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At the turn of the 21st Century, comedians such as Sacha Baron Cohen 

and Dave Chappelle, as well as the theater group Speak Theater Arts (figures 

analyzed in the following chapters), use humor to critique contemporary notions 

of identity in terms of race, gender, and sexuality. As we increasingly see humor 

used to address issues of identity, we must strive to understand the implications 

and effects of laughing at/through/with (our) communities. When and how do 

performers and audiences perceive humor as the means to disrupt harmful 

cultural stereotypes? And when, conversely, does humor reinforce negative 

ideologies, preserving racism and homophobia, chauvinism and bigotry? By 

thinking through individual relationships to various topics and to the structural 

modes of presentation, we might move a step closer to understanding humor’s 

positive potentials and its destructive forces – how they veer in one direction or 

another, how it can be used as a tool of liberation and oppression, and how this 

depends fundamentally on the subjects it touches (upon). 

Read across texts of cultural and linguistic theorists of the past fifty years, 

the works of many contemporary comedians question the possibility of stable 

contexts and fixed meanings, as well as the very notion of group or self-identity. 
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The humor we see emerging from the chasm that the civil rights and political 

correctness movements sought to bridge operates within and relies upon 

instabilities: challenging the notions of what a humorist can get away with and 

what an audience will (or should) accept. Within the system of identity politics, 

these humorists act as double agents: often gaining authority from the notion of a 

group identity while simultaneously breaking that notion apart. They highlight the 

totalizing effects of identity politics: the claim that one voice may speak for the 

many (with or without their consent) on the basis of a shared identity. And they 

do it with a smile. 

Laughter and Consequence analyzes the relationship between humor and 

identity politics, how we tend to read laughter and intention in relation to the 

body, and how language, violence, and power come together in comic 

performances. 
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Introduction 

When is a joke just a joke?  

When nobody takes it seriously.  

But is it still a joke if nobody laughs? 

 
In early July of 2012, stand up comedian and Comedy Central talk show 

host Daniel Tosh made a(nother) joke about rape. Despite conflicting reports of 

what Tosh actually said during his stand up routine at the Laugh Factory Comedy 

Club in Hollywood, accounts agree that he directly addressed his audience, 

posing questions about the relationship between humor and rape. While Jamie 

Masada (the club’s owner) asserts that Tosh asked his audience what they 

wanted to hear and they called out “rape,”1 an outspoken female audience 

member tells a different story.  

In an account the woman wrote following the event and which a friend 

posted to Tumblr, she asserts that after “making some very generalizing, 

declarative statements about rape jokes always being funny,” Tosh wondered 

aloud, “how can rape jokes not be funny?”2 Upset by the purview of Tosh’s 

routine, the woman decided to speak up — calling out, “Actually, rape jokes are 

                                            
1	  Odell,	  “Comedy	  Club	  Owner.”	  
2	  “So	  a	  Girl	  Walks	  into	  a	  Comedy	  Club…”	  
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never funny!”3 In the post, the woman recounts how after her interjection, Tosh 

paused for a moment, then responded, “Wouldn’t it be funny if that girl got raped 

by like, 5 guys right now? Like right now? What if a bunch of guys just raped 

her…”4 After which, shocked and humiliated, the woman left the theater. 

The Tumblr post quickly went viral, and in the week following the event the 

Internet exploded in outrage — inciting heated debate over both Daniel Tosh 

himself and the relationship between humor and rape. Alisse Desrosiers of 

Attleboro, MA was so outraged by the incident, she created a petition to have 

Tosh’s Comedy Central program taken off the air — a petition which, by the time 

it was closed, garnered more than 37,000 signatures.5 In response to such 

attacks, some critics6 point out that Tosh has been making rape jokes for years, 

arguing the problem lies more in an audience who supports Tosh’s brand of 

humor rather than the content itself. Though some critics7 do go so far as to 

argue that rape should never be the subject of comedy, others8 contend that 

sexual abuse can be joked about when skillfully done.  

Certainly, other comedians have successfully joked about rape — if we 

consider “success” in this instance as, at the very least, not-inducing-vehement-

                                            
3	  Ibid.	  
4	  Ibid.	  
5	  Desrosiers,	  “CEO,	  Comedy	  Central.”	  
6	  Amy	  Odell	  (BuzzFeed),	  Imran	  Siddiquee	  (MissRepresentation).	  
7	  Roxane	  Gay	  (Salon.com),	  Ben	  Atherton-‐Zeman	  (Ms.	  Magazine).	  
8	  Elissa	  Bassist	  (The	  Daily	  Beast),	  Kate	  Harding,	  Lindy	  West	  (Jezebel),	  Jessica	  Valenti	  (The	  National).	  
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protests. In that case, one might legitimately ask what makes Tosh’s “jokes” so 

different from comedian Sarah Silverman’s? In a 2011 New York Times article on 

the edginess of female comedians, Jason Zinoman discusses Silverman’s 

tendency to push social taboos as far as possible, recounting a bit from one of 

her stand up performances at the Brooklyn Academy of Music in fall of 2011: “‘I 

need more rape jokes,’ she shouted nasally before letting her fans in on what she 

called a comedy secret, that such jokes are actually not so ‘edgy’ after all. ‘Who’s 

going to complain about rape jokes? Rape victims?’ she asked. ‘They barely 

even report rape.’”9 

Certainly, gender plays a role in the acceptance of humor about rape, but 

why? To cite Silverman’s gender as a source of authority and therefore social 

permission for joking about sexual abuse is to buy into a host of assumptions 

(about identity, community, power, etc.) that warrant closer examination, which is 

precisely what this work sets out to do. Laughter and Consequence analyzes the 

relationship between humor and identity politics, how we tend to read laughter 

and intention in relation to the body, and how language, violence, and power 

come together in comic performances. In the following sections, I will summarize 

the major theoretical perspectives on humor, comedy, and laughter, and provide 

an overview of the scholarly and rhetorical approaches to studying humor. I will 

                                            
9	  Zinoman,	  “Female	  Comedians.”	  
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also offer brief introductions to the case studies for each chapter and the primary 

theoretical concepts on which my arguments draw. 

THE THREE DOMINANT THEORIES OF HUMOR 
Any rigorous study of humor, laughter, or comedy must begin with an 

overview of (or at least acknowledge a debt to) the centuries of thought on the 

nature of humor. There are three historically predominant theories of humor: 

superiority theory, incongruity theory, and relief theory. Each has philosophical 

roots, though superiority theory dates back the furthest: beginning with Plato and 

Aristotle. Plato argued that we laugh at vice and self-ignorance, pleased at our 

neighbor’s misfortunes. Because laughter was therefore connected with a kind of 

malice and with vice, Plato saw it as potentially harmful; frequent engagement 

with humor (and thus exposure to malice and vice) might lead the joker onto 

immoral terrain. Aristotle agreed that we laugh at people (an essentially derisive 

act), but he adds that the fault should be minor (we do not laugh at real pain). All 

the same, for Aristotle laugher is always directed at someone; as John Morreal 

points out, “even wit, [Aristotle] says in the Rhetoric, is really ‘educated 

insolence,’ and part of insolence is thinking of oneself as superior.”10 Thus for 

both philosophers, humor acts as a social corrective, and both held that laughter 

stemmed from a position of superiority over others.  

                                            
10	  Morreall,	  “Rejection	  of	  Humor,”	  244.	  
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Roman thinkers shared similar attitudes toward the use of humor in 

oratory. In De Oratore, Cicero valorizes humor in some ways by discussing the 

efficacy of its use in oratory, encouraging the use of humor but cautioning that 

speakers should be wary of how humor effects their authority — proposing that 

effective use of humor can incite cheerfulness and goodwill in audiences and 

simultaneously crush an opponent. While Cicero’s ideas about humor have not 

been widely noted by contemporary rhetorical scholars, in an article in Rhetorica, 

Barbara Bowen makes the case that his theory and practice of wit were important 

in Renaissance Europe, included in a number of popular rhetoric handbooks. She 

explains that students of rhetoric at the time were taught that Cicero saw wit as 

“an important component of inventio, capable of influencing the audience, 

crushing the adversary, and/or conciliating the judge.”11  

While these classic rhetoricians certainly paved the way for the superiority 

theory of humor, it really took root in the 16th century with philosophical thinkers 

such as Thomas Hobbes and Descartes. Hobbes writes in Human Nature, that 

“men laugh at the infirmities of others, by comparison wherewith their own 

abilities are set off and illustrated.”12 David Heyd points out that Hobbes was less 

interested in laughter, per se, than in the emotion of “glory” that laughter signified: 

“the feeling of superiority, pride, and self-assertion. This emotion of ‘glory’ 

                                            
11	  Bowen,	  “Ciceronian	  Wit	  and	  Renaissance	  Rhetoric,”	  410.	  
12	  Morreall,	  Philosphy	  of	  Laughter,	  20.	  
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consists of the recognition of one’s power, preeminent abilities and advantageous 

position in relation to others.”13 For Heyd, Hobbes’ attitude toward laughter was 

reflective of his general view of human nature: “the ceaseless competition for 

positions of power, the unrelenting struggle for self-preservation, and the purely 

egoistic nature of man, who continuously strives for superiority over others.”14 

Similarly, in Passions of the Soul, Descartes discusses laughter in terms of 

scorn, as a response to the basic emotions of wonder, hatred, and joy.  

In a 19th century variation on superiority theory, Henri Bergson argues in 

his canonical essay, “Laughter,” that we laugh at the mechanical operations of 

living beings, and our laughter humiliates and therefore regulates the behavior of 

the person at whom we laugh. While Bergson’s theories of humor remained 

vastly influential and have been taken up by numerous 20th century theorists, 

attitudes toward humor and laughter began to shift significantly in the early 18th 

century. 

Moving away from the notion of laughter as a sign of scorn or superiority, 

the incongruity theory began to emerge: the theory that comic genius results from 

the bringing together of inappropriate/unexpected things. In an essay titled 

“Reflections Upon Laugher,” Francis Hutcheson critiqued the Hobbesian 

viewpoint, arguing that laughter has no inherent connection to scorn. Hutcheson 

                                            
13	  Hey,	  “The	  Place	  of	  Laughter	  in	  Hobbes,”	  286.	  
14	  Ibid.	  
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posits that although laughter can act as a social corrective, this is done out of 

love for the person being ridiculed, out of a desire to witness his improvement. 

He also contends that a distinction should be made between laughter and 

ridicule, since laughter can emerge without a comparison to others or our former 

selves, whereas ridicule is particular kind of humor (that he would connect with 

superiority theory). 

Emmanuel Kant’s thoughts on humor also tend more toward the 

incongruity theory, though he never used that term. Kant argues that jokes 

disrupt the expectations of our faculty for reasoning, we feel a certain amount of 

pleasure in this, and the ensuing laughter animates the body and makes us feel 

healthy. Morreall explains that for Kant, “the enjoyment of humor… is primarily a 

physical pleasure arising from the ‘changing free play of sensations’ that 

accompanies the mental experience of a deluded expectation.”15   

Following Kant, Arthur Schopenhauer argues that laughter is the result of 

our noticing a clash between our sensory perceptions of a thing and an abstract 

concept that is supposed to encase the same thing. Heyd explains that 

“Schopenhauer’s incongruity theory of laughter served to demonstrate his theory 

concerning the tension between the direct intuitive perception of concrete objects 

and the abstract conception of universal concepts.”16 In the mid-nineteenth 

                                            
15	  Morreall,	  “Rejection,”	  249.	  
16	  Heyd,	  285.	  
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century, Soren Kierkegaard also argued that the tragic and the comical are 

fundamentally built around contradictions, but the primary difference is that the 

comic does not involve pain or suffering. 

Toward the end of the 19th century, and particularly with the emergence of 

psychoanalytic theory, we see the rise of the third major approach to humor: 

relief theory. In one of the first steps toward relief theory, George Santayana 

emphasized the physiological aspects of laughter and humor, arguing that we 

can’t possibly enjoy incongruity in and of itself because as rational beings we are 

fundamentally averse to the nonrational. According to Santayana, when we laugh 

at incongruity, “we are in the presence of an absurdity, and man, being a rational 

animal, can like absurdity no better than he can like hunger or cold.”17 Similarly, 

Herbert Spencer discusses laughter as an outlet for nervous energy in his essay, 

“The Physiology of Laughter.” Spencer objected to both superiority theory and 

incongruity theory, arguing that laughter must stem from something beyond mere 

incongruity since we laugh in moments of “extreme pleasure or from mere 

vivacity,” and that superiority theory does not account for either the various 

humiliations that do not provoke laughter or the pleasure we take in word play 

such as puns.18 However, the most influential proponent of relief theory is 

                                            
17	  Santayana,	  The	  Sense	  of	  Beauty,	  quoted	  in	  Morreall,	  Philosophy,	  93.	  
18	  Morreall,	  Philosophy,	  99.	  
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Sigmund Freud, with his seminal text, Jokes and their Relation to the 

Unconscious. 

In this systematic discussion of jokes and the comic, Freud draws 

comparisons between the operations of jokes and dreams, positing that both 

stem from preconscious thoughts. Freud distinguishes between what he sees as 

abstract (or verbal) humor and jokes that are conceptual (or tendentious). The 

forms of word play that constitute “verbal” humor tend to be abstract and 

innocuous. We take delight in making connections or recognizing a playful 

double-meaning of words. Yet when humor becomes more conceptual, the jokes 

seek access to a different source of pleasure — sources that Freud labels as 

either hostile or obscene. In both cases, jokes make possible the satisfaction of 

an instinct in the face of an obstacle and we consequently draw pleasure from a 

source which the obstacle had made inaccessible. This obstacle can be both 

external (the behavioral expectations of polite society, for example) or internal 

(our own sense of appropriateness). Freud sees this “tendentious humor” as a 

rebellion against authority, resulting in liberation from its pressure — a psychic 

relief.    

 Freud posits that pleasure in joking is derived through an economy of 

psychical expenditure or relief from criticism. Tendentious humor, those jokes 

which rebel against these internal and external sources of repression, lifts our 
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inhibitions and protects our words or thoughts from criticism. He argues that 

through joking we may voice thoughts which we would otherwise feel compelled 

to repress. Because inhibitions require cathectic (mental) energy, tendentious 

humor satisfies a cathectic desire when satisfaction wouldn’t occur otherwise: the 

yield of pleasure in jokes corresponds to the psychical expenditure that is saved 

through the release of the inhibition. 

While superiority, incongruity, and relief theories all offer useful 

approaches to thinking about humor, I concur with rhetoric scholar John C. Meyer 

in his assessment that “each theory helps to explain the creation of different 

aspects of humor, but each runs into problems explaining rhetorical applications 

of humor. Because each theory of humor origin tries to explain all instances of 

humor, the diverging communication effects of humor remain unexplained.”19 In 

his discussion of what he sees as the four basic functions of humor in 

communication (identification, clarification, enforcement, and differentiation), 

Meyer argues that humor “unites communicators through mutual identification 

and clarification of positions and values, while dividing them through enforcement 

of norms and differentiation of acceptable versus unacceptable behaviors or 

people.”20 He further notes that this “paradox” of humor “allows communicators to 

transcend recurring arguments or patterns because messages with humor can 

                                            
19	  Meyer,	  “Humor	  as	  a	  double-‐Edged	  Sword,”	  310.	  
20	  Ibid.	  
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get people to laugh at contradictions as a way to accept their existence.”21 But 

Meyer also notes that humor is a “double-edged sword” that can easily go awry 

— a problem at the heart of this project. 

THEORIES OF COMEDY 
While humor, comedy, and laughter are of course related terms, their 

treatment in scholarship tends to diverge into arenas that might be loosely 

categorized as function, structure, and effect. The theories of humor generally 

focus on the function of humor: why people make jokes or “decide” to laugh, or, 

in other words, the purpose that humor serves. Discussions of comedy, on the 

other hand, look to the structural make up of comic forms, considering the 

affordances of comedy as a literary genre. Historically, “comedy” entails those 

stories which celebrate man’s capacity to endure, highlighting the ludicrous and 

avoiding any suffering or genuine pain. Most simply: comedy ends happily, with a 

restoration of order, typically a marriage.  

However, with the rise of literary Modernism at the turn of the 20th century, 

artists began disrupting the traditional form. In The Dark Comedy, J.L. Styan 

traces the historical beginnings of plays which “make the audience suffer without 

the relief of tears and… make it mock without the relief of true laughter,”22 

denying the promised happy ending and the restoration of order. Styan argues 

                                            
21	  Ibid.,	  329.	  
22	  J.L.	  Styan,	  The	  Dark	  Comedy,	  2nd	  Edition	  (Cambridge:	  Cambridge	  University	  Press,	  1968),	  260.	  
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that audience identification and involvement are key facets of the theatrical 

experience and that modern “tragicomedies” manipulate audiences into a cycle of 

identification with characters and rejection of/distancing from them. 

Contemporary comedians engage similar tactics when joking about identity, 

denying audiences the simple relief(s) of traditional comedies and urging a self-

critical reflection on their own subjectivity. 

Alenka Zupančič brings a psychoanalytic perspective to the study of 

comedy, focusing on the structural potentials of humor to illustrate its effect on 

subjects and subjectivity. She argues that laughter is intimately connected with 

ideology, but the fundamental argument of her book, The Odd One In, is “that 

comic subjectivity proper does not reside in the subject making the comedy, nor 

in the subjects or egos that appear in it, but in [its] very incessant and irresistible, 

all-consuming movement. Comic subjectivity is the very movement of comedy.”23 

To make her point, Zupančič outlines the structural/formal distinctions between 

epic, tragedy, and comedy, arguing that while tragedy takes us into realms of 

universal(s), comedy reminds us of physicality and the body. She also makes a 

distinction between types of comedy — “true” and “false” comedy (subversive vs. 

conservative) — arguing that the distinctions do not stem from content per se, but 

rather in the way in which the humor approaches the universal.  

                                            
23	  Alenka	  Zupančič,	  The	  Odd	  One	  In:	  On	  Comedy	  (Cambridge,	  MA:	  MIT	  Press,	  2008),	  3.	  
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Zupančič challenges current notions that comedy teaches us to deal with 

the burdens of our finitude, arguing that this perspective (that comedy is all about 

human frailty, limitation, etc) is too simplistic and consequently rather useless. 

Citing Lacan, she explains that desire is a contradiction to/in finitude itself, and so 

she posits “our finitude is always-already a failed finitude — one could say a 

finitude with a leak in it.”24 The contradiction of the finite, therefore, is that it has 

this hole or leaks, and the comic paradigm highlights the hole. However, the hole 

isn’t quite a “missing” link in that the comic structure really enables us to see how 

“mutually exclusive realities continue to exist alongside each other, and, 

moreover, to be articulated within one and the same scene” — completely 

illogical yet somehow compatible enough to “work.”25 Zupančič sees that when 

we laugh at a joke, we laugh at the object of the joke (person, situation, etc), but 

we are also laughing at “the very functioning of our symbolic universe as 

constituted through signifiers and their specific, counterintuitive way of making 

sense.”26 

RHETORIC AND LAUGHTER 
In a similar vein, contemporary rhetorical theorists have taken up in more 

detail the investigation of the nature of laughter, what it means as an effect (what 

it says to others) as well as the effects of laughter (what it does to us). In 2014, 
                                            
24	  Ibid.,	  52.	  
25	  Ibid.,	  57.	  
26	  Zupancic,	  142.	  
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journals such as Philosophy and Rhetoric and Rhetoric Society Quarterly 

published a number of articles exploring laughter’s relationship to philosophy, 

rhetoric, and meaning. Dominique de Courcelles (Philosophy & Rhetoric) offers a 

reading of Alexander the Great’s laughter as a “wordless message,” arguing that 

rather than a reflection of humor or irony or even scorn, Alexander’s is a knowing 

laughter, “that of a wise man discovering things of which other men have no idea, 

one who thus has a certain awareness of his own superiority.”27 In this sense, 

Courcelles reads laughter as a sign of life and an appropriate weapon against 

decline and death. Joshua Gunn (Philosophy & Rhetoric) explores the 

phenomenon of canned laughter, which, he argues, further troubles the 

human/machine binary of Bergson and so many philosophers. Kevin Casper 

(RSQ) analyzes the asignifying force of laughter, arguing that rather than striving 

to produce a particular meaning in the minds of auditors, the invitation to laughter 

gives the rhetor’s message a certain force irreducible to meaning and 

understanding. 

In her book Breaking Up [At] Totality: A Rhetoric of Laughter, Diane Davis 

takes up the issue of what she calls “discursive laughter:” the celebration of our 

linguistic and subjective instability. Laughter is the crux of a broader ontological 

dilemma — the posthumanist notion “that human beings are always already 

                                            
27	  Courcelles,	  328.	  
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functions of other functions… that we both make and/but are also (more so) 

made by History.”28 As Davis argues, laughter highlights the question of human 

agency: our bodies are possessed, taken over. She points out that this illustrates 

the philosophical problem of subjectivity: when we are taken over by laughter we 

lose our sticking point for the “I;” laughter temporarily suspends our ability for 

meaning-making, and “the boundaries of the ego crack up.”29  

Through an analogy with narcotics, Davis illustrates that “we have to be 

under the influence (of language, of technology, of History/Tradition) in order to 

Be at all.”30 As such, she posits that categories such as race and gender can 

(and should) be seen as political rather than biological. As a result, community 

forms around a more fluid sense of identity and should be approached with the 

recognition that community (or an identity group) is not bound by either common 

attributes or a common goal, but instead, operates through “the commonality of 

our experience of Being as différance.”31 Davis, quoting Jean-Luc Nancy, argues 

that “Community is not a product; it cannot be built or produced. One experiences 

community, or rather, one is ‘constituted by it as the experience of finitude.’”32 In 

a sense, then, it is community itself that builds us, though Davis explains that this 

“communal relation,” rather than being a byproduct of “separate subjects pulling 

                                            
28	  Davis,	  Breaking	  Up	  [At]	  Totality,	  23.	  
29	  Ibid.,	  18.	  
30	  Ibid.,	  74.	  
31	  Ibid.,	  185.	  
32	  Ibid.,	  195-‐6	  
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together,” may rather be the “inaugural condition” for community — “that ‘singular 

beings’ [rather than ‘subjects’] cannot not share.”33 Davis contends that the 

notion of a “subject” evokes a sense of immanence, an entity separate from or 

existing prior to community. Consequently, she argues that “any assumption of a 

‘social essence’ functions to deny both the infinite finitude (the unprecedented 

multiplicity) of singular beings and the radical differences among those singular 

beings.”34 This is an objection many level at the concept of identity politics itself 

(which I’ll discuss in more detail below), and many of the humors I will analyze in 

this dissertation operate through the use of so-called ‘strategic essentialism.’ 

Reading these performances across the work of theorists like Davis will highlight 

how their humor challenges the totality offered by identity politics. 

Taking up Davis’ work, Anca Parvulescu similarly offers an extensive 

inquiry into what laughter does to the laughing subject. In Laughter: Notes on a 

Passion, Parvulescu argues for the importance of studying the act of laughing 

rather than the object at which a person laughs. For Parvulescu, “Laughter is an 

opening in which the self unfolds.”35 Her work traces the historical development 

of social attitudes toward laughter, demonstrating that ideas about laughter 

fluctuated between considering laughter a passion (the violent and extravagant 

ancestor of emotions and feelings) and thinking of it as merely the manifestation 
                                            
33	  Ibid.,	  187.	  
34	  Ibid.,	  13.	  
35	  Parvulescu,	  Laughter:	  Notes	  on	  a	  Passion,	  5.	  
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of other passions. Eventually, laughter diminished, moving from a passion to the 

side-effect of emotions, ultimately losing the “class-determined coarseness and 

violence of passions” as well as “the event-like quality of a passion like 

laughter.”36  

According to Parvulescu (and Davis), laughter signifies a loss of control, 

and her work traces the widespread social anxieties associated with that loss. 

Over time, passionate laughter became socially sanctioned as immodest and 

immoderate. She details how “conduct books, in dialogue with philosophical 

treatises, literary texts, and visual culture, produce a normative aesthetics of the 

smiling face,”37 discouraging the open-mouthed passionate laughter of the past. 

Whereas “modest” laughter is seen as healthy and beneficial, hearty laughter 

becomes the terrain of women and children. Additionally, Parvulescu argues that 

the “noise” of laughter becomes a class issue: open-mouthed laughter is seen as 

a sign of poor breeding (lower class/mobs make noise), and 

immorality/immodesty.  

Parvulescu also builds upon the theories of George Bataille, who argues 

that laughter is a kind of “inner experience,” constituted by moments of shattering 

and self-loss. For him, laughter is the experience of what he calls nonknowledge: 

“that which results from every proposition when we are looking to go to the 

                                            
36	  Ibid.,	  6.	  
37	  Ibid.,	  7.	  
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fundamental depths of its content, and which makes us uneasy.”38 Bataille 

argues that knowledge demands stability, it exists in the realm of the stable. 

Conversely, the unknown has no guarantee of stability or even of limits to its 

movement. He argues that, perhaps, laughter is the result of this unknowability in 

the universe: “Suppose that the laughable is not only unknown, but 

unknowable… In other words, the character of the laughable would not be 

accidental, but essential. We would laugh, not for a reason that we would not 

happen to know, for lack of information, or for want of sufficient penetration, but 

because the unknown makes us laugh.”39 As such, laughter becomes an issue of 

anticipation — when we move from what we expect (know) into the unexpected 

(unknown/unforeseen), we laugh.  

Bataille’s ideas fall in line with both incongruity and relief theories, but to 

take his notions further: when laughing about identity, we are laughing at the 

unknowability of ourselves and the Other. Regardless of our position in relation to 

the material object(s) of the joking, what makes us laugh is (at least in part) the 

structural impossibility of ever knowing the source of subjectivity (our own or that 

of others). 

The following chapters take many of these points as their premises. 

Humor is certainly unstable, and I contend its threatening potential is reinforced 

                                            
38	  Ibid.,	  112.	  
39	  Ibid.,	  135.	  
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by the historically dominant superiority theory, which casts joking as a 

tendentious act, an assertion of dominance. Yet social power dynamics often 

determine when humor is read as offensive (in both senses) versus defensive or 

subversive. The flip side of humor’s conservative40 force is its potential as 

defense mechanism — as Bakhtin would have it, the people’s laughter means 

liberation “not only from external censorship but first of all from the great internal 

censor; it liberates from the fear that developed in man during thousands of 

years: fear of the sacred, of prohibitions, of the past, of power.”41 Humor is often 

deployed as a means to regulate or correct social behaviors, but it is also a 

means of disrupting those very regulations: making the people’s laughter a force 

to be reckoned with.  

JOKING ABOUT IDENTITY 
At the turn of the 21st Century, comedians such as Sacha Baron Cohen 

and Dave Chappelle, as well as the theater group Speak Theater Arts (some of 

the primary figures I analyze in the following chapters), use humor to critique 

contemporary notions of identity in terms of race, gender, and sexuality. Yet the 

polysemic nature of humor calls into question the effects of these performances 

— when does laughter subvert racist or misogynist ideologies, when does it 
                                            
40	  I	  should	  note	  here	  that	  I	  do	  not	  mean	  “conservative”	  in	  the	  political	  connotation	  of	  the	  word.	  
Rather,	  I	  use	  it	  to	  indicate	  humor	  that	  supports	  dominant	  ideologies	  and	  power	  structures.	  Alenka	  
Zupančič	  also	  uses	  the	  term	  to	  draw	  distinctions	  between	  what	  she	  sees	  as	  “true”	  (subversive)	  
comedy	  and	  “false”	  (conservative)	  comedy	  .	  
41	  Bakhtin,	  Rabelais,	  94.	  
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reinforce hegemony, and how do we know? What does laughing about identity 

politics do to and for us?  

The effects of humorous performances made by and about members of 

marginalized groups, as well as the performances’ subversive potential, are 

contested by scholars across disciplines and continents. In The Rhetoric of 

Racist Humour: US, UK and Global Race Joking, Simon Weaver “examines the 

ways in which racist humour acts as racist rhetoric,” seeking to “explain what 

racist humour does for serious racism.”42 Weaver builds his arguments on the 

premise that “a discursive frame that does not follow the rules of the serious”43 

can nevertheless have a significant impact on the “serious discourse” of racism. 

Temporarily setting aside Weaver’s untenable distinction between serious and 

non-serious discourse, the book is fruitful for its acknowledgment of the 

importance of taking humor seriously. Weaver offers a methodical taxonomy of 

the kinds of racist discourse that have emerged in the last few decades, as well 

as a means to recognize and analyze such discourse. However, he remains 

profoundly skeptical of positive accounts of humor in which jokes are seen as 

forms of conflict management or as coping strategies (i.e. relief theory). 

According to Weaver, these “inadequate” approaches to humor fail to account for 

the ethical inequalities of certain kinds of laughter and often fail “to consider the 

                                            
42	  Weaver,	  The	  Rhetoric	  of	  Racist	  Humour,	  1.	  
43	  Ibid.,	  191.	  
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potential effect of comic meaning on the designated ‘other’ of the joke.”44 In his 

critique, then, Weaver denies the positive (subversive) potential for race-based 

humor, and focuses his discussion almost entirely on the content of utterances, 

paying only cursory attention to the relationship between the utterance, the 

speaker, and the audience — a relationship that I see as vital to a fuller 

understanding of how these humors operate. 

Amongst his case studies, Weaver analyzes the humor of Sacha Baron 

Cohen, and although he labels Cohen’s performances as racist, Weaver does 

acknowledge a multiplicity of meanings offered in the performance of an 

ambiguous identity. He outlines several different readings of Cohen’s Ali G 

character, arguing that Cohen’s humor “curtail[s] the potential for humour to act 

rhetorically to remove ambivalence and anxiety from racism,” because these 

instances of “liquid racism” either subvert or erase any clear sense of authorial 

intention.45  

In contrast to Weaver’s study, scholars in an array of disciplines have 

advocated the positive potential of both ethnic and gender-based humors. Social 

psychologist Leon Rappoport celebrates ethnic humor as a positive opportunity 

to transgress socially enforced boundaries, enabling marginalized groups to rise 

above negative attitudes without abandoning their own values. As Rappoport 

                                            
44	  Ibid.,	  9.	  
45	  Ibid.,	  154.	  
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sees it, “prejudice has no greater enemy than irony and satire.”46 While I intend to 

push against Rappoport’s clear-cut group identity delineations, his arguments 

regarding the positive potential of humor are more in keeping with my own.  

Similarly, I concur with Joanne R. Gilbert’s assessment that “marginal 

humor may empower the powerless, may invert and subvert the status quo and, 

in doing so, may make the dominant culture uncomfortable.”47 Gilbert argues 

from the position of both an academic and a former stand up comedian, offering 

a unique perspective on the world of stand up comedy. She argues that through 

the performance of “their marginality, social outcasts call attention to their 

subordinate status; by commodifying this performance, they ensure that the 

dominant culture literally pays the price for this display.”48 Performances of 

racialized or gendered humor, then, disrupt power dynamics between 

marginalized and hegemonic groups both ideologically and financially.  

In Wit’s End: Women’s Humor as Rhetorical and Performative Strategy, 

literary scholar Sean Zwagerman takes up the subversive potential of women’s 

humor by analyzing fictional dialogue through the lens of speech act theory — an 

approach that most closely aligns with my own methodology. Zwagerman 

engages directly with the arguments of J.L. Austin and John Searle, advocating 

that “neither the meaning nor the serious intent of an utterance conveyed through 
                                            
46	  Rappoport,	  Punchlines,	  xiv.	  
47	  Gilbert,	  Performing	  Marginality,	  xv.	  
48	  Ibid.,	  xi.	  
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humor is necessarily undercut by that humor, and that humor can be used as an 

indirect speech act to attempt the full range of serious (in the sense of purposeful 

and sincere) performatives.”49 Though he accepts both Austin and Searle’s 

exclusion of fictional language use as parasitic, Zwagerman argues that this 

parasitism does not make fictional utterances any less useful for analysis. He 

uses examples of conversational speech acts within literary fiction as models to 

illustrate how everyday use of performative language might operate. For 

Zwagerman, “literature is the scene of the acts, not the act itself… What fictional 

characters do with words should resemble and illuminate what we do with words, 

and analysis in one scene — fiction or reality — should both inform and be 

informed by analysis in the other.”50 As such, he limits his analysis to effects 

within a text, treating the dialogue presented as hermetically sealed, disregarding 

the ways in which humorous performances affect the broader audience of a work.  

This is one of the fundamental points of departure between Zwagerman’s 

work and my own. As I argue most explicitly in chapter one, in terms of 

performed (embodied) humors, boundaries between “fiction” and “reality” are 

decidedly unstable. I am interested in broadening the analysis beyond the 

bounds of the fictional scenes presented to discuss the relationship between the 

performative language use on stage/film/screen and the audience for whom the 

                                            
49	  Zwagerman,	  Wit’s	  End,	  3.	  
50	  Ibid.,	  27.	  
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utterances are spoken. Of particular interest to my study will be the performances 

which seem to invite their audiences to laughter while simultaneously 

condemning those who laugh. 

This is, in a sense, what the authors of “Humor, Race, and Rhetoric” find 

so compelling in their analysis of the controversial and popular comic strip and 

cartoon series The Boondocks. Published in Rhetoric Review in 2011, the article 

asserts that joking about race and racism can encourage new perspectives while 

also combating racist stereotypes. The authors laud the way The Boondocks 

“critique[s] the incongruities, hypocrisy, and struggles related to race in 

America.”51 Importantly, they acknowledge that most viewers (regardless of race) 

are likely to find aspects of the show offensive, but they assert that the show 

nevertheless (or, perhaps, because of this) “encourages productive reflection” 

through its mutual critique of black and white culture. Laughter and Consequence 

falls in line with their arguments and extends their formal analysis (the means by 

which humor is generated) to a consideration of humor’s rhetorical effects. I’m 

interested in exploring the triumphs and pratfalls of humor related to identity 

politics, what some call “post-identity humor”52 or “culturally intimate humor”53 — 

                                            
51	  Timmerman,	  et	  al.,	  “Humor,	  Race,	  and	  Rhetoric,”	  184.	  
52	  Steven	  S.	  Lee:	  “post-‐identity	  humor—comedians…	  spouting	  sexist	  and	  racist	  remarks	  in	  order	  to	  
mock	  sexism	  and	  racism;	  to	  congratulate	  their	  liberal,	  multicultural	  audiences	  for	  supposedly	  moving	  
beyond	  this	  sort	  of	  thing.”	  24.	  
53	  Evan	  Cooper	  describes	  culturally	  intimate	  humor	  as	  comedy	  in	  which	  “humorists	  target	  the	  
denizens	  and	  foibles	  of	  their	  own	  culture.”	  224.	  
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explaining the problems arising from the polysemic nature of such comedy and 

efforts to attach meaning primarily to the intention or the body of the speaker.  

ACTS OF LANGUAGE 
To say “I was only joking” is an act — of apology, of deferral, of excuse — 

that evolves out of humor’s misfires. The all-too-frequent necessity for us to 

qualify utterances as “just” or “only” jokes points toward not simply the inherent 

volatility of humor but to the fundamental nature of language itself: that mis-es 

(mistakes, misunderstandings, misinterpretations — to cite Derrida)54 are a 

structural possibility of language. Humor, or the so-called “non-serious” use of 

language,55 shines a spotlight on this instability, and in making light of “serious” 

subjects (be they people, objects, or concepts), humor has the potential to make 

people acutely uncomfortable.  

Oftentimes, though, people react to objections raised over a particular 

comedian or joke by dismissing the controversy, pointing out that, after all, humor 

is all so subjective. What this dissertation proposes is to take this assertion at its 

word and to think through the implications of humor’s subjectivity. If the effect or 

result of a joke is intimately connected to the relationships between subjects, how 

can we reach a better understanding of humor’s force? What do comedy, humor, 

                                            
54	  Derrida,	  Limited	  Inc,	  37.	  
55	  In	  particular,	  Simon	  Weaver	  uses	  this	  terminology	  in	  his	  book	  The	  Rhetoric	  of	  Racist	  Humour,	  but	  I	  
am	  also	  referring	  to	  the	  ongoing	  debate	  around	  J.L.	  Austin’s	  exclusion	  of	  non-‐serious	  language	  usage	  
in	  his	  	  ormulation	  of	  speech-‐act	  theory	  
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and laughter mean for subjectivity, particularly when joking about issues of 

identity? What can the study of comedy do for our understanding of ourselves? 

And how, above all, do laughter and humor highlight the cracks in our own 

subjectivity, in our sense of self?  

The stakes of these questions are high. As we increasingly see humor 

used to address issues of identity, we must strive to understand the implications 

and effects of laughing at/through/with (our) communities. When and how do 

performers and audiences perceive humor as the means to disrupt harmful 

cultural stereotypes? And when, conversely, does humor reinforce negative 

ideologies, preserving racism and homophobia, chauvinism and bigotry? By 

thinking through individual relationships to various topics and to the structural 

modes of presentation, we might move a step closer to understanding humor’s 

positive potentials and its destructive forces — how they veer in one direction or 

another, how it can be used as a tool of liberation or oppression, and how this 

depends fundamentally on the subjects it touches (upon). 

Read across texts of cultural and linguistic theorists of the past fifty years, 

the works of many contemporary comedians question the possibility of stable 

contexts and fixed meanings, as well as the very notion of group or self-identity. 

The humor we see emerging from the chasm that the civil rights and political 

correctness movements sought to bridge operates within and relies upon 



 
 

27 

instabilities: challenging the notions of what a humorist can get away with and 

what an audience will (or should) accept. Within the system of identity politics, 

these humorists act as double agents: often gaining authority from the notion of a 

group identity while simultaneously breaking that notion apart. They highlight the 

totalizing effects of identity politics: the claim that one voice may speak for the 

many (with or without their consent) on the basis of a shared identity. And they 

do it with a smile. 

IDENTITY (AND) POLITICS 
The various theoretical understandings of what “identity politics” 

is/are/means reflect disparate attitudes toward the relationships between culture, 

experience, identity, and power. The term is used across myriad disciplines as a 

marker of concepts ranging from debates about “multiculturalism” to the civil 

rights movement, from current LGBTQ movements to the violent ethnic and 

postcolonial conflicts in Africa and Asia. In her overview of the research on 

identity politics, Mary Bernstein notes that it first appeared in scholarly literature 

in 1979 when Renee R. Anspach used it in reference to activism by people with 

disabilities to shift both intra-group self-perception and external social 

perceptions. The phrase remained relatively unused in the 1980s but gained 

traction in the 1990s, often used in reference to nationalism and ethnic conflict in 

global contexts. By 1997, however, “identity politics” had taken on a pejorative 
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connotation, “increasingly used as a derogatory synonym for feminism, anti-

racism, and anti-heterosexism.”56 Nevertheless, the range of scholarship drawing 

on the concept reflects definitions that treat identity politics as a distinct political 

practice, as social movements, and as political (rather than cultural) activism. 

Neo-Marxist critics of identity politics, according to Bernstein, are more 

concerned with the macro-level issues affecting power and oppression. For these 

scholars, class inequality is the “only real source of exploitation and 

oppression,”57 and they object to the ways that identity politics seem more 

concerned with recognition and respect for cultural identity than engaging with 

class struggle. From this perspective, critics argue that advocating for rights 

based on marginalized cultural identities (such as the women’s movement) leads 

to a language of victimhood and increased social regulation by the dominant 

groups controlling the state apparatus. Further, Bernstein notes that such critics 

object “that the essentialism of identity politics precludes the articulation of a 

universal vision for social change… instead making particularistic claims for 

group-based benefits… [B]ecause identity groups tend to splinter into ever more 

narrow categories, they cannot agree on or sustain anything but opposition to a 

common enemy. For example, by targeting white heterosexual men, identity 

politics leaves them no space to participate politically, which results in an 

                                            
56	  N.	  Fraser,	  quoted	  in	  Bernstein,	  48.	  
57	  Bernstein,	  49.	  
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unproductive defensiveness.”58 Consequently, the politics of identity politics in 

this view leave little possibility for the kind of coalition formation that would be 

necessary to affect substantive social change. 

In contrast, defenders of what Bernstein calls the “New Social Movement” 

approach to identity politics use it to explain social mobilization, namely the civil 

rights movements of the 1960s and ‘70s. Again, though, from this position, 

“identity politics” are viewed as distinct political practices, advocating direct 

democracy, employing disruptive tactics, and challenging dominant normative 

and cultural codes. Alternative perspectives on identity politics focus on the 

psychological and symbolic structures of power and oppression. 

Postmodernist and poststructuralist analyses of identity (politics) view the 

existence of status categories (and identity is invariably tied to status) as a form 

of regulation. As such, Bernstein explains, “any activism in the name of those 

categories will not alleviate inequality but will reify those categories, which will 

increase the use of those categories to regulate and dominate subordinate status 

groups.”59 Critics holding this viewpoint object to the way that identity politics 

essentialize identity and buttress notions of difference that are the basis for 

inequality. Additionally, critics object that the essentialism of identity politics fails 

to account for in-group diversity and elides the intersections of identities, forcing 

                                            
58	  Ibid.,	  51.	  
59	  Ibid.,	  56.	  
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those with multiple identities (for example a black, lesbian feminist) to privilege 

some aspects of identity over others. 

In general media or popular culture outlets, “identity politics” tends to be 

used more broadly, to refer to a whole host of practices or positions — from overt 

political action to cultural advocacy in the arts. As my artifacts for analysis in this 

project are from popular culture rather than political arenas, I deploy the term 

“identity politics” to refer to the way that people (artists and performers as well as 

audiences and critics) unpack, critique, or disrupt notions of group identity (not at 

all an apolitical act) — from the linguistic level to the bodily level, both of which 

are often sites of harmful cultural stereotyping. My arguments tend to fall in line 

with poststructural objections to identity politics (that essentializing sameness 

elides difference), but at the same time I contend that social change relies on 

collective action and mutual understanding. To be a part of a group provides both 

comfort and (varying degrees of) power, though no group identity can fully define 

or encapsulate the individual. We all live in our own unique Venn diagram 

configurations of identity, and I’m particularly interested in the ways that 

performers call attention to and disrupt the intersections of identity, blurring 

boundaries and borders with their jokes — sometimes much more so than they 

intend. 
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CONTEMPORARY COMEDY — BLURRING BOUNDARIES 
As noted above, the potential for humor to threaten may also be the 

potential to subvert — to become the promise of disrupting dominant ideologies 

and (re)claiming power for marginalized subjects. Stand up comedians of the 

1950s and 60s recognized the subversive potential of humor, and men such as 

Lenny Bruce and Dick Gregory used humor to further the civil rights movement 

and pave the way for generation after generation of socially engaged comedians. 

Much has been written about these and other pioneers of stand-up comedy, yet 

in the contemporary digital landscape, the type of humor found in live 

performances has bled out into other media.  

Comics are increasingly appearing in their own sitcoms or sketch shows, 

and the boundaries between the comedian-as-person and comedian-as-

performance/persona are confoundingly blurry — further problematizing the 

relationship between performer and content. And while social satire is far from a 

new phenomenon, it is only in the last century that historically marginalized 

groups (such as non-whites, women, and homosexuals) have gained access to 

visibility, both in terms of available media platforms and an increased social 

awareness of what it is appropriate to joke about. As Simon Weaver has noted, 

the past century bore witness to a gradual decline in widespread social 
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acceptance of “biological racism;”60 neither “serious racism” nor racially charged 

humors are as readily accepted or overlooked by society as a whole. Unless, it 

seems, the humor includes an ironic wink — a nod to the audience that the joker 

is aware of his own inappropriateness.  
In the television show and films of Sacha Baron Cohen (my case study for 

chapter one), the actor variously dons the personas of a disaffected racialized 

youth, an Austrian homosexual fashionista, and an anti-Semitic Eastern 

European reporter in order to interact with ‘real’ people in Great Britain and the 

United States. Cohen uses his characters to pose inflammatory questions to his 

interlocutors, but the object of his humor is up for debate. Does Cohen’s 

performance act as social satire, aimed at exposing the social prejudices of those 

he interviews? Alternately, is his adoption of these personas a form of racist, 

homophobic, or xenophobic ridicule — turning the identities he occupies into 

objects of buffoonery? Or, is it even as simple as either one or the other?  

Cohen’s performances embed an ironic wink via the medium itself — the 

fact that we (the viewers of the filmed interaction) are aware of his personas’ 

fictive qualities whereas the participants ostensibly are not. As a result, the 

cinematic format of his hugely popular film, Borat: Cultural Learnings of America 

                                            
60	  Weaver	  distinguishes	  between	  “biological”	  or	  “embodied”	  racism	  and	  “cultural	  racism”	  (which	  he	  
sees	  as	  more	  prevalent	  today.	  He	  explains	  that	  biological	  racism	  denigrates	  populations	  based	  on	  
“biological,	  physical	  or	  phenotypical	  characteristics”	  and	  focuses	  on	  the	  corporeal	  differences	  of	  the	  
other	  (47).	  	  In	  contrast,	  cultural	  racism	  “moves	  from	  ‘gazing’	  at	  and	  categorising	  the	  distant	  ‘other’	  
towards	  categorising	  and	  the	  space	  that	  the	  ‘other’	  and	  her	  culture	  ’use	  up’”	  (51).	  
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for Make Benefit Glorious Nation of Kazakhstan, provides (some of) its 

audiences with both the pleasure of laughter and a voyeuristic pleasure: the 

knowledge that the subjects surveilled are unaware of the ‘true’ nature of the 

performance. But irony’s edge is doubly sharp, and where some read Cohen’s 

performances as too ambiguous and playful to condemn, others convict the 

characters as racist impersonations, as “postmodern minstrelsy.”61  

Such social backlash indicates that these performances blur more 

boundaries than simple social etiquette or common decency. Cohen’s personas 

illustrate a significant cultural dilemma for our digitally saturated age: though the 

boundaries between representation and reality, surface and substance, serious 

and non-serious have always been false binaries, the technologies now available 

are ushering in a heightened awareness of this instability both through shifts in 

genre and available media. Cohen’s subversive approach to interviews calls 

attention to the difficulty in drawing distinct boundaries between performance and 

the so-called real world, yet this difficulty extends beyond embodied interpersonal 

interactions. Just as we cannot ever really know if a person is ‘performing’ for us, 

is not really serious, neither can we confirm those sorts of distinctions in 

language itself.  

                                            
61	  Weaver,	  158.	  
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In essence, Cohen’s performances stage the linguistic volatility that 

Derrida points out in his critique of J.L. Austin’s and John Searle’s attitudes 

toward speech-act theory. Both Austin and Searle, in their articulations of how 

language does things, sought to distinguish between “serious” everyday 

language use and the “nonserious,” “parasitic” language uses of actors and 

poets. While the implications of Austin’s speech-act theory have been far-

reaching, this separation of serious and nonserious uses spurred heated debate 

amongst his followers. Challenging the arguments of Searle in particular, Derrida 

demonstrates in Limited Inc that “no criterion… inherent in the manifest utterance 

is capable of distinguishing an utterance when it is serious from the same 

utterance when it is not.”62  

While the media of Cohen’s performances convey some sense of ‘non-

seriousness’ to the broader audience (of the show/movie), the intrusion of a 

‘fictional’ character into the so-called real world complicates any potential for 

dismissing Cohen’s performances as non-serious, un-real, or purely ‘fictional.’63 

Although Cohen makes claims about the intent of these performances (to expose 

American xenophobia in Borat, for example), and although particular audiences 

may read them as humorous or fictitious and therefore innocuous, Cohen’s 

                                            
62	  Derrida,	  Limited	  Inc,	  68.	  
63	  Again,	  given	  the	  nature	  of	  these	  performances,	  I	  will	  push	  against	  labeling	  Borat	  as	  a	  purely	  
“fictional”	  character	  “played”	  by	  Cohen.	  My	  argument	  is	  that	  Borat	  Sagdiyev	  and	  Sacha	  Baron	  Cohen	  
are	  separate	  and	  yet	  inseparable	  identities,	  both	  inhabiting	  spaces	  in	  “real”	  life.	  
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utterances inescapably exceed his own intentions. Readings of his performances 

as racist or xenophobic cannot be dismissed, yet neither can we ignore readings 

that assert a positive and/or subversive meaning to the encounters. To laugh with 

Cohen is often to laugh at his interlocutors, whereas to laugh at Cohen may be to 

laugh at the personas he represents (indulging in what Weaver would call a 

“racist laugh”)64— such is the paradoxical and tenebrous nature of identity-based 

humor.  

BODIES THAT SPEAK 
The general atmosphere of outrage and indignation surrounding Tosh’s 

“joke” is another in a series of such incidents involving stand up comedians, 

social media, and group identity. In the summer of 2011, comedian and sitcom 

star Tracy Morgan made a joke in his stand-up routine that caused such a media 

furor he was forced to issue a public apology — or, depending on the news 

source, Morgan went on a “viscously homophobic rant, that… was a dead 

serious attack on gay men and women.”65 According to the various accounts, 

Morgan’s bit involved (among other things) an assertion that if his son came 

home and didn’t talk like a man, Morgan would take a knife and stab the boy to 

death. And, like the Tosh incident, the event was an ephemeral, live 

performance; Morgan’s actual words live on through hearsay: through the 

                                            
64	  Weaver,	  133.	  
65	  Zackarin,	  “Tracy	  Morgan’s	  Homophobic	  Remarks.”	  



 
 

36 

Facebook post of an offended audience member and the disparate 

remembrances of other spectators. So in spite of a clearly delineated context (of 

comedy routine), and despite a lack of physical evidence in the form of transcript 

or recording, Morgan’s words injured so deeply that he was forced to apologize 

more publicly than he originally performed.66  

The Tosh and Morgan incidents, like that of Seinfeld star Michael 

Richard’s inarguably racist outburst in 2006 (captured on video and broadcast via 

YouTube),67 raise questions about the relationship between humor and hate 

speech. When and where is an utterance ‘just a joke,’ and when is it something 

more insidious? These events call into question comedians’ positionality: both in 

terms of space (stand-up routine vs. so-called ‘real’ life) and social place 

(persona vs. ‘real’ identity).68 Neither the space of comedy routine/club nor the 

title of comedian safeguard a performer from reproach, yet comedians across 

                                            
66	  An	  apology	  in	  which,	  interestingly,	  Morgan	  acknowledged	  he	  is	  “an	  equal	  opportunity	  jokester…	  
[but]	  even	  in	  a	  comedy	  club	  this	  clearly	  went	  too	  far	  and	  was	  not	  funny	  in	  any	  context.”	  Ibid.	  
67	  The	  Richards’	  incident	  does	  differ	  significantly	  in	  that,	  repeatedly	  goaded	  by	  a	  heckler,	  Richards	  
abandoned	  the	  comedic	  performance/guise	  of	  humor	  to	  verbally	  attack	  his	  interlocutor.	  	  
Nevertheless,	  the	  involvement	  of	  social	  media	  and	  the	  extensive	  public	  backlash	  mark	  the	  event	  as	  
important	  to	  include	  in	  any	  discussion	  of	  stand-‐up	  comedy,	  identity	  politics/groups,	  and	  social	  
acceptability.	  
68	  One	  of	  my	  major	  objections	  to	  much	  of	  the	  scholarship	  dealing	  with	  humor	  and	  speech-‐act	  theory	  
(Weaver	  and	  Zwagerman	  in	  particular),	  is	  the	  effort	  to	  separate	  non-‐serious	  or	  fictional	  utterances	  
from	  those	  occurring	  in	  what	  critics	  unproblematically	  label	  the	  “real	  world.”	  Many	  of	  the	  
performances	  I	  analyze	  will	  illustrate	  that	  the	  boundaries	  between	  “reality”	  and	  “fiction”	  are,	  at	  the	  
very	  least,	  porous.	  Attempting	  to	  maintain	  a	  strict	  distinction	  between	  the	  two	  frustrates	  any	  
thorough	  analyses	  of	  humor’s	  effects.	  As	  such,	  my	  use	  of	  “real	  world”	  will	  be	  the	  conventional	  
meaning	  but	  should	  be	  understood	  as	  retaining	  a	  healthy	  dose	  of	  skepticism	  —	  it	  is	  not	  a	  distinction	  I	  
condone.	  Similarly,	  I	  will	  argue	  that	  we	  cannot	  maintain	  a	  fast	  distinction	  between	  a	  “real”	  person	  
and	  the	  characters	  they	  portray.	  
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races, genders and sexual preferences continue to actively engage with the 

volatile material of identity (politics).  

Importantly, there is nothing to be found in language itself to signal the 

difference between a promise and a threat, between a joke and an insult. 

Readings of humor veer in these directions by feeding on a variety of elements 

from intention to context to identification, none of which are easily or cleanly 

“captured.” The sense of a joke’s force develops out of rhetorical situations that 

are always already in flux, because language itself entails a historicity and 

process of signification that is always beyond our control. A joke’s threatening 

potential emerges between relationships that are not simple or simply located – 

the relationship between the comedian and the audience, between the audience 

and the object of their laughter, and between the comedian and the subject of the 

joke. As I explore in chapter two, conversations about Tosh’s joke (and rape 

jokes more broadly) often tend to read intention onto the body of the speaker. 

More often than not, men are condemned for joking about rape while women are 

praised for what is seen as a subversive speaking back to power. But jokes are a 

promise of non-seriousness that is doomed to fail from the get-go, and which, by 

design, ensnare their audiences in a treacherous web of performativity. 
 As Shoshana Felman argues in The Scandal of the Speaking Body, “if to 

give pleasure (poetic or humorous) is to seduce or to lead the reader—
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unbeknownst to himself—onto essentially slippery ground, the performance of 

humor, or the act accomplished by a joke, is not simply the act of provoking 

laughter, but also that of tripping.”69 Sometimes these trips are minor, and the 

viewer emerges none the worse for wear. However, with identity-based humor 

especially, the resultant tumble may leave some viewers scratching their heads, 

wondering how they ended up on the floor. The comedians in question lead their 

audiences into what Felman argues is the scandal of language itself: “the fact 

that the act [of the speaking body] cannot know what it is doing, that the act (of 

language) subverts both consciousness and knowledge (of language).”70 

Felman explores the relationship between language and the body, 

demonstrating that our utterances, because they are tied to our uncontrollable 

and unconscious bodies, are always doing more than they mean and meaning 

more than they do. This is why Cohen’s performances of the ethnically 

ambiguous character Ali G remain open to racist interpretations: because Cohen 

is not himself black, his adoption of a hip-hop styled persona and his frequent 

repetitions of the question “Is it cos I is black?” may be read as an updated form 

of blackface. This is also one reason why the threatening or violent potential of 

jokes about rape tend to be read across gendered lines — for many critics, men 

joking about raping women reflect a degree of violence that critics find powerfully 

                                            
69	  Felman,	  Scandal	  of	  the	  Speaking	  Body,	  85.	  
70	  Ibid.,	  68.	  
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threatening. Bodies “mean” in ways that are beyond our control within the 

systems of social and political order that are also far beyond individual control.  

NAMING AND RE-FRAMING 
Following the politically correct movement of the 1990s especially, 

comedic performers are pushing against the social boundaries created: playing 

with their authority to make jokes about themselves (and/or against hegemonic 

groups). While the 90s witnessed a new wave of social prohibitions against 

discriminatory language and hurtful words, these same injunctions granted a sort 

of cultural currency to the in-group of those previously subject to such terms. 

Once it was broadly understood that “you can’t say that,” certain performers 

began to play with the power of asserting, “but I can.” The most immediate sign 

of this ‘authority to joke about’ is the ethos a performer accesses through visible 

demarcations of identity — the relationship between performers’ utterances and 

their bodies. Creating a visual and linguistic sense of irony through the bodies of 

performers, they undermine the markers of group identity, asking audiences to 

question how they know who belongs and who doesn’t. I explore these issues in 

chapter three, reading various performances and experiences of African 

American comedians across the work of Judith Butler. 

Taking up Felman’s arguments, Butler points out how utterances that may 

seem grammatically innocuous become threatening through the body that 
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speaks. She argues that threatening speech acts are at once bodily acts – 

“redoubled in the moment of speech” through the utterance itself (what is said) 

and the “kind of saying that the bodily ‘instrument’ of the utterance performs.”71 

Consequently (regardless of his intentions), comedian Louis CK’s position as a 

heterosexual, middle-aged, Caucasian male render his frequent uses of the 

words “nigger” and “faggot” inescapably tied to the chain of signification that has 

made those words so violently charged.72 And yet, Butler notes that a particular 

speaker might just as easily render an utterance “harmless through the bodily 

demeanor of the act.”73  

As such, Butler’s opening question from Excitable Speech becomes 

integral to my analysis of identity-based humor: where does language’s power to 

injure, to offend, reside? When does a joke move from a promise of non-

seriousness to a threat of something more sinister? Butler notes that the ability 

for language to injure indicates a fundamentally human vulnerability to language 

that stems from our being constituted by language. Our social existence is the 

result of interpellation, from our having been called a name in language by 

others. As byproducts of prior discourse, therefore, subjects (both audience and 

rhetor) are not fundamentally in control of meaning. Butler points out that this 

                                            
71	  Butler,	  Excitable	  Speech,	  11.	  
72	  Similarly,	  CK’s	  jokes	  about	  white	  privilege	  cannot	  escape	  the	  implications	  of	  his	  own	  white	  skin.	  He	  
is	  a	  highly	  popular	  figure	  of	  interest,	  and	  I	  will	  likely	  discuss	  his	  work	  in	  more	  detail	  in	  the	  
dissertation	  itself.	  
73	  Butler,	  Excitable	  Speech,	  11.	  
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linguistic vulnerability can also be the site of agency, a paradoxically enabling 

vulnerability. To be addressed means not only that one is recognized for what 

one already is, but also, one is constituted “by being recognizable.”74 Humorists 

of the past several decades have taken advantage of this recognizability (as 

black, as homosexual, as woman) to destabilize notions of subjectivity, group 

identity, and racial or gendered identification.  

 The humor, or the joke in/of these performances, often relies on visible 

discord between the body and the utterance — such as African American 

comedian Dave Chappelle’s performance of a blind white supremacist. In the 

widely-discussed sketch from the first season of Chappelle’s Show, an 

investigative reporter sets out to interview Clayton Bigsby, a popular though 

reclusive author for the white supremacy movement who claims that his 

“message is simple: niggers, jews, homosexuals, Mexicans, A-rabs, and all kinds 

of different chinks — stink! And I hate ’em.”75 The comedic twist emerges when 

the white male reporter discovers the shocking truth: no one has ever told Bigsby 

that he is, in fact, a black man.  

In Chappelle’s sketch, the dissonance between the words uttered and the 

body that speaks defamiliarizes what the audiences hears or sees, making the 

vitriolic hate-mongering of Chappelle’s character seem more ridiculous than 

                                            
74	  Ibid.,	  5.	  
75	  “Frontline	  -‐	  Clayton	  Bigsby.”	  
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violent — to most audiences. Yet in foregrounding the performers’ bodies as both 

subjects and objects of humor, performances such as Chappelle’s push 

audiences to reflect on their own responses: what does laughter signify if the 

spectator is not a member of the group in question? 

Who is laughing at/with whom is a major concern for many comedians 

who draw on the “authority” of their identity to make culturally intimate jokes. 

Such performances activate a complicated series of identifications, making jokes 

that catch audiences in the middle — laughing both at and with the joker or the 

joke. While humor may be a powerful tool for the subversion of pervasive 

ideologies or the resignification of harmful terms, the question at stake in these 

types of performances is whether laughter succeeds in the destabilization the 

jokers desire. Or, does that depend on both who is joking and who is laughing?  

This project takes up these questions to extend current conversations 

about these types of humor: addressing the relationship between the ethos of the 

performer and notions of group identity broadly speaking, an area largely under-

examined in discussions of humor and identity politics. A number of studies 

explore the categorical humors of women, African Americans, or Jewish humor, 

for example, but there is not (as yet) a study that interrogates the role of humor in 

more broad terms of ‘group’ dynamics — the structural similarities that connect 

this particular type of humor. In addition to an exploration of how these humors 
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challenge various notions of group identities, I assert a need to assess the role of 

media in the construction of the rhetorical situation for these humors — attending 

to the instability of any context and the particular problems of citationality in 

mass-mediated materials.  

Voicing thoughts which seem taboo or inappropriate in our politically-

corrected era, artists such as Cohen and Chappelle play with our sense of 

belonging, our sense of propriety, and our relationship to the form of 

presentation. Constantly shifting the lines between jokes and comic, between 

laughing at and laughing with, these post-identity jokes are unsettling. They force 

a confrontation with our identifications, asking that we reflect upon our own 

response. If I laugh at an utterance or gesture or body that is visibly and culturally 

different from myself, if the humor is based on a reductive cultural assertion 

regarding a particular group, am I inherently laughing at that group?76 If I am of 

the group, if I identify with the jokester and we laugh together, does that validate 

his assertions? At heart, this project will explore the implications of laughter — 

can I ever be laughing with a group of which I am not a part, or am I always 

necessarily laughing at the Other? What happens to my sense of self in these 

laughing moments of rupture? 

                                            
76	  The	  notion	  of	  a	  “group”	  or	  community	  is	  another	  problematic	  category	  that	  this	  project	  will	  
explore.	  Amongst	  the	  questions	  that	  these	  humors	  raise	  and	  this	  dissertation	  will	  analyze	  are	  how	  we	  
assess	  what	  constitutes	  a	  group	  and	  how	  membership	  in	  or	  exclusion	  from	  groups	  is	  socially	  
understood.	  
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Chapter One: Sacha Baron Cohen, Borat, and the Serious 
Problem of Intention 

In January of 2005 a television reporter from Kazakhstan traveled across 

the United States, from New York to California, on a mission to document 

American culture for Kazakh viewers. Borat Sagdiyev and his producer Azamat 

Bagatov filmed interviews with a wide array of people (from retailers to 

politicians), asking them about American customs, products, and beliefs. In his 

broken and heavily accented English, Sagdiyev asked gun salesmen, “What is 

the best gun to defend from a Jew?” He promptly received a recommendation for 

either a nine millimeter or a forty-five. Sagdiyev asked car salesmen to suggest 

vehicles that would “attract a woman with shave down below” (according to Jim 

Sell, a GM Salesman, a Corvette would do the trick). He also introduced 

traditional Kazakh customs to some of his interviewees, such as sharing cheese 

with Bob Barr (Former Georgia Congressman), which Sagdiyev explained (after 

the Congressman had tasted the cheese), “My wife, she make this cheese. She 

make it from milk from her teat.” At the time of the filming, Sagdiyev’s 
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interviewees were unaware that Sagdiyev was also (already, as well) British 

comedian and television star, Sacha Baron Cohen.77 

The film that subsequently emerged out of the interviews, Borat: Cultural 

Learnings of America for Make Benefit Glorious Nation of Kazakhstan (hereafter 

BCL), was never released to an audience in Borat’s home country — as 

American participants had been led to believe it would be — because Borat’s 

Kazakhstan cannot be found on any map. The film also wasn’t treated as a 

documentary in the traditional sense of the word. Instead, the film was touted as 

a comedy, and after a limited release in the United States in November of 2006, it 

took off world-wide to great acclaim and commercial success78 — much to the 

dismay and embarrassment of those Borat had interviewed. With the backing of 

20th Century Fox, the film became a media sensation, garnering an award 

nomination from the Golden Globes for Best Comedy, and named the Best 

Comedy Movie of 2006 by The Broadcast Film Critics Association. In addition, 

Cohen won a Golden Globe for Best Actor: Musical or Comedy that year, and 

received similar awards from numerous Film Critics Associations. Nevertheless, 

Cohen rarely stepped out of character in his public appearances — extending the 

                                            
77	  I	  do	  not	  say	  that	  Borat	  Sagdiyev	  was	  ‘played’	  by	  Cohen,	  for	  reasons	  that	  will	  become	  clearer	  later.	  
My	  argument	  is	  that	  Sagdiyev	  and	  Cohen	  are	  separate	  and	  yet	  inseparable	  identities,	  both	  existing	  in	  
so-‐called	  ‘real’	  life.	  
78	  Grossing	  $26	  million	  in	  the	  first	  weekend	  of	  its	  release	  (Nov.	  5th)	  on	  837	  screens	  (an	  $8	  million	  
dollar	  profit	  –	  as	  the	  movie	  only	  cost	  $18	  million	  to	  film),	  the	  distribution	  almost	  tripled	  by	  Nov.	  12th	  
(2,566	  screens).	  “Borat:	  Cultural	  Learnings	  of	  America	  for	  Make	  Benefit	  Glorious	  Nation	  of	  
Kazakhstan,”	  The	  Internet	  Movie	  Database.	  
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joke well beyond the bounds of the film. It was Borat who appeared in interviews 

with news agencies such as CNN and Fox News, who made an appearance on 

The Tonight Show with David Letterman, and it was Borat (not Cohen) who was 

awarded GQ Magazine’s Man of the Year Editor’s Special Award for 2006. 

In spite of such acclaim, the film also garnered accusations of racism, 

misogyny, and sheer vulgarity. Described by many as anti-Semitic, homophobic, 

and chauvinist, Borat espouses ideas and elicits interview responses that are 

nothing if not inflammatory and controversial. Many participants in the film later 

sought legal recourse, claiming they had been lied to and that the producers 

were guilty of fraud. Many groups found the film offensive, and the Kazakhstan 

government complained of gross misrepresentation. BCL was banned completely 

in every Arab country, save Lebanon, and it failed to achieve certification for 

distribution in Russia (the first film since the 1980s to elicit such restrictions).79  

The question quickly became whether Borat and the film were offensive, 

and that question was almost immediately reframed in terms of whether Cohen’s 

behaviors were either offensive or funny. Most accusations or defenses then 

seemed to hinge on the question of Cohen’s intentions and the (in)authenticity of 

Cohen’s representations. This chapter does not strive to answer any of those 

questions. Rather, I use Borat, BCL, and Cohen as a means to introduce the 

                                            
79	  Myers,	  “Moscow	  gives	  ‘Borat’	  a	  thumb’s	  down.”	  
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ways people tend to argue about humor and offensiveness. This chapter will 

suggest it is a mistake to hope to solve the question of offensiveness or injury by 

privileging the intention or ‘authenticity’80 of parties involved.  

WHAT A ‘FAKE’ REPORTER DID WITH/TO ‘REAL’ PEOPLE 
Although the film was his most widespread media pageant, Borat first 

appeared on British television as part of Baron Cohen’s Da Ali G Show between 

2000 and 2004, stirring controversy and legal battles well in advance BCL’s 

filming and release. Borat’s invitation to host the 2005 Mtv Europe Music Awards 

led to a denouncement by the Kazakh government, who claimed that Cohen’s 

representation of Kazakh culture was an “utterly unacceptable… concoction of 

bad taste and ill manners” that was “serving someone’s political order designed 

to present Kazakhstan and its people in a derogatory way.”81 The government of 

Kazakhstan threatened legal action if Cohen failed to cease his 

misrepresentations, but even when confronted by a national government, Cohen 

maintained his persona. Borat subsequently replied to the Kazakh accusation via 

his official website, condoning his government’s actions and claiming no 

affiliation “with Mr. Cohen and fully support[ing] [his] government’s decision to 

                                            
80	  A	  brief	  note	  on	  punctuation	  in	  this	  chapter:	  I	  will	  retain	  traditional	  “double	  quotation	  marks”	  for	  all	  
direct	  quotes	  and	  include	  appropriate	  citation	  information.	  For	  terms	  that	  I	  use	  out	  of	  necessity	  but	  
of	  which	  I	  am	  skeptical,	  I	  am	  employing	  ‘single	  quotes’	  so	  as	  not	  to	  be	  misinterpreted	  as	  advocating	  
an	  uncontested	  meaning	  for	  terms	  such	  as	  ‘serious,’	  ‘authentic,’	  or	  the	  like.	  
81	  Saunders,	  “In	  Defense	  of	  Kazakshilik,”	  235.	  
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sue this Jew.”82 The response resulted in the removal of Borat’s website from 

Kazakhstan’s servers, sparking accusations of government censorship and 

fueling the flames of controversy. For many, Borat’s antics are serious business, 

not in the least just a joke. The supposedly non-serious utterances of Sacha 

Baron Cohen, of an actor performing the ‘role’ of Borat, nevertheless have 

serious effects in the conventionally ‘real’ world. 

In spite of Cohen’s purported intentions, to make fun of Americans who 

could possibly believe in his fictional nation, his joke had serious consequences 

for Kazakhstan and for the so-called ‘real’ world people he encountered. Dharma 

Arthur, a television producer who gave Borat live air time on a Jackson, 

Mississippi morning news segment, lost her job at the station and reported that 

the incident thrust her life into a downward spiral.83 Two of the fraternity brothers 

depicted in the film, drunkenly agreeing with Borat’s assertions about racism and 

encouraging the return of slavery, filed lawsuits against BCL’s production 

companies seeking damages for, “humiliation, mental anguish, and emotional 

and physical distress, loss of reputation, goodwill and standing in the 

community.”84 In addition, the impoverished Romanian villagers appearing in the 

film’s opening sequence (as citizens of Borat’s home town) were distraught to 

discover the use to which the footage was put, having been told that the film 
                                            
82	  Ibid.,	  236.	  
83	  Associated	  Press,	  “Humiliation,	  Job	  Loss.”	  
84	  Marchese	  and	  Paskin,	  “What’s	  real	  in	  ‘Borat’?”	  
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would be a documentary of their hardship. Speaking little or no English, they had 

no idea that Borat was giving them titles such as the village “mechanic and 

abortionist,” or the “town rapist.” During the filming and production of BCL in the 

United States, the police were summoned ninety-two times,85 Borat nearly started 

a riot at a rodeo in Virginia, members of his crew spent the night in jail, and 

dozens (if not hundreds)86 of lawsuits were subsequently filed against Cohen and 

20th Century Fox.  

With the help of his production team, Borat presented himself to 

interviewees as a Kazakh journalist making a documentary about America to be 

shown in his home country, and he did things in that context — asked 

inflammatory and provocative questions, insulted people, claimed to be practicing 

traditional Kazakh customs, and exploited social taboos. In viewing BCL after the 

fact, audiences are privy to the purported non-seriousness of Cohen’s 

performances — they read his inscriptions through the contextual lens of comedy 

or mockumentary, or, as Wikipedia calls it, a “British-American mockumentary 

comedy film.” In this context, they can laugh with Cohen at “the idiot who doesn’t 

know where Kazakhstan is.”87  

                                            
85	  “Trivia.”	  Borat,	  Imdb.com	  
86	  Cohen	  claimed	  in	  a	  rare,	  out	  of	  character	  interview	  in	  2007	  that	  he’d	  been	  sued	  by	  “about	  3,000	  
people.”	  John	  Hiscock,	  “Sacha	  Baron	  Cohen:	  Killing	  off	  Borat.”	  
87	  Joel	  Stein,	  “Borat	  Make	  Joke.”	  
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Regarding the people in the immediate context of filming, on the other 

hand, a generous reading assumes an earnest desire on their parts to be 

hospitable, to be sincere, to explain America to an outsider. For them, this was a 

documentary about American customs, a genre conventionally treated as 

‘serious’ inquiry. As they earnestly performed their versions of American 

citizenship and custom for Kazakh viewers, they were operating within the 

particular contextual frame they were given, provided with sufficient reasons to 

take Borat at his word — until he crossed a line. The moment of Borat’s finally 

crossing that line is most noticeable in the film during a scene where Borat 

interviews three members of the Veteran Feminists of America. In an interview 

with BBC News just prior to the film’s release, Linda Stein explained, “I knew 

something was going on but I didn’t know what it was.”88 Stein first tried to end 

the interview when Borat claimed women’s brains were comparable in size to 

those of squirrels. The production crew persuaded her to return, but as we are 

shown in the film, the women ultimately put a stop to the interview when Borat 

pushes them too far. Similarly, humor coach Pat Haggarty claims that halfway 

through his session with Borat, he decided, “This guy can’t be real.”89 

Nevertheless, Haggarty concluded that as he was being paid for his time, he 

would play the straight man to Borat’s antics. 

                                            
88	  Youngs,	  “How	  Borat	  Hoaxed	  America.”	  
89	  Marchese	  and	  Paskin,	  “What’s	  real	  in	  ‘Borat’?”	  
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However, we are privy to these misgivings from some of the participants 

only in hindsight, and the documentary context is lost in the media hype and 

exposure of the ensuing years. In the months surrounding BCL’s release, articles 

sprang up with titles such as, “How Borat hoaxed America” (BBC News), “What’s 

real in ‘Borat’?” (Salon), and “The Man Behind the Mustache” (Rolling Stone). 

The interviewees’ responses are forever departing further and further from a 

documentary context, as their inscriptions move from the present of the filming, to 

the cinematic screenings at film festivals, to the commercial theatrical release, to 

the DVD, to the global cultural climate nearly a decade later. Their objections, 

and those of the government of Kazakhstan, stem from a sense of injustice that 

an ‘actor’ fooled or tricked or lied to ‘real’ people, that the British Cohen 

(mis)represented himself as a Kazakh journalist, that his ‘documentary’ turned 

out to be mocking them. 

Bourgeois and/or Racist ‘Inauthenticity’ 
Borat’s behaviors made many people angry, hurt, and offended, even if for 

Cohen and the film’s audience, this was all an elaborate sort of practical joke in 

the guise of cultural commentary. Cohen later stated, in an extremely rare out of 

character interview, that he “always had faith in the audience that they would 

realize that this was a fictitious country and the mere purpose of it was to allow 
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people to bring out their own prejudices.”90 Note that Cohen concerns himself 

with the audience’s realizations, rather than those of the people he interviews. In 

fact, the primary ‘joke’ of the film is contingent on the failure of Borat’s 

interviewees to “realize this was a fictitious country,” that they appear to believe 

in his version of Kazakhstan. His audiences are thus invited to laugh at the 

prejudices and ignorance displayed in the responses he gets as he eggs people 

on to endorse his anti-Semitism, chauvinism, and xenophobia.  

Several critics of BCL, however, objected to the film on the grounds that 

Cohen’s tactics and choice of “victims” constitutes bourgeois snobbery. Although 

he acknowledges that the film does offer a somewhat limited critique of western 

multiculturalism, Steven S. Lee argues that the film falls into the category of 

“post-identity humor—comedians… spouting sexist and racist remarks in order to 

mock sexism and racism; to congratulate their liberal, multicultural audiences for 

supposedly moving beyond this sort of thing.”91 Similarly, New York Times 

columnist David Brooks backhandedly asserts “the genius of Sacha Baron 

Cohen’s performance is his sycophantic reverence for his audience, his refusal to 

challenge the sacred cows of the educated bourgeoisie… Cohen understands 

that when you are telling socially insecure audiences they are superior to their 

                                            
90	  Strauss,	  “The	  Man	  Behind	  the	  Mustache.”	  
91	  Steven	  S.	  Lee,	  “Borat,	  Multiculturalism,	  Mnogonatsional’nost’,”	  24.	  
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fellow citizens there is no need to be subtle.”92 Here, critics see Cohen’s 

performances as deceptive “bullying;” his claims to cultural criticism are 

undermined by his choice of “less sophisticated stooges”93 who can’t win a game 

they don’t know they are playing. 

Additionally, many critics of his methods argue that Cohen’s characters 

perpetuate negative and hostile stereotypes. In particular, Cohen’s Ali G persona 

sparked harsh criticism: condemned by several critics as a form of postmodern 

minstrelsy. In an article exploring people’s reactions to Ali G, Richard Howells 

describes the character portrayed as “an ignorant, sexist, semi-literate, 

homophobic peacock who condones drug use and car crime and is obsessed by 

both designer labels and the size of his penis.”94 There is a fair bit of debate 

about the ‘true’ nature of Cohen’s satire with Ali G, whether his portrayal is meant 

to actually represent a black hip-hop youth or, rather, if Cohen is mimicking a 

white character who is striving to appropriate black culture (and thereby mocking 

those who attempt such cultural appropriation). Regardless of this ambiguity, 

Howells notes a surprising public willingness to accept a white comedian 

portraying a black hip hop youth. However, Ali Nobil Ahmad reads the Ali G 

character as an offensive mockery of black culture, arguing that “Ali G is acting 

                                            
92	  David	  Brooks,	  “The	  Heyday	  of	  Snobbery.”	  
93	  Ibid.	  
94	  Richard	  Howells,	  “‘Is	  It	  Because	  I	  Is	  Black?’”	  
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as a servant and performer of whiteness. His mockery of blackness belongs to 

the violent history of white appropriation.”95  

Similarly, in the case of Borat, Ghada Chehade contends that rather than 

mocking the ‘real’ people he encounters, Borat ultimately turns himself into a 

caricature to be laughed at. For Chehade, this is particularly problematic because 

she feels that Borat is visibly coded as Muslim, and consequently, “Cohen is 

more or less a ‘Jewish Minstrel’ portraying Muslims in a savage and offensive 

manner… and this can easily be read as anti-Muslim racism.”96 Chehade insists 

that “Borat is a mixture of every racist stereotype about Muslims,” and though she 

cannot “prove” it, she “will go so far as to suggest that this was [Cohen’s] 

intention”97 (emphasis original). Chehade’s ire is piqued by her sense that 

Cohen, a Cambridge educated and intelligent Jewish man, “should know better” 

than to fuel tensions between Jews and Muslims by depicting an anti-Semitic 

Muslim character. She concludes that the film “is not really attacking Jews” with 

its Anti-Semitism, but rather BCL “reaffirms the reality of unabated Islamophobia 

that… is the only acceptable racism left”98 (emphasis original). 

 In these cases, because Cohen himself is perceived as white and Jewish, 

his portrayals of a hip-hop youth and a Muslim are read as offensive. Thus, his 

                                            
95	  Ahmad,	  “Ali	  G,”	  81.	  
96	  Chehade,	  “Problem	  with	  Borat,”	  65.	  
97	  Ibid.,	  66.	  
98	  Ibid.,	  70-‐71.	  
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representations of the characters, even with the goal of uncovering bigotry, are 

read as harmful regardless of Cohen’s intentions. Because Cohen is not 

‘authentically’ Kazakh, Muslim, or black, Cohen’s personas are read by these 

critics as caricatures, mocking, in a racist manner, the identities on which they 

are (loosely) modeled. 

The ‘Real’ Target of the Joke 
Most of those defending Cohen and the film, on the other hand, offer 

arguments that hinge on assumptions about Cohen’s intentions and the ‘real’ 

target of the joke. Newsweek reviewer David Ansen argues that the film “has the 

power to offend anyone of any age” but that “it soon becomes clear that the 

ultimate joke is not on Borat, but on us [Americans].”99 As with many popular 

critiques, in Ansen’s article the question becomes whether Borat is offensive or 

funny, defending it on the grounds of what Ansen sees as savvy hilarity and 

skillful satire. Writing for The London Evening Standard, Derek Malcolm also 

lauds the film and Cohen, explaining that “even his constant references to Jews 

(of whom he is one), gypsies, blacks[,] and women are sufferable since they are 

said with a naïve smile that betokens Borat’s own idiocy rather than real 

malice.”100 The defense here explicitly relies on the sense that Borat (or Cohen) 

                                            
99	  Ansen,	  “Too	  Funny—Or	  Too	  Far?”	  
100	  Malcolm,	  “Our	  Man	  in	  Kazakhstan.”	  
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doesn’t really mean what he says, that his statements aren’t harmful because 

they aren’t meant to be taken seriously.  

Similarly, in his article for Entertainment Weekly, Josh Rottenberg praises 

the film and Cohen’s “genius” in using Borat as “a cross-cultural Trojan horse, 

sneaking past his subjects’ defenses and giving them license to bare hidden 

prejudices.”101 In the film’s defense, Rottenberg also devotes a fair bit of space to 

discussion of Cohen’s own Jewish heritage. This is a common refrain in news 

articles and reviews of the film: that Cohen himself is Jewish, well-educated, and 

that he intended the film as a critique of American prejudice. The generally 

implicit (though sometimes explicit) line of reasoning is that because Cohen is 

Jewish, Borat’s anti-Semitism can’t be ‘real’ and therefore is not harmful. 

Film critics and viewers reading the film in keeping with Cohen’s reported 

intentions also tend to disregard the objections raised by those affected, 

dismissing them as naïve and lacking a sense of humor. Leslie Felperin of 

Variety argues that only the “real-life butt of the pic’s pranks [the people Cohen 

interviews], authentic Kazakhs, and the terminally humorless won’t, and already 

haven’t, seen the funny side.”102 Although Felperin acknowledges some cause for 

complaint amongst the “real life” people Borat interviews as well as “authentic 

Kazakhs,” she cavalierly writes off their objections. Her review thus reinforces the 

                                            
101	  Rottenberg,	  “Village	  Idiot	  Genius.”	  
102	  Felperin,	  “Raunchy,	  Rude,	  Rough.”	  
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notion that the film is either offensive or funny, and that those who don’t find it 

funny are “terminally humorless” rather than legitimately offended or injured.  

Similarly, Joel Stein emphatically argues that the film is not mocking 

Kazakhstan, but rather the American “idiot who believes so much in cultural 

relativism that [he’ll] nod politely when a guy tells [him] that in his country they 

keep developmentally disabled people in cages.”103 Comparative literature 

scholar, Alexei Lalo, would seemingly agree. Lalo is equally dismissive of 

allegations that the joke is on Kazakhstan, claiming that the film “is really much 

more offensive to the United States itself” and that “U.S. movie-goers missed the 

thrust of this film… [since] it is largely US-American civilization that is the true 

object of the joke”104 (emphasis mine). These authors dismiss Kazakhstan’s 

claims to offense because the “true object of the joke” is American hegemony 

and prejudice, or, less kindly, plain idiocy.  

Again, in the oft-quoted interview shortly after the film’s release, Cohen 

claimed to be “surprised” by Kazakhstan’s reaction since, as he sees it, “the joke 

is not on Kazakhstan… the joke is on people who can believe that the 

Kazakhstan that I describe can exist — who believe that there’s a country where 

homosexuals wear blue hats and the women live in cages and they drink 

fermented horse urine and the age of consent has been raised to nine years 

                                            
103	  Stein,	  “Borat	  Make	  Joke.”	  
104	  Lalo,	  “Borat	  as	  Tragicomedy.”	  
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old.”105 Nevertheless, Borat’s utterances necessarily exceeded Cohen’s 

intentions, as this is a fundamental aspect of language itself. As a byproduct of 

the very structure of language, we are always saying more than we mean and 

meaning more than we say. In order to better understand the particular case of 

Cohen/Borat’s use of language, we must look to the way that language uses us 

— the way that speech acts. 

SPEECH ACT THEORY AND SERIOUS INTENTIONS 
In the 1950s, J.L. Austin interested himself in the ways in which words do 

things – rather than simply describing reality, words are active agents, effecting 

changes in the world around us. In the significant series of lectures collected and 

titled How To Do Things With Words, Austin runs through a series of examples of 

“performative” utterances, those utterances in which the saying of something is 

the doing of it, a doing which transforms or institutes what we call reality. If, for 

example, I promise you that I will meet you tomorrow at noon, a promise—which 

did not exist prior to the saying of it—has been made, even if I don’t show up 

tomorrow.  

In accordance with Austin’s requirements, however, in order “to be taken 

‘seriously,’” my promise or any other successful performative utterance “must be 

                                            
105	  Akbar,	  “Baron	  Cohen	  Comes	  Out	  of	  Character.”	  
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spoken ‘seriously.’ … I must not be joking, for example, nor writing a poem.”106 

Austin deliberately excludes from consideration utterances said by actors or 

poets. He sees these kinds of utterances as “in a peculiar way hollow or void… 

Language in such circumstances is in special ways—intelligibly—used not 

seriously, but in ways parasitic upon its normal use.”107 As such, he pointedly 

sets these cases aside and focuses exclusively on those instances of 

performance utterances “issued in ordinary circumstances.”108 The success of a 

performative for Austin hinges on a consideration of the “total speech situation,” 

and he delimits this to ‘normal,’ ‘everyday’ uses of language. However, as we 

have seen, this exclusion does not leave room for the likes of Borat — who 

interacts with people in conventionally ‘ordinary circumstances’ (such as retail 

environments, driving lessons, and dinner parties), people who nevertheless take 

Borat seriously, even if, perhaps, Cohen does not.  

Additionally, for Austin and for John R. Searle, speech acts occur within 

“total” contexts, the meaning and effects of performative utterances are 

determined and determinable by the situations immediately surrounding them. 

Searle argues in Speech Acts that “It is possible to perform [an] act without 

invoking an explicit illocutionary force-indicating device where the context and the 

                                            
106	  Austin,	  How	  To	  Do	  Things	  With	  Words,	  9.	  
107	  Ibid.,	  22.	  
108	  Ibid.	  
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utterance make it clear that the essential condition is satisfied.”109 In the 

immediate context for this quotation, Searle refers to the way in which utterances 

such as “I’d be happy to help,” or in his exact example, “I’ll do it for you,” are 

taken to be promises “in any context where it is obvious that in saying it I am 

accepting (or undertaking, etc.) an obligation.”110 Yet as anyone making the 

mistake of hurling the reprimand, “but you promised,” in a heated argument with 

a loved one can tell you, such readings are not always “obvious” or safe to 

assume. And as this dissertation will demonstrate, neither context nor intention 

guarantee that an utterance will be read as humorous, innocuous, or non-

threatening. 

Importantly, for Searle, communication is necessarily motivated by a 

conscious intention, and he sees all linguistic communication as the performance 

of speech acts. He argues that noises and marks on a page, even those that 

sound or look exactly like particular words, are not, in fact, instances of 

communication. In order for communication to occur, according to Searle, “I must 

assume... that the noise or mark was produced by a being or beings more or less 

like myself and produced with certain kinds of intentions.”111 Only sovereign 

subjects, who say what they mean and mean what they say, are capable of 

producing successful speech acts according to Searle’s argument. As later critics 
                                            
109	  Searle,	  Speech	  Acts,	  68.	  
110	  Ibid.	  
111	  Ibid.,	  16-‐17.	  
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have noted and as will be an important argument for this dissertation, Searle’s 

approach presupposes consciousness and does not leave room for the 

possibility of unconscious desire or intention on the part of the speaker. 

Derrida and the Problem of Intentionality 
In contrast to Austin and Searle, Derrida and his readers look to the very 

structure of language to find a fundamental proliferation of meaning, the 

instability of consciousness, and the necessary openness of context and 

intention. In “Signature, Event, Context” (and then more expansively in “Limited 

Inc a b c”) Derrida systematically demonstrates the impossibilities of excluding 

‘parasitic’ language use, of presuming a fully conscious ego, and of ever 

determining either total context or fully saturated intention. All of these issues 

play out in the drama of and around BCL and Cohen’s performances, and so 

reading the film across Derrida’s work will illustrate the founding presuppositions 

of this dissertation — that there is nothing inherent in language to distinguish 

between serious and non-serious usage, that contexts are never “total” or closed, 

and that because readings of intention are always subject to the possibility of 

mistakes, mis-readings, and misinterpretations, we must find alternative ways to 

talk about instances of humor that generate offense and/or (potentially) do harm. 

While Austin and Searle focus explicitly on spoken utterances, in 

“Signature Event Context” (hereafter SEC), Derrida begins with an analysis of 
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writing in order to build to the conclusion that both speech and writing necessarily 

operate according to the same principles. Both verbal utterances and written 

texts depend on the repeatability of the sign. In terms of the production of 

meaning, a sign is not a sign (cannot have a meaning) unless it is repeatable. 

For writing and speech to operate, my words/signs/marks must remain readable 

(repeatable) after my death and after the death of my intended readers. As 

Derrida explains, “To write is to produce a mark that will constitute a sort of 

machine which is productive in turn, and which my future disappearance will not, 

in principle, hinder its functioning, offering things and itself to be read and to be 

rewritten.”112 This “machine” is what allows for citationality — signs/marks may 

be plucked from one context and grafted onto another, though this assumes prior 

contexts that attach to the citation. I am able to say “I do” in a marriage ceremony 

and have that utterance carry a certain performative weight because it is a 

citation, drawing on eons of repetitions to lend my words their significance. 

However, the repetition of signs always entails an alteration. The “I do” of 

my wedding ceremony is not the same as the “I do” of my mother’s or my 

grandmother’s weddings, or as the “I do” offered in response to the question “do 

you have the time?” Derrida explains this alteration inherent in repetition as the 

iterability of the sign: “Iteration… is at work, constantly altering, at once and 
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without delay […] whatever it seems to reproduce.”113 The machine 

simultaneously produces new meanings in every new context and also reaches 

back to previous contexts, dragging those meanings along with it. For language 

to operate, every sign must be able to break from the putative present of its 

inscription as well as the intention that motivates the utterance and yet retain 

meaning in spite of this break. With each iteration of a sign, it draws on meanings 

formed in previous contexts and creates new meaning based on the new context 

— repetition with alteration.  

In addition to several major consequences I will address later, citationality 

and iterability have tremendous implications for the issue of intention — a 

significant point of disagreement between Searle and Derrida. In his essay 

“Reiterating the Differences: A Reply to Derrida” (a direct response to the 

arguments of SEC), Searle emphatically reiterates his position that “a meaningful 

sentence is just a standing possibility of the corresponding (intentional) speech 

act”114 (emphasis original). He insists that intentions saturate utterances, “that 

there need be no gulf at all between the illocutionary intention and its 

expression… sentences are, so to speak, fungible intentions.”115 Yet Derrida 

explains that the very structure of language entails a necessary gulf between 
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intention and the mark.116 As a byproduct of iterability, intention “will strive or tend 

in vain to actualize or fulfill itself, for it cannot, by virtue of its very structure, ever 

achieve this goal… It is divided and deported in advance, by its iterability, 

towards others, removed [écartée] in advance from itself. This re-move makes its 

movement possible.”117  

Derrida labels the divided opening of the mark “dehiscence,” a term 

borrowed from the botanical sciences and used to mark “emphatically that the 

divided opening… is also what, in a positive sense, makes production, 

reproduction, development possible.”118 There is always an excess of meaning in 

any mark, a non-present remainder that reaches toward a past that was never 

fully present and toward a future of untold potentialities. One consequence of this 

cleft is a sort of “structural unconscious” to language, which, in turn, “prohibits 

any saturation of the context”119 or the author’s intention. 

Contrary to Searle’s reading of SEC, however, Derrida does not claim that 

intentionality is absent from speech or writing, rather Derrida’s point is that it can 

never be fully present. As he explains in SEC and then cites again in “Limited Inc 

a b c,” Derrida argues that “the category of intention will not disappear; it will 

                                            
116	  Whereas	  Searle	  sees	  the	  sentence	  as	  the	  fundamental	  unit	  of	  linguistic	  communication,	  Derrida	  
prefers	  the	  concept	  of	  the	  “mark,”	  which	  encompasses	  any	  inscription	  of	  difference	  and	  therefore	  of	  
meaning.	  This	  term	  accounts	  for	  nonlinguistic	  communication	  and	  does	  not	  rely	  on	  or	  require	  
intention	  to	  convey	  meaning.	  
117	  Derrida,	  Limited	  Inc.,	  56.	  
118	  Ibid.,	  59.	  
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have its place, but from that place it will no longer be able to govern the entire 

scene and system of utterance”120 (emphasis original). Again, because marks 

must be iterable to function, they always operate through différance — differing 

and deferring through each repetition. Consequently, intention is necessarily 

divided from every mark, “preventing [intention] from being fully present to itself in 

the actuality of its aim, or of its meaning.”121 While meaning is contextually bound 

and intention does play a role in context, citationality and iterability illustrate that 

context is boundless and intention cannot “govern” either the supposed ‘originary’ 

scene of an utterance or the utterance’s later readings and re-iterations. Every 

mark can be plucked from one context and grafted onto another, retaining traces 

of meaning from that previous context and generating new meaning in the new 

context, a process that can be repeated ad infinitum. 

The (Im)Possibility of the ‘Serious’ 
In his response to SEC, Searle argues that, “If we want to know what it is 

to make a promise or make a statement we had better not start our investigation 

with promises made by actors on stage in the course of a play or statements 

made in a novel by novelists about characters in the novel, because in a fairly 

obvious way such utterances are not standard cases of promises and 
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statements.”122 However, Derrida contends that because the possibility of 

quotation is a fundamental part of language, one cannot begin an analysis of how 

language acts by excluding quotation from consideration. The result of this 

exclusion is a different sort of fiction: a purified and idealized version of language 

that is similarly “non-standard.” For, as Derrida explains, “you cannot root-out the 

‘parasite’ without rooting-out the ‘standard’ [Ie ‘propre’] at the same time… Nor 

can the ‘pretended forms’ of promise, on the stage or in a novel for instance, be 

‘pretended’ except to the extent that the so-called ‘standard cases’ are 

reproduced, mimed, simulated, parasited, etc. as being in themselves 

reproducible, already parasiticable, as already impure.”123 Both the ‘standard’ or 

‘ordinary’ uses of language that Searle wants to bracket and the conventionally 

non-standard, ‘parasitical’ or ‘non-serious’ uses of language depend on the 

structure of iterability. Signs must be repeatable and alterable in repetition; all 

language is citational in that sense. Meaning itself depends on the necessary 

possibility of iterability. 

The effort to separate ‘serious’ and ‘non-serious’ is marked in advance by 

the possibility of the latter. As such, ‘serious’ language cannot be logically prior to 

the non-serious, though Searle argues for the logical dependency of non-serious 

(“parasitic”) language use in both Speech Acts and “Reiterating the Differences.” 

                                            
122	  Searle,	  “Reiterating	  the	  Differences,”	  204.	  
123	  Derrida,	  Limited	  Inc,	  90.	  
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Derrida reminds readers again and again that a parasite is neither the same as, 

nor different or separable from that which it parasites. Rather, a parasite is a part 

of that which hosts it, and in the case of language, the attempt to exclude 

‘parasitic’ discourse seeks to deny the mechanism of language that makes the 

exclusion possible in the first place. As Derrida explains, “The ‘standard’ case of 

promises or of statements would never occur as such, with its ‘normal’ effects, 

were it not, from its very inception on, parasited, harboring and haunted by the 

possibility of being repeated in all kinds of ways, of which the theater, poetry, or 

soliloquy are only examples.”124  

As soon as the possibility of non-seriousness, literariness or ‘parasitic’ 

uses are acknowledged, they can no longer be excluded from examination. 

Rather, as Derrida explains, the very possibility of the non-serious indelibly marks 

“all the facts, all the events, even those which appear to disguise it.”125 As a 

byproduct of iterability, the idealization of the ‘pure,’ ‘serious’ use of language 

would, if anything, be a secondary derivative of the impure or non-serious (rather 

than the first standard that Searle wants to retain). Derrida insists that the 

‘impurity,’ the necessary dehiscence of the mark, “does not leave any of the 

philosophical oppositions which govern the idealizing abstraction intact (for 

instance, serious/non-serious, literal/metaphorical or sarcastic, 

                                            
124	  Ibid.	  
125	  Ibid.,	  48.	  
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ordinary/parasitical, strict/non-strict, etc.). Iterability blurs a priori the dividing-line 

that passes between these opposed terms, ‘corrupting,’ if you like, contaminating 

it parasitically, qua limit.”126 Rather than remaining distinctly opposed binaries, 

iterability means that the terms emerge on the same plane, to acknowledge one 

requires acknowledgment of the other. 

Austin and Searle’s exclusions of ‘non-serious’ or ‘parasitic’ uses of 

language, cannot account for the effects of Sacha Baron Cohen and Borat. In the 

film, the television series, interviews, and public appearances, Cohen (the actor) 

positions himself as Borat (a journalist and representative of Kazakhstan) and he 

acts in ‘real world’ contexts, even if Borat’s Kazakhstan is not one that appears 

on any map. As Eliot Borenstein points out, “the world of the Gypsy-hating Borat 

is modeled on preexisting representations of Roma,”127 which participants are 

surprisingly willing to accept. But Borat’s modeling, or parodying, or ‘parasiting,’ 

is only possible as a byproduct of iterability: that he can repeat a mark and alter it 

through his repetitions. And these alterations persist outside of his supposedly 

‘non-serious,’ ‘fictional’ utterances and on into the conventionally separate ‘real 

world.’ 

Viewing the film in hindsight, detached from the documentary context in 

which it was filmed, it may be easy for Joel Stein to find it “hard to believe” that 

                                            
126	  Ibid.,	  70.	  
127	  Borenstein,	  “Our	  Borats,	  Our	  Selves,”	  5.	  
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people could be “unaware they’re being fooled,” and he derisively condemns 

them for their misunderstanding. However, the participants’ credulity illustrates 

that, as Derrida argues, “a mis- in general (‘mistake,’ ‘misunderstanding,’ 

‘misinterpretation,’ ‘misstatement,’…)”128 is a structural possibility of language 

and a byproduct of iterability. Derrida points out that “no criterion… inherent in 

the manifest utterance is capable of distinguishing an utterance when it is serious 

from the same utterance when it is not.”129 Only intention can determine this, and 

as we have seen, although intentions are never absent from a speech act, 

iterability means that “no intention can ever be fully conscious or actually present 

to itself.”130 Iterability negates the possibility of stable, fixed meanings in 

language. 

SERIOUSLY LETTING GO OF INTENTIONALITY AND AUTHENTICITY 
Again, both Austin and Searle argued that to understand how language 

operates, one must first look to “normal,” “serious,” “ordinary” uses of language. 

Searle claims that “in a fairly obvious way” promises told by an actor are “not 

standard cases of promises and statements,” and therefore should not be held to 

the same standards as promises in ‘everyday’ usage: “We do not, for example, 

hold the actor responsible today for the promise he made on stage last night in 

                                            
128	  Derrida,	  Limited	  Inc,	  37.	  
129	  Ibid.,	  68.	  
130	  Ibid.,	  73.	  



 
 

70 

the way we normally hold people responsible for their promises.”131 Yet Borat and 

BCL illustrate the complications of efforts to begin with ‘serious’ language or to 

exclude the ‘non-serious’ from analysis. Outside of the film and in hindsight, we 

are able to make distinctions between Sacha Baron Cohen the actor and Borat 

the character (one has legal recognition from the government of the United 

Kingdom while the other has no ‘official’ record), but the conventionally fictional, 

‘non-serious’ figure nevertheless acted in the so-called ‘real’ world. He spoke as 

a representative of a country he called “Kazakhstan” and broadcast that country’s 

cultural values (in this case, of anti-Semitism, chauvinism, and xenophobia). He 

upset people. He may have ruined a few lives. Many of his “victims” did seek to 

hold the actor responsible for the statements he made ‘on stage.’ 

Granted widespread media coverage and eliciting candid responses, Borat 

is the intrusion of a ‘fictional’ character into the so-called ‘real’ world, which 

complicates any potential for dismissing Cohen’s performances as non-serious, 

un-real, or purely fictional. Borat may convey a sense of ‘non-seriousness’ to the 

broader audience (of the show/movie) through the filmic medium, yet the people 

he interviews do seem to take him seriously — if, that is, we take “seriousness” in 

this case as a display of earnestness or sincerity.132 Many of his interlocutors 

                                            
131	  Searle,	  “Reiterating	  the	  Differences,”	  204.	  
132	  I’ll	  variously	  work	  with	  and	  through	  the	  Oxford	  English	  Dictionary’s	  definitions	  of	  serious:	  “Of	  a	  
person:	  having	  a	  grave	  or	  solemn	  disposition,	  as	  a	  permanent	  attribute	  or	  tendency;	  of	  an	  earnest	  
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patiently and earnestly explain mundane and seemingly obvious aspects of daily 

life, such as how to use the toilet (after Borat brings a plastic bag of feces to the 

dinner table) or that in America “a woman has the right to choose who she has 

sex with”133 (to which Borat responds with incredulous laughter). In addition, as 

noted above, the Kazakh government also took Borat seriously,134 here in terms 

of injury done — condemning Borat’s behaviors and threatening Cohen with legal 

retribution. Yet audiences, film critics, and fans lauded the film as “hilarious,” 

“brilliant,” and “edgy,” and in spite of the seemingly unscripted, improvised nature 

of the scenes, BCL garnered an Academy Award nomination for Best Adapted 

Screenplay. 

As noted at the start of this chapter, and as with so many instances of 

humor that generate offense, people strive to read a speaker/writer’s intention or 

‘authenticity’ as the primary motivation for condemnation or exoneration. In the 

cultural conversation about BCL, critics objected to what they saw as Cohen’s 

inauthenticity (his ‘non-serious’ engagement with so-called ‘real’ people) and 

rejected claims about what he meant to do with the film. However, defenders 

frequently resorted to arguments about Cohen’s intentions, excuses based on his 

‘authentic’ (or ‘serious’ or ‘real’) Jewishness, and assertions that the film is too 

                                                                                                                                  
nature;	  having	  depth	  or	  solidity	  of	  character;	  (now)	  esp.	  thoughtful,	  responsible;	  not	  blithe	  or	  
carefree.”	  
133	  Michael	  Psenicska	  of	  Perry	  Hall	  Driving	  School	  explains	  this	  to	  Borat	  during	  a	  driving	  lesson.	  
134	  OED:	  “Of	  an	  injury,	  condition,	  etc.:	  significant	  or	  worrying;	  giving	  cause	  for	  anxiety	  or	  concern;	  
grave,	  threatening,	  or	  dangerous.”	  
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funny (too ‘non-serious’) to be offensive. Yet, as we have seen, Derrida argues 

that as a byproduct of the very structure by which language operates, there is 

inevitably and inherently a gap between intention and receipt.  

That many people were offended or otherwise negatively impacted by 

Cohen’s ‘joke,’ illustrates a significant point about intentionality: that intentionality 

is not the key to performative success. Borat’s supposedly ‘non-serious’ 

utterances had ‘real-world’ effects regardless of, and in addition to, Cohen’s 

reported intentions. Although Cohen may have consciously only intended to 

mock people who believed his Kazakhstan could exist, for many (including the 

government of Kazakhstan) Cohen’s joke went far beyond the bounds of the film 

and his conscious intentions. As such, Cohen and BCL serve as excellent case 

studies for the problem of joking and intentionality, for the impossibility of 

utterances ever being purely serious or non-serious, ever just a joke. 

BCL, Borat, and Sacha Baron Cohen illustrate the fundamental problem of 

trying to draw a clear line between serious/non-serious, ordinary/parasitical, 

representation/reality. While much of the humor in the film depends on a reading 

of people’s responses as unscripted (as a document of ‘reality’) and of Borat as 

‘really’ being Cohen performing a role, audiences have no way of knowing who is 

being sincere and if anyone is not. Whereas a number of Ali G’s interviews in the 

television series include instances of respondents laughing or becoming visibly 
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skeptical, BCL maintains an aura of sincerity by editing such reactions out. Those 

people “duped by Baron Cohen”135 in the film report a variety of reactions to 

Borat (both at the time of filming and then surrounding the cinematic debut), but 

the film itself includes very few instances of people seeming to catch on.  

Their post-production reactions vary widely, from resigned amusement to 

angry litigation, but the negative responses often hinge on the notion that they 

were tricked into doing or saying something they didn’t mean by a person who 

wasn’t who he said he was. The idea that Borat Sagdiyev is also (or is ‘really’) 

Sacha Baron Cohen changes the contextual frame for audiences, and the 

reiterations of participants’ responses in that new context inevitably alters the 

meaning of what was said even if the words remain the same. People involved in 

the film and audiences watching it find occasions for both humor and offense, 

often based on the notion that Sacha Baron Cohen does not mean what Borat 

says. But how can we possibly know? 

Accused of “cater[ing] to the most prurient and sadistic elements of the 

human psyche,”136 Cohen’s comedies have often been discussed in terms of 

their content — issues surrounding attitudes of multiculturalism, otherness, anti-

Americanism, national identity, the ethical considerations from a production 

standpoint, as well as assertions about the ‘true’ object of his satire — rather 

                                            
135	  Youngs,	  “How	  Borat	  Hoaxed	  America.”	  
136	  Saunders,	  “In	  Defense	  of	  Kazakshilik,”	  229.	  
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than addressing the structural implications of his performances. These accounts 

offer diverse readings of what it is BCL is about and who Cohen is or is not 

making fun of, often over-emphasizing the role of Cohen’s intentions or the 

supposed (in)authenticity of his performance in contrast to those he interviews. 

Yet most readings do not consider his performances from a rhetorical 

perspective, thinking through the intriguing questions: how does he do it, why 

does it work, and what could it mean for our understanding of language and 

performance? While the previous sections have hopefully responded to the first 

two questions by exploring the implications of citationality and iterability, the 

following sections address what BCL/Cohen/Borat do when we set the issue of 

intention aside. 

WHAT BORAT DOES 
In all seriousness, the bizarre interactions between Borat and the 

government of Kazakhstan, as well as his numerous appearances on talk shows 

and interviews about BCL, generate a life for the character that exists beyond the 

confines of the film or television series. Borat thus crosses the invisible, 

intangible, imaginary boundaries between conventional notions of representation 

and reality. Just prior to the American release of BCL in fall of 2006, Borat called 

an impromptu press conference outside the Kazakh Embassy in Washington 

D.C. There, he made a statement responding to the Kazakh government’s four-
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page advertisement placed in the New York Times and a meeting between 

Kazakhstan’s then President Nursultan Nazarbayev and President Bush.137 Borat 

explained to several dozen reporters that “recent advertisements on television 

and in media about my nation of Kazakhstan, saying that women are treated 

equally, and that all religions are tolerated — these are disgusting fabrications. 

[…] part of a propaganda campaign against our country by evil nitwits 

Uzbekistan.”138 Although devoid of any official authority to call a press 

conference, and although (at this point) acknowledged as a ‘phony,’ Borat 

nevertheless acted in the name of ‘his’ country and perpetuated the ‘hoax,’ 

effectively blurring the boundaries between representation and reality, surface 

and substance, serious and non-serious, all boundaries that we both can’t and 

must draw to make sense of the world. 

Mocking the Documentary, or, Destabilizing Truth and Fiction 
As genres, the documentary and the mockumentary are set up as 

opposing terms, one ‘true’ while the other is a ‘fiction,’ but both are generally 

used as tools for critique. The documentary film often works to highlight or 

uncover social ills and bring them to public attention. The mockumentary, on the 

other hand, picks a target and unabashedly holds it up for ridicule, and, as Leshu 

Torchin argues, the genre often critiques “the limits of human empathy and 

                                            
137	  Snider,	  “‘Borat’	  Now	  Make	  Benefit.”	  
138	  “Borat’s	  Kazakh	  Embassy	  Statement.”	  
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imagination.”139 Cohen claims to have targeted American ignorance and 

xenophobia (and only incidentally mocked Kazakhstan). The 1984 cult classic 

This Is Spinal Tap ostensibly mocks the audacious behaviors of popular 

musicians. The British and then American television shows of The Office adopt 

the documentary style to satirize the tedium of working an unfulfilling office job. 

And though he claimed to be making a documentary and interviewed people as 

himself, Bill Maher’s Religulous targeted an array of organized religions and 

incited accusations of deception in obtaining interviews, not unlike those leveled 

at Cohen.  

BCL and Religulous both illustrate the problem people face when they feel 

their words have been taken ‘out of context’ and thus call attention to the 

instability of context itself. In both films, participants believed they were 

participating in a documentary, that they were going to be taken seriously, not 

offered up as objects of ridicule. Again, that Cohen and Maher were able to 

shape ‘serious’ responses into material for feature film comedies is a 

consequence of iterability: context cannot fully enclose an utterance or mark, and 

intention may not travel with it. 

                                            
139	  Torchin,	  “Cultural	  Learnings	  of	  Borat,”	  54.	  
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Without the external context of the media discussions and public 

assumption140 that Borat is ‘really’ Sacha Baron Cohen, the artifact of the film 

yields few contextual clues to its being a farce, a fiction, or a joke. The opening 

credits for the film, and the menu on the DVD, appear in Cyrillic letters with 

subtitles superimposed. The English subtitles embedded in the opening 

sequence indicate the film is presented by the “Kazakhstan Ministry of 

Information,” is a “Kazakhstan Television Production,” and was made “In 

Association with Bagatov Films.” The words on the screen are written in the 

Russian (not the Kazakh) form of the alphabet and are either misspelled or 

gibberish, though Anglophone audiences would be unlikely to recognize them as 

such.141 Nowhere in these volleys does it mention Sacha Baron Cohen, the 

director Larry Charles, or the production company Four by Two Productions 

(Cohen’s own company). As such, there are not many overt indications built into 

the film itself to notify viewers that this is a comedy rather than a documentary. In 

adhering to a particular format of opening credits, albeit fake or incomprehensible 

credits, BCL rejects the conventional feature film credits structure (which would 

include names of major actors, the director, and the production company) in 

                                            
140	  If	  we	  can	  take	  Wikipedia	  as	  a	  reasonable	  gauge	  of	  popular/public	  opinion,	  then	  the	  article	  on	  
“Borat	  Sagdiyev”	  tells	  us	  he	  “is	  a	  retired	  satirical	  fictional	  character	  invented	  and	  performed	  by	  
English	  comedian	  Sacha	  Baron	  Cohen.”	  
141	  Saunders,	  “In	  Defense	  of	  Kazakshilik,”	  231.	  
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order to encourage a reading of the film as documentary; it only becomes a 

mockumentary for audiences ‘in the know.’ 

It is not until ten minutes into the film that the director provides the first 

overt signal that this may indeed be a joke: shots of people on the streets of New 

York laughing at Borat’s antics. Prior to this, the reactions depicted in the film are 

limited to angry or appalled passersby. Upon his arrival in New York, Borat 

accosts strangers on the New York subway, seemingly trying to make friends 

while invading their personal space. He tries to kiss people in greeting, shake 

hands with strangers, and in a highly slapstick scenario drops his suitcase on a 

subway train, releasing a live chicken. These antics yield clips of strangers 

reacting aggressively, with more than one man threatening physical harm if Borat 

gets any closer. As the montage progresses, however, his behaviors become 

increasingly socially unacceptable — we see shots of Borat defecating in a 

planter next to the sign for the Trump International Hotel and (apparently) 

masturbating to a Victoria’s Secret lingerie window display. This is the point in the 

film that the director offers the first concrete clue that what we are witnessing 

may not, in fact, be serious. He cuts to shots of the reactions of passersby: a 

woman raises a hand to her face and turns away while a young man standing 

next to her also averts his gaze but raises a hand to his mouth in laughter. The 

shot lasts only two seconds, but in offering the image of a laughing response, it 
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serves as an indicator to the audience that laughter might be an acceptable 

response for them as well. 

These sorts of contextual clues are few and far between, and not part of 

the set up offered to those Borat interviews. Each of the participants were 

contacted professionally, via a legitimate-sounding production company, and 

“told about the foreign correspondent making a film about life in the US, with the 

pitch tailored to each person’s specialist subject.”142 The Veteran Feminists of 

America, for example, were told they would be participating in a documentary 

intended to help women in developing nations. The participants were not, of 

course, privy to the film’s establishing narrative, where Borat offers a tour of his 

impoverished and anti-Semitic home town (where, similarly, the Romanian 

villagers appearing in the sequence were told the film would be a documentary of 

their hardship). For the film’s participants, then, their first introduction to Borat’s 

Kazakhstan comes through his interview questions and odd behaviors — 

information they must assimilate in the moment, in front of the camera. 

By the time the film was released, people had ample extra-textual clues for 

a non-documentary reading of the film — the trailer includes a short clip of the 

20th Century Fox logo, and the posters include Baron Cohen’s name in large 

letters across the top, accompanied by the usual film credits in small print around 

                                            
142	  Youngs,	  “How	  Borat	  Hoaxed	  America.”	  
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the sides. Audiences, then, were privy to contextual signs that served to re-shape 

the film as fiction. Yet Borat’s interviewees were not: rather, they were given 

official legal release forms, presented with a news contact person, asked to give 

straightforward interviews. It was only when confronted with a caricature of Slavic 

identity face-to-face that the people in the film had any opportunity to suspect 

otherwise. And it’s important to note that we bear witness to only 84 minutes of 

nearly 400 hours of footage — a carefully constructed vision of the ‘reality’ of 

these interviews. 

Borat’s ambiguity, his devilish doing of things with words, illustrates 

precisely the kind of scandalous joking Shoshana Felman discusses in The 

Scandal of the Speaking Body. Felman takes up Austin’s speech act theory and 

applies it to Moliere’s Don Juan in order to deconstruct the metaphysical 

dichotomy of mind and body. Felman argues that any act is that of a speaking 

body: language is the vehicle by which the body knows itself, and without body, 

there is no language. Felman explores the implications of this in terms of the 

performative act of promising, explaining that, “every promise is above all the 

promise of consciousness, insofar as it postulates a noninterruption, continuity 

between intention and act.”143 However, Felman demonstrates the potential for 

failure inherent in promising results from the body’s instability, its role as 

                                            
143	  Felman,	  Scandal	  of	  the	  Speaking	  Body,	  34.	  
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unconscious. She asserts that the scandal consists in the fact that the act (of a 

speaking body) cannot know what it is doing. It always does more than it means 

and means more than it does. Problems arise in the Don Juan play (and with 

uncanny similarity, in the Borat scandal) from opposing views of language — for 

the “antagonists and victims, language is an instrument for transmitting truth, that 

is, an instrument of knowledge, a means of knowing reality.” 144 

Although the mockumentary may seem more straightforwardly subjective 

in its agenda, documentary films promise a degree of objectivity that they cannot 

deliver. Documentaries claim a constative function, to present a picture of ‘the 

truth,’ to elide the impossible division of reality and representation inherent in the 

medium. Yet film is just another layer of language, and it cannot be divided from 

the fallible body that speaks it — the body that intervenes both behind the 

camera and in the editing room. And if every utterance is an act, so too, is every 

picture. The attempt to distinguish between constative pictures (documentary 

films, photojournalism) and performative pictures (blockbuster films, artistic 

photography, and mockumentaries) is confounded by the intrusion of one upon 

the other. Borat scandalized people because they felt tricked, manipulated, lied 

to. They were invited to participate in a documentary made by a Kazakh journalist 

for Kazakh audiences. They did not imagine their performances would be shown 

                                            
144	  Ibid.,	  13.	  



 
 

82 

to fellow Americans or treated as comedy. And yet, this is the risk inherent in 

every utterance, every piece of writing, every mark — the necessary possibility 

that despite our best efforts to control them, our words can be torn from any 

context, and the connection to our intentions may be similarly severed in the 

process. 

Breaking Down (National) Identity 
In his travels, Borat ostensibly sets out on a mission to discover “cultural 

learnings of America” and to explore what it means to be “American.” He sets this 

up in contrast to what it means to be “Kazakh” (at least in his version of that 

identity) offering myriad explanations and definitions of what “Kazakhs” do and 

believe. Introducing his interview with the Veteran Feminists of America, Borat 

explains in a voice over, “in Kazakhstan, it is illegal for more than five woman to 

be in same place, except for in brothel or in grave.” When interviewing former 

Georgia Congressman Bob Barr, Borat tells him it is customary in Kazakhstan to 

share cheese made from breast milk. He assures rodeo manager Bobby Rowe 

that he is not Muslim, but rather, “I am a Kazakh, I follow the hawk.” After Borat 

leans in to kiss Rowe goodbye and Rowe vehemently rejects his advances (“the 

people that do the kissing over here are the ones that float around like that” 

[making a fluttering gesture with his hands and swishing his fingers]), Borat 
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explains that “In my country they take [homosexuals] to jail and finish them.” To 

which Rowe responds, “that’s what we’re trying to get done here.” 

The interaction with Rowe is precisely what David Brooks condemns as an 

example of Cohen’s “rube-bating,” but it nevertheless records of particular kind of 

‘American’ sensibility. Rowe’s perspective on what happens (or should happen in 

America) might be alien to humor coach Pat Haggarty (who patiently explains 

that “here in America, we try not to make fun of or be funny with things that 

people don’t choose”), but Rowe’s homophobia is not such a far cry from the 

drunken fraternity brothers who tell Borat that it’s a “shame” we no longer have 

slaves, that “it would be a better country” if we did. Nevertheless, all of Borat’s 

interviewees are ostensibly ‘American,’ and the diversity of responses he obtains 

is a prime example of the problem of “identity” itself — the presumption of 

sameness that excludes difference. While many American viewers might agree 

with Haggarty, it’s difficult to reconcile his version of ‘American values’ with those 

expressed by Rowe and the fraternity brothers. Yet each respondent has as 

much claim to “American” identity as the others, if, that is, United States 

citizenship is the only criteria for membership. 

As Derrida demonstrates and as the following section will explore in 

greater detail, identity itself is a function of the mark, and as such, our identities 

are formed in alterity. There is no ontological essence that makes us who we are; 
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rather, we are functions of differential relations. Language (and thus identity, 

which is a product of language) is a system of differences without positive terms: 

we recognize identity by what it isn’t. The meaning of an E is constituted by its 

difference from an A, a B, an F, etc. Our signs, all of them — written or spoken — 

depend upon a system that functions only differentially, via a system of infinite 

referral and deferral. Signifiers point only to other signifiers and not to final 

meaning; full presence never arrives; the circle doesn’t close.  

In order to explain what an “American” is, I must refer you to other 

signifiers, each of which would also need explanation and so more signifiers. And 

the identity of each signifier is itself only differentially constituted: every element 

of a system of meaning gets its identity through its difference from all the other 

elements, so every element is in this way marked by all those it is not; it thus 

bears the trace of all those other elements. In every so-called “element” all that is 

present is the other, non-present element, which must, for language to be 

possible, present this alterity as alterity: So “mat” is not “bat,” a middle finger in 

the air is not an index finger in the air or a hook ‘em horns sign. The identity of 

“green” depends solely on its relation to all those colors that it’s not. Outside that 

system of meaning, green does not operate meaningfully; it has no meaning or 

identity in isolation.  
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Meaning operates/circulates through the play of differences (différance) 

rather than through the establishment of a stable signified. Without this play of 

differences, no distinction could arise, and so no identity: identity is an effect of 

différance, which is the condition for both identity and individual differences. We 

understand written or spoken signs through their differential relations — because 

this is not that. Americans are not British, are not French, are not Kazakh. 

However, if every sign gets its identity only through its difference from other 

signs, every sign is in this way marked by all those it is not: it thus bears the trace 

of all those other elements. Therefore, there is a trace of “British,” “French,” and 

“Kazakh” in any understanding of “American.”  

In order to make sense of the world, however, we need to be able to group 

things together and separate them out (objects, people, places, etc.). Barry 

Brummet explains that in spite of the term’s pejorative connotations, stereotypes 

are what help us to sort and make sense of the world and ourselves. He argues 

that without stereotypes, “each experience would be as if you had been born that 

morning, as if all memory had been erased. You may prefer to call these 

abstractions, categories, constructs, or generalizations, but they all reference 

similar cognitive and linguistic processes.”145 Questionable as stereotypes (and 
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notions of group identity) may be, we need them to be able to function in society. 

But BCL calls attention to the problem inherent in this necessity. 

Borat was able to elicit responses from participants based on their (often 

limited) awareness of Kazakhstan — the few stereotypes they had in their 

cultural repertoire. Cohen explained that the production team selected 

Kazakhstan as Borat’s home country “because it was a country that no one had 

heard anything about, so we could essentially play on stereotypes they might 

have about this ex-Soviet backwater.”146 It was also important that the name they 

selected for Borat’s home country conveyed a sense of voracity, especially when 

the production team requested formal interviews with public figures whose own 

public relations managers might be likely to at least run a quick Internet search 

on the journalist’s native land. Dickie Wallace explains that by “grafting western 

stereotypes and formulas of eastern European and Balkan characteristics into a 

hybrid of absurd ‘realities’… [Borat] is close enough that viewers [and 

participants] can comprehend him without having to bridge an overly wide cultural 

gap… they find him familiarly exotic.”147 While participants may not have been 

very clear on the details, the sign ‘Kazakhstan’ in Borat’s use nevertheless 

retained some glimmer of previous contexts of an Eastern European nation. For 

many critics, this credulity reflects poorly on both the people interviewed and 

                                            
146	  Strauss,	  “The	  Man	  Behind	  the	  Mustache.”	  
147	  Wallace,	  “Hyperrealizing	  ‘Borat’,”	  35.	  
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American cultural relativism, but the film highlights both the problems inherent in 

relating to or defining the other and trying to encapsulate the same. 

BCL calls attention to the dilemma that what it means to be or look or act 

‘American’ is too diverse to be represented by one person or even a few. On his 

way to California, Borat asks a group of young African American men to “teach 

[him] how to dress” and how to say hello. Donning their style of dress and 

speech, Borat then takes these lessons into an upscale hotel and the front desk 

clerk promptly calls security to escort him out of the building. Borat also receives 

advice from Bobby Rowe on how to look more American — a style that, 

according to Rowe, only allows for a limited degree of otherness. The cowboy 

tells Borat: “Of course every picture that we get… from the terrorists, anything 

else, the Muslims, they look like you: black hair and a black mustache. Shave 

that dag gum mustache off so you’re not so conspicuous. So you look like maybe 

an Italian or something, as far as from people looking at you. I see a lot of people 

and I think, ‘there’s a dag gum Muslim. I wonder what kind of bomb he’s got 

strapped to him.’” 

While many (one would hope most) viewers of the film would reject 

Rowe’s generalizations, the humor of the film lies in the ‘revelation’ of this close-

minded, yet stereotypically ‘American,’ perspective — in the sad truth that 

Rowe’s (and the fraternity brothers’) views are not unique, that Islamophobia, 
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homophobia, and racism are a ‘normal’ part of the ‘American’ consciousness. 

However, the potential for dissonance, for many ‘Americans’ to renounce the 

views of their fellow citizens, illustrates on a broad scale the dilemma of any 

identity group: the presumption of sameness that cannot account for difference. 

Yet the problem of identity extends beyond issues of nationality, socio-economic 

status, or ethnicity, as it is a product of language itself. 

The Signature and the Sign of the Self 
Accusations of fraud and manipulation rely on the assumption that Sacha 

Baron Cohen is more ‘real,’ more ‘true,’ more ‘serious’ than Borat Sagdiyev. His 

antagonists claim Cohen is only pretending to be Borat, that they have been lied 

to. As Bobby Rowe later told reporters asking him to comment on the film, “I got 

into this mess by someone calling me and telling me who they was and they 

weren’t.” And that is of course the case: Sasha Baron Cohen pays taxes, has a 

driver’s license, a passport, a home address, etc.; Borat, though granted media 

coverage, invited to speak publicly, and presented with awards, has no legal 

existence. Cohen does pretend to be Borat; there is no denying that. However, 

Cohen also pretends, in a certain sense, to be Cohen.  

The proper name, “Sacha Baron Cohen,” is a signifier with no proper 

signified or material referent. There is no ‘essential’ Cohen in contrast to a 

fictional Borat. The way in which the two figures operate via the same body 
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illustrates this point — Sacha Baron Cohen and Borat Sagdiyev are formed 

through the relationship between language and the body; one cannot simply point 

to the body as the material referent for either Cohen or Borat. Both are 

constituted in language and therefore never ‘purely’ or simply ‘essential’ or 

original. Both exist through a series of performances, by enacting and inhabiting 

the marks of différance that make them who they are. In other words, Cohen, too, 

is a fictional identity to the extent that he is legally and socially tasked with 

performing a role consistently and with signing for it regularly. He is tasked 

with performing an identifiable and locatable — and so a legally responsible — 

material essence that is by definition not a performance.  

In order to take his place in the social order and be taken seriously by 

legal entities and financial institutions (so that he may buy a house, open a bank 

account, sign his checks), Cohen must maintain an identifiable identity. He must 

‘be himself’ with such consistency and regularity as to elide the visibility of the 

nature of this performance. He must perform so convincingly that the world (and 

even he himself) forgets that this is a performance — for without that necessary 

fiction, society could not function. We need to believe in a so-called real, self-

same identity that is not a performance (not ‘pretend’) in order to be in the world.  

But Borat calls attention to the inherent and inescapable structural 

possibility that people can and do pretend to be something or someone they are 
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(legally speaking) not. This possibility is a byproduct of iterability and illustrates 

the performative nature of identity. Both Cohen and Borat are performative 

identities and therefore both are structurally fictive, which is why Cohen is able to 

pretend to be an identity that, legally and socially speaking, he is not. Cohen’s 

proper name along with the marks that make up his social identity must be 

iterable to retain meaning and legal standing. Yet, as with language, and as 

Derrida argues, “once iterability has established the possibility of parasitism, of a 

certain fictionality altering at once—Sec too [aussi sec]—the system of (il- or 

perlocutionary) intentions and the systems of (‘vertical’) rules or of (‘horizontal’) 

conventions, inasmuch as they are included within the scope of iterability; once 

this parasitism or fictionality can always add another parasitic or fictional 

structure to whatever has preceded it […] everything becomes possible against 

the language-police.”148  

The iterability of identity, and therefore its ability to be parasited, explains 

the possibility of what we call identity theft as well as the possibility of 

impersonation. At a structural level, the two are impossible to distinguish, but 

from a legal standpoint one remains innocuous and the other can land a person 

in jail. Searle nevertheless strives to make distinctions between harmless 

impersonation and fraudulent misrepresentation based on the intention of the 

                                            
148	  Derrida,	  Limited,	  100.	  
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speaker. He explains, “In one sense of ‘pretend,’ to pretend to do or be 

something that one is not doing is to engage in a form of deception, but in the 

second sense of ‘pretend,’ to pretend to do or be something is to engage in a 

performance which is as if one were doing or being the thing and is without any 

intent to deceive.”149 He provides two examples to illustrate his point: pretending 

to be Nixon in order to infiltrate the White House (his “first sense” of pretend) 

compared to pretending to be Nixon in a game of charades (pretending in his 

“second sense”).  

We require legal and institutional recourse to protect us from identity theft 

because the possibility of parasitism, impersonation, or theft is a structural 

possibility of language that we cannot escape. Derrida explains, “if the police is 

always waiting in the wings, it is because conventions are by essence violable 

and precarious, in themselves and by the fictionality that constitutes them, even 

before there has been any overt transgression, in [Searle’s] ‘first sense’ of to 

pretend.”150 In this regard, as Derrida playfully points out, it wouldn’t matter 

whether Searle pretended to be Nixon in his first or second sense of “to pretend,” 

or even if he tried to claim to be pretending to pretend to sneak into the White 

House. He would still be arrested. Similarly, while ‘pretending’ to be Borat, Cohen 

was nearly arrested on numerous occasions and made plenty of people seriously 

                                            
149	  Searle,	  “Logical	  Status,”	  324.	  
150	  Derrida,	  Limited,	  105.	  
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angry. And although the victims of Borat’s antics were unsuccessful in their 

lawsuits, they sought legal recourse against Sacha Baron Cohen and 20th 

Century Fox — regardless of what sort of pretending Cohen thought he was 

doing. 

Language entails the possibility of pretending (in any sense and 

regardless of intention) as a byproduct of iterability, and, in a certain way, reveals 

that identity itself is a ‘fiction.’ Identity has no material referent, and as with all 

marks (and even groups of marks), must be iterable to retain meaning. In this 

sense, I am an iteration of myself each time I utter, and my utterances do not 

‘belong’ to me. Austin and Searle don’t question the originariness of site — the 

way in which an utterer (or signer, or author) is thought of as the ‘origin’ of an 

utterance. For them, when I speak the “I do” of the wedding ceremony, “I” am the 

“source” of the utterance, which Austin equates with appending a written 

signature that would theoretically tether me to the utterance as with a written 

document. Yet Derrida takes this notion to task — both in the sense of verbal 

‘origins’ and written signatures, because neither can surmount the problem of 

presence. 

Derrida explains that the signature implies a sort of present-ness that 

extends beyond the moment of signing. My signature, and the date that generally 

accompanies it, guarantees that I was there to sign and that I will be there to 
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answer for what I have agreed to by signing. Yet at the same time, the signature 

implies the absence of the signer; my signature stands in for me in my absence. 

However, as Derrida points out, “but, it will be claimed, the signature also marks 

and retains [the signer’s] having-been present in a past now or present 

[maintenant] which will remain a future now or present [maintenant], thus in a 

general maintenant, in the transcendental form of presentness [maintenance].”151 

The signature thus represents a sort of transcendental presentness — a now that 

is past, present, and future — that is an impossible fiction, but it is a fiction that 

we nevertheless require for social order to persist. 

My signature, the very thing meant to guarantee a singular event or 

document and to supposedly tether me to it, is itself produced through iterability 

and therefore corrupted from the start, as is the use of the first person, present 

indicative (“I do”) in any form. Every time I say “I,” it is a self-gathering move, but 

“I,” too, involve a non-present remainder. The “I” that I call on at any given 

moment is a performative act, drawing on both the past and future iterations of 

myself that I can neither fully predict nor fully remember. Both the “I” and the 

signature are marks of the necessary self-delusion that I am in control — of 

myself, of my intentions, of my actions. Yet every time I write or speak, I act as a 

                                            
151	  Ibid.,	  20.	  
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representative drawing on the past and future of the marks I use, stepping into a 

flow that is beyond my control or comprehension. 

If “I” were indeed the self-same identity as the “I” who wrote a grocery list 

this morning, then the list would not be necessary. Similarly the “I” who writes this 

chapter will not be the same “I” that defends this dissertation several months 

hence. But in order for writing or dissertations or governments to work, we must 

assume/believe in a certain degree of self-sameness. When I append my proper 

name and signature to the final document, there must be a belief that “I” wrote it, 

that “I” will answer for it, and that “I” believed it to be a serious inquiry into the 

function of humor. But of course, there is no guarantee. No guarantee I will not, 

months or years hence, renege, regret what I have said, change my mind. My 

signature may somewhat guarantee (in the moment of signing) that I am willing to 

claim responsibility, but I cannot know what the Cate Blouke of next week or next 

year will do or think.  

Similarly, the participants in the film could not know that Borat wasn’t who 

he said he was, could not know Cohen was pretending to be someone else. Even 

the ones who ‘caught on’ could only suspect they were being had. The possibility 

of pretending is ever-present and, in a certain sense, part of simply being at all. 

Yet we must forget this potential and take people at their word. In order for the 

self-grounding performative (of the signature, of the “I”) to work, we must retain 
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the illusion of a solid foundation somewhere in order to grant it that particular 

right. By and large, the law and governmental institutions act as our guarantors, 

but Borat illustrates our vulnerability. Nothing is likely to stop me from pretending 

to be Hillary Clinton on Halloween, but if I try to sign her checks, I’m likely to run 

into trouble. There was nothing to stop Sacha Baron Cohen from pretending to 

be Borat, since Borat (apparently) did not trespass any legal limits. While many 

of those he interviewed certainly felt trespassed upon, the law does not protect 

them from being fooled. While the language police might blow their whistles and 

cry foul at Cohen’s intention to deceive, the ‘real’ police were no more able or 

inclined to offer their protection. 

CONVENTIONAL BOUNDARIES 
The case of Cohen/Borat/BCL illustrates the fundamental slipperiness of 

all language as well as the particular pratfalls that comedy is heir to. In order to 

analyze humorous treatments of identity or instances of humor that revolve 

around our assumptions about identity, we must understand the ways in which 

language operates (on us). We must recognize that identity is a product of 

language and confront the impossible necessity of formulating distinctions 

between ‘serious’ and ‘non-serious’ uses of language. This chapter has hopefully 

illustrated how the line set in opposition between ‘reality’ and ‘fiction’ or 

authenticity and subterfuge is not a solid border. It is in a perpetual state of 
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construction, formed in moments and contexts that are always open, always 

shifting out from underneath us. 

Ludicrous as ‘Boratistan’ (to borrow Saunders’ term) may sound in this 

academic (and implicitly more ‘serious’) context, the fact remains that many 

people believed Borat, and his utterances did things in spite of Cohen’s intentions 

or the supposed (non)seriousness of the context in which they were uttered. The 

Kazakh government sees Borat as “degrading their ethnic identity,” and as Dickie 

Wallace points out, “Borat’s representation of Kazakhstan has replaced the real 

Kazakhstan… creat[ing] the only Kazakhstan, the completely bogus hyperreal 

Kazakhstan that exists in the American imagination.”152 Though it shares a 

signifier with the Kazakhstan found on world maps, Borat’s act of naming and 

describing his Kazakhstan instituted a new reality mapped onto the imaginations 

of viewers world-wide,153 a ‘reality’ which persists in media representations of 

Kazakhstan even eight years after the film’s release. 

As recently as January and February of 2014 (more than seven years after 

Borat’s retirement from public appearances), British news outlets the London 

Evening Standard and The Times ran articles with headlines and content drawing 

                                            
152	  Wallace,	  “Hyperrealizing	  ‘Borat’,”	  39.	  
153	  While	  the	  popular	  American	  social	  news	  and	  entertainment	  site	  Buzzfeed	  is	  generally	  better	  for	  
laughs	  than	  serious	  academic	  citations,	  it	  can	  arguably	  serve	  as	  a	  reasonable	  barometer	  of	  
widespread	  public	  opinion.	  A	  2013	  article	  offers	  images	  of	  the	  results	  when	  “Americans	  Try	  To	  Place	  
European	  Countries	  On	  A	  Map.”	  Three	  of	  the	  maps	  depicted	  label	  the	  region	  surrounding	  Ukraine	  as	  
‘the	  place	  Borat	  is	  from’	  –	  Cohen	  seems	  to	  have	  usurped	  even	  more	  of	  the	  eastern	  European	  identity	  
than	  he	  initially	  bargained	  for.	  
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on meanings attached to Borat’s Kazakhstan. The Standard’s article, “Cultural 

Learnings for UK: Kazakhstan Has More Women MPs” parodies the film’s title 

and draws on Borat’s version of a chauvinist Kazakhstan to critique 

contemporary gender disparities in Great Britain. The Times’ article, “A Plot Even 

Borat Couldn’t Make Up — Leader Plans to Rename Kazakhstan,” invokes the 

character to mock the ideas of a Kazakh political dissident. Borat’s ‘Kazakhstan’ 

has fused his meanings onto the sign, and the ‘joke’ of his version lives on well 

beyond the bounds of the film or even the character himself. 

Again, the reiterations of Borat’s Kazakhstan in newspapers and popular 

culture (even years after the figure’s disappearance) illustrate the necessary 

slipperiness of language. Precisely because all signs must be iterable to be 

signs, Derrida points out that “every sign… can be cited; put between quotation 

marks; [and] in so doing it can break with every given context.”154 While Cohen 

may have thought he intended to play a joke on people who could believe such a 

country could exist, Borat’s iterations could not be contained by the bounds of 

Cohen’s conscious intentions, the context of the film, or even the utterances 

themselves. The context of BCL does not keep ‘Kazakhstan’ (the sign) safe from 

‘corruption.’ Derrida draws an explicit parallel between quotation and writing 

itself, neither of which can ever exist within a total, fixed context. He explains:  

                                            
154	  Derrida,	  Limited,	  12.	  
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a written sign carries with it a force that breaks with its context, that is, with 
the collectivity of presences organizing the moment of its inscription. This 
breaking force is not an accidental predicate but the very structure of a 
written text. In the case of a so-called ‘real’ context, what I have just 
asserted is all too evident. This allegedly real context includes a certain 
“present” of the inscription, the presence of the writer to what he has 
written, the entire environment and the horizon of his experience, and 
above all the intention, the wanting-to-say-what-he-means, which 
animates his inscription at a given moment. But the sign possesses the 
characteristic of being readable even if the moment of its production is 
irrevocably lost and even if I do not know what its alleged author-scriptor 
consciously intended to say at the moment he wrote it, i.e. abandoned it to 
its essential drift. As far as the internal semiotic context is concerned, the 
force of the rupture is no less important: by virtue of its essential iterability, 
a written syntagma can always be detached from the chain in which it is 
inserted or given without causing it to lose all possibility of functioning, if 
not all possibility of “communicating,” precisely. One can perhaps come to 
recognize other possibilities in it by inscribing it or grafting it onto other 
chains. No context can entirely enclose it.155  
 

This is an important byproduct of iterability and has consequences in 

terms of trying to separate ‘real’ from ‘fictional’ contexts, as Searle so steadfastly 

tries to do. In both sorts of context, the sign breaks free and goes off on its own, 

able to graft itself onto other contexts and create new meanings. This is precisely 

why, regardless of Cohen’s intentions, Borat’s ‘fictional’ utterances can have 

consequences for people in the ‘real’ world. It is also why some people ‘get’ the 

joke while others do not. 

What Borat, Cohen and BCL illustrate are that the conventions we rely 

upon to make sense of the world are not secure border fences. Though we look 
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to our news outlets and documentaries to tell us the ‘truth’ about events in the 

world, it serves us to remember that filtered through language (and the eyes and 

lips of another), no such thing as ‘pure’ or ‘objective’ truth is possible. Just as we 

rely on the conventions of documentary film to ‘know’ that what we are watching 

is ‘real,’ we rely on conventions to tell us who is ‘performing’ and who is ‘being 

themselves.’ While we may choose to believe that the Anderson Cooper and 

Katie Couric we see on our screens are more ‘real,’ more ‘serious’ than Borat 

Sagdiyev, the structure by which these identities are constructed (in our 

imaginations) share the same process of signification.  

We cannot ‘know’ the other. We cannot bracket language as purely 

serious or ‘just’ a joke — because the possibility of impurity is inscribed in the 

structure of language itself. BCL illustrates the problem of context and intention, 

as well as the trouble with identity. Just as there is no ‘purely serious’ context, 

there is no ‘pure’ essence that is Sacha Baron Cohen (either in contrast to Borat 

or to Cohen’s next door neighbor). So when we joke about identity, or issues 

connected to identity, or make jokes that hinge on readings of our identity, we are 

always on slippery ground. This is why the context of a stand-up comedy routine 

or a sitcom or any other ‘fictional’ setting does not guarantee that jokes will not be 

taken seriously. This is why jokes about race or gender or (in the next chapter) 

sexual violence frequently go awry: we want to maintain connections between 
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identity and intention, but neither are stable measures. As the following chapters 

will illustrate, our understanding of intention in humor often coalesces around a 

reading of the body of the speaker, but the relationship between language and 

the body is not as simple or straightforward as we might want it to be.  
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Chapter Two: Rape Jokes – Language, Body, and Violence 

During the 2008 presidential campaign, Clayton Williams — former Texas 

gubernatorial candidate and supporter of John McCain — received media 

backlash for a rape joke he told nearly two decades prior. The McCain campaign 

was scheduled to have a fundraiser at Williams’ home but relocated to another 

venue after reporters called attention to Williams’ comment during his 1990 

campaign for governor that drew a comparison between bad weather and rape: 

“As long as it's inevitable, you might as well lie back and enjoy it.”156 When 

Williams caught flak in the 90s, he responded with a common refrain from those 

accused of offensive or injurious joking: “It wasn't a serious deal. It wasn't a 

serious statement.”157 

In 2011, Ultimate Fighting Championship fighter, Miguel Torres, was 

released from his contract over a rape joke he shared on Twitter.158 Torres 

posted the following tweet: “If a windowless van was called a surprise van, more 

people wouldn't mind going for rides in them. Everyone likes surprises.” He later 

argued that he was simply quoting from the FX sitcom, It’s Always Sunny in 

Philadelphia, but he was nevertheless cut by the UFC shortly after the tweet 

garnered public backlash. 

                                            
156	  Dunham,	  “Texan's	  '90	  Joke.”	  
157	  Associated	  Press,	  “Texas	  Candidate’s	  Comment.”	  
158	  “Miguel	  Torres	  Released	  From	  UFC.”	  
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In addition to politicians and sports figures, recent blockbuster films such 

as Seth Rogan’s Observe & Report (2009) and This is The End (2013) came 

under fire for dubiously humorous treatments of date rape. In the first film, after a 

woman throws up and passes out, her date pauses during intercourse and the 

woman then (without opening her eyes) murmurs, “did I tell you to stop, 

motherfucker?” In the latter film, James Franco (playing himself) boasts about 

having sex with Lindsey Lohan on a night when she was so drunk, she thought 

he was Jake Gyllenhaal. Critics at the time objected to both scenes as 

mainstream validations of date rape,159 which is apparently a trend on the rise. 

Margaret Lyons, writing for Vulture.com, compiled a montage of rape jokes 

excerpted from the 2012 sitcom season, citing at least four popular sitcoms 

making use of rape as a punch line. In her commentary, Lyons argues that “rape 

jokes aren't inherently or exclusively verboten,” but she sees them as “by and 

large just shorthand for outrageousness, a go-to vocabulary to create a patina of 

audacity without actually saying anything important, or even funny.”160 But many 

critics argue that rape jokes are inherently problematic, and this debate escalated 

rapidly after an incident in 2012 during a stand up comedy routine featuring 

Comedy Central talk show host, Daniel Tosh. 

                                            
159	  Fisher,	  “‘Observe	  and	  Report’s’	  Date	  Rape	  Scene.”	  
160	  Lyons,	  “Sitcom	  Season	  in	  Rape	  Jokes.”	  
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In an account written by an anonymous female audience member 

following the event, she asserts that after “making some very generalizing, 

declarative statements about rape jokes always being funny,” Tosh wondered 

aloud, “how can rape jokes not be funny?”161 The woman had an answer to that 

question; she called out, “Actually, rape jokes are never funny!” She recounts that 

after her interjection, Tosh paused for a moment, then responded, “Wouldn’t it be 

funny if that girl got raped by like, 5 guys right now? Like right now? What if a 

bunch of guys just raped her?” After which, shocked and humiliated, the woman 

left the theater. Her Tumblr post relating the incident quickly went viral, and in the 

week following the event the Internet exploded in outrage — inciting heated 

debate over both Daniel Tosh himself and the relationship between humor and 

rape. Feminist scholars, popular bloggers, comedians, and news programs all 

weighed in on the debate. 

Writers for Jezebel, The Nation, Salon, Daily Beast, and Huffington Post 

condemned Tosh's joke, critiquing it as an(other) example of the pervasiveness 

of rape culture. On MissRepresentation.org, Imran Siddiquee explained the “joke” 

of Tosh's assertion as a gendered issue: “in the context of the culture in which we 

live, a woman speaking out against rape jokes to a man is literally absurd. 

Women challenging rape at a comedy club are probably, the joke implies, more 
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likely to be raped themselves than to be heard and respected by the male 

comedian.”162 Similarly, Jessica Valenti saw Tosh's “joke” as a threat against the 

female audience member: “He used humor to cut her down, to remind her of own 

vulnerability, to emphasize who was in control. The ‘joke’ ignited a backlash 

because it was not a joke.”163 

However, to avoid being labeled “feminist killjoys” trying to bring about the 

death humor, in their critiques of Tosh several writers offered up lists or examples 

of contrasting rape jokes that “work.” These lists feature a range of jokes (from 

one-liners to more extended bits) and performers, and many point to Sarah 

Silverman and her jokes about rape as paradigms of effective and therefore 

permissible jokes about sexual violence. Silverman tells two particularly famous 

jokes about rape, one of which goes: “I need more rape jokes. Who's going to 

complain about rape jokes? Rape victims? [pause] They barely even report 

rape.” Kate Harding and Regina Barreca (both authors of books about sexual 

violence and women’s humor, respectively) laud Silverman's joke in contrast to 

Tosh’s. Harding calls it “what might be the most perfect rape joke ever crafted,”164 

and Barreca argues that “in delivering that line, Silverman didn't join them; she 
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beat them… [she] is building on a long tradition in women’s humor by having the 

microphone in the hand of the ‘prey’ who is challenging the predator.”165 

Given that both Tosh’s and Silverman’s jokes seemingly position rape 

victims as the butt of the joke (one of the primary things writers condemn rape 

jokes for doing), it’s curious that the same writers would have such dramatically 

different responses to these jokes. The lauding of some jokes over others reflects 

an interesting phenomena in responses to rape-related humor and a question 

this chapter will interrogate: what does it mean for the same critics to have such 

radically different responses to jokes that ostensibly deal with the same subject 

matter? What makes some jokes “successful” and other jokes a “threat?” 

RAPE JOKES, INTENTION, AND THE BODY 
In my last chapter, I addressed the problem of intention: how, from a 

linguistic standpoint, intention does not govern the scene of an utterance. As a 

byproduct of the necessary iterability of language, there is a fundamental rupture 

between sender and receiver in any communicative exchange. As a 

consequence of the inherent indeterminacy of intention, coupled with the 

ambiguity inherent to humor, to say “I was only joking” does not answer for 

whatever harm may have been done. This conclusion might suggest that 

intention never matters, but, as Derrida says, “it will have its place.” The 
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important point I have hopefully made is that the “place” of intention should not 

be at the top of the linguistic food chain — we should not judge people’s words 

primarily on the basis of intention. But that’s precisely what people often want to 

do when talking about jokes, particularly those that explicitly deal with volatile or 

violent issues.  

Of course, joking about violent and socially reprehensible aspects of 

society is nothing new. Comedians frequently tackle pedophilia, domestic abuse, 

terrorism, lynching, and the Holocaust. As noted above, however, the question of 

rape jokes in particular has been circulating in the cultural Zeitgeist for the past 

several years, prompted by controversies involving public figures, popular films, 

television sitcoms, and in particular, stand up comedians. The debate 

surrounding the appropriateness of rape jokes, their offensiveness, the harm they 

do, continues to circulate around news and Internet venues without much 

resolution to the question of when and how and if rape jokes are ever “okay.” 

Each time a comedian or public figure tells a controversial rape joke, headlines 

circulate asserting that “Rape Jokes Are Never Funny,” or, “We Kind of Can't 

Believe We Have To Tell You That Rape Jokes Are Not Hilarious.” 

Few writers, however, directly acknowledge what seems to be a significant 

issue at play in the negative backlash to joking about rape: the bodies in 

question. In addition to the jokes of Sarah Silverman, critics cite the jokes of 
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many other female comedians (Wanda Sykes, Ever Mainard, Elayne Boosler, Tig 

Notaro) as exemplars of “rape jokes that work,” while the negative backlash is 

almost exclusively reserved for men joking about rape, particularly if it’s 

perceived as a joke about men raping women. Admittedly, pop singer Miley 

Cyrus caught flack in 2014 for joking about date rape at a concert, and no one 

rose to her defense. In contrast, when comedians Tina Fey and Amy Poehler 

made jokes at the 2015 Golden Globe Award Ceremony about Bill Cosby’s 

history of sexual assault, they received some criticism but even more praise. 

Writing for Salon, Jenny Kutner called the duo's jokes “both refreshing and 

transgressive in joking about something that's too often joked about in the wrong 

way.”166 So, I will be asking what it means to joke about rape in the “wrong way” 

and how people articulate an alternative.  

More often than not, the “wrong way” is (for men) to joke about men raping 

women, rather than men raping men. Objections to male-on-male rape jokes, 

prison rape jokes especially, do circulate, but not at all as widely or vociferously. 

For the purposes of this discussion, then, I will largely confine myself to jokes 

about men raping women and the way people tend to frame debates about those 

jokes. I am interested in the way that intention and identification play out in the 

threads of the debate, and although these are both important issues for any 
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discussion of potentially harmful or offensive humor, discussions of jokes related 

to male-on-female rape tend to differ significantly from those of male-on-male 

rape. This chapter, therefore, will primarily look at the problem of joking about 

male-on-female rape.167  

I will not attempt to settle the question of when or how rape jokes are 

offensive or appropriate, rather, I will offer some possible explanations for why 

people react the way that they do and suggest an alternative framework for 

thinking and talking about the issue. To get there, I will first elaborate on the 

responses to joking about rape as they tend to play out along gendered lines. 

Both in their critique and defense, reactions to men joking about rape differ 

substantially from reactions to women joking about rape. In alignment with these 

reactions, I will then offer close analyses of two jokes about rape that critics and 

defenders have held up as paradigms, unpacking some of the indeterminacy of 

such uses of humor. Following this, I will provide some theoretical framework to 

explain the challenges of the debate about rape jokes. Freud’s theories on joking 

and Shoshana Felman’s theories of language and the body help us to 

understand where reactions to rape jokes tend to go awry — particularly, in the 

way that intention tends to be read across the body of the joker. Finally, I will 
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make a distinction between hurt and harm that I see as a fruitful way to re-frame 

the question of rape jokes. 

REACTIONS TO RAPE JOKES 
The ongoing discussion of rape related humor ranges from outright 

condemnation to unapologetic defense and everywhere in between. This is at 

least partly because even in direct debate (such as the one between comedian 

Jim Norton and feminist writer Lindy West), the participants tend to talk past one 

another. As Elise Kramer notes, “the same argument unfolds over and over 

again, each time dying out rather than resolving.”168 Kramer’s qualitative study of 

the comment streams and discussion forums related to rape jokes is invaluable 

for understanding how the general public views joking about rape. I will 

summarize Kramer’s fruitful investigation after first outlining the trends in 

reactions to rape related humor reflected by news outlets and the blogosphere.  

In these venues, reactions tend to fall loosely into one of three camps. 

Social workers, women’s rights advocates, and rape victims frequently condemn 

any humorous treatment of such a serious issue. Comedians (and, importantly, 

this is usually white male comedians), on the other hand, often see it as an issue 

of free speech and defend their right to be “equal opportunity offenders,” 

accusing feminists of not being able to take a joke. Many feminist writers, 
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however, temper the never/always binary with arguments that focus on the power 

dynamics in play and the perceived “butt” of the joke.  

Numerous elements come together under the umbrella of “rape jokes,” of 

course, which is one of the many places the debate gets tangled. While the 

consistent criteria is that rape be somehow featured in the joke, skit, or scene, 

the connection is sometimes oblique — the word “rape” need not feature in a joke 

for it to nevertheless be seen as a rape joke. Additionally, the perceived object of 

the humor ranges from the act of rape, the rapist, the victim of rape, rape culture 

or the way our society handles the issue of rape, the official/institutional attitude 

toward rape, the way friends and family treat survivors, etc. Some critics argue 

that the nature of the perceived object of the joke is vital to a joke’s funniness or 

permissibility, while others contend outright that rape should not be joked about 

at all. 

In reporting on the controversy, journalists often turn to rape victims as 

authorities on whether or not rape should be joked about. For example, Tricia 

Romano, reporting on “The Rise of the Rape Joke,” interviews Marnie Goodman, 

survivor of a brutal home invasion and sexual assault. Romano explains that 

according to Goodman, “rape jokes do more harm than good, and create a 

vicious cycle: ‘People seem to feel comfortable making fun of rape and date-rape 

and acquaintance-rape situations. And those are the rapes that are largely 
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underreported. And one of the reasons why [they are underreported] is because 

of pop culture, our society, and myths about rape that if you report a crime, no 

one is going to believe you—victim blaming. And if you are watching a TV show, 

or you see a tweet about rape, it just morphs into some type of slang.’”169 

Goodman's response reflects an argument to which I will later return — the 

potential connection between joking about rape and the social permissiveness 

reflected in American “rape culture.”  

Author Roxane Gay would agree with Goodman and aligns herself 

explicitly with the audience member that objected to Tosh’s routine. Gay argues 

she “cannot fathom how” rape jokes might be funny, as “It’s too close a topic… 

There are not enough years in this lifetime to create the kind of distance where I 

could laugh and say, ‘That one time when I was gang-raped was totally hilarious, 

a real laugh riot.’”170 For Gay, as with many critics who object to rape jokes, the 

subject is “too close” to home, too (potentially) real. 

Beyond these blanket assertions that “rape jokes are never funny,” 

however, the variation in responses to humor involving rape plays out very 

differently along gender lines. Men making rape jokes are frequently vigorously 

critiqued, while the limited amount of criticism against women making rape jokes 

tends to be much more watered-down and forgiving. Those defending the rights 
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of both men and women to make jokes about rape also take very different tacks 

in their lines of defense. To disentangle the threads of this muddled debate, I will 

outline separately the positions critics and defenders take when arguing about 

male and female jokers. 

Objections to Men Making Rape Jokes 
 Objections to men making rape jokes circulate around issues of 

violence and power, particularly as they relate to victims of rape. They also often 

devolve into ad hominem attacks about how the jokers are terrible people. This is 

important to note because criticisms of women making rape jokes rarely resort to 

such harsh name calling. Writing about actor Rainn Wilson’s flippant Tweet, “If I 

were ever date-raped I would want it to be to ‘Whole Lotta Love’ by Led 

Zeppelin,” Nick Cartucci opens his article with the assertion that “Rainn Wilson is 

a shit.”171 Similarly, Kelly Conaby starts her critique of Tosh by calling him an 

“awful nightmare of a person.”172 In her critique of the Tosh incident, Lindy West 

calls Tosh a “garbage-flavored dick,” albeit in a roundabout sort of way.173 The 

list of name calling goes on and on, and this sampling is reasonably 

representative: men telling rape jokes (at least rape jokes that critics object to) 

                                            
171	  Cartucci,	  “Rainn	  Wilson.”	  
172	  Conaboy,	  “Daniel	  Tosh	  Encourages.”	  
173	  While	  explaining	  the	  circumstances	  under	  which	  one	  can	  joke	  about	  rape	  (which	  Tosh	  failed	  to	  
meet),	  West	  says,	  “The	  key—unless	  you	  want	  to	  be	  called	  a	  garbage-‐flavored	  dick	  on	  the	  internet	  by	  
me	  and	  other	  humans	  with	  souls	  and	  brains—is	  to	  be	  a	  responsible	  person	  when	  you	  construct	  your	  
jokes.”	  “How	  to	  Make	  a	  Rape	  Joke.”	  



 
 

113 

are castigated as awful people doing awful things. This stems from the belief that 

they are knowingly and willfully making jokes that hurt people and/or using their 

position of power to traumatize or frighten women in the audience. 

For critics such as Jessica Valenti, the acceptability of a rape joke hinges 

on readings of gender and power. In her “Anatomy of a Successful Rape Joke,” 

Valenti argues that “the vast majority of people defending Tosh’s comments are 

men—and they’re being incredibly sexist in their responses to boot… It’s men 

who feel entitled to say whatever they want—no matter how violent—to women, 

and who are angry to have that long standing privilege challenged.”174 Valenti 

argues that Tosh’s “joke” was not a joke at all, rather it was a “violently 

misogynist” threat used “to cut [the woman in the audience] down, to remind her 

of own vulnerability, to emphasize who was in control.” Elissa Bassist agrees, 

asserting that Tosh’s statement is “not a joke. It’s an invitation. It’s a celebration 

of a violent crime, which is itself another violation.”175 For these and many other 

writers, men joking about rape is (almost) inherently threatening.  

Because so many women have been raped, and because fear of rape is a 

very legitimate concern for most women, critics attack men for trivializing or 

triggering the trauma of rape victims. This is a point that tends to anchor the 

debate as a gendered issue, since, statistically, women are predominantly 
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victims while the vast majority of perpetrators are male.176 West insists that the 

key to making a successful rape joke is to avoid making rape victims the butt of 

the joke. She insists that Tosh’s (and other men’s rape jokes) are harmful 

because so many women have been victims of sexual assault: 

According to the CDC, one in four female college students report that 
they’ve been sexually assaulted (and when you consider how many rapes 
go unreported, because of the way we shame victims and trivialize rape, 
the actual number is almost certainly much higher). That means that if 
you’re a comic performing to a reasonably full room, there's a pretty good 
chance that at least one person in the audience has been sexually 
assaulted. If you didn’t know that, fine, now you do. Congrats. So when 
you make a joke in that room that trivializes rape or mocks rape victims, 
you are deliberately (because now you know!) harming those people. On 
purpose. Not because you’re a rapist—you’re probably not—but because 
you’re selfish and amateurish and lazy and scared.177 

 
West points out that comedy clubs are “dark basements full of angry men, so not 

inherently awesome places [for women] to be.”178 As such, male comedians 

joking about and trivializing rape not only potentially re-traumatizes rape 

survivors, but it also reinforces rape culture. 

In Defense of Men Making Rape Jokes 
Those defending rape jokes often reinforce the gender divide by resorting 

to the trope that “feminists can't take a joke.” In an interview on The Daily Show, 

                                            
176	  I	  will	  return	  to	  this	  point	  in	  a	  later	  section	  when	  I	  delve	  deeper	  into	  possible	  explanations	  for	  
people’s	  reactions	  to	  rape	  jokes.	  Importantly,	  men	  don’t	  generally	  see	  themselves	  as	  potential	  victims	  
and	  therefore	  largely	  do	  not	  or	  cannot	  identify	  with	  rape	  victims.	  
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Louis CK turned the trope into a joke, saying that the debate over “Tosh's 

comment was really just ‘a fight between comedians and feminists, which are 

natural enemies. Because stereotypically speaking, feminists can’t take a joke’ 

and ‘comedians can’t take criticism.’”179Although various feminist critics cite CK 

as nevertheless one of the good guys, many of his fellow white, heterosexual 

male comedians defend rape jokes (and Tosh) with more hostility.  

After the Tosh incident, comedians Dane Cook, Anthony Jeselnik, and Jim 

Norton (among others) took to Twitter in Tosh’s defense. Cook tweeted, “If you 

journey through this life easily offended by other people’s words I think it’s best 

for everyone if you just kill yourself.”180 Jeselnik turned the controversy into 

another rape joke: “This Daniel Tosh rape joke controversy really has me second 

guessing some of my rapes.” Norton, who has since become something of a 

spokesperson on the issue of rape jokes, saw the female spectator’s response 

as an intrusion: “Some attention-seeking woman heckled a comedian, so if 

anything, she owes him an apology for being a rude brat.” As we can see, the 

issue of men making rape jokes is fraught with name calling and hostility on both 

sides.  

Ad hominem aside, defenders of the practice tend to call on comedians’ 

right to free speech and the notion that comedy clubs are places for making jokes 
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which are intended to be funny. In a blog post after the Tosh incident, comedian 

Phoebe Robinson, who also has a rape joke or two in her repertoire and is a rare 

example of a female Tosh defender, argues that “The attempt to be funny is key 

here in the Tosh situation. The fact is we don’t know if the rape joke he was 

attempting to do was going to be good or not because he was interrupted. It 

might have been hilarious. Or it might have been horrible. But thems the rules 

when you decide to do comedy/attend a comedy show.”181 For comedians, at 

least, intention and context are key to judging any joke.  

In both his debate with Lindy West and an interview with Ricky Gervais, 

Norton defends comedians’ rights to “free speech,” primarily on the grounds of 

context and intention. He argues that going into a comedy club means entering 

into a tacit agreement that what will be said should not be taken seriously, 

asserting a comedian should have the right to say anything he wants “so long as 

you’re trying to be funny… reasonable people can sense when you’re trying to be 

funny.”182 Norton insists that “we all go into a comedy club knowing that [the 

comedian’s intention is to be funny]. There’s a great difference between even a 

harsh rape joke, and saying, ‘All kidding aside folks, rape is good!’” As with many 

of those defending Tosh and rape jokes in general, Norton holds firmly to the 

position that “we all” should understand that comedy clubs are for joking, that 
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comedians make jokes, and that joking about a thing is not the same as 

condoning the behavior. 

In a similar vein, Gervais believes that as a comedian, “as long as you’re 

honest, you can’t be held accountable.”183 Gervais adds that the function of 

humor is essentially cathartic: “that’s what humor’s for, to get us over bad 

things… if you can’t joke about bad shit, there’s no point in joking about good 

shit.” Gervais argues that “stupid people treat jokes about bad things with the 

same fear and loathing that intelligent people treat the actual bad thing. And 

they’re not related.” Touching on the Tosh incident, he says that afterward a 

woman tweeted him that she would only laugh if she knew there weren’t any 

women who had been raped in the audience. Both Gervais and Norton find this 

criteria problematic, however. They argue that in taking such a stance, people 

would also have to reject jokes about drunk driving, domestic violence, and 

pedophilia. Rarely do defenders of the practice touch on or acknowledge the 

issue of rape culture, however, which seems to be a key aspect of the 

opposition’s critique. 

The Rare Instances of Women Critiqued for Making Rape Jokes 
The dearth of controversial examples of women making rape jokes is 

telling in itself. In terms of celebrity snafus, actress Jennifer Lawrence and pop 
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singer Miley Cyrus both caught flak the same week in 2014 for off the cuff “rape 

jokes.” Lawrence was reportedly so excited to see director Alfonso Cuarón at a 

party, that she shouted to get his attention, then said to him, “I broke out my rape 

scream for you!” While the “jokeness” of Lawrence’s statement is questionable, 

Maitri Mehta of Bustle.com argued that it nevertheless warranted an apology. 

Metta asserts, “rape is never an acceptable topic to joke about — especially for a 

star in a young adult franchise that so many young girls look up to.”184 Alexis 

Rhiannon also criticized the actress, though Rhiannon gave Lawrence the benefit 

of the doubt: “I’m not suggesting that Jennifer intended to be flippant about rape 

or assault, just that she was.”185 This nod to intention seems important as it’s not 

an excuse typically afforded men under attack for making rape jokes. 

Cyrus’ joke at a concert in a London LGBTQ nightclub drew more overt 

criticism. The singer was caught on video saying, “You know, everyone’s a little 

bit gay … It’s the truth. Everyone’s gay, all it takes is one cocktail. And if that 

doesn’t work, sprinkle something in their drink. That’s what I always do.”186 

Again, however, even those condemning the singer’s joke resort to a sort of 

excusal based on ignorance: Kit Steinkellner argues that “Cyrus’ joke failed 

because she so clearly had no idea what she was really joking about and since 
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has made no public attempt to understand and learn.”187 The language used to 

describe Cyrus’ joke strikes me as particularly telling in terms of how critics of 

rape jokes treat men and women differently. Price Peterson calls Cyrus’ joke 

“unfortunate” and refers to the pop singer as a “rascal,” casting her as a hapless 

ingénue. Both performers’ “rape jokes” are framed as disingenuous, unthinking, 

“tacky”188 faux-pas, rather than incidents warranting the kind of public outcry 

described in the introduction to this chapter. 

Objections to female comedians’ jokes about rape are similarly few and far 

between. In 2011, The New York Times published an article about female 

comedians “breaking the taste-taboo ceiling,” in which author Jason Zinoman 

praises Sarah Silverman and several others for their brashness and willingness 

to tell rape jokes. The New York City Alliance Against Sexual Assault responded 

to the article, criticizing Zinoman’s approach: “his attempt to chronicle a new 

trend, in which violent humor is somehow being ‘reclaimed’ by women, serves 

only to conflate equal access to rape jokes with progress for women, instead of 

recognizing it as a setback for everyone.”189 The NYCAASA reads the article as 

cataloguing “a new class of rape-joke-apologists… that just happen to be 

women.” But this sort of critique is a tiny minority opinion — by and large, female 
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comedians are praised for joking about rape, in some cases in spite of what 

might otherwise be read as questionable material. 

Praising Women for Joking About Rape 
When attacking Daniel Tosh for his joke, many feminist critics, leery of 

being labeled humorless or accused of encouraging censorship, complied lists of 

alternative rape jokes that “work.” Though these lists do contain male comics, 

they predominantly feature women. In particular, writers point toward Sarah 

Silverman as a paradigm for joking about rape. They cite her joke noted in the 

introduction as well as her famous one-liner, ”I was raped by a doctor, which is so 

bittersweet for a Jewish girl.” And (surprisingly to me) her jokes are roundly 

praised as being subversive.  

Writers commend women who joke about rape for “speaking back to 

power.” As noted in the introduction, Regina Barreca applauds Silverman, 

arguing that women joking about rape fall into “a long tradition in women's humor 

by having the microphone in the hand of the ‘prey’ who is challenging the 

predator.”190 Similarly, television writer Jill Soloway feels that writing a rape joke 

means “seizing power from a situation that makes women feel powerless. ‘I think 

not allowing women to joke about rape is like not allowing people to process and 

let off steam about one of the main fears of our lives. From the moment we find 
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out what rape is, we’re scared it’s going to happen to us,’ she writes.”191 Both 

writers position rape as a women’s issue, something “we” need to process or 

challenge. When considering who can make rape jokes, Soloway responds, 

“Only women, and men that we decide. It’s like the Supreme Court and porn, only 

we know when it’s funny or not funny and we’ll tell you.” While Soloway directly 

acknowledges a gendered standard of acceptability, albeit in a cheeky way, most 

writers are not as explicit. 

Many critics assert that rape victims should not be made the butt of the 

joke, but, as I will argue in a later section, in some cases (Silverman especially) 

this seems more contingent on the person making the joke than the content of 

the utterance. In her list of “15 Rape Jokes That Work,” Kate Harding includes 

both of Silverman’s rape jokes because “A) they’re constructed so that rape 

victims are not the butt of the joke, and B) they made me laugh.” Andrea Ayres-

Deets similarly argues that in terms of the rape joke debate, “Sarah Silverman[’s 

jokes are]… not targeting the victim or making a rapist feel better about 

themselves. Instead, she targets rape culture itself. She makes us all feel 

uncomfortable about it, and through this we are forced to recognize that what she 

is saying is true.”192 Importantly, the discomfort that Silverman generates is 

categorized as a different kind of discomfort than that of Daniel Tosh. Whereas 
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Valenti accuses Tosh of verbally assaulting the woman in the audience with his 

threat of rape, she argues that Silverman’s joke is non-threatening, pointing 

toward the absurdity of rape and rape culture. For Valenti and these other writers, 

the “threat” of a joke is intimately connected to the body of the joker. 

Elise Kramer’s Study of How Internet Commenters Talk About Rape Jokes 
In studying comment streams about rape jokes in the years prior to the 

Tosh incident (her study was published in 2011), Kramer finds somewhat 

different points of contention. She notes that in these discussions, the telling of, 

rejection of, or laughter at rape-related humor performs a kind of identity work, 

categorizing people into certain “types” — categories ultimately charged with 

social and political valence. By studying the rhetoric around rape jokes, rather 

than the content of the jokes themselves, Kramer uncovers the way that 

respondents see certain responses to rape humor as morally charged.  

Kramer finds several key refrains in the arguments about rape jokes, the 

first being a focus on the relative ‘reality’ of the joke. Respondents frequently 

concern themselves with the difference between finding a joke about rape funny 

and laughing at the act of rape itself. Although commenters arguing for and 

against certain jokes seem to be fundamentally at odds on the surface of their 

arguments, Kramer asserts that both sides of the debate agree on the 

importance of the way in which the joke is narrated and the degree to which the 
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joke content resembles ‘reality,’ or a potential reality. As Kramer explains, 

“Commenters who defend rape jokes argue that the jokes can be funny, certainly, 

but only if they are not about real rapes, and the more outlandish or absurd the 

better.”193 For these defenders of rape jokes, the framing of the joke is key — 

transforming a disturbing image into a comical one without altering the 

fundamentally disturbing nature of the image. As a result, the argument goes, 

people are laughing at the narration, the incongruity, rather than the act in 

question: “the absurdity of the violence is what makes it so funny. ([commenter] 

echomikeromeo, A2).”194  

However, although those condemning rape jokes seem to agree that 

humor has a theoretical potential to recontextualize trauma, they tend to set rape 

apart as a special category of trauma, too sensitive to be transformed. While both 

proponents and opponents of rape jokes seem to agree that the jokes are only 

funny if they aren’t ‘real,’ those arguing against rape jokes often turn to statistics 

about rape and emphasize the “all-encompassing nature of the act[,] suggest[ing] 

that what sets rape apart from other potential joke topics is that something so 

prevalent and traumatic as rape renders it inescapably realistic.”195 Analyzing a 

comment that frames their condemnation of rape jokes as an analogy (“if you had 

read that [XX] happened… you would [not] find that funny”), Kramer notes “the 
                                            
193	  Kramer,	  “Playful	  is	  Political,”	  142.	  
194	  Ibid.	  
195	  Ibid.,	  143.	  
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point is not that the funniness of the joke would change if the story it told were 

real—the point is that the story could very well be real.”196  

Nevertheless, Kramer finds that both sides of the debate point to context 

as one of the defining factors in a joke’s funniness or appropriateness. Kramer 

explains that responses to rape jokes tend to focus on two defining 

characteristics of context to determine a joke’s acceptability: the identity/nature of 

the person telling the joke, and the identity/nature of those hearing it. Kramer 

finds that many (positive) responses to rape jokes hinge on a reading of the 

comedian’s intentions, which is intimately connected to the identity of the joker. 

Especially regarding Sarah Silverman’s jokes, Kramer discovered that 

“commenters often bring up the joke-teller’s gender and experience with rape as 

central to the joke’s humor value, with jokes by women and rape victims 

described as more likely to be funny, or at least less likely to be offensive… If the 

joker is a rape victim or potential rape victim (i.e. woman), then the joke can 

potentially be sympathetic, subversive, or ironic.”197  

Again, my first chapter addresses the problems of intentionality, and here 

it seems to play out across the body in some problematic ways. Gauging the 

acceptability of a joke primarily on the basis of gender (which both Kramer’s 

commenters and popular writers often do) attempts to keep language tied to 
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particular bodies and particular circumstances. At the risk of being repetitive, I will 

continue to reiterate that language does not ever simply stay put. As with any 

mark, a joke can be picked up by another person (body), grafted onto another 

context and thus generate different meaning. 

RAPE JOKES THAT [DO SOME KIND OF] WORK 
"I'm not condoning rape, obviously—you should never rape anyone. 

Unless you have a reason, like if you want to fuck somebody and they won't let 
you.” 

 
“[She] was raped by a doctor, which is so bittersweet for a Jewish girl.” 

 
Both of the jokes listed above have been cited in Internet and media 

conversations as example of how rape jokes “work” (or not). Both have been 

discussed in the news, in the blogosphere, and on radio and television talk 

shows — cited as evidence for both sides of the argument: instances where rape 

jokes can be made successfully or as examples of the damaging and harmful 

way in which humor is wielded. Yet, when these utterances are detached from 

their sources, floating at the top or bottom of a page without context or attribution, 

it becomes more difficult to draw clear distinctions between them. They both, 

seemingly, take the act of rape as the object of their mirth, and without the 

backing of the bodies that speak them, how can we possibly gauge their intent? 
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Louis CK and the “Successful” Rape Joke 
In terms of how these jokes play out in the topoi of the debate, Louis CK’s 

now famous joke from his Shameless (2007) comedy special (and the first of the 

epigraphs to this section), serves as an excellent case study. His joke has been 

cited on both sides of the argument: arguably an example of a “successful” rape 

joke, and also as an instance of harmful or damaging uses of humor. In his 

comedy special, CK leads up to his assertion about “not condoning rape” with a 

segment in which he first jokes about raping Hitler. CK explains that if he had a 

time machine, rather than going back in time to kill Hitler (as a fictive interlocutor 

has suggested), CK would return and simply rape Hitler. As CK elaborates: 

“Because, I think that would have been enough. I think that would have stopped 

him from doing all that shit. If he had been raped by me, he never would have 

pulled any of that stuff, man. [In baritone voice] Should we invade Poland? [In 

quieter voice, looking downward] No… I just… I’ll take a shower, I don’t feel 

good… [pause while audience claps and laughs, then in normal voice] Low self 

esteem, and you know…[shrugs]” 

While this part of the joke and routine are interesting in their own right (in 

the way that rape is cast as an acceptable punishment for heinous crimes and a 

fate worse than death), the follow-up portion of the joke has circulated most 

widely in Internet discussions of rape related humor. Immediately after the lines 

quoted above, CK follows up with this caveat: "I'm not condoning rape, 
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obviously—you should never rape anyone. Unless you have a reason, like if you 

want to fuck somebody and they won’t let you. In which case, uh, what other 

option do you have? How are you supposed to have an orgasm in their body if 

you don’t rape them? I mean, what the fuck?” 

This bit has been cited by a number of popular feminist writers (such as 

Lindy West and Kate Harding, among others) as an example of a rape joke that 

“works.” West argues that the success of this joke hinges on CK’s ethos, that he 

“has spent 20 years making it very publicly clear that he is on the side of making 

things better.”198 But how might the joke be read when detached from its authorial 

context? Why might it work as an instance of humor combating the violence of 

rape culture rather than an instance of humor contributing to that violence (since 

it has been accused of being both)? 

To begin, the joke opens with the disclaimer that what has come before 

(and presumably what follows) are not meant to endorse rape as a socially 

acceptable act. CK’s “obviously” situates this assertion as a self-evident aspect 

of his routine and therefore his comedic ethos. This is the commonplace on 

which his joke hinges: that in spite of his comedic presentation, rape is not an act 

that he (in his authoritative position as advocate for popular culture) wants to 

encourage or support. Though he willingly calls forth images of male rape, of 
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rape as a punitive and appropriate punishment for someone like Hitler, he feels 

compelled to reassure his audience that rape in general is not an act which, 

outside of anachronistic and hyperbolic scenarios, he supports. The very 

inclusion of the disclaimer, however, indicates an awareness that he is on 

unstable ground, that to take rape “lightly” is a dangerous proposition. It also 

serves as an effective contrast, allowing for the potential comedic payoff of the 

second half of his joke. 

By first establishing that whatever has come before is not serious, he sets 

his audience up for the incongruous follow up that the only instance in which rape 

might be acceptable behavior is, as the joke would have it, if “you” want to do it. 

On the triad of humor theories, this seems to fit with incongruity theory — the 

joke emerges from the juxtaposition of a condemnation of rape in the first half 

and the excusal of such behavior based simply on wanting to do it. Here, the 

object of the joke, seems to be the kind of thinking that leads rapists to rape. CK 

addresses his audience and positions rape as something they (“you”) might do, 

but something that he (“I”) does not condone. He places his auditors in the 

position of potential rapists, and ridicules the kind of thinking a rapist might use to 

justify the act — which, in this context, is highlighted as farcical. 

This is perhaps one of the reasons his routine is valorized as an example 

of a successful rape joke. Because, as West and other critics of rape jokes 
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argue, in order for a rape joke to be appropriate or effective, the key factor is that 

it doesn’t make rape victims the butt of the joke. And here, at least, it appears to 

meet West’s criteria (especially since she specifically cites it as a rape joke that 

works). The victim doesn’t seem to enter into the picture — “they” are a 

“somebody,” while the perpetrator is a “you.” Consequently, the joke focuses on 

the vague “you” that might enact rape, theoretically calling into question the 

validity of “your” rationale. 

By offering rapists and their line of thinking as the subject of ridicule, as 

objects of laughter, then, perhaps CK’s joke offers a certain degree of censure. 

Here, presumably, the rapist or potential rapist is being laughed at — being 

positioned as the object of scorn. Reading it through the lens of superiority 

theory, then, the joke triumphs over rapists by making them the object of ridicule. 

In a similar reading, it is rape culture itself and the ideas that fuel the repeated 

victimization of millions of women that are offered up for ridicule. But those aren’t 

the only available readings. 

Psychological studies indicate that the line of thinking CK’s joke details is 

not terribly far from the norm for actual rapists. Convicted rapists who admit to 

their crime nevertheless “explained themselves and their acts by appealing to 

forces beyond their control, forces which reduced their capacity to act rationally 
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and thus compelled them to rape.”199 Those felons that deny wrongdoing, in 

contrast, give accounts that illustrate a value system which provided them no 

compelling reason not to rape. Researchers found that both those who admit to 

and those who deny sexual misconduct offer “justifications… buttressed by the 

cultural view of women as sexual commodities, dehumanized and devoid of 

autonomy and dignity.”200  

The joke rather mirrors this train of thought through its reference to 

“orgasm[ing] in their body.” This reflects an objectified, dehumanized vision of a 

victim as a body in which to be orgasmed rather than an actual person, which, in 

quite a literal way, is how rapists seem to think. Viewed from this perspective, 

with an awareness of the joke’s proximity to reality, the joke is perhaps less 

funny, less of a “joke.” This may be one of the reasons that the Women’s Media 

Center includes CK’s joke in their “Rape Joke Supercut: I Can’t Believe You 

Clapped For That”201 as an example of a rape joke that perpetuates injustice.  

Again, Lindy West argues that CK’s joke is acceptable (as in, is actually a 

critique of rapists/rape culture) because of CK’s reputation, and this is the 

general thrust of arguments defending his joke. In some ways, this is an oblique 

argument about intention: because “Louis CK has spent 20 years making it very 

publicly clear that he is on the side of making things better,” West and others find 
                                            
199	  Scully	  and	  Marolla,	  “Convicted	  Rapists’,”	  542.	  
200	  Ibid.	  
201	  Kreisinger,	  “Rape	  Joke	  Supercut.”	  
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it “easy to give him the benefit of the doubt that this joke is making fun of 

rapists.”202 Yet, for those unfamiliar with him or his work, the “benefit of the doubt” 

may not be as readily accessible.  

I posit that, on the whole, audiences and readers tend to weigh the 

success or tolerability of rape jokes in the balance of rhetorical identification: how 

closely does the auditor identify with the subject of rape, and how closely do they 

perceive the joker as identifying with the act of rape? As we have seen, 

responses to humor often hinge on understandings of intention — does one read 

the speaker as making a joke or as being serious? And when it comes to joking 

about rape, joking about the violation of bodies, the bodies involved in the telling 

and receiving of the joke become tremendously important. We can see this 

clearly when we turn to the other joke cited at the beginning of this section. 

Sarah Silverman and “What Happens When Women Tell Rape Jokes”203 
While I slightly altered the joke to illustrate a point, another of the most 

cited examples of a successful rape joke is that of female comedian, Sarah 

Silverman, whose raunchy and provocative style is well-known amongst comedy 

fans. Silverman’s one-liner deals with issues of both sexual violence and ethnic 

stereotypes when she proclaims, “I was raped by a doctor, which is so 

bittersweet for a Jewish girl.” Shifting the delivery between third person (“[She]”) 

                                            
202	  West,	  “How	  To.”	  
203	  This	  is	  the	  title	  of	  Regina	  Barreca’s	  article	  lauding	  Silverman’s	  jokes.	  
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in the epigraph and first person (“I”) of Silverman’s delivery illustrates a significant 

difference in reading the joke. 

In Silverman’s delivery, she positions herself as the rape victim, deflecting 

the horror of sexual violence with an incongruous reaction — calling it 

bittersweet. In this case, it seems unlikely that her story is true204 (that this use of 

humor is intended as a cathartic way of dealing with her actual experience of 

rape). A laughing response likely stems more from the incongruity between 

“rape” and Silverman’s description of the feeling as “bittersweet,” combined with 

an ethnic stereotype of Jewish women as avid social climbers. For some, in fact, 

the joke may very well seem to be more about Jewish women than about rape at 

all. So this raises the question of why popular bloggers cite it over and over again 

as an example of a successful rape joke. 

The humor seems contingent on Silverman’s self-identification as both 

female and Jewish. Whereas male bodies seem to be more frequently read as 

threatening (as potentially serious) when joking about rape, female bodies are 

much less likely to be read the same way. Silverman’s body, and her self-

identification as Jewish (which tends to feature heavily in her routines), urge an 

ironic reading of her joke. Based on what an audience knows about her, it seems 

clear that she doesn’t really mean what she says. Through her biological sex and 
                                            
204	  The	  joker’s	  status	  as	  rape	  survivor	  does	  tend	  to	  be	  a	  factor	  in	  people’s	  reading	  of	  ethos/authority.	  
Kate	  Harding	  declares	  herself	  as	  a	  rape	  survivor	  as	  a	  preface	  to	  her	  list	  of	  rape	  jokes	  that	  work,	  and	  
(as	  noted	  above)	  writers	  defer	  to	  rape	  victims	  when	  questioning	  the	  acceptability	  of	  rape	  jokes.	  
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gender display, she accesses a non-threatening reading of her joke about sexual 

violence. 

Silverman’s other well-known and frequently cited joke (briefly touched on 

in the chapter introduction), however, offers a more direct critique of rape culture, 

according to some. Again, in this joke, Silverman opens with the set up that she 

needs more rape jokes, because, as she points out, “Who’s going to complain? 

Rape victims? They barely even report rape.” Regina Barreca asserts that this 

joke is Silverman’s way of confronting “society's deeply entrenched moral 

hypocrisy… By confronting the authentically taboo subject — not that rape 

happens, but that rape victims are still too afraid, ashamed, or appalled to admit 

they've been criminally assaulted — she's using humor to slice, dice, and present 

for examination one of the culture's most deeply buried dirty secrets.” In this 

reading, Silverman uses her position as a woman (an “outsider” according to 

Barecca) to critique the power structures that reinforce sexual violence. 

Barecca’s arguments about the joke, however, hinge explicitly on Silverman’s 

gender: “The funny woman wields humor in such a way as to remove one gag 

(through her refusal of silence), even as she makes another — a joke. Thus, she 

simultaneously resists shutting down and shutting up.” Reliance on Silverman’s 

body to authorize the “gag” of the joke, however, overlooks some potentially 

problematic syntax. 
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Here, Silverman has shifted the victimization into the third person, putting 

rape victims at arms length and presumably mocking the rape culture that keeps 

victims from speaking up about their trauma. Unlike her other joke, in this case 

the victims are a “they,” an external group with which she does not herself 

identify. The punch line is that rape victims do not report rape and are therefore 

unlikely to complain about her joke. As West and so many writers note in their 

arguments, it’s likely that one or several women in Silverman’s audience(s) have 

been sexually assaulted, and almost equally likely that the assault may have 

gone unreported. So it surprises me somewhat that I was unable to find anyone 

objecting to Silverman’s jokes, which, to me, indicates a rather clear double-

standard when it comes to joking about rape. Whereas men are often 

condemned for making rape victims the punch line of a joke, Silverman receives 

praise. As such, the responses seem inevitably tied to the body of the speaker. 

Whether you’ve reached a conclusion for yourself about the 

appropriateness of Silverman’s joke, I ask you to imagine the same joke told by 

Louis CK or another male comedian. Would you automatically offer him a 

generous (i.e. humorous) and ironic reading? Would you assume that obviously 

he did not really mean what he said? And what if you didn’t know who told the 

joke, if it was posted anonymously on a web forum? As I’ve hopefully 

demonstrated thus far, bodies play a significant role in people’s understanding of 
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intention in humor (rape jokes in particular) and therefore the way jokes are 

judged. I would posit this has much to do with perceptions of humor and 

identification — how audiences understand a joke (consciously or not) through 

the theories of humor; how this relates to their reading of a joker's relationship to 

the object of the joke; and how they tend to read intention and identity across the 

body. 

FREUD AND THE AUDIENCE’S RELATIONSHIP TO JOKES AND THE JOKER 
In Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious, Freud ponders the origin 

of a joke, asking where the “joke” resides. Is the joke manifest in the thought 

expressed or in the expression of the thought? In other words, does the joke-

ness of the joke begin or remain with the joker (and his intentions/thoughts) or 

does it manifest in the landing, in the uptake of the joke as joke? In practical 

terms, was Tosh's “joke” a joke because he believed it to be one or was it not a 

joke because it was received as a threat? 

The question lies at the heart of the debate about rape jokes (and any 

other potentially offensive, hurtful, or violent use of humor), and I will not hazard 

to solve the conundrum as there is no a clean answer. Because of the way 

language works, I can intend to tell a joke, but there is never a guarantee that 

you will receive it as such. I can say something in all earnestness, and there is 

equally no guarantee that you won’t find it quite hilarious. Jokes, humor, and 
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laughter are located somewhere in the interplay, in the rhetoric and identification 

we mutually experience. The problems arise when the experience is not mutual, 

when joker and auditor fail to reach the same conclusions. As we have seen, 

humor often misfires around readings of intention, and I argue this has a lot to do 

with how we implicitly read a joker’s motives, especially in relation to their body. 

Freud explains that joking is an activity aimed at deriving pleasure, and he 

distinguishes between abstract and tendentious jokes in terms of the source of 

that pleasure. Abstract jokes have to do with wordplay and are generally 

innocuous — jokers and auditors derive pleasure from nonsense and the 

surprising delight of language games. We might generally align this these types 

of jokes with the incongruity theory of humor, pleasure stems from delight in 

surprise. In contrast, tendentious jokes provide access to a different sort of 

pleasure: tendentious “jokes make possible satisfaction of an instinct in the face 

of an obstacle through circumvention and consequently draw pleasure from a 

source which the obstacle had made inaccessible.”205 In other words, tendentious 

jokes satisfy when satisfaction would not otherwise occur, when the thoughts or 

concepts expressed would not find another means of expression.  

Freud also distinguishes tendentious humor partly on the basis of auditor 

reaction. He calls tendentious jokes those “that have a purpose” and 
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consequently “run the risk of meeting with people who do not want to listen to 

them.”206 He argues that joking allows ideas to be expressed that society and 

people in positions of power might otherwise censure, as well as those that our 

internal critics might otherwise condemn. This manifests in jokes that are either 

obscene or hostile. Obscene jokes satisfy the desire to see what is sexual (and 

repressed in society) exposed. Hostile jokes satisfy the desire to make the 

enemy small and achieve victory over him through laughter. 

The issue at hand in the rape joke debate strikes me as (at least in part) a 

question about the kind of pleasure that joking arouses, or how people read that 

pleasure in relation to bodies and intention. If the purpose of joking, according to 

Freud, is to release mental energy (inhibitions) that wouldn't otherwise find 

release, then the pleasure in these tendentious jokes stems from the relief of this 

criticism or censure. Here, we can see in either case why rape jokes told by male 

bodies are potentially problematic, or, at least, are read as such — because on 

either side of the question (those defending rape jokes and those criticizing 

them), men are perceived as the aggressor rather than the victim. In the first 

sense, then, if the jokes about rape are read as obscene, they would be seen as 

a byproduct of the libido, and therefore potentially an expression of the desire to 

rape that could not be otherwise expressed. In the latter case, rape jokes read as 

                                            
206	  Ibid.,	  90.	  



 
 

138 

hostile would be seen as perpetuating misogyny — men are joking about raping 

women as a means to continue to put women down.  

Freud explains that a tendentious joke requires three people: a joker, a 

listener, and an object. The joker and the listener become compatriots as the joke 

is directed at an object of derision or libidinous desire. While he doesn’t phrase it 

as such, this is the point of rhetorical identification: in which position does an 

audience (member) place themselves? Or, are they placed somewhere by the 

joker (becoming the object of the joke — as with the woman in Tosh’s audience)? 

If an audience member identifies more closely with the object of the joke (rape 

victims, for example), then the joke turns hostile, they are being laughed at by the 

joker and his compatriots. If, on the other hand, they identify with the joker, they 

are safe — laughing with him or her about something/someone else. Laughter in 

this case becomes a sign of complicity and companionship, there arises an 

implicit sense of superiority over the object of the joke, and the joker and 

auditor(s) derive pleasure from their mutual laughter.  

Freud makes a distinction between jokes and the “comic” that might help 

explain reactions to women joking about rape. In instances of the comic, a joker 

finds something laughable or humorous in an external object or other person, but 

no third-party auditor is required. In contrast to joking, comic pleasure does not 

require a feeling of superiority, rather the pleasure of the comic often emerges 
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through shared understanding that “everyone is in fact exposed, without any 

defense, to being made comic”207 (including the comedian). In this sense, the 

comic develops through recognition of laughable aspects of human social 

relations or situations. When an audience identifies with a joker and the object of 

the joke, then, they are able to share in the comic pleasure of laughter. 

If we think about this in terms of the reactions to rape jokes previously 

charted, those who react negatively tend to identify more closely with the 

perceived object of the joke than with the joker. This is where we get the 

argument that rape jokes are acceptable provided they don’t make victims the 

butt of the joke. Broadly speaking, men do not identify as potential victims, so 

their jokes made with women (or victims) as the object are much more likely to be 

read as hostile. In contrast, because rape is perceived as an issue affecting all 

women, when women joke about it, they access a different sort of reading — 

comic understanding that they identify with both their audience and the object of 

their joke. As Katherine Leyton argues, women “are, as a group, oppressed by 

rape. But when the oppressed joke about their oppression, different rules 

apply.”208 Tying a joke’s acceptability exclusively to the body of the joker (either 

explicitly or implicitly), however, fails to account for what Shoshana Felman calls 

that scandal of the speaking body: that it cannot know what it is doing. 
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FELMAN AND THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN LANGUAGE AND THE BODY 
As briefly touched on in my last chapter, Felman argues that any act is 

that of a speaking body and the body necessarily subverts stable meaning. 

Language is the vehicle by which the body knows itself — what is “the body” prior 

to language? Yet, without body, there could be no language. As such, the body 

functions as the unconscious of language, and the speaking body always does 

more than it means and means more than it does. She explains, “the 

‘unconscious’ is the discovery, not only of the radical divorce or breach between 

act and knowledge, between constative and performative, but also… of their 

indecidability and their constant interference.”209 The involvement of the body 

necessarily subverts constant, cognitive aspects of speech. 

She takes Nietzsche’s assertion that man is the promising animal as her 

starting point, illustrating the promise as the paradoxical performative act par 

excellance. She explains that, “every promise is above all the promise of 

consciousness, insofar as it postulates a noninterruption, continuity between 

intention and act.”210 To make a promise, then, means to believe in the possibility 

of fulfillment and stability — to mean what one says and say what one means. 

Every speech act includes an implicit promise, the “promise” that I am telling the 

truth, that there will be continuity between my utterance and the payoff. Yet, as a 
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result of the body's role as unconscious, “language is inhabited by the act of 

failing through which the body’s doing always fails to speak itself, whereas the 

speaking never fails to do.”211 The body both makes speech acts possible and 

simultaneously perverts them. Constancy is impossible because language is self-

referential. Even when we talk about the body, we use language to refer to a 

referent that is already an act — “body” is a placeholder term. So Felman argues 

that the performative function of language carries “its referring beyond itself 

toward reality.”212 There is always also an excess of meaning, and these 

excesses open up the possibility for failure. 

So, I argue that as it is with promising, so too, it is with joking. Jokes are 

the promise of non-seriousness, doomed to fail from the get go. As Felman 

asserts, “the supreme performance of the body’s failing itself is that of making 

jokes.”213 Joking, or as she dubs it, “playing the Devil,” is to take a performative 

view of language, to avoid “playing God” who strives to assert authoritative, 

constant meaning. Any joke contains the potential to be read seriously, to be 

taken at its word, but it also contains the potential for just the opposite — this is 

the “constant interference” of the constative and performative functions of 

language.  
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To reiterate the argument of my last chapter, Derrida illustrates “no 

criterion that is simply inherent in the manifest utterance is capable of 

distinguishing an utterance when it is serious from the same utterance when it is 

not. Solely intention can decide this,” but intention is never fully present or 

saturated within an utterance. Intention is therefore always an unstable criteria by 

which to judge an utterance, and any connections between intention and the 

body are similarly unstable. 

Particularly with humor, we read intention onto utterances, and this tends 

to be the primary mode by which critics interpret jokes. Audiences tend to 

attribute a non-serious meaning or intention to jokes on the basis of context 

(stand-up comedy routine) and ethos (connected to the body of the performer). 

But as the controversy over rape jokes illustrates, neither of these measures offer 

a guarantee. Tosh’s utterance in a stand-up comedy routine was widely 

condemned as not a joke, whereas Silverman’s and other women’s utterances 

are consistently read as non-serious. I argue that this reading of intention in 

these and many other cases tends to grant primacy to the bodies of the 

performers over the content of their jokes, and that this approach warrants 

careful consideration.  

A performative view of language acknowledges that language does things 

in relation to the body that speaks. The unconscious and uncontrollable desires 
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and intentions of the body infect and affect the words as they flow from the lips 

(and even from the pen). The body undermines stability and reference. As such, 

in the case of joking about rape, a female body should not be the primary criteria 

granting me (or other women) the “authority” to joke about the issue with 

impunity. I cannot fully know my own intentions, and a woman’s body does not 

prevent me from doing harm when I joke about sexual violence. To be sure, as 

Felman argues, “humor constitutes not only an assault on knowledge but also an 

assault on power, on repression in every sense of the word,”214 but bodies and 

power are inextricably entwined.  

THE BODY AND POWER: VIOLENCE, HURT, AND HARM 
As we have seen, the question of joking about violence often morphs into 

a question of inflicting violence. While Ricky Gervais may want to relegate the 

conflation of saying and doing to “stupid people,” the relationship between 

language and the body entails a fundamental ambiguity. Certainly violent 

utterances and violent bodily gestures are not the same, yet they are related. As 

Judith Butler points out, “speech itself is a bodily act with specific linguistic 

consequences. Thus speech belongs exclusively neither to corporeal 

presentation nor to language, and its status as word and deed is necessarily 
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ambiguous.”215 To joke about rape is certainly not the same as to perpetrate 

rape, but language (and joking) can also be violent. 

Working from a sociological standpoint in Violence and Society, Larry Ray 

defines violence as “embedded in social and cultural relationships”216 (rather than 

an issue of individual behaviors). Importantly, Ray stresses that violence “takes 

place within systems of power and meaning in which the body is symbolically 

represented,”217 and that violence is a predominantly masculine behavior, caused 

by and connected to the masculine hegemony of a patriarchal society. As he 

explains, “violence is a normalized means of exercising and sustaining 

patriarchal power linked to a masculine emotional gratification derived from the 

exercise of power.”218 Violence is thus inextricably tied to gender and cultural 

norms — issues that twentieth century philosophers of language have rigorously 

questioned. 

Foucault’s work in particular addresses the relationship between the body, 

power, and discourse. In The History of Sexuality: Volume I, Foucault explains 

“power relations have an immediate hold upon it [the body]; they invest it [ils 

l'investissent], mark it [le marquent], train it, torture it, force it to carry out tasks, to 
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perform ceremonies, to emit signs.”219 Daniel Punday points out how Foucault’s 

use of language here emphasizes “the way in which power affects the body from 

the outside. Power in this sense functions beyond the control or comprehension 

of the individual who participates within this social milieu.”220 While bodies are 

both invested with power and subject to power, inevitably participating in the 

disciplinary apparatus of culture, the negotiation of discourse and power is well 

beyond individual control or intention.  

Again, the body always means more than it says and says more than it 

means, and in the case of joking about rape, the relationship between gender/sex 

and power always exceeds individual intentions. The violence of a joke may be 

inextricably entwined with the body of the speaker, but to focus on the body as 

the primary gauge of acceptability participates in the very discourse many critics 

strive to destabilize. As Butler asserts in Gender Trouble: “To be sexed, for 

Foucault, is to be subjected to a set of social regulations, to have the law that 

directs those regulations reside both as the formative principle of one’s sex, 

gender, pleasures, and desires and as the hermeneutic principle of self-

interpretation. The category of sex is thus inevitably regulative, and any analysis 

which makes that category presuppositional uncritically extends and further 
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legitimates that regulative strategy as a power/knowledge regime.”221 To 

condemn men for joking about rape and uncritically valorize women fails to 

address the ways in which both sexes may inflict violence through their 

utterances or may successfully call it into question. While I am not interested in 

passing judgment on what distinguishes the violent from the nonviolent, I do think 

it important to investigate how jokes might participate in the normalization of 

violence and reification of power. 

As I see it, a fruitful way to approach the rape joke question entails 

distinguishing between localized hurt (a rape victim in the room) and more 

globalized harm (the persistence of rape culture/the normalization of sexual 

violence). Hurt, in this sense, means localized violence — linguistic injury that is 

focused on an individual or several individuals, causing them pain or trauma. 

When critics like Lindy West object to rape jokes on the grounds that they might 

(re)traumatize particular audience members, arguing it is likely a woman (or two 

or ten) in the audience has been raped and that joking about it will make her “feel 

like shit,” this narrows the debate to a question of, in a sense, hurt feelings. By 

pointing toward the effects on or reactions of particular audience populations, 

critiques of rape jokes open the door for rebuttals that frame it as an issue of 

censorship, mollycoddling, and/or hyper-sensitivity.  
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Gervais and Norton argue that worrying about whether “bad shit” has ever 

happened to someone in the audience would grossly limit comic fodder and 

defeat the point of comedy entirely. As Gervais contends, “if you can’t joke about 

bad shit, there’s no point in joking about good shit. We don’t need [humor]! 

Laughter is a drug that cures bad shit.” Certainly the relief theory of humor 

supports his point; laughter and humor can serve to alleviate distress and provide 

mental and emotional catharsis. As we have seen, however, gender plays a 

tremendous role in how people view a comedian’s “ownership,” as it were, of the 

“bad shit” they joke about. Since, by and large, men do not identify as (or with) 

victims of rape, their joking about the issue tends to be read as assertions of 

power, dominance, and violence. This leads to accusations of offensiveness and 

hurting people (i.e. women) in their audience. 

More productively, though, we might ask if these iterations are harmful in a 

broader sense. I mean harm as that which contributes to or reinforces systemic 

violence. Slavoj Žižek’s distinctions between subjective and objective violence 

are a fruitful framework for this distinction between hurt and harm. He explains 

subjective violence as “performed by a clearly identifiable agent;” it is 

individualized and experienced “against the background of a non-violent zero 

level.”222 In this sense, I mean hurt as the subjective violence experienced by 
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individuals through the acts of other individuals (e.g. audience members hurt by 

the jokes of comedians). Objective violence, on the other hand, is “no longer 

attributable to concrete individuals and their ‘evil’ intentions, but is purely 

‘objective,’ systemic, anonymous.”223 In this sense, rape culture itself is an 

example of objective violence, and when I speak of harm, I mean the ways in 

which individuals or institutions contribute to or reinforce rape culture. 

The Roadblock of Rape Culture 
The debate around rape jokes often gets tangled and/or utterly derailed 

around the “question” of American rape culture. As with the “question” of Climate 

Change (née Global Warming), there seem to be persistent and pernicious 

arguments of both fact and definition attached to the notion of rape culture. 

Deniers reject studies about the number of women who have been sexually 

assaulted as hyperbolic and overblown, but as Andrea Dworkin pointed out in a 

speech delivered to a men's rights forum in 1983, “we use statistics not to try to 

quantify the injuries, but to convince the world that those injuries even exist. 

Those statistics are not abstractions.”224 Nearly 22 million women in America 

have been raped in their lifetimes, more often than not by men they know.225 But 

thirty years after Dworkin’s speech, feminists and scholars are still fighting to 

convince much of the world that this is a real problem. In Victor Vitanza’s 2011 
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analysis of foundational rape narratives, Sexual Violence in Western Thought 

and Writing, he asserts “The History of Rhetoric, which is the History of cultures, 

is actually and virtually The History of Rape… The whole history, or assembled 

histories, are predicated on rape scripts and narratives as a set of common 

topoi.”226 Exposure to these scripts and to the constant reality of “daily rapes, we 

become immune and, consequently, build up a resistance to them. In the political 

unconscious. They become, yet incipiently remain, Chaste Rapes.”227 

In spite of decades of activism, awareness campaigns, and social studies, 

headlines continue to pop up in major media outlets claiming that “The Rape 

‘Epidemic’ Doesn’t Actually Exist” (USNews, October 2013) or intimating that the 

argument is somehow novel: “UVA Furor Sparks Debate Over Existence of ‘Rape 

Culture’” (New York Times, December 2014). These sorts of arguments also 

plague the blogosphere, of course, with rabid assertions that “Rape Culture 

Doesn’t Exist And There Is No Rape Epidemic” (TheBlaze.com, December 2014) 

and “Sick of Rape Culture BS” (AVoiceForMen.com, May 2014). It even crops up 

in the opinion section of college newspapers — a 2013 Letter to the Editor of The 

Badger Herald, the University of Wisconsin-Madison’s student paper, titled (you 

guessed it) “‘Rape Culture’ Does Not Exist” sparked heated discussions online 
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and reflects many of the common tropes and assumptions around which these 

arguments tend to circulate. 

Political Science major and junior classman David Hookstead felt it was 

his duty to “set the record straight” about a term that “aggressively paints men as 

dangerous and as the root of evil.”228 Hookstead wants “everybody to 

understand… that bad people exist.” For him, as for many of those arguing that 

the notion of a rape culture is a hysterical overreaction, rape is only perpetrated 

by violent criminals (“bad people”) and “you can’t always stop criminals.” Pushing 

against the call to teach men not to rape (rather than teaching women how to 

avoid being raped or providing them with anti-rape nail polish229), Hookstead 

argues that this “implies education can prevent true acts of evil.” He also laments 

that women perpetrate rape as well and brings up the problem of false 

accusations, asking “Why are women so desperate to demonize men that they’ll 

lie about being raped?” 

Importantly, these kinds of arguments are not at all unique to opinionated 

male undergraduates. A common refrain amongst deniers is that the concept of 

rape culture was cooked up by feminists as another “hysterical” attack on men. In 

2014, Caroline Kitchens, writing for Time Magazine, called for an “end to ‘rape 

                                            
228	  Hookstead,	  “‘Rape	  Culture’	  Does	  Not	  Exist.”	  
229	  A	  group	  of	  four	  undergraduates	  at	  North	  Carolina	  State	  University	  invented	  a	  nail	  polish	  that	  
would	  detect	  date-‐rape	  drugs	  by	  changing	  color	  when	  swirled	  in	  a	  spiked	  beverage.	  Brodwin,	  “An	  
Unlikely	  Accessory.”	  



 
 

151 

culture’ hysteria” now that “rape-culture theory has migrated from the lonely 

corners of the feminist blogosphere into the mainstream.”230 Matt Walsh, self 

proclaimed “professional truth sayer,” makes many similar claims in his widely-

circulated blog post on TheBlaze.com. Walsh’s lengthy screed casts feminists as 

the “disingenuous and irrational” villains for whom “rape is not so much an 

actuality as it is an ideology. It might be appropriate to stop calling it Feminism 

altogether and start calling it Rapism.”231 That’s right, he says “Rapism.” He also 

goes on to object that the statistics cannot possibly be true. Admittedly, to a 

rational reader, Walsh rather undermines himself by exclaiming, “I don’t need to 

look at a single study to know that it isn’t true. It just isn’t.”  

But one of the points I’m trying to make is that when it comes to rape 

culture and the surrounding conversation, rationality seems to go out the window. 

In many arenas, it’s become an “us vs. them,” women vs. men, feminists against 

the world, emotionally charged issue, and that makes it tremendously difficult to 

have a real conversation. If we want to talk about rape jokes productively, I 

contend that we must acknowledge the objective violence of rape culture and the 

social harm that joking about rape sometimes entails. The questions of violence 

and harm are inevitably tied to how we read intention and power across bodies, 

but these readings are always fraught. As Vitanza points out, “That men rape and 
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that there are terrible consequences are not in question; that all men stand in 

relation to women only by ill-virtue of rape, however, is in question, especially for 

the claimed universal value that such a scene allegedly has for critiquing and 

writing history.”232 

CONCLUSION 
Joking about violence is not the same as enacting violence. A slap in the 

face is not the same as an insult hurled in anger. Nevertheless, words wound. 

Judith Butler takes up the question of how and why words can wield the power to 

injure in Excitable Speech, and the next chapter will draw on her arguments to 

think through how jokes can and do injure and how they might offer alternative, 

liberatory potentials. As my first chapter illustrates, the purportedly non-serious or 

joking use of language cannot excuse harmful or injurious uses of language. 

Often the threatening or violent potential of humor is read through a distorted lens 

of intentionality — the conscious and unconscious assumptions readers and 

audiences make about what a performer or speaker intends by his or her joke, 

assumptions that are inevitably tied to the body. 

As this chapter has shown, in the broad swaths of popular culture 

conversations, a trend emerges where women are socially granted the “right” to 

joke about rape, and men are (much more likely to be) condemned for doing so. 
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My objection is that critics often use sex and gender as the primary or sufficient 

criteria by which to judge a joke. Certainly the body should be a factor in how we 

respond, but the conversation about a rape joke should not begin and end with 

the body of the person making it, nor should the focus be on the bodies of those 

in the audience. We must acknowledge that the waters are always murky, that 

context and intention are always open, that bodies open up the possibility of 

failure.  

I concur with Katherine Leyton in her acknowledgement that men’s and 

women’s jokes about rape work differently. Leyton asserts, “This isn’t to say that 

women cannot tell rape jokes that contribute to rape culture by reinforcing the 

myths the culture is built on—they can, and do. Such jokes, however, don’t just 

work in a single way. When a woman tells a rape joke—even a ‘bad’ one—it can 

also be an expression of power, control, and therapy (however fraught with 

contradiction), and a nebulous offer to women in the audience to momentarily 

relieve themselves from the burden of rape culture.” However, the “burden of 

rape culture” is not just the burden of women, and I argue that all jokes work in 

multiple ways, not just those of women. That’s why conversations about joking 

will always be messy — there are never clean distinctions. 

While the problem of rape culture debates may seem unique to the 

question of joking about rape in particular when thinking about hurt versus harm, 
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it actually applies to any number of similar examples of systemic or objective 

violence. In some senses, the rising trend of joking about rape falls into the 

category of what Susan J. Douglas calls “enlightened sexism,” the insistence that 

“women have made plenty of progress because of feminism—indeed, full equality 

has allegedly been achieved—so now it’s okay, even amusing, to resurrect sexist 

stereotypes of girls and women.”233 Similarly, the pervasive belief that we live in a 

post-racial America, in a society where racism is no longer a problem, accounts 

for the rise in “ironic racism” or “hipster racism,” what Lindy West explains as “the 

gentler, more clueless, and more insidious cousin of a hick in a hood; the domain 

of educated, middle-class white people… who believe that not wanting to be 

racist makes it okay for them to be totally racist.”234 Ironic racism is C.H. Dalton’s 

A Practical Guide to Racism, penned under a pseudonym by white comedy 

writer, Sam Means. Rather than couch objections to these and other instances of 

humor in terms of offensiveness and localized hurt, considering the ways they 

might do harm offers a less individualized and potentially more productive 

avenue of discussion. It shifts the debate away from whether or not a person is 

sexist or racist or homophobic, and asks instead whether their behavior 

contributes to sexism, racism, homophobia, or, as the case may be, rape culture. 
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Chapter Three: Humorous Repetitions and Harmful Words 

In fall of 2004, during the filming of his show’s third season, Dave 

Chappelle walked off the set of his hit comedy series, Chappelle’s Show, and 

turned his back on a fifty million dollar contract with Comedy Central. In its first 

two seasons, Chappelle’s Show exploded into the cultural consciousness, quickly 

rising to the top of the ratings charts and bringing Comedy Central into the 

network limelight. The DVD release of Chappelle’s Show season one broke every 

sales record in television history. Chappelle’s rise to stardom was rapid and 

catastrophic, as the star, overwhelmed by the fame, money, and network 

pressure, vanished after taping only three episodes for season three. 

Chappelle walked out in the middle of filming a sketch, and for weeks after 

newspapers and media outlets were filled with rampant speculation as to 

Chappelle’s whereabouts. The studio released a story that Chappelle had 

walking pneumonia. Rumors circulated that the star was on drugs, was in a 

mental institution, had cracked under the pressure. The truth — that Chappelle 

had taken off for Africa (without telling anyone, even his family) — wouldn’t come 

out until a year later when Chappelle appeared on Oprah to talk about his 

experiences. 
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In the interview, Chappelle explains that his reasons for walking away from 

the show were twofold: the pressure and manipulation he felt from the network, 

and an incident involving a white crew member and the wrong kind of laughter. 

Chappelle’s comedy is now infamous for its aggressive and head-on dealings 

with issues of race in America. The humor in the show pushed audiences to 

confront racial inequality and stereotyping in a supposedly politically corrected, 

post-racial United States. It featured skits involving characters such as Clayton 

Bigsby (a blind white supremacist who doesn’t know he is black), Negrodamus 

(an aggressive black fortune teller played by comedian Paul Mooney), and the 

Niggar Family (a white family whose last name is a variation on our nation’s most 

troubling racial slur). 

Audiences ate the show up. Again, DVD sales broke all time record sales 

— selling over one million copies in the first week. Viewers all over the country 

were quoting Chappelle’s catch-phrases from the show: such as his depiction of 

musician Rick James, shouting “I’m Rick James, bitch!” on street corners and at 

Chappelle’s concerts. But as the show grew in popularity, Chappelle became 

increasingly uncomfortable with the kind of laughter he was generating. In the 

middle of his racial pixie sketch — which depicts a fairy who appears when racist 

things happen — Chappelle heard a white crew member laughing, and he was 

suddenly struck by the sense that he was being laughed at.  



 
 

157 

The distinction between laughing with and laughing at is particularly 

important to comedians dealing with issues of identity. It’s a distinction that 

Richard Pryor noted as well, and many critics have hailed Chappelle as Pryor’s 

comic successor. Both men enjoyed tremendous popularity and success, but 

both also eventually struggled with the implications of that widespread appeal. 

Using humor to address important social issues to mixed audiences opened the 

door to both change and misunderstanding. 

In his history of African American comedy, On The Real Side, Mel Watkins 

illustrates how humor is one of the primary ways that African Americans have 

historically coped with repression, and he argues it was a tremendously important 

tool by which they gained access to representation in popular culture. During and 

after the civil rights era, comedians like Dick Gregory and Richard Pryor used 

humor to expose racism and critique dominant cultural norms. Watkins classes 

these men amongst other great mid-century satirists “who used humor to 

enlighten, awaken, and expose societal repression, nagging governmental 

malfeasance, of the personal angst that dogged many Americans.”235 Watkins 

lauds Pryor as “the first African-American stand-up comedian to speak candidly 

and successfully to integrated audiences the way black people joked among 

themselves when most critical of America.”236 Again, Chappelle has been largely 
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heralded as Pryor’s successor in both cross-over appeal and willingness to 

unflinchingly tackle issues of race in America. Their humor (and that of many 

others) works in response to postracial attitudes that, as Jonathan P. Rossing 

asserts, “reject racial truths and obscure the persistence of racial hierarchies and 

privilege in favor of the belief that race no longer matters.”237 

Rossing also lauds Pryor’s contribution to both American comedy and race 

relations in the U.S. He argues that Pryor’s humor is a prime example of what he 

calls “critical race humor:” “humorous discourses that participate in the 

exploration and transformation of the power relationships, institutional practices, 

cultural beliefs, and ideologies that shape material realities of race and racism… 

[It] direct[s] attention to the construction of race and the material consequences 

of those constructions. It brings to the surface the unexamined ordinariness of 

racism and racial matters in everyday life in ways that open spaces and create 

possibilities for challenging racial knowledge and practices.”238 For Rossing, 

Watkins, and myriad other scholars, the humor deployed by Pryor and his 

successors function as a vital tool in shifting the entrenched and systemic racial 

prejudice in America. 

As he continued to push the racial envelope, however, Chappelle caught 

himself in the conundrum of intentionality and language that my previous 
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chapters have catalogued: that we cannot control our own meaning. No matter 

what Chappelle wanted to be doing with his sketches, there was always the 

possibility of it doing or meaning something else. While he certainly aimed to 

provoke laughter with his material, the kind of laughter (and the intention behind 

it) eventually became a cause for concern, as did the way in which his humor 

was picked up and repeated by others. By the summer of 2004, just a year and a 

half after the show’s premiere, Chappelle was already so frustrated with 

unthinking, fannish repetitions of the Rick James catchphrase, he walked 

offstage during the middle of a set at a stand-up performance.239  

While my discussions of Sacha Baron Cohen and rape jokes primarily 

focused on audience readings of and reactions to the intentionality of the joker, 

this chapter addresses the flip-side of the same coin — that performers cannot 

control or be certain of the intentions of the audience, and that they may find 

themselves dismayed by the ways their jokes are taken up and recirculated. 

What it means for a white spectator to laugh (or not laugh) during a black 

performer’s routine, or a woman to laugh (or not laugh) during a man’s routine, or 

even a heterosexual to laugh (or not laugh) during another heterosexual’s routine 

is a question that’s inevitably difficult to answer. Both performers and audiences 

are constantly called on to assess where laughter falls on the spectrum of “at” 
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(superiority theory) or “with” (relief, incongruity theory), and the challenge lies in 

the way that there’s always the possibility it’s both. And while humor is 

undeniably a forceful tool for challenging dominant ideologies, the subversive 

quality of a joke is often closely linked with the body of the performer. Shifting 

speakers can result in a radical shift in meaning — a major concern for critics 

and comedians alike. 

The question of bodily relations to language and humor lies at the heart of 

my discussion of harm and hurt in my last chapter, and in the case studies for 

this chapter, I will look at the way that language (and the body) offers the 

potential for both violence and liberation. This is hugely important for an 

understanding of comedy, because comedy is often an avenue of recourse for 

addressing the objective violence of (as we have seen) rape culture and (in these 

cases) racism in America. This has to do in large part with efforts to reclaim or 

repurpose or subvert language’s meanings through humor, as well as efforts to 

reject the harmful naming practices imposed by the dominant culture. Judith 

Butler explores language’s ability to injure in Excitable Speech, and her 

arguments about interpellation and linguistic vulnerability will be key to this 

chapter’s arguments. After outlining Butler’s theories, I will move through the 

challenges of nomenclature experienced by African Americans and some of the 

comic efforts at subverting or resignifying historically racist terms. These efforts 
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prove challenging for performers, especially as their culturally intimate material 

gains widespread appeal. In the cases of Dave Chappelle’s sketches, Chris 

Rock’s stand up, and the performances of theater group Speak Theatre Arts, 

anxieties about audience mis-readings or cultural appropriations have influenced 

their decisions about how to present their material and to whom (if sometimes 

only in hindsight). 

BUTLER AND LINGUISTIC VULNERABILITY 
As noted in the Introduction to this dissertation, Butler’s text explores the 

question of linguistic injury, asking where language’s power to injure resides. As I 

have also pointed out elsewhere, Butler distinguishes between physical violence 

and the violence of language but acknowledges the harm of both. She sees the 

violence of language as “consist[ing] in its effort to capture the ineffable and, 

hence, to destroy it, to seize hold of that which must remain elusive for language 

to operate as a living thing.”240 The power of linguistic injury, then, stems from the 

ways in which subjects are constituted by language, that the human “subject” 

(problematic as that concept is)241 is a function of language and therefore 

vulnerable to it. Importantly, as Felman illustrates, the body and language are 

non-separable entities — speech requires the mouth — but the body is not 

entirely subjectifiable by language and it is always interrupting the intentions of 
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the so-called “subject” that speaks. Butler extends Felman’s arguments, drawing 

on the Althusserian model of interpellation to explore the implications of this 

necessary reliance on language, or, as she calls it, linguistic vulnerability. 

Approaching language from an Althuserrian perspective, Butler argues 

that we are called into being through the hail of the Other. Whereas Austin’s 

approach to language posits a fully self-conscious subject who precedes the 

speech he utters, Butler and Althusser contend that in order to speak, we must 

first be addressed. Without the call of Althusser’s metaphorical policeman (the 

“Hey, you” to which we turn), we are not yet recognizable to ourselves or as 

ourselves. As Butler asserts, to be addressed means not to recognize oneself for 

what/whom one already is, but also, to be constituted “by being recognizable.”242 

For it is through this call and turn, that we are brought into social existence — 

one that is necessarily situated within political and discursive structures of power 

that are beyond our control. Butler explains, “if the subject who speaks is also 

constituted by the language that she or he speaks, then language is the condition 

of possibility for the speaking subject, and not merely its instrument of 

expression. This means that the subject has its own ‘existence’ implicated in a 

language whose historicity includes a past and a future that exceeds that of the 

subject who speaks.”243 For example, Butler points out the interpellative function 
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of government census forms. Such forms function to constitute the subject even 

while they operate without a subject to “speak” them. Certainly, individuals write 

and print forms, someone even must decide which boxes will be available to 

check (African American, Native American, Hispanic, Caucasian, etc.), but even 

the bureaucrat who makes such a decree is not the originator of that discourse, 

nor does she ultimately control its meaning. Similarly, though the forms were 

drafted well in advance of my arrival and without me specifically in mind, I am 

constituted through the checking of such a box and vulnerable to the necessity of 

doing so.  

This necessary reliance on the recognition by and hail of another, even an 

absent anonymous other, results in what Butler describes as our linguistic 

vulnerability — constituted by and through language, we are fundamentally 

vulnerable to it. This is why language is able to wound, though, importantly, it 

does not have to. Butler argues that hate speech is not illocutionary—it is not 

speech in which the saying of something is the doing of it. When a judge, backed 

by a court of law, pronounces a defendant guilty, that defendant is thereby guilty: 

that is illocutionary speech. However, outside the justice system, the subject’s 

speech has no sovereign authority. Butler thus contends that hate speech is a 

perlocutionary utterance, a speech act that produces certain effects as its 

consequence, leaving a gap between the words and their effects. If a friend or a 
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stranger were to call in my direction “Hey bitch,” I would not in that moment 

become a bitch — I would have to take up the appellation to make that happen. 

There is a gap between what my hailer says and what her utterance does, and I 

am able to make some decisions in that process (such as how to react, if at all). I 

may choose to burst into song, belting out some Meredith Brooks at the top of my 

lungs.244 I may decide that the stranger clearly wasn’t talking to me and continue 

along my merry way. Importantly, their address does not make me the name they 

call, because, Butler reminds us, we are not sovereign subjects. We do not 

possess the kind of power that our saying makes it so. 

 Nevertheless, in order to be a subject who resists interpellation, I must be 

interpellated into language by someone else before I have the chance to decline. 

I become a subject by being subjected to language; I rely on (am vulnerable to) 

the address of another. Importantly, Butler sees this vulnerability as an enabling 

vulnerability. We cannot step out of language once we’re “in” it, but we can use it 

even as it uses us. In being recognized and recognizable as subjects, we are 

granted the ability to counter violent or threatening hails. Contra Althusser, Butler 

argues that once subjects are hailed, they are able to choose an alternative 

option — to not turn around or to counter the speech of the hail. This accounts for 

                                            
244	  Some	  of	  my	  readers	  may	  recall	  Brooks’	  1997	  hit,	  “Bitch,”	  which	  was	  the	  singer’s	  only	  major	  
success.	  For	  those	  woefully	  unfamiliar,	  the	  chorus	  seems	  especially	  apropos	  for	  the	  arguments	  of	  this	  
chapter:	  “I'm	  a	  bitch,	  I'm	  a	  lover,	  I'm	  a	  child,	  I'm	  a	  mother,	  I’m	  a	  sinner,	  I'm	  a	  saint,	  I	  do	  not	  feel	  
ashamed!	  I'm	  your	  hell,	  I'm	  your	  dream,	  I’m	  nothing	  in	  between,	  You	  know	  you	  wouldn't	  want	  it	  any	  
other	  way!”	  
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the potential to (possibly and hopefully) subvert harmful meanings and re-

appropriate hateful terms. .  

Yet because we are linguistically bound, and because of the relationship 

between the body and language, the subversion of meaning must always 

contend with the excess of meaning that the body brings with it. Both the agency 

of the speaker and the “force” of his or her utterances are inevitably tied to the 

body. Thus, attempts to re-signify terms or rob them of their violence, as 

Chappelle and other performers have striven to do, as well as the ‘non-serious’ 

use of violent and racist terms by white comedians such as Louis CK, cannot be 

fully detached from readings of the bodies involved in the saying. Butler explains, 

“as an ‘instrument’ of a violent rhetoricity, the body of the speaker exceeds the 

words that are spoken, exposing the addressed body as no longer (and not ever 

fully) in its own control.”245 When comedians use language that names (an other), 

they address their bodies to the bodies of others — and therein lies the sticking 

point for many comedians and (their) critics.  

Especially when it comes to racial epithets (or the repetition of racial 

stereotypes), certain bodies convey different meanings. Butler explains how 

bodies influence the reading of a statement as threatening: from a grammatical 

perspective, a statement may not appear at all threatening, “but the threat 

                                            
245	  Butler,	  Excitable	  Speech,	  13.	  
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emerges precisely through the act that the body performs in speaking the act. Or 

the threat emerges as the apparent effect of a performative act only to be 

rendered harmless through the bodily demeanor of the act… The threat 

prefigures or, indeed, promises a bodily act, and yet is already a bodily act, thus 

establishing in its very gesture the contours of the act to come.”246 Because 

speech is a bodily act, there is inevitably both “what is said and then there is a 

kind of saying that the bodily ‘instrument’ of the utterance performs.”247 Again, 

jokes are a promise of non-seriousness that are always open to failure, always 

open to a serious or threatening reading, and the threatening potential of humor 

is often linked to the body of the speaker, the “kind of saying” that his or her body 

performs in the telling of the joke. 

While the use of racial epithets in stand up comedy routines or, as in the 

case of Chappelle, on cable television, is a source of contention amongst the 

African American community, there remains a pervasive sense that certain 

people can say things that others cannot or should not say. This is precisely the 

social tension and ambiguity on which much of Chappelle’s comedy plays, and 

which Chris Rock addresses outright in his routine, “Can White People Say 

Nigger”248 (Rock’s answer to the question is, “not really”). For when the speaker 

                                            
246	  Ibid.,	  11	  
247	  Ibid.	  
248	  The	  bit	  is	  featured	  in	  Rock’s	  2008	  special,	  Kill	  The	  Messenger,	  and	  may	  have	  been	  a	  response	  to	  an	  
earlier	  bit	  that	  I	  address	  later	  in	  this	  chapter,	  “Black	  People	  vs.	  Niggas.”	  This	  routine	  goes	  as	  follows:	  
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strives to alter the meaning of “words that wound,” her utterance nevertheless 

carries the burden of history and the chain of meaning through its countless 

iterations. Particularly in the case of racial slurs, bodies that read as members of 

the dominant racial group face an uphill struggle to override the chain of meaning 

linked to centuries of racial intolerance, regardless of their intentions in their re-

iterations. As Butler argues, “the speaker who utters the racial slur is thus citing 

that slur, making linguistic community with a history of speakers,”249 and visible 

demarcations of identity invariably influence readings of which linguistic 

community a speaker steps into. Comedians such as Chappelle frequently play 

on the incongruity of their “belonging” to certain linguistic communities so as to 

create a rupture in the chain of meaning. Invoking the agency of having been 

hailed in a wounding way directly or through belonging to a group of those who 

have been historically hailed in wounding ways, Chappelle and others strive to 

disrupt the historically violent weight of racial slurs.   

Butler insists that the necessity of the hail forecloses the possibility of 

radical autonomy: we must be hailed into being by another, and we are not, 

therefore, self-sufficient. Access to ourselves is routed through the other. 
                                                                                                                                  
“Whenever	  the	  word	  ‘nigger’	  is	  spoken,	  it	  is	  always	  followed	  by	  the	  same	  question:	  ‘Can	  white	  people	  
say	  ‘nigger?’	  And	  the	  correct	  answer	  is,	  ‘not	  really.’	  You	  have	  to	  check	  with	  your	  nigger	  consulate.	  
Talk	  to	  your	  nigger	  representative.	  And	  they	  will	  tell	  you	  the	  nigger	  rules	  where	  you	  are	  at	  that	  
particular	  time.	  We	  live	  in	  a	  crazy	  time	  when	  Dr.	  King	  and	  Mr.	  Mandela’s	  dreams	  are	  coming	  true,	  and	  
black	  people	  and	  white	  people	  and	  Asians	  and	  everybody’s	  hanging	  out	  together	  in	  interracial	  
posses!	  It’s	  unbelievable	  what’s	  going	  on.	  Unbelievable!	  All	  my	  black	  friends	  have	  a	  bunch	  of	  white	  
friends!	  And	  all	  my	  white	  friends	  have	  one	  black	  friend!”	  
249	  Butler,	  Excitable	  Speech,	  52	  
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However, the hail cannot fully capture us or define our identity. Once I have been 

hailed into language, I remain vulnerable to it, but I am also provided with the 

means to use it in return — I can offer a countering response, I can “speak back” 

to the hail and/or the hailer. Of course, neither the addressor nor the addressed 

are fully in control of meaning: “the power to ‘race’ and, indeed, the power to 

gender, precedes the ‘one’ who speaks such power, and yet the one who speaks 

nevertheless appears to have that power.”250 This is the paradoxical nature of 

language and interpellation. As Butler explains, “if agency is not derived from the 

sovereignty of the speaker, then the force of the speech act is not sovereign 

force. The ‘force’ of the speech act is, however incongruously, related to the body 

whose force is deflected and conveyed through speech.”251  

To use a name, or a racial epithet, in a certain regard necessarily entails 

stepping into the role of either hailer or hailed, and this distinction is the source of 

potentially violent power and/or enabling vulnerability. As we have seen, intention 

cannot govern an utterance, so regardless of a white speaker’s intention in using 

racially-charged terms (or, as in a famous instance of media backlash, the 

Jewish Sarah Silverman’s use of a derogatory term about Asians252) she cannot 

                                            
250	  Ibid.,	  49.	  
251	  Ibid.,	  39.	  
252	  In	  an	  appearance	  on	  Late	  Night	  with	  Conan	  O’Brien	  in	  2001,	  Silverman	  relayed	  the	  story	  of	  trying	  
to	  get	  out	  of	  jury	  duty:	  “My	  friend	  is	  like,	  why	  don’t	  you	  write	  something	  inappropriate	  on	  the	  form,	  
like	  ‘I	  hate	  chinks.’	  …	  [Instead]	  I	  just	  filled	  out	  the	  form	  and	  I	  wrote,	  ‘I	  love	  chinks’-‐-‐and	  who	  doesn’t?”	  
Quoted	  in	  Grossberg.	  
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sever her relationship to the historical and objective violence attached to the 

terms. Thus when Louis CK performs his routine in which he objects to “white 

ladies’” use of “the N word”253 and calls for a more explicit approach (dropping 

polite euphemisms entirely and just saying “the shitty words [they] wanna say”), 

his body inevitably intervenes in any effort to dissipate the violence attached to 

the term. Even though his routine frames it as a discussion of what someone else 

says, one cannot mention a term without using it, thus calling up the chain of 

hateful meaning. CK may earnestly want and intend to diminish the harm 

conveyed in the term, but his use remains a hail of an other and potentially 

repeats the violence he may want to reject. CK’s body reads as white (in spite of 

Mexican heritage on his mother’s side), working class, heterosexual, and 

consequently, CK cannot claim to be vulnerable to that particular address. The 

wounding word was never meant for him. 

Of course, and pardon the necessary cliché, it isn’t as simple as black and 

white, which is why we get so tangled in these questions. If only those who are 

hailed by a term are able to subvert it, how can that be achieved given the power 

                                            
253	  From	  CK’s	  Shameless	  special:	  “Everybody	  has	  different	  words	  that	  offend	  them,	  different	  things	  
that	  they	  hear	  that	  they	  get	  offended	  by.	  To	  me,	  the	  thing	  that	  offends	  me	  the	  most	  is	  every	  time	  that	  I	  
hear	  ‘the	  N-‐word.’	  Not	  ‘nigger,’	  by	  the	  way.	  I	  mean	  [makes	  scare	  quotes	  with	  fingers]	  ‘the	  N-‐word.’	  
Literally,	  whenever	  a	  white	  lady	  on	  CNN	  with	  nice	  hair	  says,	  ‘the	  N-‐word,’	  that’s	  just	  white	  people	  
gettin’	  away	  with	  saying	  nigger.	  That’s	  all	  that	  is.	  They	  found	  a	  way	  to	  say	  nigger!	  ’N-‐word!’	  It’s	  
bullshit!	  Because	  when	  you	  say	  ‘the	  N-‐word,’	  you	  put	  the	  word	  ‘nigger’	  in	  the	  listener’s	  head.	  That’s	  
what	  saying	  a	  word	  is.	  You	  say	  ’N-‐word,’	  and	  I	  go,	  ‘oh,	  she	  means	  nigger.’	  You’re	  making	  me	  say	  it	  in	  
my	  head!	  Why	  don’t	  you	  fucking	  say	  it	  instead	  and	  take	  responsibility?	  For	  the	  shitty	  words	  you	  
wanna	  say.”	  
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structures of media and social and cultural dominance? How are those of the out-

group, those who have not been hailed, to be allies? Asserting that any out-group 

use of a racial epithet is inherently racist or violent serves to reinforce the 

violence by locking the term in place. But, similarly, assuming that any in-group 

use is necessarily subversive attaches more importance to the bodily context 

than the actual content of an utterance. This is the dilemma faced by those that 

wish to legislate hate speech: offensive language use is neither fully contextual 

nor fundamentally offensive regardless of context. As Butler points out, “neither 

view can account for the restaging and resignifying of offensive utterances.”254 

USE, MENTION, AND THE CHALLENGE OF CITATION AND (RE)SIGNIFICATION 
Butler points out the major challenges in both legislating hate speech and 

efforts at censoring certain terms — one must repeat the terms one wishes to 

censor. For one thing, efforts to posit the incontrovertibly violent force of certain 

words tends to “founder on the question of who does the interpreting.”255 Legal 

discourse surrounding hate speech is in itself a reenactment of the offensive 

utterances, and the question arises whether these repetitions sustain or disrupt 

the violence of the utterances. While courts tend to identify the speaker of the 

hateful utterance as the culpable agent, as if the speaker were the origin of such 

speech, Butler points out that the power to injure derives from the utterances’ 

                                            
254	  Butler,	  Excitable	  Speech,	  13.	  
255	  Ibid.	  
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citationality, and responsibility derives from repetition and recirculation. One 

significant problem is the tendency to repeat offensive utterances “as if one were 

merely mentioning them, not making use of them” because this citationality “can 

support the structure of disavowal that permits their hurtful circulation.”256 Legal 

conversations surrounding hate speech are themselves performative, and Butler 

argues that conservative courts tend to conflate speech and conduct in 

discussions of sexual speech and sexual acts, whereas in discourse of racist 

language the conflation tends to be disputed. Thus, state power tends to 

simultaneously produce, protect, and censor injurious words.  

Hate speech performs its injury by constituting the subject in a subordinate 

position, and Butler posits that though there is no way to protect against the 

linguistic vulnerability inherent in our interpellated subjectivity, distinctions can be 

made regarding the kinds of injury that are socially contingent and avoidable. 

Again, as byproducts of prior discourse, subjects are not fundamentally in control 

of meaning. Butler therefore advocates an enhanced responsibility of the 

speaker, an ethics of citation that accounts for the legacies of usage – 

distinguishing between the power to injure and the efficacy with which that power 

is exercised.  

                                            
256	  Ibid.,	  38	  
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Because speech acts are citational (requiring a chain of repetitions to 

sustain meaning), this continuity of meaning can be disrupted by enunciations 

that subvert or re-stage meaning, a kind of repetition that Butler calls 

insurrectionary. She argues that no speech act has to cause injury, and she 

advocates a theory of linguistic agency in which resignification through repetition 

becomes possible. “Those who argue that hate speech produces a ‘victim class’ 

deny critical agency and tend to support an intervention in which agency is fully 

assumed by the state,” she writes. She proposes instead a loosening of the link 

between act and injury so that  “[i]n the place of state-sponsored censorship, a 

social and cultural struggle of language takes place in which agency is derived 

from injury, and injury countered through that very derivation.”257 She calls, in 

other words, for the countering of injurious language by “misappropriating” its 

constituting force, speaking “the unspeakable” as part of a resignifying practice 

“and hence producing legitimation in new and future forms.”258 

The question for many cultural critics and stand-up comedians is whether 

such a resignification is possible for what legal scholar Randall L. Kennedy calls 

“the outstanding racial insult on the American social landscape.”259 While, for the 

                                            
257	  Ibid.,	  41.	  
258	  Ibid.	  
259	  Kennedy,	  “Who	  Can	  Say,”	  88.	  In	  April	  of	  1999,	  Kennedy	  surveyed	  the	  LEXIS	  database	  to	  determine	  
how	  many	  times	  racial	  epithets	  appeared	  in	  court	  opinions	  between	  1988	  and	  1998.	  He	  notes,	  
“plaintiffs	  cited	  usage	  of	  ‘wetback’	  as	  evidence	  of	  anti-‐Latino	  animus	  in	  36	  opinions,	  cited	  usage	  of	  
‘chink’	  or	  ‘gook’	  as	  evidence	  of	  anti-‐Asian	  animus	  in	  17	  opinions,	  cited	  usage	  of	  ‘honky’	  as	  evidence	  of	  
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most part, I’ve striven to avoid the mention (or use) of specific terms in this 

chapter in an effort to avoid the casual repetition that Butler warns against, I 

agree with her that leaving them unsayable “can also work to lock them in place, 

preserving their power to injure, and arresting the possibility of a reworking that 

might shift their context and purpose.”260 For me, censorship and pseudonyms 

are not a satisfactory answer, but nor is uncritical repetition or citation. Because 

part of my argument about language and use relates to the inevitable history and 

politics of citationality connected to the body, I cannot ignore or escape my own 

position as a white scholar. As such, I think it important that I reference/repeat 

offensive language sparingly while not shying away entirely from the words that 

wound. So, when not directly quoting, I will offset potentially injurious language in 

italics — a temporary and imperfect solution to this tremendously vexing problem.  

It’s a problem related to issues of consensus, community, and identity 

politics that reflects the inherent messiness of each. The struggle of how or when 

or which terms to use has been widely discussed amongst African American 

scholars as well as figures in popular culture, hip hop artists especially. Black 

comedians (and comedians of various identity groups) use various appellations 

for a number of reasons, and their repetitions and efforts at resignification are 

contested amongst audiences, scholars, and the performers themselves. The 
                                                                                                                                  
anti-‐white	  animus	  in	  20	  opinions…	  [in	  striking	  contrast]	  plaintiffs	  cited	  usage	  of	  nigger	  as	  evidence	  of	  
anti-‐black	  prejudice	  in	  several	  hundred	  opinions.”	  
260	  Butler,	  Excitable	  Speech,	  38.	  
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difficulty around resignification, efforts at reclamation, or what might be 

considered self-appellation, are inextricably entwined in the issues discussed so 

far in this dissertation — problems of intention, embodiment, and (as I’ll discuss 

in more detail in this chapter) well warranted anxieties about recirculation. 

REJECTION, RECLAMATION, AND SELF-APPELLATION 
Numerous African American scholars have detailed the etymology of 

terms by which their community has been hailed,261 and the intra-group debate 

around preferred appellations remains fiercely contested. As Randall Kennedy 

elucidates in his article “Finding a Proper Name to Call Black Americans,” the 

debate “has been the occasion for important ideological disputes and the source 

of nomenclature that includes such terms as ‘Africans’ (with a ‘c’), ‘Afrikans’ (with 

a ‘k’), ‘Anglo Africans,’ ‘Aframerican,’ ‘Afro-Americans’ (hyphenated), 

‘Afroamericans’ (no hyphenation), ‘Africans in America,’ ‘Ethiopians,’ ‘American 

Negroes,’ ‘Negro Saxon,’ ‘Negro Americans,’ ‘black’ (with a small ‘b’), ‘Black’ 

(with a capital ‘B’), ‘colored,’ and ‘people of color.’”262 Consensus has never 

been, and probably never will be, reached, but Kennedy and others point to the 

importance of nomenclature, how it both reflects and shapes shifting racial 

                                            
261	  See	  Cole,	  “Culture:	  Negro,	  Black	  and	  Nigger;”	  Kennedy,	  “Finding	  a	  Proper	  Name;”	  Maxwell,	  
“‘Nigger’:	  The	  Slur	  of	  Slurs;”	  Parks,	  “‘Nigger’:	  A	  Critical	  Race	  Realist	  Analysis;”	  Scott,	  “Regulating	  
‘Nigger’.”	  
262	  Kennedy,	  “Finding	  a	  Proper	  Name,”	  72.	  
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sentiments both within the black community263 and without. This is true, of 

course, not just for African Americans but for all groups and any categorizations 

of identity. Witness the debates around gender neutral pronouns as just one 

current example among many that center on the way language and culture are 

entwined. Central to the scholars discussed in this section (and the performances 

analyzed in this chapter) is black America’s fraught relationship with the term 

nigger. 

While Kennedy notes that the term’s precise origins are opaque, records 

indicate that by the 1830s the term had entered common vernacular as a term of 

racial abuse. Since then, it has continued to operate as what Kennedy calls “a 

verbal weapon to terrorize, humiliate, and degrade blacks.”264 In his book 

devoted to the term, he notes it “has become the best known of the American 

language’s many racial insults, evolving into the paradigmatic slur. It is the 

epithet that generates epithets.”265 In his tracing of the term, Kennedy notes that 

journalist Farai Chideya calls it “the all-American trump card, the nuclear bomb of 

racial epithets,” and Judge Stephen Reinhardt deems it “the most noxious racial 

epithet in the contemporary American lexicon.”266 Indeed, the phonetic similarities 

                                            
263	  Of	  course,	  the	  very	  topic	  under	  discussion	  calls	  into	  question	  the	  notion	  of	  “community”	  and	  the	  
idea	  of	  group	  membership	  and	  identity,	  as	  well	  as	  the	  problem	  of	  talking	  bout	  something	  like	  the	  
“African	  American	  community”	  at	  all.	  
264	  Ibid.,	  79	  
265	  Kennedy,	  Nigger,	  27.	  
266	  Quoted	  in	  Kennedy,	  Nigger,	  28.	  
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prompted many black intellectuals to eschew the use of “Negro” as well, though 

that term was nonetheless championed by the likes of W.E.B. Du Bois, Booker T. 

Washington, and Marcus Garvey. In 2007, the NAACP held a symbolic funeral 

for “the N-word” at their annual convention in Detroit. At the proceedings, the 

Reverend Otis Moss III called the term “the greatest child that racism ever 

birthed.”267  

Nevertheless, the term continues to circulate in complicated ways within 

the black community (and in perhaps only somewhat less complicated ways 

outside it). In spite of his acknowledgment of the word’s violent potential, 

Kennedy opted to eschew pseudonyms in titling his book Nigger: The Strange 

Career of a Troublesome Word. As he notes, “If nigger represented only an 

insulting slur and was associated only with racial animus, this book would not 

exist, for the term would be insufficiently interesting to warrant extended 

study.”268 He catalogues its use in stand up comedy routines, hip hop music, 

black vernacular, and popular entertainment, noting that the term functions 

differently in many of these contexts. Some deploy the term ironically, as a form 

of protest, while for others it serves as a signifier of in-group solidarity. He 

explains how one “function of ‘nigger’ is to create boundaries between insiders 

and outsiders, authentic members of the club and inauthentic wannabes… With 

                                            
267	  Williams,	  “NAACP	  Symbolically	  Buries	  N-‐Word.”	  
268	  Kennedy,	  Nigger,	  34.	  
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varying levels of self-consciousness, then, many blacks enjoy using ‘nigger’ 

openly themselves while insisting that it remain verboten to whites. ‘Nigger’ is 

thus rendered valuable and taboo, a badge of authenticity and a barrier to 

entry.”269  

The question of who can use it (and how) is particularly contested territory, 

and many scholars disagree with Kennedy’s position that, under certain 

circumstances, white speakers can deploy the term ironically. For Kennedy, a 

distinction about usage based primarily on the race of the speaker (such as Spike 

Lee’s assertion that he has the right to use it, whereas Quentin Tarantino does 

not) “ought to raise eyebrows.” According to Kennedy, “the intuition animating 

this racial distinction largely stems from the sense that when blacks use nigger 

they are generally using it in some positive fashion and that when whites use the 

term they are generally using it in some negative fashion.”270 That’s certainly the 

perspective of William Jelani Cobb who asserts that “a profound sense of irony 

allow[s] black folks to fling the word ‘nigger’ around with no—or at least very 

few—explanations necessary. … But it’s virtually impossible for a white person in 

America to use the word ‘nigger’ ironically.”271 For Cobb and many others, the 

history of racial prejudice and oppression cannot be detached from a white 

person’s use of the term — regardless of comedic or artistic context. 
                                            
269	  Kennedy,	  “Finding	  a	  Proper	  Name,”	  (81).	  
270	  Kennedy,	  “Who	  Can	  Say,”	  92.	  
271	  Cobb,	  249.	  
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In his book on the subject, titled The N Word: Who Can Say It, Who 

Shouldn’t, and Why, Jabari Asim similarly concludes that the word cannot escape 

its historicity, and that it should not be used casually by anyone of any race. 

Importantly, Asim concurs with Kennedy that appropriateness of use should not 

be determined strictly along color lines. Regardless of the race of the speaker, for 

Asim, “the word ‘nigger’ serves primarily—even in its contemporary ‘friendlier’ 

usage—as a linguistic extension of white supremacy, the most potent part of a 

language of oppression that has changed over time from overt to coded.”272 He 

compares the updated spelling and vernacular usage (“nigga”) common amongst 

youth and hip hop artists to pork rind (crackling): “to subsist on our former 

masters’ cast-off language — even in the name of revising it — strikes me as the 

opposite of resourcefulness.”273  

Nevertheless, Asim argues against the practice of censorship or erasure. 

The term’s role in art, scholarship, journalism, and history remains too important 

to forget or obscure; he asserts that none of those areas could be effectively 

pursued without critically engaging the word. Asim makes the distinction that, “for 

us ordinary folk, however, mindlessly uttering the epithet may very well be a form 

of giving in. As long as we embrace the derogatory language that has long 

accompanied and abetted our systematic dehumanization, we shackle ourselves 

                                            
272	  Asim,	  4.	  
273	  Ibid.,	  231.	  
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to those corrupt white delusions—and their attendant false story of struggle in the 

United States.”274 Recirculating the term in public, for Asim, constitutes a form of 

subjugation and reifies white supremacy.  

While plenty of scholars concur with Asim, others look to positive 

potentials of reappropriation. Certainly the use and repetition of nigger (or nigga) 

in hip hop and rap music has been widely debated, with artists such as Ice-T and 

Tupak Shakur favoring a reclamation of the term and Chuck D (member of Public 

Enemy and a pioneer of rap) arguing against its use. In the comic arena, a 

number of scholars have examined the use and impact of the term’s deployment 

and circulation. Certainly, comedy offers an avenue of hope for re-signifying the 

term or discharging at least some of its negative force. Linguist Jacquelyn 

Rahman employed a quantitative and qualitative analysis of material from African 

American comedians to study how the term (and its variants) conveys meaning 

within the black community.  

Rahman’s study indicates that, at least within the African American 

community, use of the term nigga evolved a positive connotation and serves as 

an important signifier of group history and foundational identity. She asserts that 

the core social meaning of nigga is connected to a sense of pride in survival and 

endurance. This core meaning developed amongst the African slave community 

                                            
274	  Ibid.,	  233.	  
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and signified their role as survivors and participants in the diaspora experience. 

She explains that in present-day use, “the fundamental survival meaning of the 

term nigga allows speakers to place it into contexts that give expression to a 

number of attitudinal stances that highlight affective aspects of identity.”275 

Studying the work of black comedians such as Richard Pryor, Eddie Griffin, 

Mo’Nique, and Sheryl Underwood, Rahman analyzed the way in which the term 

conveyed social meaning between performer and audience. Using ethnic terms is 

one strategy that comedians employ to establish authority, credibility, and 

solidarity with audiences. Rahman concludes that “nigga is a feature of AAE 

[African American English] that, for some African Americans, is particularly 

salient for foregrounding an aspect of identity that casts the speaker, addressee, 

or referent as a pragmatic and resourceful survivor in the diaspora.” Importantly, 

she notes that for a great number of African Americans, “this meaning overall 

counters the negative meanings that have historically existed outside the 

community.”276  

In a similar vein, Simon Weaver proposes the concept of “reverse 

discourses” for black comedians in the United States and United Kingdom, in 

which performers reverse the semantic effect of particular signs. For Weaver, 

“this reverse semantic focus or change of ‘direction’ is created by a change in the 

                                            
275	  Rahman,	  141.	  
276	  Ibid.,	  163.	  
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social dynamics of the speaker, and the audience or reader, which amounts to a 

change of context.”277 In essence, a black man using the term nigger necessarily 

signifies differently than a white man saying the same thing. In this sense, bodies 

inherently function as a shift in context and therefore semantic effect. Importantly, 

Weaver notes that the “reversal is never automatically ‘successful’. In fact, 

reversal humor throws into doubt the very notion of ‘success’ in humour. As 

humour increases its structural polysemia through the material of reversal, 

ambiguity increases, fixed meaning becomes more unlikely to appear and the 

potential for multifarious political and ethical interpretations map themselves onto 

the socio-linguistic space.”278 In other words, the potential slippage provoked by 

reverse discourse (by the in-group reclaiming the terms of their hail), opens up 

the utterance to even more potential for misreading, misapplication, or 

misrepresentation — a problem which many comedians have experienced first-

hand. 

Chappelle’s “Niggar Family” 
In one of the more famous instances of comic inversion and racial 

epithets, season two of Chappelle’s Show featured a Leave It To Beaver style 

parody of a 1950s, white, suburban family with the last name Niggar. In addition 

to the shock value associated with the frequent repetition of the homophone, the 

                                            
277	  Weaver,	  “The	  ‘Other’	  Laughs	  Back,”	  32.	  
278	  Ibid.,	  44.	  
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humor of the sketch builds on the repetition of racial stereotypes. The punch lines 

of the jokes are primarily contingent on the incongruity of their being directed at 

white bodies. Jokes are made about the laziness of the son, the lips of a newborn 

child, the family’s tendency to fall behind on their bill payments, and the parents 

of a teenage girl being appalled at the news that she’ll be going out with “that 

Niggar boy” from school.  

In their article “Exploring Niggerdom: Racial Inversion and Language 

Taboos,” author’s Richard J. Gray II and Michael Putnam describe Chappelle’s 

tactics of “racial inversion” as akin to Bertolt Brecht’s alienation effect, “where the 

stage and audience is drastically disassociated with one another.” Consequently, 

they argue, his sketches provide Chappelle with comic license unattainable in 

other public platforms, and they are “so damn funny” because the scenarios he 

represents “are simply too far-fetched to possibly be true.”279 The authors also 

contend that the success of Chappelle’s humor hinges on “the fact that Chappelle 

himself is an African American. With Dave Chappelle, there is no question 

regarding his authenticity as an African American. However, the Whites that use 

the N-word in his sketches are so far removed from any semblance of reality that 

the question of their racial authenticity does not come into play.”280 For this 

sketch to succeed, according to Gray and Putnam, it’s important that audiences 

                                            
279	  Gray,	  et	  al.,	  16.	  
280	  Ibid.,	  30.	  
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understand Chappelle is behind the humor: “by using language for his own 

purpose, with his own nuances and intentions, Chappelle takes back the power 

that whites had originally given to language.”281 In this way the sketch becomes 

the kind of reverse discourse that Weaver outlines. 

An argument can also be made here for the effort to rob the word of its 

power through repetition. The more the characters in the sketch repeat the 

family’s name, the less force or meaning the appellation retains. From the theme 

song to the incessant repetitions, audiences are bombarded with what might thus 

become a vacuous appellation. This is a tactic also used by the theater group 

Speak Theatre Arts, whose play N*W*C* opens with a chorus of racial slurs, 

rhythmically repeated dozens of times.  

Interestingly, Chappelle’s sketch crafts its titular homonym through a 

mash-up of the historically violent term/spelling (nigger) and the AAE vernacular 

term/spelling (nigga). By substituting an “a” for an “e,” Chappelle and the writers 

generated an alternative rather than a direct repetition of the racist term. The 

theme song for the fake show, as well as the credits, emphasize the alternate 

spelling: letters are superimposed across the screen as they are sung out in a 

50s jingle style, “N-I-G, G-A-R, it’s the Niggar family.” The new spelling plays with 

                                            
281	  Ibid.,	  19.	  
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both the racist out-group meaning and the communal in-group meaning by 

smashing them together, generating a liminal, in-between term. 

However, the differences in pronunciation between the white and black 

characters in the sketch arguably reinforce racist meaning through repetition 

rather than necessarily undermining it. The white characters retain the hard “r” 

sound at the end of the name, while Chappelle’s pronunciation (along with that of 

his wife in the skit) drops the “r” in favor of the “nigga” pronunciation favored in 

AAE vernacular. When Chappelle refers to the family as niggas, rather than by 

the surname they’ve been given, he keeps himself and his citation rooted in the 

somewhat more socially acceptable and communal use of the term. As such, one 

might argue that the skit repeats the historically racist meaning, retaining a 

black/white vernacular distinction by leaving the hard “r” as the domain of white 

folks.  

In her dissertation on Chappelle’s Show, Lisa Glebatis Perks argues that 

this sketch reiterates racist meaning rather than undermining it (though she 

praises the subversiveness of many of his other sketches). Perks contends that 

“The Niggar Family” sketch inverts the context of the word but retains the racist 

discursive patterns: the family patriarch refers to his son as “one lazy Niggar” and 

receives a hearty studio-audience laugh. Perks points out that the term is still 
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“used to reindividuate racist stereotypes”282 — because Chappelle expresses 

offense when he believes the term has been applied to him by the maître d' at a 

restaurant, the term remains marked as an offensive one. Perks contends that 

the sketch “trivializes the N word by using it so casually,” and expresses concern 

that “the persistent use of the N word may function hegemonically, normalizing 

the word’s perceived acceptability in the minds of some viewers.”283 

This normalization and potential repetition by viewers is a problem that 

Chappelle and other comedians have had to contend with in their efforts to bring 

culturally intimate humor to the masses. The disparity in the available readings of 

this one sketch helps to illustrate the undecidable tension in many comedic 

attempts at resignification. Even those who consciously attempt to undermine or 

re-appropriate violent terms can’t ultimately control the language they wield. 

Chappelle eventually felt that some of his humor was, perhaps, ill-considered in 

terms of its social impact. He told Oprah, “I was doing sketches that were funny 

but socially irresponsible. I felt like I was deliberately being encouraged [to push 

the limits], but [I was] overwhelmed” by the money, fame, and studio pressure. In 

the midst of that melee, he says, “you get flooded with things and you don’t pay 

attention to things like your ethics when you get so overwhelmed.”  

                                            
282	  Perks,	  121.	  
283	  Ibid.,	  132.	  
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Chappelle grew increasingly frustrated with studio push-back against his 

creative authority but also became increasingly uncomfortable with the way his 

audience was laughing at the material. This is a common difficulty for comedians 

who achieve widespread success — that their humor doesn’t necessarily land 

“right” when offered to those who aren’t in the know, and once their routines are 

widely disseminated, they see an increased risk that the jokes will be taken or 

laughed at in the “wrong way.” This was a problem for both Chappelle and 

Richard Pryor before him. Chappelle has been hailed by many as Pryor’s 

successor in pushing the racial envelope, and both men struggled with the 

breadth of their audience and the cultural responsibility that came with that 

power. 

MASS CONSUMPTION AND MEDIA ANXIETIES 
Scholars of race and identity (and Whiteness in particular) have noted that 

whites tend to learn Whiteness (the belief that White is the norm and the 

universal) through the avoidance of interactions with people of color.284 This 

avoidance tends to stem from intergroup anxiety, but the racial isolation of much 

of the white population tends to foster prejudicial attitudes, particularly when 

exposure to other races and cultural differences are limited to mediated 

environments (in the sense of television, film, or music) rather than first-person 

                                            
284	  For	  an	  extensive	  literature	  review	  on	  this	  subject,	  see	  Banjo.	  
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experiences. Various scholars argue that exposure to stereotypical images in 

popular culture can serve to reinforce false notions of superiority and perpetuate 

both conscious and subconscious modes of racial discrimination. 

However, other scholars contend that exposure to mediated experiences 

with marginalized groups may help to alleviate intergroup anxieties. While in-

person interactions might be preferable for learning to recognize and understand 

racial and cultural difference, mediated experiences can help to cultivate a sense 

of cultural competence (awareness of and comfort with racial difference). As 

Omotayo Banjo explains, “presumably, mediated interactions with Black 

characters may reduce fear of interaction with Blacks.”285 The increasing visibility 

and representation of marginalized groups in popular culture, then, offers the 

hope of shifting cultural relations in the United States for the better. However, as 

Banjo and others point out, regardless of the producers’ intentions, “the 

interpretation of any cultural media text depends largely on ones’ racial 

standpoint or race consciousness.”286 

Particularly in regards to identity-based humor, the anxiety about audience 

reception and the effects of mass mediation has continued to trouble comedians 

for decades. While by the very nature of language, nothing protects an utterance 

or a joke from repetition or citation or being placed in the “wrong hands,” the 
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mass dissemination of material as a result of recording technologies and 

increased popularity (breadth of audience) becomes a source of anxiety 

especially for humorists who produce what Evan Cooper dubs “culturally intimate 

humor.” Cooper describes Richard Pryor’s work as culturally intimate “in contrast 

to satirical humor that dissects the hypocrisies of the larger culture;” Pryor’s work 

and that of other “culturally intimate humorists target the denizens and foibles of 

their own culture.”287 As Cooper and others note, this kind of in-group critique 

raises important and difficult questions when it moves beyond more homogenous 

in-group audiences and out to a broad swath of American society (i.e. out-group, 

white audiences). 

William Jelani Cobb asserts that this was the primary cause of Chappelle’s 

departure from Comedy Central and a major cause for concern about 

representation in popular culture. He sees Chappelle’s humor as a sort of “inside 

joke” that offers African Americans the opportunity to laugh at and through racial 

prejudice in American culture. Cobb locates the problem of Chappelle’s work not 

in the material itself, but in “who was viewing it… his work had not changed [after 

the first season]; the news of his massive contract and his status as the reigning 

it kid of American pop culture had vastly changed the audience we was 

performing it for.”288 Cobb continues, “an inside joke is inside for a reason—

                                            
287	  Cooper,	  224.	  
288	  Cobb,	  248-‐9.	  
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usually because only a select few people share the references necessary to 

decipher it, or the background to appreciate where the actual comedy is. In the 

wrong hands a joke will inevitably be misinterpreted.”289 America’s 

“misinterpretation” of Chappelle’s work became cause for concern to both 

Chappelle and his critics. As the show’s ratings and popularity sky-rocketed, 

Cobb argues Chappelle “was virtually assured of an audience too big to really get 

what he was laughing at.”290 

This is a problem confronted by numerous minority comedians over the 

years. In his memoir, Paul Mooney (who has written material for Red Foxx, Pryor, 

and Chappelle) relates how Foxx walked away from the tremendously popular 

Sanford and Son when NBC wouldn’t allow him creative freedom to hire more 

black writers: “Redd tells them again and again that the white writers don’t 

understand the black experience.”291 Richard Pryor faced similar frustrations with 

the Hollywood industry and took several career hiatuses over the years.  

Particularly with the rise of social media, cell phone cameras and 

YouTube, comedians express anxiety about the relationship between their 

material and mass mediation. This has much to do with the nature of stand up, 

according to Rock. In 2014, Rock spoke in an interview about how technology 

has changed performers’ relationship with audiences and the material: 
                                            
289	  Ibid.,	  249.	  
290	  Ibid.,	  251.	  
291	  Mooney,	  147.	  
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It is scary, because the thing about comedians is that you’re the only ones 
who practice in front of a crowd. Prince doesn’t run a demo on the radio. 
But in stand-up, the demo gets out. There are a few guys good enough to 
write a perfect act and get onstage, but everybody else workshops it and 
workshops it, and it can get real messy. It can get downright offensive. 
Before everyone had a recording device and was wired like fucking 
Sammy the Bull, you’d say something that went too far, and you’d go, “Oh, 
I went too far,” and you would just brush it off. But if you think you don’t 
have room to make mistakes, it’s going to lead to safer, gooier stand-up. 
You can’t think the thoughts you want to think if you think you’re being 
watched.292 

 
Rock’s comment is also reflective of how many comedians have come to 

later regret routines from earlier in their careers, when perhaps their audience 

wasn’t as big. Rock’s attitude toward recording and the social conscientiousness 

of his jokes has certainly evolved over time, perhaps in part due to the reception 

and recirculation of his bit from Bring the Pain (1996). In the roughly eight 

minutes of material, Rock creates a distinction between “niggas and black 

people,”293 arguing that black people are socially respectable, while their 

                                            
292	  Rich,	  “Chris	  Rock	  Talks”	  
293	  Rock’s	  routine	  from	  Bring	  the	  Pain:	  Now	  we've	  got	  a	  lot	  of	  things,	  a	  lot	  of	  racism	  in	  the	  world	  right	  
now.	  Whose	  more	  racist?	  Black	  people	  or	  white	  people?	  Black	  people....You	  know	  why?	  Cause	  we	  
hate	  black	  people	  too.	  Everything	  white	  people	  don’t	  like	  about	  black	  people,	  black	  people	  really	  
don’t	  like	  about	  black	  people.	  There	  some	  shit	  goin’	  on	  with	  black	  people	  right	  now.	  There's	  like	  a	  
civil	  war	  goin’	  on	  with	  black	  people,	  and	  there	  two	  sides....	  There's	  black	  people	  and	  there's	  niggas.	  
And	  niggas	  have	  got	  to	  go!	  Everytime	  black	  people	  wanna	  have	  a	  good	  time,	  ignorant	  ass	  niggas	  fuck	  
it	  up.	  Can't	  do	  shit!	  Can’t	  do	  shit,	  without	  some	  ignorant	  ass	  nigga	  fuckin’	  it	  up.	  Can’t	  do	  nothin’.	  Can’t	  
keep	  a	  disco	  open	  more	  than	  3	  weeks.	  Grand	  opening,	  grand	  closing.	  Can’t	  go	  to	  a	  movie	  the	  first	  
week	  it	  comes	  out.	  Why?	  ‘Cause	  niggas	  are	  shooting	  at	  the	  screen!	  What	  kind	  of	  ignorant	  shit	  is	  that?	  
Hey	  this	  is	  a	  good	  movie,	  this	  is	  so	  good	  I	  gotta	  bust	  a	  cap	  in	  here!	  Hey,	  I	  love	  black	  people,	  but	  I	  hate	  
niggas	  boy.	  Boy,	  I	  hate	  niggas.	  I	  wish	  they'd	  let	  me	  join	  the	  Ku	  Klux	  Klan.	  Shit.	  I'd	  do	  a	  drive-‐by	  from	  
here	  to	  Brooklyn.	  I'm	  tired	  of	  niggas	  man.	  You	  can’t	  have	  shit	  when	  you	  around	  niggas.	  […]	  You	  know	  
the	  worst	  thing	  about	  niggas?	  Niggas	  always	  want	  credit	  for	  some	  shit	  they	  supposed	  to	  do.	  For	  some	  
shit	  they	  just	  supposed	  to	  do.	  A	  nigga	  will	  brag	  about	  some	  shit	  a	  normal	  man	  just	  doesn’t.	  A	  nigga	  will	  
say	  some	  shit	  like,	  ‘I	  take	  care	  of	  my	  kids!’	  You’re	  supposed	  to,	  you	  dumb	  mothafucka!	  What’re	  you	  
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counterparts want awards and recognition for doing the sorts of things they’re 

supposed to do, like paying child support. In an interesting meta moment in 

popular culture, the routine was recirculated in the second episode of the 

American version of The Office, illustrating the exact problem I’m outlining in this 

chapter: comedians’ powerlessness to control the recirculation of what they 

intend to be subversive humor. 

Remediation and (Harmful) Repetition in The Office 
In the second episode of the first season of the American version of The 

Office, titled “Diversity Day,” a diversity facilitator has been called in after an 

incident was reported to the corporate headquarters. We learn that the white 

regional manager of the office, Michael Scott (played by Steve Carrell), re-

enacted the Chris Rock routine in front of a number of racially diverse staff 

members. The episode opens with the preparations for the mandatory diversity 

training, and Michael wonders to the camera, “how come Chris Rock can do a 

routine and everyone finds it hilarious and ground breaking, and I go and do the 

exact same routine, same comedic timing, and people go and file a complaint to 

corporate? Is it because I’m white and Chris is black?” While this moment of 

reflection seems like an important insight, it quickly evaporates as Michael 

proceeds to repeat the offense a second time during the training session.  

                                                                                                                                  
talkin’	  about?	  What’re	  you	  bragging	  about?	  What	  kind	  of	  ignorant	  shit	  is	  that?	  ‘I	  ain’t	  never	  been	  to	  
jail.’	  What,	  you	  want	  a	  cookie?!	  
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Trying to emphasize his cultural competence, Michael continually 

interrupts the facilitator and attempts to co-lead the session. When the African 

American facilitator, Mr. Brown, opens the session, Michael interjects that he is 

“color blind,” and his office is a “race free zone.” Brown quickly points out that 

those notions are incompatible with the reality of cultural diversity and are a 

mode of fighting ignorance with more ignorance. He invites the staff to re-enact 

the scenario, this time with a more positive outcome. Office accountant, Kevin 

Malone (Brian Baumgartner), repeats the Rock routine but censors the material: 

“basically there are two types of black people, and black people are more racist 

because they hate the other type of black people.” At which point, Michael, 

unable to contain himself, stands up and interjects: “I’m sorry, he’s ruining it. He’s 

butchering it. Could you just let me… [mimicking Rock’s voice] Every time, every 

time black people wanna have a good time, some ig’nant ass (bleeped out).” 

The facilitator desperately tries to interrupt, but Michael continues through 

to the punch line in spite of Brown’s shouted protests. There are shots of tense 

faces amongst the staff while the facilitator looks down and shakes his head. 

After a moment or two of silence, Michael punctuates the moment with Rock’s 

follow-up, “what, you want a cookie?” This is followed by another silent pause 

with a shot of the facilitator taking a deep breath and looking frustrated before 

cutting to a commercial break. 
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 While the show is certainly a hyperbolic version of office life and the 

“reality” of white thick-headedness, it’s also a telling illustration of the challenges 

of culturally intimate humor. It highlights the problem with connecting the 

“authority to joke about” strictly to the body. Rock’s routine leaves the racial slur 

with a negative charge, and in fact, reinforces that charge and the stereotypes 

associated with it. While it does work to highlight the problems of grouping all 

African Americans together with one derogatory term, it nevertheless supports 

claims that the term is justified in racist usage (explicitly casting niggas as 

socially irresponsible and ignorant). To create the intra-group distinction serves to 

fracture the identity in ways that demonstrate both the problem of identity politics 

broadly and the problem of treating racial prejudice as a different thing coming 

from different bodies.  

Certainly, when Michael repeats the routine (especially to his staff of 

subordinate employees), the problem of power comes into play. In his position as 

boss, it’s especially harmful to repeat a joke that reinforces racial discrimination. 

While when Rock says it there’s a sense of “truth telling” that many in the African 

American community applaud,294 it also calls attention to the in-group joke 

                                            
294	  Such	  as	  YouTube	  commenter	  steverobinsonmovies,	  who	  writes	  about	  Rock’s	  routine:	  “I	  respect	  
black	  comedians	  mostly	  ones	  like	  Richard	  Pryor,	  Chris	  Rock,	  Eddie	  Murphy,	  Dave	  Chappelle,	  etc.	  they	  
have	  balls	  to	  discuss	  the	  truth	  of	  their	  race	  and	  how	  America	  truly	  is,	  America	  is	  a	  racist	  country	  (free	  
country)	  but	  mostly	  racist,	  racism	  is	  everyone	  and	  I	  feel	  like	  black	  comedians	  are	  real	  to	  discuss	  real	  
problems	  in	  the	  world	  and	  real	  problems	  for	  daily	  people	  like	  relationships	  and	  life	  struggles,	  politics	  
and	  real	  things	  going	  on,	  what	  I'm	  basically	  trying	  to	  say	  is	  you	  can't	  hate	  on	  these	  comedians	  for	  
discussing	  touchy	  subjects	  like	  the	  ones	  they	  do	  because	  it's	  true.”	  
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problem that Cobb points out. While in-group criticism is one thing, when it’s 

handed over to those in the out-group, it can serve to perpetuate harmful 

attitudes. 

Rock later expressed regret for the bit, as he thought it authorized 

repetitions that were harmful. He told 60 Minutes in 2005, when asked why he 

thought the routine was so popular, “I think a lot of people were thinking in those 

terms and hadn’t been able to say it. By the way, I’ve never done that joke again, 

ever, and I probably never will,” says Rock. “’Cause some people that were racist 

thought they had license to say n-----. So, I’m done with that routine.” A quick 

glimpse at the YouTube comment section of a video segment of the routine 

confirms Rock’s suspicions. It’s especially dismaying the way that commenters 

frame their comments as anti- or non-racist. They use Rock’s routine as 

justification for their own beliefs and as authorization to call certain kinds of black 

people niggers because they make the distinction that they aren’t applying the 

term across the board. For example, a comment by YouTube user Dan Harvey, 

posted in February of 2015, “50% of that audience are probably ‘niggas’ laughing 

loudly, not realizing they are ‘niggas.’” Or user Peter J, who posted in April of 

2015, “i agree. i like black people. just hate thug niggers like mike brown.”295 

                                            
295	  All	  comments	  on	  the	  YouTube	  clip	  of	  Rock’s	  routine,	  uploaded	  November	  28,	  2010,	  accessed	  May	  
15,	  2015.	  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f3PJF0YE-‐x4	  
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Rock’s routine falls into a line of African American comedians later 

regretting earlier routines or changing course after their audience failed to 

appropriately respond to the material. Richard Pryor famously ceased using the 

term after a trip to Africa. Pryor relates looking around him, and seeing a hotel 

lobby filled with “gorgeous black people, like everyplace else we’d been. The only 

people you saw were black. At the hotel, on television, in stores, on the street, in 

the newspapers, at restaurants, running the government, on advertisements. 

Everywhere… You know what? There are no niggers here.” After the trip, Pryor 

vowed to stop using the term, and reported “regretting ever having uttered the 

word ‘nigger’ on a stage or off it. It was a wretched word.”296 This change of heart 

was particularly poignant given several Pryor’s album titles — That Nigger’s 

Crazy (1974), Bicentennial Nigger (1976), and Supernigger (1983) — let alone 

the content of his routines. Rock, Pryor, and Chappelle are just a few of the many 

comedians who’ve seen their material misused and misrepresented, which is, as 

we have seen, a fundamental possibility for all language. 

CULTURALLY INTIMATE COMEDY AND THE PROBLEM OF AUDIENCE UPTAKE 
Many critics laud both Pryor’s and Chappelle’s work as heralding a shift in 

cultural consciousness around race relations in America, but the issue of 

audience uptake troubles many critics as well as the performers themselves. A 
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number of scholars have looked at Chappelle’s humor in particular to figure out 

how white and black audiences perceive the humor differently. For some, the 

differing reception of culturally intimate humor is cause for concern, while others 

argue that mass-audience uptake is not as vital to the humor’s efficacy. Katrina 

E. Bell-Jordan, for example, notes that even if some viewers of Chappelle’s Show 

don’t “get it,” the show is nevertheless a valuable resource in the fight against 

racial discrimination. She argues, “although his entire audience might not be 

perceptive to the particular nuances of his humour, he challenges black and 

white audiences by situating them in tension with a critical, compelling and often 

incredibly funny text.”297 

Bell-Jordan classes Chappelle’s humor as “minor discourse,” “that which a 

minority constructs within a major language to express rebellion”298 (a concept 

put forth by Deluze and Guattari). As such, she argues the humor and style of 

Chappelle’s work employs allusions to ideas and images more familiar to 

communities of the marginalized but which more mainstream audiences might 

not understand. She explains that “the dynamics of minor discourse affirm 

cultural identity and serve as ideological resistance to the social, political and 

economic structures linked to marginalization. The contesting of power is 

accomplished through comedic performance by juxtaposing dominant and 

                                            
297	  Bell-‐Jordan,	  74.	  
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marginalized agents and by using satire, parody and other comedic forms to 

draw on this tension.”299 For Bell-Jordan, the fact that mainstream (i.e. white) 

audiences might not fully understand Chappelle’s humor is an acceptable side 

effect of the humor’s powerful force to contest that very culture. 

However, other critics express more concern about the ways in which 

culturally intimate humor (such as Chappelle’s or Pryor’s) is received by 

audiences that are not part of the “in-group.” In DoVeanna S. Fulton’s analysis of 

black female comedians, she argues that humor is a valuable tool for self-

definition and resistance to dominant stereotypes about black women and their 

lived experiences. However, Fulton points out, “because of the voicelessness 

Black women have experienced and because of the historical and cultural 

complexity of degrading images of Black women, resistance inherent in this 

humor demands explication for audiences who either are not cognizant of the 

history and pervasiveness of these images and their effects on Black women’s 

lives or for those who may be aware but will use these performances as 

confirmation of racist and sexist ideologies.”300 In order for the humor to perform 

the kind of resistance that the comediennes desire, the audience must have a 

certain degree of cultural and historical awareness. Without such cultural 

                                            
299	  Ibid.,	  75.	  
300	  Fulton,	  82.	  
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competence, as Fulton points out, the humor may be enjoyed not as an act of 

subversion, but as confirmation of racist and sexist attitudes. 

Omotayo Banjo conducted a study that explicitly analyzed white 

audience’s enjoyment of black entertainment. The study serves as an important 

examination of in-group and out-group humor dynamics, looking in particular at 

the relationship between enjoyment and cultural hegemony. Banjo questions 

whether and how much the out-group (whites) enjoy humor based on racial 

stereotypes when performed by the in-group (black entertainment) by surveying 

focus groups who viewed video clips from shows with humor derived from ethnic 

stereotypes (Chappelle’s Show, Martin!, My Wife & Kids, and Girlfriends) 

interrupted by an ethnically innocuous clip (from How I Met Your Mother or Two 

and a Half Men). Although the study group did not report identifying with racist 

ideology, they varied in their degree of comfort with racial relations. Banjo found 

that white viewers who are more culturally competent (more comfortable with 

racial relations) expressed higher enjoyment of white stereotype humor in black 

entertainment than of either black stereotypes or race neutral entertainment. In 

contrast, those white participants with lower cultural competence scores (those 

who were less comfortable with race in general), were more uncomfortable with 

white disparagement humor than with black disparagement humor, and they 

expressed discomfort with both kinds of humor — preferring the neutral clips.  
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Scholars such as Banjo, Leon Rappoport, and Nilsen & Nilsen, contend 

that to understand and fully appreciate ethnic humor, people must be familiar with 

the values and practices of a particular culture. In this sense, critics argue that 

healthy (i.e. non-racist) interpretations of ethnic humor require a certain degree of 

cultural competence from the audience. These authors assert that “out-group” 

enjoyment of humor based on ethnic stereotyping need not be problematic, 

provided the viewers share a degree of cultural familiarity and awareness with 

the “in-group” performers. Rather than an indication of racist attitudes, Banjo 

found that “Whites’ racial attitudes [about the humor] depended less on a sense 

of dominance and power, and more on one’s acceptance of Blacks and 

openness to cultural integration. As a result, cultural competence—one’s comfort 

with race—served as a better predictor of enjoyment of stereotypes.”301 Banjo’s 

study “suggests that such entertainment requires a sophisticated brand of 

audience—media consumers who are able to decipher the complexities of 

disparaging representations within the context of humor.”302 

Lisa Glebatis Perks conducted a similar study, focusing exclusively on 

material from Chappelle’s Show. In addition to her astute textual analysis, Perks 

performed a qualitative analysis of viewer opinions about Chappelle’s Show 

alongside a quantitative analysis of viewing behaviors and the relationship 
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between viewing the show and prejudice. While her study did not find that 

Chappelle’s Show actually promoted racial prejudice amongst viewers, “several 

statements made by focus group participants seemed to indicate that the show at 

least has the potential to reinforce prejudice.”303 Perks found that most viewers 

interviewed tended to consider themselves immune to any potential negative or 

prejudicial effects of the show, but she proposes that their self-reporting may be 

motivated by a sense of guilt that would emerge if they believed they were 

watching a show that promoted prejudice. She explains, “it was much easier for 

participants to imagine negative effects on viewers who were different from 

themselves (either by being younger or less socially aware).”304  

Perks’ project explores the polysemic nature of humor based on racial 

stereotypes, ultimately concluding that humor such as Chappelle’s can work to 

both promote and discourage harmful stereotypes. She finds that “the non-subtle 

depiction of stereotypes may function to reify those stereotypes in the minds of 

some viewers or it may shatter those negative stereotypes if the portrayals are 

interpreted as satires.” While Gray and Putnam see Chappelle’s sketches as so 

hyperbolic, so “removed from reality,”305 that mixed audiences will invariably 

interpret that material as sarcasm or satire, Perks and others aren’t so sure. 

Perks asserts that the framing Chappelle offered before his sketches is a 
                                            
303	  Perks,	  229.	  
304	  Ibid.,	  182.	  
305	  Gray,	  et	  al.,	  28.	  
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productive measure to “encourage viewers to not just see reproductions of 

stereotypes, but social commentary.”306 

THE ISSUE OF CULTURAL APPROPRIATION 
In addition to anxieties about audience uptake, ethnic humor or jokes 

based on cultural stereotypes also raise concerns about cultural appropriation, 

particularly as the scale of audience increases. Constance Bailey contends that 

“the appropriation and subsequent trivialization” of humorous performances by 

Chappelle and Rock “arises out of a desire to denigrate the social and political 

commentary that underlies African American humor.”307 She sees their comedy 

as a powerful tool of resistance to dominant ideologies but argues that once 

adopted by mainstream audiences, the material becomes “tainted, distorted, and 

significantly weakened.” Bailey contends that both Chappelle’s and Rock’s 

material was appropriated by white audiences as a byproduct of “the dominant 

culture's fetishistic desire to consume blackness.”308 Bailey asserts that this 

fetishization reinscribes white audiences’ sense of power, and objects that 

mainstream audiences “do not have to be socially or morally responsible for the 

way the meanings of [the comedians’] jokes are appropriated or distorted.”309 She 

aligns her arguments with those of bell hooks, who asserts in Black Looks: Race 

                                            
306	  Perks,	  132.	  
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and Representation that “the commodification of Otherness has been so 

successful because it is offered as a new delight, more intense, more satisfying 

than normal ways of doing and feeling. Within commodity culture, ethnicity 

becomes spice, seasoning that can liven up the dull dish that is mainstream 

white culture.”310 

While the commodification of otherness manifests in numerous arenas, 

the appropriation of black culture in America is particularly fraught by the history 

of minstrelsy. In his history and analysis of blackface minstrelsy, Eric Lott charts 

the relationship between white consumers and the cultural thievery that the 

minstrel shows represented. For Lott, “the minstrel show was less the incarnation 

of age-old racism than an emergent social semantic figure highly responsive to 

the emotional demands and troubled fantasies of its audiences.”311 Lott sees 

minstrelsy as revealing how popular culture routinely commodifies the cultures of 

the dispossessed. For Lott and many others, minstrelsy was just an early 

instance of a long history of appropriation of black culture that continues today — 

“every time you hear an expansive white man drop into his version of black 

English, you are in the presence of blackface’s unconscious return.”312 

Spike Lee’s darkly satirical film, Bamboozled, offers a parable of cultural 

appropriation and the dangers of irony. Pierre Delacroix, a black television 
                                            
310	  hooks,	  21.	  
311	  Lott,	  6.	  
312	  Ibid.,	  5.	  
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executive (played by Damon Wayne), frustrated by his white counterparts’ over-

familiarity and assumptions about his relationship to black culture, proposes the 

network launch a modern minstrel show — largely as a joke. But when the 

network takes him seriously and the show skyrockets to the top of the ratings 

charts, things rapidly spin out of Delacroix’s control. Ed Guerrero argues that the 

film illustrates how for black audiences and other “out groups,” “the production 

and dissemination of the images, narratives, caricatures and ideologies that have 

so much to do with mapping social destinies and negotiating political power have 

been kept beyond these out groups’ control, and mostly deployed against their 

self-interest.”313 As a result, Guerrero argues that all out groups, and black 

Americans in particular, are often presented with images of themselves in varying 

displays of neo-minstrelsy, “bamboozled in the mirror of abjection.”314 He asserts 

that “one of Bamboozled’s guiding insights posits that many blacks eagerly 

participate (consciously, unconsciously or double-consciously) as producers 

and/or consumers of an ongoing, mass-mediated (in this case televised), 

electronic coon show with all of its disturbing expressions and trappings.”315 

N*W*C* and the Hope of Artistic Control 
For more than a decade, the three co-creators and performers of Los 

Angeles-based theater group Speak Theatre Arts’ satiric performance piece 
                                            
313	  Guerrero,	  112.	  
314	  Ibid.	  
315	  Ibid.,	  119.	  
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Nigger, Wetback, Chink (generally abbreviated as N*W*C*) have been working to 

disempower the titular racial slurs and get people talking and thinking about race. 

They also refuse to release either a written script or video recordings of their 

show — out of anxiety about how the material might be misread or misused. 

Given that the show opens with the performers (an African American, an Asian 

American, and a Latino American) rhythmically chanting the three slurs in an a 

cappella overture, it’s easy to understand why they might want to retain as much 

artistic control as they can manage. The show features monologues and 

sketches detailing the writers’ personal experiences with racism and stereotypes, 

the “good” and the “bad,” all inflected with a balance of humor and heart. 

They’ve taken N*W*C* to college campuses and performing arts centers 

since 2002, run in major cities from coast to coast, and the show has been 

roundly praised by critics and audiences from all walks of life. In its 2007 review, 

the Los Angeles Times wrote, “these versatile comics employ a tactic of 

subversion by immersion. Words that wound can be wielded in empowering new 

ways, and racial caricatures can be flaunted to reveal just how threadbare they 

really are… If you find yourself at times slightly squirming in your seat, it means 

that the guys are doing their satiric job.”316 When they took the production to the 

National Conference of Race and Ethnicity, although the audience was initially 
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hesitant to laugh, in the end the show received a standing ovation. Although 

administrators often express hesitation to bring the performance to college 

campuses given the controversial title, the positive response to the show has led 

to multiple return visits and glowing testimonials. Dr. Jean Keller of St. John’s 

University, Minnesota asserts, “The performance was powerful—students so 

appreciated learning more about racism and stereotypes without feeling blamed. 

The ability of the performers to have us hilariously laughing — then slow us down 

to appreciate a painful form racism took in their lives personally — was 

powerful.”317 

With performances and artistic residencies at more than one hundred 

universities and performing arts centers from California to Wisconsin to Kentucky, 

the group has countless stories of the personal impact their show has had on 

audience members. When I interviewed the group in 2012, producer Steve 

Seagle related an experience from a show they did in Kentucky: 

During the Q&A after the show, a kid approached the microphone. He was 
white, male, rural, maybe seventeen years old. And he’s crying! When he 
gets to the mic, he says, “I just wanted to tell you, I’ve only cried twice in 
my life. The first time was during Titanic and the second time was during 
the show because as I’m watching the show, I can relate to you. I can 
relate to these stories and feeling different. And I come from a small rural 
town in Kentucky, and I’ve never related to a minority in my life. The only 
minorities I’ve ever seen were getting arrested on my TV. So as I’m 
watching this show, I realized I didn’t relate to you. And I asked myself 
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why don’t I relate to you? And I realized, ‘Oh my God,’ I was a racist and 
never knew it. So I just wanted to say thank you and I’ll work on that.” 

 

Performer Jackson McQueen (who plays the African American character in the 

show) related a similar story of a sixty year-old woman in Wisconsin who asked 

to shake his hand and told him, “you’re the first black person I’ve ever seen here 

in my entire life.” 

For the performers, the personal nature of the show and the relationship 

they cultivate with their audiences is what makes the production work. The humor 

is important, too, as it allows audiences to confront uncomfortable realities of 

race in America and, as Christine Flores (Equal Opportunity Programs and 

Services Coordinator for Chaffey College) says, engage “in dialogue about 

racism and stereotyping that has opened the lines of communication, as no other 

performance before or since.”318 But the group is wary of letting the jokes out of 

their sight, as it were.  

Co-creator and writer Rafael Augustin told me, “my biggest fear has 

always been that if we allow a different company or someone to put it up, they’ll 

just go for the jokes. You know what I mean? And just skip over the heart of it. If 

anyone was ever going to do it without us, I feel like we would need to send 

people out to make sure they are doing it right.” Seagle followed up, “a lot of the 
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jokes, and a lot of the serious points, dovetail in such a way that obviously 

directors could find it, but I’m not sure that they would. And if they didn’t, it would 

be catastrophic for the message of things.” Dionysio Basco (the Asian American 

performer) added, “everything could be taken the wrong way if not done correctly. 

Then you’re screwed. Then they play is abolished.” 

The men see humor as a positive way to confront the problem of harmful 

words and bring conversations about diversity to varied audiences. They point 

out that not saying the words doesn’t make them go away, and it doesn’t 

dissipate the violence connected with them. Of course, even retaining as much 

creative control as they can doesn’t guarantee the material will be taken (or used) 

according to their desires. When writing about the performance, reviewers have 

to decide how (or if) to censor themselves, and how to explain the material. 

Consequently, some writers fall into the kind of casual usage that Butler warns 

against — such as Tiara Williams, writing for the Kansas State Collegian, who 

described the climax of the opening sequence thus: “Each man snapped as he 

sang his respective racial slur and danced his stereotypical dance: the nigger, 

crunk; the wetback, salsa; the chink, kung-fu. As the crowd laughed, the three 

men stopped and realized the seriousness of their words, their tones of voice 

changing. Pointing to themselves with expressions of awe, Gregley was a nigger, 
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Agustin was a wetback and Tsuji was a chink.”319 Regardless of Williams’ 

intentions (which seem well-meaning given the way that she praises the show), 

the kind of tone-deafness her repetitions illustrate are always a potential risk with 

the show’s material. But Agustin, Seagle, and the rest of the group feel strongly 

that the positive message of the show outweighs the potential harm. By 

managing the material as best they can, they continue to use humor to open 

dialogue and potentially change minds, one performance at a time. 

CONCLUSION 
In “The Rhetorics of Racism,” Victor Villanueva writes, “the great caution 

of the ‘post-racial era’ touted by the election of Barak Obama, the iconic 

representation of a now color-blind society, is that it threatens to silence the 

racism that still exists, even if its form has changed yet again.”320 The comedians 

discussed in this chapter see humor as a vital tool for bringing race relations to 

the cultural consciousness of audiences — in spite of the risks that such humor 

inevitably entails. While the nature of language presents inevitable risks (of 

misunderstanding and misrepresentation), these and many others continue to 

use their humor to critique and connect. They strive to undermine the violence of 

language through subversion and repetition, even with the recognition that those 

iterations are ultimately beyond their control. 
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In her discussion of drag in Gender Trouble, Butler explains, “I am not 

interested in delivering judgments on what distinguishes the subversive from the 

unsubversive. Not only do I believe that such judgments cannot be made out of 

context, but that they cannot be made in ways that endure through time 

(‘contexts’ are themselves posited unities that undergo temporal change and 

expose their essential disunity).”321 This chapter charts the ways that bodies are 

an aspect of context, and argues that although bodies are inevitably linked to a 

chain of meaning attached to violent terms, there has to be the possibility of 

semantic movement, an emancipatory hope. 

In terms of the theories of humor, joking about identity cannot escape the 

excess of meaning that the body brings with it, and this both enables and 

restricts the available readings of a joke. As a byproduct of the enabling 

vulnerability that Butler discusses, certain bodies more explicitly lay claim to a 

reparative reading, a relief theory of humor. While scholars like Kennedy may be 

dubious of the assumption that African Americans using racial slurs necessarily 

mean them in a positive or less harmful way, this is nevertheless how their 

utterances tend to be read. When Dave Chappelle or Richard Pryor make jokes 

about racial stereotypes, their work tends to be read as striving to disrupt those 

harmful tropes. Pryor used humor as a tool to cope with the racial prejudices he 
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and his fellow African Americans struggled with in twentieth century America. 

Similarly, comedians like Chappelle are able to draw on humorous incongruities 

(or racial juxtapositions) to make jokes about race and racism. Chappelle’s 

character of a blind white supremacist is funny primarily because of the stark 

incongruity of vitriolic racism against blacks coming from the mouth of a black 

man. His body arguably serves to rob the speech of its violence by making the 

speech ludicrous. In this sense, Chappelle accesses the Bakhtinian 

carnivalesque — turning the world upside down to speak back to power. 

In contrast, white bodies have much more trouble laying claim to that kind 

of relief theory reading — as the harm has not been inflicted on them, it is not 

their injury to process. Rather, white bodies tend to be read as carrying the 

history of discrimination and racial prejudice, and their jokes will inevitably 

struggle to avoid readings through the lens of superiority theory (i.e. as repeating 

and reinforcing racial prejudice) — at least for now. But again, context cannot 

endure through time, and there must be the hope of change. What our bodies 

mean today, may not be the same in another ten, or twenty, or one hundred 

years, and in that lies the optimistic promise of tomorrow. 
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Afterword 

The 2013 Academy Awards garnered some of the highest ratings the 

Academy of Motion Pictures had seen in years. Hosted by Family Guy creator 

Seth MacFarlane, the Oscar’s that year were highly anticipated, and also, 

according to many critics, the scene of “crudely sexist antics,”322 led by a 

“misogynist” master of ceremonies. Afterward, BuzzFeed offered up a list of 

“Nine Sexist Things That Happened at the Oscars,” which included the jokes 

MacFarlane made about domestic violence (between Rhianna and Chris Brown), 

about women dieting before the ceremony, and about how Zero Dark Thirty was 

an example of “a woman’s innate ability to never let anything go.”323 But the 

crowning glory of the show’s ostensible offensiveness was the opening number 

that kicked things off. In “We Saw Your Boobs,” MacFarlane sang his way 

through a catalogue of movie scenes in which famous actresses bare their 

breasts: “Meryl Streep, we saw your boobs in Silkwood / Naomi Watts in 

Mulholland Drive / Angelina Jolie we saw your boobs in Gia / They made us feel 

excited and alive.”  

In theory, the song was supposed to work as commentary on men’s 

juvenile viewing preferences — the framing narrative situated the number as part 
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of a future award ceremony in which everything MacFarlane does is wrong — but 

for critics like Sarah Hughes (of The Guardian), MacFarlane’s song was “a return 

to the sort of tired frat-boy humour of Johnny Carson and Bob Hope” that “all 

added up to a spectacularly depressing night.”324 And Hughes’ critiques were 

much tamer than most. Writing for the New Yorker, Amy Davidson argues the 

song is degrading and dismissive of the artistic contributions of women in film 

and “a specific hostility to women in the workplace” given that the nudity was 

essentially a job requirement. Jack Seale calls “We Saw Your Boobs” one of the 

“all-time worst Oscars moments” and points out that many of the scenes 

referenced are from movies and moments when the character in question is 

raped (Charlize Theron in Monster, Jessica Chastain in Lawless, Hilary Swank in 

Boys Don't Cry, and Jodie Foster in The Accused). Seale writes, “If there's ever 

been a more misguided choice of amusing reference than the horrifying gang-

rape scene in The Accused, I can't think of it.”325 

Rather than concede that the bit might have been problematic, that 

perhaps some of the critics had a point, however, the producers (Neil Meron and 

Craig Zadan) and MacFarlane staunchly defended the song on the grounds that 

it was “satire.” They pointed toward the contextual framing, claiming that because 

the song was framed as “wrong,” viewers should have understood that it was a 
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joke. Zadan argues that critics failed to understand that the song “was not about 

the women that were mentioned. The song was about him being a bad host and 

him being a juvenile, which was why he was a bad host.”326 Meron asserts that 

anyone who complained “missed the joke,” and he laments that “we live in a 

society that is not very conscious of satire anymore, they’re very serious.”327 In 

an interview nearly two years after the ceremony, MacFarlane still bristled at the 

accusations of misogyny resulting from the song. He cited several of the women 

he works with (his publicist, manager, and accountant) as evidence “that label” 

(misogynist) does not apply to him. He also objected that “comedy and satire 

being treated with more outrage than actual sexism, racism, or homophobia 

makes no sense at all.”328 

However, as I’ve hopefully demonstrated in this project, drawing lines 

between comic sexism and “actual sexism” is never as simple as MacFarlane 

might want it to be. Distinctions between serious and non-serious, comedy and 

“reality,” are social constructs that we require to make sense of the world, but that 

does not make them any less “fictional.” As Elisabeth Donnelly queries in 

response to MacFarlane’s complaint, “in what world is sexism magically not 

sexism when viewed through the lens of ‘comedy’? Is sexism in comedy less 
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important — or less real — than sexism in other venues?”329 My response to the 

latter question, the response that these chapters have worked to build toward, is 

a resounding “no.” 

Sexism, racism, homophobia, xenophobia, religious intolerance — all of 

these fears and prejudices are just as important to analyze in comedy as they are 

in the events of the so-called “real world.” The way that we use language, 

whether intended to be serious or not, has consequences and effects that are 

inevitably beyond our control. Humor is a mode of language that can work to 

reinforce dominance and control, as well as in and out-group hostilities 

(superiority theory). It can also work to critique dominant regimes and ideologies, 

to process suffering, and to laugh at the absurdity of life (incongruity and relief 

theories). Jokes can act violently, at individual and cultural levels, because 

language can act violently. But jokes also offer an avenue of response, a way to 

deflect or combat both words that wound and the objective violence of cultural 

“norms.” Sometimes, a joke can do both — inflict violence and do harm even as it 

also subverts, deflects, and speaks back to power — because humor in particular 

and language in general inevitably exceed our (best) intentions.  

My case studies in each chapter reflect the ways that humor frequently 

does so much more than anyone means it to do. Cohen says he intended to 
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ridicule American racism and xenophobia; he didn’t (consciously) intend to make 

Kazakhstan the butt of the joke. Nevertheless, his iterations altered, and his 

vision of “Boratistan” grafted itself onto the “Kazakhstan” sign. However, the 

“seriousness” of this re-signification, the widespread perception of its harm, 

largely hinges on the power of those who do the interpreting. Pauline Carpenter 

cites the power dynamics between the American media and Kazakhstan as 

undermining and diminishing critiques of BCL. She notes how “negative 

responses to Borat by Kazakhstan have been presented in the Western media as 

defensive and unaware of the actual intention of the film.”330 Carpenter explains 

that from the perspective of American and British commentators, “Kazakhstan 

was not in on the joke and therefore could be seen as backwards, irrationally 

offended and their problem was that they did not ‘get it’.”331 This perspective of 

commenters presumes a stable correlation of intentionality — that it somehow 

saturates Borat/Cohen’s utterances, and that ‘mis-readings’ of Cohen’s intentions 

are a failing on the part of the viewer.  

Such a response, that viewers didn’t get the joke or have no sense of 

humor, is common when humor generates offense — as seen with MacFarlane 

above, and as in the case of jokes about sexual violence, for example. Power 

and violence are connected, and jokes can and do harm regardless of intention, 
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regardless of what the speaker meant by the joke. To reject criticisms as mis-

readings, to dismiss them as “wrong,” denies the slipperiness of language and 

potentially reinforces the harm done. Importantly, the bodies involved in the 

telling of the joke do matter. Who says what to whom makes a difference, but 

focusing on localized offense — on Jamie Lee Curtis’ personal offense332 at 

MacFarlane’s song or the trauma inflicted on individual rape victims in the room 

when a rape joke is told — can serve to detract from the broader harm that a joke 

might inflict or support.  

While conversations often circulate around the way jokes operate in the 

“right” and “wrong” hands, this project troubles to possibility of ever making 

entirely clean distinctions between what the “right” and “wrong” hands might look 

like or be. In The Office, Michael asks the camera if the reason Chris Rock can 

tell his joke to applause while Michael receives a complaint is because he’s white 

and Rock is black. The show’s implied answer to his question is “yes,” but I 

contend it’s more complicated than that. Michael’s whiteness matters in his 

repetition, but it’s not “just” because he’s white that his reiteration falls flat. His 

reenactment of the routine warrants complaint because he’s white and/or 

because he’s in a position of authority (is vested with power), because he 

                                            
332 After the awards ceremony, Curtis penned an opinion piece for Huffington Post: “I was 
offended last week. As an Academy member, as the child of former Academy members and as a 
woman, I expected more from the best that the movie business has to offer. The Oscars are 
about honoring art and artists. It is not supposed to be a cheesy vaudeville show.” 
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repeated the joke to his employees while at work (a “serious” context), because 

his mimicking of Rock’s intonation might be read as a mockery of Rock 

(potentially racist), because what he may have thought he meant to do (“just” tell 

a funny joke) and what the joke actually did (make his employees uncomfortable) 

was and will always be beyond his control. 

The gender or color or sexuality of the “hands” wielding a joke should not 

be the primary or only criteria by which jokes are judged, even though it remains 

a significant factor. Bodies do matter. They are an aspect of context, and humor 

(like subversion) is tremendously contingent on context. Access to subversive or 

reparative readings of humor related to identity (politics) does tend to stem from 

readings of the body or bodies involved. Social identity is linguistic, and language 

cannot be severed from the body. Language provides us with a vehicle to 

understand bodily relations (with others) and to recognize ourselves as 

ourselves. Hailed into social existence by another, we are fundamentally 

vulnerable to this address. This is why words are able to wound.  

Yet, as Butler argues, this vulnerability is an enabling vulnerability, it 

provides us with the possibility to respond differently. Because we are not 

sovereign subjects, we are not vested with the power to make others into the 

names we call them. Therein lies the emancipatory hope for semantic movement 

(repurposing hateful terms) and shifts in violent social norms (combating rape 
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culture). The violence of humor and language emerges from efforts to finalize, to 

pin down, to put things (or people) “in their place.” But because language refuses 

to stay put, because iterability entails a necessary past, present and future for 

signs that is beyond any individual control, language offers the opportunity to 

combat those violent forces.  

!!! 

In preparation for the summer press junket for the 2015 Jurassic Park 

reboot, actor Chris Pratt apologized in advance for what he was about to say. 

Admittedly, Pratt wasn’t sure what he might say to offend anyone, and he 

earnestly hoped he wouldn’t say it, but the actor (whose rise to fame began with 

his role of Andy Dwyer, the lovable buffoon on NBC’s Parks & Recreation) 

realized that it was pretty likely he might, indeed, say the wrong thing. He might, 

in an effort to amuse someone, say something he “knows” he shouldn’t: 

I want to make a heartfelt apology for whatever it is I end up accidentally 
saying during the forthcoming # JurassicWorld��� press tour. I hope you 
understand it was never my intention to offend anyone and I am truly 
sorry. I swear. I’m the nicest guy in the world. And I fully regret what I 
(accidentally will have) said in (the upcoming foreign and domestic) 
interview(s). 

I am not in the business of making excuses. I am just dumb. Plain and 
simple. I try. I REALLY try! When I do (potentially) commit the offensive 
act for which I am now (pre) apologizing you must understand I (will likely 
have been) tired and exhausted when I (potentially) said that thing I (will 
have had) said that (will have had) crossed the line. Those rooms can get 
stuffy and the hardworking crews putting these junkets together need 
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some entertainment! (Likely) that is who I was trying to crack up when I 
(will have had) made that tasteless and unprofessional comment. Trust 
me. I know you can’t say that anymore. In fact in my opinion it was never 
right to say the thing I definitely don’t want to but probably will have 
said.333 

 
Released a few days prior to my sitting down to compose this conclusion, 

Pratt’s statement struck me as so apropos I couldn’t resist including it here — 

both because it’s clearly something of a joke and/but/also something more 

serious. Pratt’s pre-apology speaks not just to his fans but also to the ways in 

which language so often slips beyond the control we think we have. We make 

jokes, and sometimes they hurt people. Sometimes we don’t mean what we say. 

This happens to celebrities, to politicians, to athletes, and “everyday people” just 

like me. Understanding the potential misfires of humor can help to avoid hurt 

feelings, but it also helps empower us to wield jokes more responsibly. I don’t 

want a world in which jokes don’t push boundaries or sometimes cross the line. I 

don’t want a world where Chris Pratt can’t crack jokes to cheer up tired and 

overworked stagehands. There will always be risk in humor, always the potential 

for hurt feelings and harmful repetitions. But in this risk, there is also the potential 

for a powerful resistance, re-signification, and relief. What a joke does or signifies 

will always be beyond a speaker’s control, but this is true of all language, at all 

times. It doesn’t mean we should or even could opt out, stop using it, escape our 
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linguistic vulnerability. We cannot bracket “serious” language as fully separate 

from “non-serious,” cannot draw clean lines between what MacFarlane thinks of 

as “actual sexism” in contrast to sexism in his jokes. But to claim that critics are 

“wrong” in their readings of humor’s harm is to deny the power and slipperiness 

of language. To make a joke about identity is to step up to the precipice of 

linguistic vulnerability and leap into a flow that is far beyond individual control.  

Any rigorous inquiry into humor and its misfires must first of all avoid false 

binaries: funny or offensive, “real” or representation, harmful or subversive. 

Robust critique requires attunement to the linguistic volatility of humor and the 

dynamic interplay of various rhetorical elements (intention, context, style, 

delivery, ethos, and so on). Attending to the interplay of these elements (without 

privileging one above all others) fosters conversations that move beyond heated 

condemnations or vehement defenses of jokes that fail to land as a speaker (may 

have thought she) intended. The consequences of laughter are not simple or 

straightforward. What a joke or a laugh means to me or to you can’t be fully 

predicted or controlled. In this gap, this opening, however, we find the possibility 

of both violence and of radical change. In risk, there is hope, and in more 

thorough analyses, we move closer to better understanding ourselves and (our 

relations to) others. 
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