure
how this could be done satisfactorily. For an epl@mof such a study, see Ryan and
Kanjorski 1998.
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humor we should follow this razor: "Never attribub an —ism what can be
adequately explained by formal properties of a joke

Insults and Stereotypes

De Sousa tries to pick out attitudes en masse kipgsis to imagine that the
gang-rape joke has a male rather than a femalecubBut this ignores other
relevant differences and stacks the deck agaiesjolte’s potential success by
basing it on stereotypes that do not exist. Heraight be helpful to make a
distinction between two types of possibly repreftdagokes: those which serve
as insults to particular individuals (along theebrof a caricature), and those that
present a derogatory type to stand in for a grauaplividual insult jokes have a
very small audience and more particular usage, egwestereotype-based jokes
are much broader in their subject matter, appeal, esage. By picking the
insult as the paradigm, de Sousa presents a garticwweak version of his
position, which can be charitably beefed up witmeamore telling examples of
the other kind.

Ted Cohen's basketball joke is more interesting wodld serve de Sousa
better. It goes like this: “How did a passerbypstogroup of black men from
committing a gang bang? He threw them a baskétf@dhen 1999, 77). To
make de Sousa's content switch question more delive might ask: Why
doesn't this joke work if we change the subjecatgroup of white men? De
Sousa could argue that even though we could imabeteit were the case that
white men are stereotypically fond of playing bdbké, the joke does not work
since you cannot attitudinally endorse this profpmsi You likely do not
believe that most white men are avid basketbalhsiasts. So, you cannot
endorse the proposition. Hence, he concludeghbkat kinds of examples show
that endorsement of particular propositions is asagy for the jokes to work.

However, this kind of switch most certainly doest show us what de
Sousa thinks it does, namely that the pro-attitugies necessary. There are
other, important differences between the two céisasare relevant to why the
basketball joke fails when the subject is whiteddes not work if we make the
characters white, since the putative cultural egein basketball does not apply.
Simply put, this is not a readily available ideas the saying goes, “white men
can't jump.” If we did not take it as merely abdugetting this joke would
require some amount of conceptual straining akim ®elf-explanation, hence
destroying the surprise element. We could chantgea group of frat boys and
a keg of beer: “How do you get a frat boy to stogate-rape? Tell him the keg
arrived.” In this form, one can quickly comprehehé joke. Hence, we have
good reason to think that de Sousa has confusedathee of a joke to be
readily comprehensible with it failing to be humoso

During a particularly self-reflectiv8einfeldepisode, Jerry took some grief
from his friends for telling this joke: “What's thifference between a sadist and
a dentist? Better magazines.” Kramer and hisisteatquaintances accused

9
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Jerry of being “an anti-Dentite”. The absurditytbfs accusation is analogous
to de Sousa's crying “Sexist!” What we are conedrwith here is the
perception of humor and not the telling of the jokdaybe you found the joke
funny, as many do, but that does not mean thahyast be a closet anti-Dentite.
All you need to know is that dentists are oftenuaset! of enjoying pain, since
they cause so much of it, but you need not endttrseproposition to find it
funny. One might find the joke funny for other, maomplicated reasons. It
might be enough just to know that the stereotypést and the formal make-up
of the joke can do the rest. The stereotype jokstmrely on the knowledge of a
stereotype; otherwise, it would be a meta-joke f-c@hsciously defying
comprehension.Contra de Sousa, knowing that stereotypes exist is ndteto
immoral, just awake.

Summary

The problem of humor-response blocking troublesSdasa's analysis from the
outset. He claims that if you do not share thepespd assumptions that a joke
requires, then the joke will not be funny. He dades that it must be the case
that sharing the assumptions is what makes jokasyfu But this conclusion is
unwarranted. The kinds of jokes that de Sousaoixcerned about can be
consciously blocked if we have thought about theresttypes and seek to
combat them, or automatically blocked if hate-ladeords like "nigger" are
present. But without this cognitive pre-conditiogy if we accept the joke
invitation, enough work might have been done tovalthe joke to result in
laughter. However, even if we are offended byla jahis does not imply that if
we find the joke funny we must share in any assionpt Sometimes offense
can trail behind amusement. For instance, in scases, we may find a joke
funny but wish we had not. Further, the fact thié¢nse can inhibit amusement
does nothing to show that certain assumptions ecegsary to find certain jokes
funny.

Simple examples might be enough to make a strosg tzat de Sousa's
initial generalization from this particular joke &l jokes is unwarranted. Noél
Carroll gives the example of Newfie jokes: Thoughmowing nothing about
Newfies, except that they are supposed to be stapid never possibly having
the chance to develop attitudes about actual Newfie can still find Newfie
jokes funny (Carroll 1999). Perhaps de Sousatmimremise should be that if
your assumptions run strongly counter to those asgg in the joke then it is
more likely that the joke would fail. He shoulédtby arguing from this more
modest claim.

De Sousa has failed to deduce any significant @tli@nclusions from these
two crucial features of humor: (1) we are blocKeaim appreciating certain
types of humor, especially if the subject is pdigfdelt, and (2) stereotype
humor fails if the stereotypes do not exist, sitioe jokes would have to be
explained.

10
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4 Merited Response Theories

Berys Gaut develops a merited-response positionef@uating attempts at
humor. He argues that moral shortcomings can cagainst the humorousness
of a joke and, as a result, some jokes are notyfewen if some people think
so—that is, he thinks that judgments of humor aremative. Some immoral
jokes, Gaut argues, ask us to entertain morallpexisattitudes. In so far as a
joke encourages the morally dubious entertainméntarally suspect attitudes,
it does not merit amusement. In order to asseg'$sposition, we need to ask
two questions: (1) Is humor best thought of as mnative concept? And (2)
Does the normative status of humor matter to theeof humor?

Gaut argues that humor is a normative concepttHarovords, what people
find funny is not what they necessarily should ffadny, and what they should
not find funny is what they sometimes do find funnyn support of Gaut's
claim, one might note that there does seem to @mative sense to "humor,"
given that we have all said, if not heard, "That$ funny." However, we can
raise doubts about this conclusion, by unpackirg santence. It plausibly
means something like this: "You should have hadtraroreaction,” or that
humor might be inappropriate for some reason.ayirgy that something is not
funny amounts to a normative claim, then it is earsge unilateral kind of
normativity that is only operative as a censureneré does not seem to be a
corresponding claim along the line of "That is fyhparrying similar normative
force.

However, some ethicists, like Robert C. Robertgnapt to describe humor
as a virtue—one should find humor to the corregjrele in the appropriate
object. The intuitive pull of this position lend®me credibility to idea that
there is a should and a shouldn't side to humorevektheless, there is a
pronounced normative imbalance in our everyday eptian, making it
awkward to think of humor as better described asnative rather than non-
normative. But perhaps most of us simply err angide of the buffoon rather
than the boor. The imbalance may be in our disioos, not the concept.

The principal problem for Gaut's claim that hum®mnbrmative is that one
can consistently think that if you think that argiag child on the side of the
street looks like an old man, and you find the mgraiity funny, then it is funny.
We can say that you should have had another readiitt this does not mean
that it is not funny. You should have had a symeti¢ reaction, and your
finding it funny certainly indicates some humanlifejs on your part. This
might indicate a moral omission for which one mayrbsponsible; however, it
does not mean that "humorous" is a normative cdrjosp because amusement
is inappropriate in some situations. | can coesity say that you should not
find something funny, while holding that it was fact funny for you. Humor
may be incompatible with the morally required réatd, and in this way be
indirectly normative. But Gaut's claim is far stger.

Gaut assumes that not only does it makes sensdktad if the amount of
humor produced by a joke is dependent on its miguit that this is how we do
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Section 4. Merited Response Theories

talk about it; neither of which seem to be the casgaut argues that if "a
comedy presents certain events as funny (presgridimumorous response to
them), but, if this involves being amused at heasglcruelty, then the work is
not funny" (Gaut 2007, 233). We must ask: Isn'$ timere wishful thinking?

Perhaps angels do not find cruelty funny, but nrecetals often do. | see no
reason to think that what is really truly funnyvidat the angels find funny.

Who cares what angels find amusing? Surely, snabbgective standard is less
plausible than subjectivism (Smuts 2010).

Gaut recognizes that his claim is too strong, squmdifies the consequent:
"or at least its humor is flawed." But this quialition deflates the conclusion.
Of course, we might think that the humor is flawpédrhaps morally flawed, but
why would this necessarily make it any less funry@ut needs to give us some
reason to think that this is how we use the teromidr" and not just stipulate a
new use, since whether or not the ethical dimessimina joke do affect its
humorousness is exactly what is at issue. It njiggttbe, and it certainly could
have been the case, that moral flaws never haveimapgct on amusement.
There is no apparent conceptual connection betwsemal merit and
amusement’

The definition of humor proposed by Gaut's ethicisra concept in tension
with itself and common usage. He argues that ttbhdon of the funny is
distinct not just from the object of laughter, ased earlier, but also from that
which people as a matter of fact find funny" (Ga@88, 61). Gaut argues that
"the notion of the funny (or amusing, or humoroissq normative one, it is not
simply whatcauseshumorous reactions that makes it funny, it is whatitsor
makes appropriatesuch reactions" (Gaur 1998, 61). But one caraasily
define humor as both identified by a response atehtified by a merit
evaluation, since the two may give non-convergingl &ven conflicting
answers. Gaut seems to have a two-stage qualgyrasce process—the
humorous is identified by finding something funrand then whether these
things are truly funny is determined by whetherytieerit the response. The
problem is that there are two radically differeotions of humor at work here.
We need a description of how the merit check cduddperformed without
ruling out most cases of humor. In addition, wedea reason to think that
talking of something as not really funny, evenabple are laughing at it, makes
sense. Overall, the simpler explanation—that "hiinbekes on one meaning
and that our finding something funny is just howidentify the humorous—is a
better explanation.

Perhaps there is no need to settle the issue afdhmativity of judgments
of humor; whether humor is normative or descriptivey be ethically irrelevant
in most respects. Either way, we want to be abkaly that one should not find
a particular thing funny for some reason or anoth@pecifying the reason can

12 Although | don't think that there is a conceptmhinection, | do think that there is an

empirical connection. Moral disgust prompted bg tlcognition of a moral flaw can
sometimesnhibit amusement in psychologically normal humaBsit normality gives us
neither normativity nor a conceptual connection (812009).
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be difficult. It would be an inappropriate respensr most conceivable
situations to be amused at the sight of an angtywRder ripping a child apart.
Perhaps if you found it distressing you could iméere, or seek help. Depending
on the situation, finding it funny may not actuablg doing something wrong,
but, not doing something else would indeed be tlpa

However, the ethical status of humor concerningegoks much more
complicated than in the cases of the starving childhe angry Rottweiler.
There has been no satisfactory answer to the guesfi what might make it
wrong to find a particular kind of joke funny. Gaargues that a joke may be
ethically flawed if it asks us to entertain ethigatuspect attitudes, but he
supplies no reason to think that finding a jokenfumequires that we entertain
any attitudes in particular. More importantly, ig not clear that merely
entertaining attitudes can cause any harm. Inetlirn to this issue in the next
section, but, for now, it pays to note that imglicihe falls back on the
problematic hidden attitude argument offered bySdesa. Given the problems
with the attitudinal endorsement theory, Gaut'scetin does not get us any
closer to an answer to our initial question. Ahiet of humor must tell us in
what way and for what reason it might be immordirid something funny.

If Gaut's ethicism is correct, if humor is indeedi@mative concept, what
exactly does this entail for the ethics of humdiwe find something funny that
we should not find amusing, then what kind of tleutre we in? Well, we have
done something we should not have and have conthstime type of mistake,
but can we be said to be culpably wrong for findsmgnething funny? It is not
evident that we are in moral trouble. Perhaps haikl be arrested by the joke
police, but is it clear that we should be arredigdhe morality police? After
all, the crime was merely finding something funhgttwas not funny. To make
a stronger claim we would need to explain how thesen might be responsible
for their inappropriate sense of humor. Attribgtirobust responsibility would
require showing that people have some kind of nmedni control over what
they find funny. In the next section, | ask whetlbe not such a position is
plausible.

5 Emotional Responsibility and Omissions

The third ethical position is significantly differe from the previous two
approaches. Rather than focusing on what mighbdsk about a person who
finds certain kinds of jokes funny, the emotionasponsibility approach
attempts to provide grounds for attributing culpigbto one's sense of humor.
Aristotle, Morreall, Gaut, and Roberts suggest thatn though we do not have
full control over our sense of humor it might becativatable aspect of our
character. Hence, we might be responsible fatdtselopment and training.

In an Aristotelian vein, Sankowski argues for el responsibility by
suggesting a plausible sounding basic rule: Someanée held responsible for
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their emotions only in so far as they can contneht (Sankowski 1997). Yet to
be fully developed by any humor theorist, a relasgliment might be that in so
far as humor can be blocked, if a particular typgoke could be harmful in

some way, then not taking steps, not undergoirigitigy to block this type of

humor could be a culpable omission. In as mucthvesre responsible for our
sense of humor, we could be held responsible ferhidrm caused by finding
something funny. It is not clear what kind of wgothis might indicate, or if

calling humor normative would add anything to thiscdssion. On a purely
dispositional account of humor, one could stillHe¢d minimally responsible for

feeling humorous amusement. Either way, we mustvan the question of
when it might be wrong to be amused by a joke. h@dlit even a minimally

uncontroversial sketch of what jokes it would beomg to be amused by, the
best available answer is that the wrongness of haiepends on its effects.

David Benatar argues that racist humor can harm subtle way akin to
damaging someone's reputation by spreading rumbBtsther, Benatar argues
that mere beliefs can cause harm, even if they mesgult in any harmful
actions. He argues that "If | believe negative atsnabout somebody, that
person is harmed by my having the belief evenfd#illto act on it [. . . .] His
reputation is damaged" (Benatar 2002, 42). Evaveifaccept the controversial
claim that events which do not make any experiedifference to a person can
genuinely harm that person, a claim that | seripdslubt, Benatar's analysis is
not relevant to the humor respondeBenatar's theory of harm might indicate
one reason whyelling racist jokes might be wrong—they might spreadstaci
beliefs; however, merelearing racist jokes and thereby entertaining racist
thoughts can not be considered a harmful actt Wfere, then historians of the
American south would be some of the greatest offemdmaginable, since
understanding someone's motives most plausibly \egosome degree of
entertaining their attitudes. Merely entertainmagist attitudes does not appear
to be morally suspect.

To say that finding racist humor funny causes li¢lggms, we would need
something like de Sousa's argument that amusenentires the actual
endorsement of a proposition, not its mere entarant. Since nothing of this
kind is forthcoming, we have no reason to think thelief-harms reliably result
from merely finding something funny. If we do nbink that merely
entertaining thought can cause harm, we must cdaclihat experiencing
humorous amusement cannot cause any direct harwthiers. However,
amusement often leads to laughter, which, as Hobbtss, can serve as one of
the greatest forms of insult and can most plausii@ythought to sometimes
cause harm.

A brief consideration of insult jokes will help makt clear that humor can

13 lvan Soll makes a case for that thinking meréefekcan harm conflates the fear of

probable effects with the causes (Soll 1999). Hawemy argument doa®trest on the
controversial experience requirement—the claim timatorder for something to be
harmful it must result in some experiential consepes. For further defense of a more
modest version of mental statism, see Kagan 1994.
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indeed have harmful effects. As mentioned abowscBrtes acknowledges that
insult jokes can serve a socially corrective puepo&choing Bergson, in "Just
Joking," Gaut briefly discusses how insults carfthow a person the error of
their ways, and can be used to keep people in libepending on the norms
enforced, we can obviously see the value in cettigies of humor. In some
cases, as Hobbes recognizes, a joke can be wa@seatdirect insult and may
inspire hatred in the butt. In other cases, ceitéids of humor can be used as
an effective way to criticize and offer suggestiomat might fall flat in another
mode of expression. Sometimes it might be goodnake others laugh in
derision at an insult jokE. But these cases are not interesting for our atirre
purposes, since there seems to be little or no lkdama or even intended.

The opposite extreme in the insult joke continugnthe merciless ridicule
of the weak or different. This is a paradigmaticathoolyard phenomenon that
can leave the victim with genuine emotional scarsuspect that it is rare for
someone to completely get over vicious jabbingeesly in the sensitive years
of adolescence. As we all know, not only can akitdbe brutally honest, they
can be cruel to those who are different. Platgisioal identification of the
sadistic pleasures of amusement is most persuasitiee humor of children.
They quickly learn the power of humor to harm othemd must be taught to
use it with discretion.

Suppose we agree that laughing at certain kindm®flt jokes and, in
certain contexts, stereotype jokes can cause haengan still ask: What does
this say about our sense of humor? Humor doeglinettly cause harm, but
since it can snowball into laughter, we might hagene responsibility to control
our sense of humor if laughing can result in haifhe sense of humor is under
weak control, but we can steel ourselves agairfstrat attempts to make us
laugh. In general, laughter is more controllallent the sense of humor, since
with great effort it can usually be quelled, evdterit starts. Given these
features of humor and laughter, | will make an extely qualified ethical claim
on one's sense of humoln so far as laughter can cause harm, and in scafar
laughter is caused by humor, and in so far as emse of humor can be trained
and blocked, we can be culpable for finding sonmetffiinny.

The potential harm done from laughing may incrinénane's sense of
humor; but since humor is not under direct conttodl it is unreasonable to
suppose that one could block all cases of humar right lead to harmful
laughter, the sense of humor can serve to dimithislresponsibility one has for
harmful laughter. Laughter, as we know from exgmce, is not always under
our control. There is a gradation of cognitive gteability, moving from the
least to the most controllable, from the comprelmn®f a joke, to feeling
humorous amusement, to laughing aloud. It is ar simplification to say that
someone is responsible for all forms of non drudpoed laughter, especially
since one cannot be responsible for all instandefealing amusement, and

14 F. H. Buckley develops the position that humorcksavirtue. He argues that
extremes are risible, and humor serves as a cweegiushing the butt towards a mean
(Buckley 2003).
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amusement can uncontrollably grow into laughter.

In attributing limited culpability to one's sensé lmumor for its role in
producing laughter, we must acknowledge the mitgatfactor of the
indeterminacy of its effects. In some contextanitst be clear that the harm
done by a particular joke is reasonably foreseealfithis were the case, then
since finding something funny is semi-automatic, cartain amount of
preconditioning would be necessary to prevent bésgmamused and
accidentally laughing where it might do harm. Heee the possible
drawbacks of such conditioning, namely humorlessnase significant. If one
were to mediate all attempts at humor in orderaadhoff plausible injurious
laughter, one risks becoming a humorless Boréduch that adds joy to life
would be lost. But, to acknowledge this dynamiads to endorse a traditional
virtue ethical position, since | argue that we cdtimately base our evaluation
on the consequences of amusement. One can dmfaethan merely act as a
buffoon. One can do harm.

To restate the responsibility diminishing dynanfiattl am arguing for: On
the effects-mitigated emotional responsibility viemne is responsible for their
sense of humor, and the experience of humorous emerg is a culpable
omission, in so far as it reasonably could havenbklecked but, instead,
snhowballs into harmful laughter; conversely, onenit responsible for the
effects of laughter in so far as the laughter iantary. This is a complex and
heavily qualified statement about a phenomenon thdmits of few
generalizations. To understand the full ethicahetisions of humor and
laughter, we would need to look more closely atwhgous types of situations
in which jokes are told in order to assess the eledgo which laughter can be
harmful.

15 Laurence Goldstein explores the harms of humat Bamorlessness. He also

provides an analysis of the ways in which steresdygould cause harm (Goldstein 1995).

16



Section 6. Conclusion

6 Conclusion

Knowing what is necessary to get a joke cannot marks immoral, unless of
course we are trading in the inside jokes of aogesay, child pornographers.
The proposed necessary conditions for getting aibdexjuently finding a joke
funny—incongruity, cognitive shifts, error perceptj attitudinal endorsement
of beliefs—all fail to tell us enough about any givcase to say that it is wrong
to find it funny (Smuts 2006; Carroll 1996; Carrd999). We cannot specify all
the beliefs necessary for getting a joke, muchtlesset of beliefs that someone
must endorse for a joke to be funny, nor can wialsbl determine which set of
endorsements a person might be making. Since we ha clue what is
sufficient for a joke to be humorous, and nonehaf hecessary conditions can
tell us if we are immoral, we have no way in anyegi case to say that it
indicates a moral failing to merely find a joke fiyn Even if someone laughing
comes out and tells us why she thinks a joke isifufilt's true. They are all
lazy.”), we have reason to doubt that it was sexismwism, or any other —ism at
work.

Telling jokes, encouraging jokes, and laughing akdef are actions with
clear ethical significance—they are all capablgfducing harms. However,
at this point we are standing on shaky ground ifsag that merely finding any
given joke funny is itself reprehensible. We mayd other reasons for finding
the person's moral character suspect, but littlepst for saying that any
particular set of beliefs accounts for their seos@umor. In so far as humor
can be controlled, we might be responsible forifigdsomething funny. Most
plausibly, this responsibility can only lead to maihle wrongdoing if some
harm, to self or others, results or is likely tsuk. The capacity for jokes to do
harm is a topic of another study, where one woeddnto distinguish between
the capacities of telling, comprehending, findingplkee funny, and laughing to
do harm. Even if laughing at jokes is a clear sewf harm, amusement could
at most be an error of omission—a failure to adegjyarain oneself to face
suspect cognitive pleasures.

Acknowledgements

| thank Heidi Bollich for reading an early draft this paper. Noél Carroll made
many useful suggestions for improving an earliersiem of my position. In
addition, | thank an anonymous referee for thignalfor helpful suggestions.

17



References

Aristotle (1990)The Nicomachean EthicSrans. David Ross. Oxford UP, NY.
Baudelaire C (1956) The Essence of Laughter anceMspecially of the Comic
in Plastic Arts. Trans Gerald Hopkins. In: QuelhP (ed)The Essence of
Laughter and other Essays, Journals, and Lettéfgridian Books, NY.

Benatar D (2002) Prejudice in Jest: When Racial@adder Humor Harms. In:
Benatar D (edkthics for Everyday McGraw Hill, Madison.

Bergman M (1986) How Many Feminists Does It TakeMake A Joke? Sexist
Humor and What's Wrong With Itypatial.1: 63-82.

Buckley F H (2003)rhe Morality of LaughterMichigan UP, Ann Arbor.

Cohen T (1999Jokes: Philosophical Perspectives on Laughing Matte
Chicago UP, Chicago.

Carroll N (1996) Notes on the Sight Gag. In: CHrid Theorizing the Moving
Image Cambridge UP, NY.

Carroll N (2000) Art and Ethical Criticism: An Owgew of Recent Direction of
Research Ethics110: 350-387.

Carroll N (2001aBeyond Aesthetics: Philosophical Essaggambridge UP,
NY.

Carroll N (2001b) Horror and Humor. In: Carroll,(R001a).
Carroll N (2001c) Moderate Moralism. In: Carrdil,(2001a)
Carroll N (2001d) On Jokes. In: Carroll, N (2001a)

de Sousa R (1987) When is it Wrong to Laugh? éSdusa (1987)he
Rationality of Emotion MIT, Cambridge.

Descartes R (1985The Passions of the Souh: Cottingham J, Stoothoff R,
and Murdoch D (edsJhe Philosophical Writings of Descartes: Volume 1
Cambridge UP, Cambridge.

Epictetus (1983lHandbook of EpictetusTrans. White N. Hackett,
Indianapolis.

Gaut, B (1998) Just Joking: The Ethics and Aestheif Humor. Philosophy

18



and Literature 22.1: 51-68.

Gaut B (2007Art, Emotion and EthicsOxford UP, NY.

Goldstein L (1995) Humor and Har®orites3: 27-42.

Hobbes T (1999Human Nature and DeCorpore Politic@xford UP, NY.

Kagan S (1994) Me and My LifeRProceedings of the Aristotelian Soci®y.
309-324

Morreall J (1983a) Humor and EmotioAmerican Philosophical Quarterly 20:
297-304.

Morreall J (1983bYaking Laughter SeriouslySUNY UP, NY.

Morreall J (1989a) Enjoying incongruititUMOR: International Journal of
Humor Researct?: 1-18.

Morreall J (1989bYhe Philosophy of Laughter and HumdUNY UP, NY.
Nilsen A P and Nilsen D (2002) Academic Study aftbr. In: Nilsen A P and
Nilsen D (edsEncyclopedia of 28:Century American HumorOxry Press,

Phoenix.

Michael P (2002) Racist Acts and Racist Humor. Banatar D (edthics for
Everyday McGraw Hill, Madison.

Robert P (2000).aughter: A Scientific Investigatiowiking, NY.
Roberts R C (1987) Humor and the Virtuesuiry 31: 127-49.

Roberts R C (1988) Is Amusement and EmotAmerican Philosophical
Quarterly5.3: 269-273.

Ryan K M and Kanjorski J (1998) The Enjoyment okiSeHumor, Rape
Attitudes, and Relationship Aggression in Collegied®nts. Sex Role88.9/10:
743-756.

Edward S (1977) Responsibility of Persons for TEaiotions.Canadian
Journal of PhilosophyVIl11.4: 829-840.

Soll 1 (1999) On the Purported Insignificance ofdiie In: Malpas J and
Solomon R (eddpeath and PhilosophyRoutledge, NY.

Solomon R (2002) Are the Three Stooges Funny? iBhjitgor When is it OK
19



to Laugh?). In: Rudinow J and Graybosch A (dgeth)jcs and Values in the
Information Age Wadsworth, NY.

Smuts A (2006) Humotnternet Encyclopedia of Philosophy.

Smuts A (2007) The Joke is the Thing: 'In the Comypaf Men' and the Ethics
of Humor. Film and Philosophyl1: 49-67.

Smuts A (2009) Do Moral Flaws Enhance Amusemefi?erican
Philosophical Quarterly16.2: 151-163.

Smuts A (2010) Grounding Moralism: Moral Flaws afsdsthetic Properties.
Journal of Aesthetic Educatiqforthcoming)

20



