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Humour and Equal Respect
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Outline

‘Equal respect’ is owed to all human beings as psessg equal and supreme value
or dignity as persons, whatever their other differes. It includes equal respect for
oneself (self-respect) as well as for others. Hum@musement at others - is a
possible threat to respect and self-respect. Whreane amused by someone’s action,
character or situation, we see it as an incongraityapse which in some sense does
not matter - we do not take it seriously. (Amusdnsensually incompatible with

great misfortunes and misdemeanours, which prompipassion or disapproval
instead.). But humour need not involve a lack speet for human dignity. People
tend not to like being laughed at. But if they rerher that everyone suffers from
such lapses they can ‘see the funny side’, andseely to be laughed at if they realise
that being funny is endearing. However, humoupisetimes dangerous to equal
respect. For example, individuals sometimes beameautomatic target of humour,
never taken seriously, and may then show lacklbfesgpect in accepting or even
seeking this situation. Respect for good peoplegomadi causes, including the cause
of equal respect itself, can be undermined by ptast jokes. There can be racist,
sexist, misogynist, etc. jokes (though definingdhe difficult) which express and
foster contempt for members of a particular groOp.the positive side, humour can
be an important moral weapon, undermining unwareaindieference. It can also be a
way of asserting self-respect, as is shown by thdgemeet an unjust death with
humour.

1. Equal Respect

The notion of equal respect is the moral beliet #ilhuman beings, no matter what
their race, status, sex, age, religion and sorenegual in being owed, simply as
human beings, an attitude of respect and a stamdareatment appropriate to their
intrinsic worth or dignity as human beings. There difficulties even about this
vague general claim. If we think equal respecuis th all human beings, it is natural
to assume that it is due to them in virtue of sealeable elements characteristic of
all humans: for example, reason and the capaaditynfwality. If so, there are
problems about how to regard babies and youngremjdvho have not yet developed
these capacities, and the mentally handicapped tovirarying degrees lack them.
There may also be problems about drawing a shatimdiion between human beings
and very highly developed animals, given that reagems to have drawn no such
sharp distinction. | shall however ignore these a@ation problems for present
purposes, and assume in what follows that we areeraed only with ‘normal

adults’.

| suggest that a large part of what we think wohyespect in all human beings is
the capacity which normal adults have to ‘havdea lthat is, the capacity to have a



conception of the kind of life they aim to live,tramnly in moral terms but also in
terms of many other goals, standards and enthusjasmd to try to live that life as
closely as they can. This idea is beautifully egpesl in the words of Thomas
Rainborowe, a follower of Oliver Cromwell, the sateenth-century English anti-
monarchist and egalitarian:

The poorest he that is in England hath a lifewte s the greatest he. {29
October 1647)

(By ‘he’ Rainborowe means ‘man’, of course. We wbnbw sayheor shé but it
was 1647, after all.)

What | like is Rainborowe’s idea that equality oat everyone’siaving a life to

live, with all that that implies. Equal respect is Eygabout respecting everyone’s
right to make their own decisions about how to:lteechoose their religion if any,
their partner, their work, their way of life, theialues and allegiances, regardless of
their race, sex, place in society or anything €l$®re does not seem to be a single
word, in English at least, for the virtue possedsethose who are good at showing
this respect: a sense of justice, consideratiderance, humanity, are all relevant. In
practice there will of course be conflicts betweae person’s choices and another’s,
and various compromises will need to be worked espgecially if one person’s
allegiance involves opposition to another’s; eqaeapect requires that everyone has a
say in the compromises too. And of course peopllenat stay alive at all unless they
are kept safe from various perils, man-made aneraise. Ensuring their safety may
require further compromises, but too much stressabety runs the risk of destroying
some of the very things it is supposed to progeis often said.

| have stressed respect as chiefly concerning neastues and capacity for choice.
But there is also an element in it which one miggit a sense of propriety. This
consists of a concern to respect minimum standzrdaman rather than animal-like
behaviour with regard to tH®dyand its functions. (What the standards consigt of
of course culture-relative, but every normal athak a sense of them.) Treating
people with equal respect includes care in maimgithese standards, as doctors,
nurses and those who care for the very elderlyseallistreatment of prisoners
sometimes consists of failure in this aspect obégespect.

2. Self-Respect

If this kind of respect is due #veryhuman being, each individual ought to show it
not only to others but also to himself or herdelfother words, people ‘owe it to
themselves’, as we say, to value and defend tihe tagnake their own choices and to
express and defend their own views. Complete ssliect - sense of self-worth as a
human being - involves accepting those aspectaedalf which one cannot change,
such as one’s sex, race, physical and mental amsgtignitations, as aspects of that
self which has human worth or dignity. It also itwes what | called a sense of

propriety.

We may speak of self-respect not only asptoeessof sticking up for oneself but
also as the admirable quality possessed by thoseavehgood at doing this.. For
example, a person who speaks out in a discussiahirh most people have



expressed a view strongly opposed to his mighafiaywards: ‘| have a right to my
own opinion and | felt | owed it to myself to spealt.” People hearing this might say
approvingly that he has a lot of self-respect. &irty, a person who resists the
attempts of others to run his life for him - on tireund that it'shis life - is said to
have self-respect.

Just as respect for others involves respecting tinmivs and values, self-respect
includes a concern to maintain one’s own standandsal and non-moral. | can say,
‘Out of self-respect | finally threw out some of mwprn-out clothes’, meaning
roughly that | acted out of respect for my own deds of dress. More interestingly, |
can say, ‘I could never respect myself again ifllxd. The implication of this seems
to be that at present | do (usually) respect my®#kfat kind of respect is this? Is it
my sense of self-worth as a human being, or isrntegzhing different which we might
call ‘self-acceptance’, an assessment of mysdieasy ‘more or less all right’? |
think it may be either. One can lose self-accemamthout losing basic self-respect.
Thus someone can say, ‘| realise I'm not worth migle done some frightful things.
But I'm still a human being — you can'’t just puske around and make me do things.’.
However, perhaps people sometimes also lose thiesesof basic self-worth (cease,
as it were, to think of themselves as part of tin@&n race) if they do something
sufficiently frightful — or if they have sufficielytfrightful things (dehumanising
things, as they are sometimes called) done to them.

3. Humour

| shall argue that one potential threat to equspeet, including self-respect, is
humour: seeing things as comic or creating comigyth (I shall henceforward
usually use the phrase ‘the comic’ rather thanttbed *humour’, which is ambiguous
in English, meaning also a person’s mood, goodadr)blro show why the comic is a
threat to equal respect, | need first to explaimtwhis to find something comic, and
this is no easy matter; philosophers from Platoands have wrestled with the
problem of the nature of humour. | first linkedpest with the comic as a result of
readingReflections Upon Laughtethree essays written in 1725 by the Scottish
philosopher Francis Hutcheson. Despite his titigcHeson'’s topic is really ‘the
comic’ rather than laughter. The relationship betmvthe phenomenon of laughter
and the comic is in fact rather complex. Thoughallgwassociated with what is
comic, laughter does not always mean that the kusges something as comic:
people can laugh for joy, for example, or in playbecause they want poetendto
find something comic. Nor does seeing somethingpasic necessarily produce
laughter. People can see something as comic witheng struck intensely or
suddenly enough for laughter (they may instead nagk&e about the comic thing,
thereby making others laugh). Or they can wanaaglh but suppress their laughter,
for any one of a number of reasons.

Hutcheson analyses the quality of comicness, to @avord, in terms of an
incongruity between ‘the dignified’ and ‘the meaand he mentions both the human
form and man as a rational creature as things whaefe dignity. This suggestion is
probably too narrow to cover all aspects of theicothwould be safer to say that the
comic involves an incongruous but in some way umirtgnt departure from some
kind of norm, one important kind of norm being ‘wihefits the dignity of humanity’.
Hutcheson speaks of silly mistakes, ‘unworthy @f dignity of man as a rational



creature’, as comic. Presumably he means suchstlasignixing up one’s words, or
putting one’s pen in the keyhole instead of the Bayt we do not need to invoke the
dignity of man in order to find such mistakes funtihey are just unimportant
departures from the rules for language - or fohkégs. Moreover, the incongruity
need not be a mistake; people may deliberatelywithythe rules of language, or put
their pen in the keyhole, for comic effect. (Therdvdunny’ in English is ambiguous
in a relevant way: it can mean either ‘comic’ axcongruous’.)

Incongruities cease to be comic if they are toodrtgmt. Thus if an orator suddenly
begins to speak unintelligibly, because of a br@emorrhage or the like, the hearers
are distressed rather than amused. Hence my meafittbeunimportanceof a
departure from the norm as a necessary condititieiofy amused. The ambiguity of
the word ‘serious’ in English is relevant hererigas’ may mean either ‘not comic’
or ‘important, not trivial’ as when one speaksefiousiliness. (I mention these
double meanings, which may resemble some in oimgulages, to indicate the
elusiveness of the subject of humour.)

Another of Hutcheson’s examples of a comic departtom what befits the dignity

of humanity is what he calls a little accident,lsas ‘a glimpse of the natural
functions which we study to conceal from sight’.reléhe norm in question, of
course, is what | earlier called ‘propriety’. Wetegnly feel like laughing at lapses
from propriety if the accident is an unimportanepparticularly if the person is rather
‘prim and proper’ and the incongruity thereforethl greater. But, as before, if the
mishap is grave — for example, if the film staeésealing dress does not merely slip a
little but actually falls off - it tends to produoet laughter but embarrassment and
compassion. We sometimes seem to hasteoéceabout how to regard such
potentially comic incidents. The sufferer may dagidn’t know whether to laugh or
cry’, and onlookers may say ‘I didn’t know whethedaugh or be sorry for the man’

A patrticularly interesting example — Hutcheson’showof the contrast between the
dignified and the mean — or, as | would say, oépatture from some norm -
concerns misplaced strong emotions. Strong emgtidmsheson says, ‘strike an
onlooker with gravity’ (that is, they seem to hawgortance or seriousness) but he
says we laugh if they are directed at too triviab@ject or based on a mistake, either
natural or produced by jokers. | agree about theityr of strong emotions. Although
talk of the dignity of man tends in general to streeason rather than emotion, what
we feel when we see someone in the grip of a steomgfion is something like this:
‘Here is the weight and force, the heart of thividual person, what he or she really
cares about’. But we do want to laugh if we thin& strength of the emotion is out of
proportion to the triviality of its object: for emgple, if the film star flies into a rage
because the car sent to fetch her is slightly @n#ian that for a rival. And precisely
because strong emotions are the heart of an indiVide can be seen as laughing at
herwhen we laugh at her misplaced rage.

A related category of things we laugh at is whettdll call personal quirks. These are
not important enough to be either vices, which irdisapproval, dislike or fear rather
than amusement, or virtues which arouse approvhbdmiration; they are simply
incongruous but unimportant tendencies in behavi@xamples of quirks are: petty
inquisitiveness, petty meanness — as when ceréiple seem never to have any
money when it's their turn to buy drinks - and pepnass to suffer petty mishaps; and



also more likeable quirks, such as a passion fibecting paperclips, or an inability
to say no to people asking for help, however bezarrunreasonable their requests.
When we hear of such behaviour in people we knosvsay ‘Isn’t that just like him
or her?” and laugh. I am not altogether clear wighsquirks are funny, but I think
that the predictability of the quirkish behaviosipart of what is funny. There is
something incongruous about the combination oflmelthviour and predictability; we
sometimes feel that such people are behaving ggithalmost by mistake, as though
in the grip of some compulsion. This is anothenanrewhich the apparent ability to
choose whether to be amused may be relevant. ltrsagyhto a friend, 'Isn't it comic
that X never has any money when it's her turn tpfpathe drinks?’ The friend

might reply, ‘I don’t think it's comic at all, | fhk it's most unfair’. And | might then
say, ‘Oh, lighten up’ — ‘don’t take it so serioustyseeming to imply that in this case
my friend cardecideto be amused rather than disapproving.

4. The Pleasure of Humour

Why do we enjoy what is comic? If humour concemsiaimportant breach of some
norm, perhaps what we enjoy about it is a sengdagf of release from the burden of
things mattering, The ‘after-dinner’ type of jokehich links some amusing word-
play or misunderstanding with a slight breach obppiety, is a good example of this
kind of release. We also find some people funnghemselves as | have said;
perhaps laughing at people’s oddities may be a &iritbliday from the feeling that
we ought to respect the dignity of human nature.

We may compare this account of the pleasure ofdhac, in terms of play, with the
account of Roger Scruton in his paper ‘LaughteAS Supplementary Volurté
(1982). Scruton says that amusement at a persokimn of ‘attentive demolition’ or
‘devaluing’ of him or her. This ‘attentive demotiti’ is a ‘mode of reflection’ or way
of thinking of the ‘object’ — the person found anmgs | suggest that this ‘demolition’
is one possible result of seeing someone, who meguwse be oneself, as in some
sense ‘undignified’, apt to depart incongruouslgmall ways from ‘proper’, rational,
human behaviour: prone to embarrassing accidarntgffminor flaws, liable to petty
mistakes and misplaced passions, and so on. Soasetua may find this vision
irritating or depressing. At other times what Sorutalls ‘demolition’ takes place.
We cease to regard the person in question completelbusly. We realise, perhaps
quite suddenly, that they (or we) are not only harbeings worthy of respect as such,
but also fallible beings in various little ways dame enjoy the incongruity; we see
them or ourselves as funny. However, | think thaugn’s word ‘demolition’ is
inappropriate. Admittedly, coming to realise thatngone of whom we have been in
awe can also be seen as funny is a shift in peatepthich once made cannot be
reversed. But ‘minor undermining’ might be more Eygpiate than ‘demolition’,
since seeing others or ourselves as potentiallycosed not make us lose our
respect for them or ourselves as human beings.

Scruton suggests that one reason why we enjoy ‘ligomois that it ‘reconciles us to
our own condition’. |1 assume he means that ‘detnooli enables us to see that others
are just as liable as we are to the kinds of niaies that are comic; as he says, we
can feel kinship with the object of our laughterma®sult. However, this idea needs to
be distinguished from the well-known theory, fodadexample in Hobbes, that the
pleasure of laughing at someone is the pleasuieebhgsuperiorto them. The



superiority theory certainly will not do as an agebof what it is for something to be
seen as funny, if only because it would make itasgible to laugh at oneself, as
thankfully people can do. But there is a kind afittauum from laughter with
sympathy, in which the laughers recognise thaptrson laughed at is at bottom like
themselves, through amusement combined with arya&ole (though probably
misplaced) sense of superiority, to a contemptuooskery which is not genuine
amusement at all, though it may outwardly imitateilaement and be accompanied
by a kind of deliberate laughter.

5. Humour as a Danger to Equal Respect (i)

At first I am inclined to say that laughing at peogdoes not show lack of respect for
them as human beings, because the things which peadqe laughable do not show
that they are incapable of ‘living a life’, in teense expounded earlier. As we saw,
finding some people funny may constitute a pasiepension of any awe or
deference we also feel for them. But even whilegiggle at people’s self-deception
about their greed or their obsession with papescliye can see them as worthy not
only of equal respect but also in some cases ofration and awe.

However, this may be too simple. As Scruton sagepfe tend not to like being
laughed at, or ‘demolished’, as he calls it. Althbdaughing at people need not show
a lack of respect for them as human beings, victend to see being laughed at as
some kind of indirect attack The laugher (call imher X) might say that
straightforward criticism is also an attack, andare severe one, and yet we think it

is sometimes permissible to criticise people. Téespn being laughed at (Y) might
reply that a direct criticism can be understoodcdssed, replied to, accepted,
modified, perhaps rebutted; in other words, ittseéis subject as a rational being.
Laughter cannot be seen in this way; in effedteits those laughed at as though they
were animals at the zoo with amusing antics.

How then can we defend laughing at people? Firstamesay that people and their
foibles justare very often seen as funny, and whereas we can ehodsy to hide our
amusement if it causes distress, we cannot choastep finding people amusing.
Secondly, we can say in response to Y that theskifideature found funny in others
are not necessarily amenable to the rational miticY says he would prefer; as | said
earlier, people who are funny sometimes behavkeagyh in the grip of some
compulsion. Thirdly, we can say that whereas sesamgeone as funny is a way of
suspending taking them seriously — seeing thserthoughthey did not possess the
whole weight of humanhood - they need not feel ‘dished’ by this, because it is
perfectly compatible with seeing them at the same @s fully worthy of respect.

(We often see people in two lights at once in Way. For example, we can see small
children performing a Nativity play, or an ill-ecated person reading an inept poem
at a funeral, as comic and moving at the same YiRieally, as Scruton suggests, we
can point out that in fact people may have reasameicome being laughed at or even
to invite it, because one can't love people sogmtithat they can’t be laughed at.
Being able to share laughter at oneself — not patyup with it, but actually come to
‘see the funny side’ of oneself and let othersiseas endearing as well as showing
honesty and humility.

6. Humour as a Danger to Equal Respect (ii)



Despite this defence of laughing at people, | alaat to claim that there are various
ways in which humour can be a danger to equal céslpeleed, the first way is
implicit in my defence: one sometimes comes agpesple who are so keen to create
bonds with others by showing their funny side andting others to laugh that we
feel that they lack sellespect; they are turning themselves into meres lbottothers’
laughter who are never taken seriously as peopleh Butts can also be created
unthinkingly by others: sometimes one person inoalg of associates somehow
becomes a kind of automatic target for jokes. Heistruly seen as a person with ‘a
life to live’, as becomes clear if he announcesshgetting married or talks about his
future plans; everyone is astonished, as thoughhtaé hitherto thought that he was
not quite human.

A similar kind of danger to equal respect is thenbur that tends to be constantly
directed at those people who have some minor blearisome unusual feature which
they cannot change: sticking-out ears, a silly namasual tallness, very striking
good looks. At first sight such humour may not sgemrticularly disrespectful,
particularly if the feature in itself is a desiraldne, but victims may feel that they are
treated not as individuals in their own right, aswere, but as a mere means to others’
humour. (And the jokes are always the same....)

Another way of using people as a means to humaheipractical joke in which
people are manipulated into an undignified situgtar tricked into showing strong
emotion on a mistaken basis. This kind of humoenseto me to be a clear case of
lack of respect, because it is treating the victams mere means, not as ends-in-
themselves, as Kant would say. It is difficult factims to object, because they are
then accused of having no sense of humour. Butdgheyld reply is that it is one
thing to be naturally seen as funny because ofsameual foibles and quirks, quite
another to be artificially manipulated into disptaylaughable features.

7. Humour as a Danger to Equal Respect (iii)

| shall now say a little about the threat to eqeapect that can arise from humour in
more public situations. One danger faced by theeafi equal respect is that, like any
other good cause, it is a target for jokes. Theselmot be hostile in intent, but they
may weaken the impact of the cause by making ficdit to talk about it seriously.
For example, any attempt to discuss the use ofegemelitral language is apt to be
greeted by people saying things like: ‘Do we havseay ‘herstory’ instead of
‘history’?’, and then it can be difficult to havesarious discussion about the
importance (or otherwise) of gender-neutral languaghe cause of equal respect.
Similarly, thepeoplewho campaign for aspects of equal treatment fpaalfor any
cause, can deliberately or accidentally be turnemifigures of fun who need not be
taken seriously. | do not simply mean that they imageen as funny. As | said
earlier, | think that finding someone funny in soraspects is perfectly compatible
with taking them seriously, though the audiencedrieaetain due respect alongside
their amusement if they are to do the campaigmeessage justice. Rather | am
thinking of the situation in which campaigners treught of as merely an automatic
target for jokes, and neither they or their viensstaken seriously

However, the main danger to equal respect in tiigpdomain seems to be humour
which can be seen as an expression of contempnfgroup: that is, which is racist,
sexist, misogynist, homophobic, etc. But therepsablem here. It doesn’t seem to be



true that all humour which is about one group isageptable, but some clearly is.
What makes a joke racist, sexist, etc., as opptssitnply beingaboutrace, etc.?
One suggestion might be that if a joke is based stereotype attributing some
characteristic to members of a group (Jews aracwvas, Irish are illogical, etc.), it is
lacking in equal respect for members of that grdageause the joke treats them as
lacking normal human individuality. But this condeation may be too sweeping;
jokes of this kind are often traditional performasavhich are not seen as claiming to
be an accurate description of members of a grouptleey are often made and
enjoyed by members of the groups in question. grdh@ nice example of this last
phenomenon recently. Jerry Sadowitz, a Jewish-@&g=m comedian playing on the
traditional reputation of Jews for meanness andv&gians for drunkenness, was
heard to say: ‘It's very difficult being a GlaswagiJew; the Glaswegian part of me
wants to go out every night and get drunk, andJéveish part is too mean to pay for
it’.)

The familiar phenomenon of members of a group engpppkes based on a
stereotype of their own group suggests anothefdesiacceptable jokes about
members of a group: perhaps a joke is racist/gagristophobic, etc. if no member of
the group in question can find it funny. But twdfidulties with this suggestion come
to mind. One difficulty is that such a test doesneally tell us what characteristics of
a joke should make all the members of a targetpgadnject to it. One possible
characteristic is that the so-called joke seenfgte@ no real point other than to
mention alleged disagreeable characteristics ofaifyet group. In other words, its
aim seems to be to attack others rather than dupslaughter, though those
employing it may simulate amusement and accuse\tatims of having no sense of
humour if they object to it. The other difficulty that some members of a group may
have ‘internalised’ the contempt which some outsideel for them, and therefore
may be happy to accept contemptuous jokes or eade them. Such people show
lack of respect for other members of their groupeylalso, of course, have
insufficient self-respect or sense of self-wortls.|1Aaid earlier, self-worth includes
regarding those aspects of oneself which one carraotge, such as one’s race, and
one’s basic allegiances such as one’s religioaspscts of that self which possesses
human dignity.

Given the problem of those who internalise the et of others, what we need
instead is the test suggested by Ted Cohen: ‘Ai@kacist/sexist/homophobic if no
completely self-respectingember of the group in question can find it fuhiais is
better; but problems remain, because members @figpgan differ about what a self-
respecting member of it should be like. Consideef@ample a joke about how
women fuss endlessly about what to wear on sonmedlonccasion. A ‘new woman’
will see the joke as contemptuous and thereforeggisstic, because she thinks that
no self-respecting woman can accept this view ahemw. But a traditional woman
may well recognise something of herself in theazdtire and find the joke funny.
(She will also stoutly resist the idea that heitwdes show a lack of self-respect.)

A somewhat similar problem exists about jokes deg@t a particular religion. Some
devotees are quite happy to have aspects of #lgran mocked by non-believers,
and can even enjoy the joke, as if to say: ‘| @ngorarily adopt the point of view of
someone who doesn’t actually believe in this stuffj if | do | can see it as pretty
comic myself’. Others think that any sort of joké&twa religious reference is not only



blasphemy but also an expression of contempt fisettof that faith, and therefore a
case of unequal respect. This is an example dfitfteof situation | mentioned at the
beginning, where compromises between various vdlaes to be worked out and
equal respect requires that everyone has a shg icompromises. For example, those
of a targeted religion may need to see that the tglaugh at any religion may itself
be regarded as an article of faith by others. Trecgearly much more to be said

here.

8. Humour as a Protector of Equal Respect

Humour is a two-edged weapon, as Hutcheson himseited out. We have said that
in the wrong hands it can express and foster cquttéon members of a particular
group, whether sexual, racial or religious. Buhdy also be useful. For example, it
can help to undermine the tendency to worship tveepful by portraying them and
their actions as not grand but ridiculous, as imyr@olitical cartoons. This
‘undermining’ of rulers does not make it impossitdeespect them, as we saw
earlier. But it makes it more likely that the respeill be thoughtful rather than
automatic, and therefore less likely that the sulgill be able to carry out tyrannical,
unrespecting policies unopposed.

| should like to end with a brief mention of a kitng way of using humour as a
demonstration of self-respect. This is the use soms made by those who believe
they are being put to death unjustly, and who destnate their self-respect by making
jokesabout their fate, as if to say to their enemiesdlYpunishment has not caused
me to lose my self-respect; and since this is intaake my fate so lightly that | can
joke about it.” In this spirit, Sir Thomas More, arlihhe mounted the scaffold to his
execution, said to the official, ‘I pray you, masteeutenant, see me safe up, and my
coming down let me shift for myself.” And Sir WaltRalegh, feeling the edge of the
exe before his execution, said "Tis a sharp rembdya sure one for all ills’.
Socrates is probably the best-known example. IfPtieeedo Plato depicts Socrates,
just before his execution, expounding his beliet the soul is immortal and escapes
from the body at death. Near the end of the diadpfis disciple Crito asks him how
he would like to be buried. Socrates replies, feaf ‘You'll have to catch me first!’.
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