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ABSTRACT

Stand-up comedy remains a prevalent form of entertainment in Scotland, with comedians
drawing sell-out crowds, and comedy making up the biggest section of the Edinburgh Fringe
Festival programme. Moreover, stand-up comedy is recognised by many academics as a form
of social commentary that can affirm or subvert cultural norms, or at the very least, provide a
social thermometer that tells us what is going on in society. Research on Scottish stand-up
comedy can therefore shed a light on how contemporary Scottish identity is constructed and
understood. Yet, despite its popularity and potential social significance, few studies have
focused on Scottish comedy to date, and none have chosen to analyse Scottish stand-up comedy
specifically. The present research addresses this gap and uses discourse analysis to understand
how Scottish stand-up comedy articulates representations of contemporary Scottish and British
identities. The data for this study includes live comedy performances at the Edinburgh Fringe
as well as interviews with stand-up comedians to gain a deeper insight. The findings show that
Scotland is largely framed as a postcolonial nation with distinct values (inclusive, left-wing,
egalitarian), particularly in comparison to ‘Brexit’ England. Despite this emphasis on civic
nationalism, there are intersectional differences in how people experience Scottish identity,
particularly for Scots positioned outside traditional white, heterosexual masculinity, who have
to work harder to belong. The Edinburgh Fringe brings to the fore questions of belonging and
exclusion as Scots make up a relatively small proportion of the comedy offering. Yet, the
Fringe is also identified as a carnivalesque space with subversive potential. By disrupting the
taken for granted, and highlighting possibilities for change, Scottish stand-up comedians at the
Fringe engage in the political work of (de-)constructing the boundaries of identity and

belonging.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

I INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background

It is a truism to say that politics has become comic (van Zoonen, Coleman and Kuik, 2011,
Brassett and Sutton, 2017), and that comedy has become political (Tsakona and Popa, 2011,
Holm, 2017, Donian, 2018). Humour is an essential and ubiquitous element of social life, an
‘unavoidable aspect of how we approach and understand the world as a site of meaning, politics
and life itself” (Holm, 2017, p.8). Stand-up comedy in particular has seen a surge in recent
decades. It commands an ever more dominant presence at the Edinburgh Festival Fringe
(Friedman, 2009, Venables, 2017, Chortle, 2018) and is considered a lucrative business
(Stebbins, 1990, Smith, 2019), albeit one that is precarious and financially uncertain for some

comedians (Butler and Stoyanova Russell, 2018).

While comic figures (e.g., the clown, the fool, the buffoon) are certainly not new (see: Laughter

in Antiquity), the stand-up comedian of today is

an aestheticisation of a cultural fact of modern life: a way to toy with, and
ideologically place, the indeterminacy of ‘who we are’ and ‘what we appear to be’,

to play to social perceptions.
(Smith, 2019, p.35)

This makes stand-up comedy an ideal prism through which to explore the issue of national

identity. In Scotland, the independence referendum, along with Brexit, have revitalised debates
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about who we are as a nation. Scottish comedy can be considered a ‘cultural thermometer’

(Medhurst, 2007) that reflects (and affects) such debates.

1.2 Problem and Rationale

National identity is a pressing issue in these times of ‘identity politics’ (Alcoff, 2006, Wiarda,
2014, Fukuyama, 2018). In Scotland, much of the social science research on identity offers
empirical insights into how people negotiate claims to national belonging (Kiely, Bechhofer
and McCrone, 2005, McCrone and Bechhofer, 2010, Leith and Soule, 2011, Leith, 2012,
McCrone, 2017). Largely relying on survey and interview data, such studies can tell us who
people say they are, and how they assess others’ claims to identity. For McCrone, this gets at
the performative and ‘tactical construction’ of national identity (McCrone and Bechhofer,
2015, p.25). Yet, for critics like MaleSevi¢ (2011), such empirical approaches simply offer
‘crude measures of something that is a highly complex phenomenon’ (p. 279), and ‘create
“national identities” where they do not necessarily exist’ (p. 280). Though Malesevi¢’s critique
is perhaps overly harsh, large-scale surveys and interviews do provide an incomplete picture.
Indeed, as McCrone himself notes, they are no substitute for actually ‘being present when

people “do” identity’ (Ichijo et al., 2017, p.455).

A wealth of scholarship also exists on the cultural representations of Scottishness in the media
and across various artforms (Craig, 1982, Macdonald, 2006, Brown, 2010, 2020), but these too
tend to overlook popular forms of ‘low’ culture, like stand-up comedy (Friedman, 2014a,
Smith, 2019). Despite its significance both politically (Donian, 2018, Quirk, 2018) and socially
(Meier and Schmitt, 2016, Chattoo and Feldman, 2020), stand-up comedy is under-researched
compared to other performance genres (Lockyer, Mills and Peacock, 2011). Very few studies
in the UK have looked at identity construction in stand-up comedy (Some notable exceptions
include: Medhurst, 2007, Colleary, 2015, Fox, 2018, Quirk, 2018), and none have focused

exclusively on Scottish stand-up.

It is argued here that stand-up comedy is highly relevant for our understanding of society
because it acts discursively as a ‘form of folk “common sense” talk’ (Brodie, 2014, Smith,
2019, p.113). Moreover, we know that popular culture is integral to the ‘imagined’ construction
of the nation (Edensor, 2002a, Anderson, 2006, Brown, 2020), and a vehicle for negotiating
our own ‘sense of national identity’ (Edensor, 2002b, p.17), but we have very little knowledge

of the workings of Scottish stand-up comedy, its political effects, and how we ‘do’ identity
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through comedy. This study aims to address this gap, offering a valuable contribution to

scholarship in comedy studies and Scottish society.

1.3 Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is twofold: first, it aims to describe, through an analysis of Scottish
stand-up comedy, the characteristics of Scottish identity construction; secondly, it seeks to
understand the ways in which Scottish stand-up comedy can be political. With that in mind,

the research questions have been formulated as follows:

e How does Scottish stand-up comedy (re)produce representations of contemporary

Scottish and British identities?

e What are the political elements that can be identified within contemporary Scottish

stand-up?

The research questions will be answered through a qualitative thematic analysis of participant

observation data and interviews, as outlined in the following section.

1.4 Research Approach

The present research is situated within the interpretivist paradigm. National identity is
understood here as a social construction (Wodak et al., 2009, Ozkirimli, 2010, Inag, 2013), and
stand-up comedy as a communicative event where identity is negotiated, and societal values
can be challenged (Rutter, 1997, Lockyer and Myers, 2011, Brodie, 2014, Smith, 2019). The
meaning of (Scottish) identity is understood to be performatively constituted through social
interaction, and shaped by discursive practices (Loxley, 2007, Denzin, 2008a, Wodak et al.,
2009). These interactions can take the form of performances, such as the live stand-up show,
or everyday activities, whereby subjects are analogous to ‘actors’ whose actions are shaped by
the social ‘scripts’ of a given context (Goffman, 1956). Identities are thus the effects of repeated

practices (Butler, 2002, Loxley, 2007).

Taking this into account, the present study employs two forms of data collection: participant
observation of Scottish stand-up shows, and interviews with Scottish comedians. Thirty-eight
shows were attended during the Edinburgh Festival Fringe 2017 (See: Appendix). Detailed

notes were taken, and a thematic analysis of the shows was undertaken. Additionally, six
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interviews were conducted with Scottish stand-up comedians, which were also analysed

thematically.

1.5 Significance of the Study

While comedy has been ‘taken seriously’ by a number of scholars (Morreall, 1983, Palmer,
1994, Donian, 2018), the emergence of stand-up as an object of analysis in social research is
relatively recent. As Donian (2018) puts it, the ‘revered halls of academia have questioned how
one is able to formulate critical, serious responses when the discourse in question, through its
own admission, is not to be taken seriously’ (p. xiv). However, it is important to note that stand-
up comedy is always co-constructed with the audience and is therefore a negotiation of shared
values and social meaning. That this is done in a playful way arguably makes it even more
socially significant: it tests the boundaries of acceptability, and help us challenge or reinforce
societal norms — whether or not that is the explicit intention of the comedian (Quirk, 2015).
This study makes an original contribution as the only major study to focus specifically on how
Scottish stand-up comedians negotiate national identity. The research will be of interest for
anyone who wishes to better understand Scottish identity and politics, the stand-up comedy

scene in Scotland, or the functions of stand-up comedy more generally.

Despite its broad, interdisciplinary relevance, it is important to also note the limitations and
delimitations of this study. Firstly, the findings herein reflect the specific context of Scottish
comedy at the Edinburgh Festival Fringe. Other national styles of comedy might have their
own distinct characteristics, and the Fringe may reflect a very specific and non-generalisable
experience of live comedy since it is performed for an international audience, and thus adapted
accordingly. Moreover, the focus here is on what is signified by the performers, which means
audience reception is left out (though it should be noted that live comedy is generally
responsive to audience reactions). Yet, even this is hardly generalisable, as the interpretations
herein do not necessarily reflect the intentions of the performers, or the interpretations of other
audience members. Though the time limitations of a PhD did not allow the researcher to
conduct an audience reception study, this would certainly be a fruitful area of research in the

future.

The six interviews conducted offer an insight into the performer’s intentions, but again, they
are contextual rather than generalisable insights, especially considering the small sample size.

Finding willing participants is challenging when dealing with well-known performers, so the
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study relied more heavily on the participant observation phase of the study. Another
delimitation of the study is the exclusive focus on Scottish comedians, most of whom live in
the UK. Future researchers could broaden their sample and include non-Scottish performers

who live in Scotland, or indeed Scottish performers who live abroad as a point of comparison.

1.6 Thesis Structure

This research study is presented in eight chapters. Chapter 1 (Introduction) includes the
background, rationale, purpose, and significance of the study, as well as its limitations. Chapter
2 discusses the diverging epistemologies in humour and identity research and makes the case
for an interpretivist framework that combines discourse analysis and performance theory. The
methods for data collection and analysis (participant observation/interviews and thematic
analysis) are also outlined in this chapter. This is followed by a conceptual literature review

which is divided into two chapters.

Chapter 3 reviews the literature on comedy and humour, from its origins in antiquity, to
contemporary definitions. The superiority, relief, and incongruity theories are critically
analysed, and an emphasis is placed on the contextual nature of humour, rather than its
universal characteristics. The political functions of humour are discussed in relation to
aesthetics and affect, with a particular focus on carnivalesque laughter. Finally, the genre of
stand-up comedy is examined in light of its national particularities (British, English, and

Scottish).

Chapter 4 analyses the scholarship on identity: the notion of the self, the modern concept of
identity, and the multi-disciplinary literature on Scottishness. Particular focus is placed on the
performative understanding of identity, which see the cohesiveness of the nation, and of the
self, as constituted through discourse. As explained in 4.2.3, such narratives can be negotiated
and reproduced through stand-up performance. The literature review then looks at the features
of Scottish nationalism and the markers of national belonging. Finally, the cultural
representations of Scottishness (Tartanry, Kailyard and Clydesider) are critically reviewed, and

a hybrid conception of Scottish identity is put forward.

Chapter 5 introduces the findings from the participant observation phase of the study. It looks
at how identities are represented by the comedians, with a focus on nation, locality, race, class,

and gender. Elements of postcolonial discourse are particularly salient in the performances, as
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well as the reinforcement of a left-leaning, egalitarian Scottish ethos. The chapter also
examines how the Edinburgh Fringe, and stand-up comedy more generally, are a site for

political struggles, especially around what can be said and whose voices are heard.

In Chapter 6, the findings from the interviews are presented. The comedians discuss the
political potentialities of stand-up, as well as the constraints that the free market structure of
the Fringe brings. When it comes to identity, the comedians emphasise the egalitarian openness
of Scottish society, its working-class, socialist values, and its colonial history. The complexities
of Scottish identity and politics are also discussed, particularly the diverse local identities, class

inequalities, racial exclusion, and political divisions in Scotland.

These themes are examined in more depth in Chapter 7 and situated in relation to the relevant
existing literature. The chapter starts with a discussion of how stereotypical representations of
Scottishness (Tartanry, Kailyard, Clydesider) are both reproduced and subverted by the
comedians, creating hybrid identities and disidentifications. The second half of the chapter
examines the Edinburgh Fringe’s potential for carnivalesque rebellion, as well stand-up
comedy’s political aesthetics. The conclusion, Chapter 8, provides a summary of the study, as

well as implications and recommendations.
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2 METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH

2.1 Introduction

In order to situate the present research in relation to its methodological and theoretical
framework, it is important to first consider the epistemological perspective that informs it. As
Crotty (1998) explains, epistemology, i.e., our understanding of the nature of knowledge, is an
integral element of any social science research; it entails assumptions about the world that
impact on our methodological choices. However, while epistemological assumptions are
inescapable, they are often not explicitly addressed by researchers, or are conflated with
methodologies or methods (Crotty, 1998, p.3). This thesis makes a clear distinction between
epistemology (theories of knowledge), methodology (perspectives guiding the choice of
methods) and methods (techniques for collecting and analysing the data). This chapter will
outline these three elements in detail, starting with a discussion on epistemology, followed by

methodological perspectives, and finally, the concrete research design employed in this thesis.

2.2 Epistemological considerations

In the social sciences, a dividing line is argued to exist between positivism on the one hand—
the perspective that meaningful knowledge can only be arrived at through the scientific
method—and positivism’s ‘epistemological others’ on the other (Steinmetz, 2005), such as
interpretivism and postmodernism. The positivist scientific tradition has been built on strict
rules for the accumulation of facts that are ‘experienced as being independent of opinion, belief,
and cultural background’ (Feyerabend, 1993, p.11). This paradigm has been critiqued by
various scholars (for an overview of anti-positivist schools of thought, see: Steinmetz, 2005,

Anthony Giddens, 2015) as being ‘inadequate for the understanding of complex, nuanced, and
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context-dependent social processes’ (Prasad, 2017, p.4). Such scholars are particularly critical
of the historical tendency in the social sciences to mirror the methods of the natural sciences,
viewing positivist epistemology as not only problematic but wholly unachievable: ‘the idea of
a fixed method, or of a fixed theory of rationality, rests on too naive a view of man and his

social surroundings’ (Feyerabend, 1993, p.18).

Newer brands of positivism, often found under the umbrella of ‘post-positivism’, make softer
claims of certainty and objectivity, acknowledging instead that facts are contextual and theory-
laden (Groff, 2004, Danermark, Ekstrom and Karlsson, 2019). While the earlier school
believed we could acquire objective knowledge through empirical observation, post-positivists
believe we can uncover approximate truths through similar methods, whilst acknowledging the
limitations of this enterprise. Particularly relevant here is the ontological ‘realism’ that
underpins post-positivist approaches. Groff describes this as the assumption that ‘the social
world is neither voluntaristically produced by, nor reducible to, the thoughts or actions of
individuals’ (Groff, 2004, p.10). His argument is that the social world is not simply
‘constructed spontaneously’, as some constructivists imply, but through a process that always
builds on existing conditions and beliefs (Groff, 2004, p.19). We can therefore identify
essential characteristics even in social constructs. However, essence might be conceptualised
in this paradigm as ‘nominal’ rather than ‘real’, in other words, the ‘manifest features of a thing

that we regard as indispensable to our concept of it” (Groff, 2004, p.15)

The post-positivist paradigm is highly influential in the social sciences because it allows us to
define and understand generalisable characteristics about social phenomena. Much of the
research in humour studies, for example, has taken a post-positivist approach in their attempt
to identify the universal characteristics of humour or laughter (Provine, 2000, Lynch, 2010,
Martin and Kuiper, 2016, Attardo, 2017). These will be explored in more depth in section 3.2.
Though there are valuable insights that can be taken from these studies, the post-positivist
approach is deemed here unsuitable for the analysis of the subjective and contextual meanings
of identity. In short, this paradigm favours, even if only cautiously, a form of essentialism that

is incompatible with the present research.

In direct contrast to positivism lie the postmodern and poststructuralist schools of thought.
These two ‘post-’ categories are in fact distinct, despite their conflation in the literature:
postmodernism is understood as a rejection of the grand narratives of modernity (Lyotard,

1984), while poststructuralism is a more specific critique of ‘structuralism’ (Hawkes, 1977,
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Dosse, 1997), which can be, and often is, postmodern. A brief explanation of modernity is

warranted in order to understand postmodernism/poststructuralism.

Modernity is often (Hall, 1996, Giddens, 2012, Whimster and Lash, 2014), associated with the
meta-narrative of Enlightenment, characterised by progress, reason, and individualism as a
basis for epistemological legitimisation. Though the values of Enlightenment are understood
by many as a positive development in human history (Habermas, 2018, Pinker, 2018), others
have been critical, if not hostile, to these ideas (See for example, the Frankfurt School: Adorno
and Horkheimer, 2002, Horkheimer, Adorno and Noeri, 2002). If taken to their logical extreme,
critics argue, life becomes ‘a purposiveness without purpose’ (Horkheimer, Adorno and Noeri,
2002, p.69), which leads at best to an alienated existence, and at worse to a violent

reconfiguration of society as a way to counteract this absence of meaning.

These conditions of modernity are significant here because they provide the contextual
background to our contemporary understanding of identity and the self (Giddens, 1991, Taylor,
1992, 1zenberg, 2019). As Bauman (1996) explains, it is the fragmentation and uncertainty of
the modern world that creates the ‘problem of identity’ (p. 18). This new modernity is
characterised by its fluidity: ‘solid’ social norms of the past, which were thought to limit
individual freedom, have been radically ‘melted’; in their place, we find a ‘liquid modernity’
that is malleable but fleeting (Bauman, 2000). Social identity is now a task that is ‘expected,

needed and bound to be performed’ by the individual (Bauman and Leoncini, 2018).

The emergence of national identity in particular is explained by the modernist school (Gellner,
1983, 1996) as a top-down construction made possible by the industrialisation of society. State
powers in the industrial era sought to ‘solidify’ the association between nation and state, often
through suppression of local cultures. Though nations may have pre-modern origins (Smith,
2009, Leith and Soule, 2011), the expected confluence of nation and state is seen as a distinctly
modern phenomenon. Modernist thinking is also relevant for our understanding of comedy.
For critics like Bergson (1911) and Nietzsche (see: Lippitt, 1992), laughter is seen as a kind of
response against the fragmented, mechanical and overly rational modern world (see Identity
and Scottishness chapter for a longer discussion on these themes). These critiques of modernity
illustrate what Lyotard (1984) refers to as the ‘postmodern’ condition, which is characterised
by an ‘incredulity toward meta-narratives’ (p.xxiv). Even the nation-state model is weakened

in today’s ‘liquid’ modernity (Bauman, 2000, p.185).
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The poststructuralist perspective is similarly anti-essentialist, but has a more specific focus. It
builds on Saussure’s (2011) structuralism, which defines language as a system of signs
(semiotics), where meaning is relational and determined by difference (Howarth, 2013, p.9).
Poststructuralists agree on the importance of structures and linguistic signs, but question some
of Saussure’s underlying assumptions (Howarth, 2013, p.38). Derrida’s (1988, 1997)
deconstructionist approach, for instance, argues that meaning cannot be fully defined at all
since structures and signs are never fixed. Foucault (1977, 1980, 1988), on the other hand,
draws attention to the relationship between knowledge and power through a genealogical

approach that destabilises naturalised discurvise structures.

The poststructuralist view of knowledge put forward by Derrida, Foucault, and others (Barthes,
1972, Butler, 2002, Deleuze, 2004) is particularly relevant for this thesis. Since meaning is
understood to be discursively constructed rather than essentially given, then identity too must
be contingent and always incomplete, rather than ‘transcendental’ as previously conceived
(Husserl, 2012, Moran, 2016). This ‘decentering’ of the subject has paved the way for
constructivist approaches to nationalism (e.g., Howarth, Norval and Stavrakakis, 2000,
Ozkirimli, 2010), as well as postcolonial theories of identity, which have been employed in
Scottish studies as a way to understand Scotland’s imagined sense of nationality (Connell,
2003, Macdonald, 2006, Homberg-Schramm, 2018). Poststructuralism is also relevant here
because comedy itself can be viewed as an exercise in deconstruction: it can make the familiar
strange and de-naturalise the taken for granted. The comedian can thus be akin to a philosopher

who makes us question our assumptions about the world (Nikulin, 2014, Gimbel, 2018).

While this thesis agrees with the ontological tenants of postmodernism and poststructuralism,
the present research is not poststructuralist in style (Hacking, 1994, Howarth, 2013). As
Howarth (2013) proposes, poststructuralist scholarship is characterised by its concern with
‘structure, agency, and power’ (p. 1). Although these concepts are arguably featured in any
social analysis (including this one), it is not the primary aim of this thesis to offer a critique of
the power structures that govern comedy and Scottish identity (although this too would offer
an important contribution to knowledge). Rather, this thesis aims to provide an in-depth
understanding of the way in which Scottish identity is constructed within Scottish comedy, as
well as the political functions of Scottish stand-up. This endeavour is underpinned by an
interpretivist view of knowledge that sees reality as contingent on our perception and

interpretation of shared meanings.
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Weber’s (2012) theory of understanding (Verstehen) is a key influence in the establishment of
the interpretivist school of thought. In Weber’s view, comprehending human behaviour occurs
not through appeals to generalisable laws, but through a deeper understanding of how actors
perceive their own actions and that of others. It is assumed that social actors understand their
own reality in subjective ways, though their ability to make sense of the world is ‘mediated by
the cognitive schema and language that we obtain from our wider societies’ (Prasad, 2017,
p.14). Positivists are sceptical of the validity of such subjective interpretations — humans are,
after all, prone to misrepresenting and misinterpreting things. In a postpositivist tradition, this
is addressed with a stronger focus on the accuracy and objectivity of descriptions (Gillham,
2008, Bazeley, 2013a). An interpretivist epistemology, however, challenges the very
dichotomy between ‘mental/non-mental’ or subjective/objective’ (Potter and Wetherell, 1987,
p.181). This does not mean that ‘anything goes’, as some propose (Feyerabend, 1993). Rather,
it implies an ontological view of the subject and of social phenomena as ‘intersubjectively

constituted’ (Potter and Wetherell, 1987, p.178).

Building on this ontological foundation, identities are understood here to be discursively
constructed and reproduced through performance and interaction (Butler, 2002, Denzin, 2003).
Denzin (2003) illustrates this well as he problematises the distinction between the public self

and the private self:

there is no essential self or private, real self behind the public self. There are only
different selves, different performances.... These performances are based on

different narrative and interpretive practices

(Denzin, 2003, p.86)

This view of the performative self opens up possibilities for the analysis of stand-up comedy.
For example, some scholars have used a narrative approach (Woodrow, 2001, Colleary, 2015)
to understand the way comedians develop their comic persona, or how audiences interpret the
performance (DeCamp, 2017, Cooper, 2018), while others have focused on the micro elements
of interaction (Rutter, 1997, Weaver, 2016). What these have in common is their focus on the
contingent, interactional construction of meaning in stand-up. The following section explores
the interpretivist paradigm in more depth, and outlines the particular theoretical framework of

this thesis.
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2.3 Theoretical Framework

This thesis is informed by two methodological schools of thought: performance studies and
discourse analysis. The rationale for this choice will be outlined in this section, starting with a
review of discourse analysis, followed by an exploration of performance. It will be argued that
poststructuralist discourse analysis offers important concepts that can aid our understanding of
identity construction, such as Laclau and Mouffe’s (2001) notion of hegemonic struggle, and
Bourdieu’s (1991) habitus and symbolic capital, but that these over-emphasise structure over
interaction. Critical Discourse Analysis (Chouliaraki and Fairclough, 1999) offers a useful way
of understanding discourse in interaction, but it too has limitations since it does not focus

sufficiently on practice, and it takes a normative stance.

The present study requires an approach that combines discourse and practice, but looks at these
at the micro level, i.e., as interaction. Discourse is seen here through the lens of performance
because the stand-up show operates as such (Schechner, 2000). Moreover, as will be
demonstrated, performance studies can provide a framework for better understanding identity,
which is also performatively constituted in everyday life through an identified stylistic practice

(Austin, 1975, Butler, 1997).

2.3.1 Discourse Analysis

This section starts by outlining the poststructuralist strand of discourse analysis, before
discussing critical discourse analysis. In the poststructuralist school of thought, discourse is
understood as a ‘relational system of signifying practices’ that encompasses social phenomena
(Torfing, 2005, p.9). As Derrida (1997 [1974]) puts it, there is ‘nothing outside the text’ (p.
163). The Discourse Theory developed by Laclau and Mouffe (1987, 2001) inherits from
Derrida the view that meanings are never fixed, and social phenomena are therefore never
finished or total. There is always a struggle for hegemony, i.e., to sediment a dominant
discourse that excludes other possibilities. Moreover, the self is understood as fragmented,
always occupying ‘subject positions’ that are determined by discourses. Borrowing from Lacan
(2005), Laclau and Mouffe (2001) therefore understand the subject as incomplete,
unconsciously striving to become whole through their various identities. Such identities are of
course, contingent, and negotiated in discursive processes, even though we perceive them to

be essentialist.
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In line with its anti-foundationalist ethos, there is often a reluctance to delineate a research
method within poststructuralist discourse analysis, and this can make it difficult to employ it
as a framework. Prescribing a specific way of conducting research or indeed categorising and
labelling something as a research programme is seen as a ‘powerful rhetorical practice’ that
tries to fix one meaning while masking others (Edwards and Nicoll, 2001, p.105). This thesis
certainly draws on some of the key thinkers in this school of thought, but it places less emphasis
on overarching structures of power, focusing instead on the contextualised ways in which

identities are discursively constructed in interaction.

Before moving away from the poststructuralist camp, however, another key thinker, Pierre
Bourdieu, deserves some further consideration. Though Bourdieu never labelled himself a
‘poststructuralist’, and seemed to reject the endeavours of ‘discourse analysis’ (Bourdieu,
1991, pp.28-31), his work develops out of structuralism and finds a way beyond it (Harrison,
1993, p.37). Like Foucault, Bourdieu is interested in questions of power, and sees
institutionalised discourses as the basis for relations of domination. However, Bourdieu places
a greater emphasis on practice, and develops a new vocabulary to describe the way discursive

power operates:

Any kind of discourse, whatever it may be, is the product of an encounter between
a linguistic habitus, i.e. a competence that is inextricably both technical and social
(both the ability to speak and the ability to speak in a certain socially marked
fashion), and a market, i.e., a system of price formation that contributes to give

linguistic production an orientation in advance

(Bourdieu, 2008, p.133).

Bourdieu thus focuses on the constraints around discourse and action. First of these is the
habitus, which can be described as a set of dispositions acquired in early childhood through
socialisation, which shape our practices, perceptions and attitudes. These dispositions are

structured, i.e., they are linked to particular social conditions.

The habitus provides individuals with ‘a sense of how to act and respond in the course of their
daily lives... It gives them a ‘feel for the game’, a sense of what is appropriate in the
circumstances and what is not” (Bourdieu, 1991, p.13). National identity can be understood

though this framework, as Wodak et al. (2009) explains:
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National identity is a complex of common or similar beliefs or opinions internalised
in the course of socialisation...and of common or similar emotional attitudes with
regard to these aspects and outgroups, as well as common or similar behavioural

dispositions

(Wodak et al., 2009, p.28).

Similarly, we can look at the divergent socialisation process across social classes, whereby
class habitus generates norms/resources that include ways of behaving, e.g., codes of politeness
(Bourdieu, 1977, Mills, 2017), ways of speaking, e.g., regional dialects vs. RP (Bourdieu, 1991,
Savage, 2015), and even taste, e.g., preferences for ‘observational’ vs ‘intellectual’ styles of

comedy (Bourdieu, 2000, Friedman, 2014a).

Yet, Bourdieu also emphasises the significance of structured contexts (which he calls fields) in
shaping actions. Drawing on the language of economics, he describes how the distribution of
different kinds of resources (capital) determines the power relations within a given market
(field). Crucially, however, financial resources are not the only form of capital. Bourdieu also
highlights the significance of cultural capital (e.g., knowledge and familiarity with legitimate
forms of culture) social capital (e.g., network of acquaintances, or membership in a group) and
symbolic capital (e.g., reputation and recognition). To give a Scottish example from Kelly’s
(2007) research, we can observe how the local (e.g., Edinburgh) habitus, in combination with
particular forms of cultural capital (e.g., embeddedness in local football culture) result in a
tendency towards specific practices and discourses within the field of Scottish football (e.g., a

Scottish football identity constituted in opposition to the Old Firm).

Bourdieu’s concepts are useful when describing the competing norms, values and resources in
the field of stand-up comedy: the predominantly London-based ‘tastemakers’ at the Fringe
whose cultural capital gives them legitimacy to shape the festival; or the symbolic capital of a
Glaswegian accent in Scottish stand-up. However, this thesis does not use a Bourdieusian
framework; in agreement with Chouliaraki and Fairclough’s (1999) critique, it finds that
Bourdieu’s theory prioritises structure over interaction, and therefore fails to effectively

account for change:
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In not recognizing that discourse is inherently constitutive of social life, Bourdieu
slips into an objectivist ontology which posits a dimension of the social that is

outside the ongoing process [of] signification and constitution
(Chouliaraki and Fairclough, 1999, p.30)

Instead, Chouliaraki and Fairclough (1999) emphasise the importance of the discursive
dimension of practice, for it allows us to conceptualise ‘local interactions as sites of struggle
of competing and contradictory representations with a potential to change dominant

classifications’ (p. 105).

Fairclough, who is viewed as one of the founders of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA),

explains CDA as a ‘three-dimensional’ framework:

The aim is to map three separate forms of analysis onto one another: analysis of
(spoken or written) language texts, analysis of discourse practice (processes of text
production, distribution and consumption) and analysis of discursive events as

instances of sociocultural practice
(Fairclough, 1995, p.2)

The value of CDA therefore lies in this holistic and comprehensive attitude to discourse that
incorporates the relationship between language, power relations, social practice and structures,
and its applicability as both a theory and method. Fairclough’s approach in particular has been
widely regarded as providing a decisive methodology for the systematic analysis of language

by combining textual and sociological analysis.

However, some of the premises of CDA, at least in its original form (Fairclough, 2003), are
problematic. Despite recognising discourse as practice, CDA tends to place a disproportionate
emphasis on written and spoken texts, which ignores other meaning-making signs (Kress,
2010). Moreover, CDA bases its findings on the assumption that texts have an overbearing
influence on the thoughts and actions of the reader — an assumption that some have called
‘naive linguistic determinism’ (Breeze, 2011, p.508). Hegemonic discourses undoubtedly
shape one’s view of reality, but people are exposed to multiple, competing discourses in today’s

globalised world, and have some agency in how they navigate these. The ‘one-way influence

15



2 Methodological approach

from discourse to thought’ that is assumed in CDA therefore seems methodologically

misguided as it leads to a circular analysis (Stubbs, 1997, Breeze, 2011, p.509).

Moreover, CDA sets out a normative goal from the outset — it strives to be ‘critical’ in its
endeavours. However, its concept of ‘critical’ is not without problems (Breeze, 2011, p.498).
As some scholars point out (Luke, 2002, Martin, 2004), many CDA researchers view media as
ideologically motivated to retain processes of oppression. Consequently, these scholars focus
on a deconstruction of hegemonic discourses that is deterministically negative. In other words,
analysts know from the outset what they are going to find (Stubbs, 1997, p.2), and place little
focus on the transformative functions of discourses (Martin, 2004). To address some of these
shortcomings, the framework adopted here combines discourse analysis with performance

theory; the latter will be presented in the following section.

2.3.2 Performance Theory

The term ‘performance’ requires some further clarification at this point, since the concept has
multiple, contested meanings (Auslander, 2003, Schechner, 2003). A useful definition is
offered by McAuley, who lists the following requirements for an activity to be regarded as

performance:

it must involve the live presence of the performers and those witnessing it, that
there must be some intentionality on the part of the performer or witness or both,
and that these conditions in turn necessitate analysis of the place and temporality
which enable both parties to be present to each other, as well as what can be
described as the performance contract between them, whether explicit or implicit.

(McAuley, 2010, p.45)
(McAuley, 2010, p.45)

The stand-up show can easily fall under this category. It is intentional, live, and involves a
performer, an audience, and the framing of a comic space, ‘where the normal rules of daily
living are temporarily suspended’ (Colleary, 2015, p.59). Unlike other artforms, however,
(successful) stand-up comedy needs to appear truthful, even if the performer’s authentic self

(if such a thing exists) is mediated by the comic frame.
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Complicating matters further, the identities that we claim in everyday life are not dissimilar to
a performance, as Goffman (1956) points out. Our everyday actions constitute a performance,
watched by observers (audience) and other participants (actors) in interactions that are bound
by behavioural norms (scripts). Our attempts at self-expression mirror the theatrics of the stage,
as we too use props and mannerisms to indicate the ‘character’ we are playing, thus guiding
how our ‘audience’ sees us (Goffman, 1956, 2017). The main topic under analysis in this study,
namely the construction of identity in Scottish comedy, can be situated as performance on both
counts: it is a staged performance under the framework of a comic space, but it is also a window
into the comedian’s offstage self, and this too is performative (Goffman, 1956, Turner, 2001,

Butler, 2002).

The question we can pose then is how to differentiate between performance as it applies to the
stage, and the everyday, and indeed whether it is even possible to do so. For Schechner (2003),

the difference is one of degree, not kind:

Performance is an inclusive term. Theatre is only one node on a continuum that
reaches from the ritualisations of animals (including humans) through
performances in everyday life — greetings, displays of emotion, family scenes,
professional roles, and so on — through to play, sports, theatre, dance, ceremonies,

rites, and performances of great magnitude.

(Schechner, 2003, p.xvii)

Like Goffman (1986), Schechner sees performance as consisting of repetition. Both ritualised
activities and aesthetic performances draw on restored behaviour, i.e., ‘strips of living

behaviour [that] can be rearranged or reconstructed’ (Schechner, 2000, p.35).

It is only through the ‘repetition of recognisable behaviours’ that a performance can be
intelligible to its audience (Auslander, 2018, p.88). However, as Gadamer (2004) highlights,
this repetition is not a literal replication of the original, rather, ‘every repetition is as original
as the work itself” (p. 120). Schechner’s concept of restored behaviour in performance can also
be applied to stand-up, as suggested by Colleary (2015). The stand-up ‘material’, as she
explains, should be understood as ‘strips of living behaviour reconstructed or rearranged,
elaborated or distorted and independent of the causal systems that made them’ (Colleary, 2015,
p.49).
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In the realm of the everyday, repetition is also a fundamental element of identity construction.
As Billig emphasises, ‘behaviour and thoughts are never totally created anew, but they follow,
and thus repeat, familiar patterns, even when they change such patterns. To act and to speak,
one must remember’ (Billig, 1995, p.42). Billig draws attention to the social condition that
forms identity — to exist as social beings in the world, we must learn existing patterns of
behaviour, we must remember and embody what we learn, even as we forget that our actions

are repetitions. This point is made in Butler’s seminal Gender Trouble:

as in other ritual social dramas, the action of gender requires a performance that is
repeated. This repetition is at once a reenactment and reexperiencing of a set of
meanings already socially established; and it is the mundane and ritualized form of

their legitimation.

(Butler, 2002, p.178)

Drawing on speech-act theory (Austin, 1975, Searle, 1979), Butler sees discourse as

constitutive, rather than representative, of reality.

The performative function of language is first given prominence by Austin (1975), who saw
speech (under certain circumstances) as an action in itself, rather than simply a description of
things as they are. Unlike Austin, however, Butler broadens the concept beyond linguistic
utterances: ‘performativity is not just about speech acts. It is also about bodily acts’ (Butler,
2004, p.198). Moreover, the radical claim made by Butler and others who favour the
performative approach is that identity is something we do; it is only through the act of doing
that the subject comes to exist. This does not mean, however, that we can freely choose our
identity, as this is composed ‘within the limits of a small range of viable roles’ (Loxley, 2007,
p.128). Performativity, as Butler (1993) elaborates, is not ‘a singular or deliberate “act,” but,
rather, the reiterative and citational practices by which discourse produces the effects that it
names’ (p. 2). There is a similarity to formal theatrical performance here again, as the
performativity of identity occurs within the constraints of a social ‘script’. Yet, as Schechner
proposes, the key difference is one of conscious intention: ‘professional actors are aware that

they are acting” (Schechner, 2003, p.303).

This distinction between performance as deliberate, and performativity as unreflexive is not

without criticism. Edensor (2002a), who applies performativity to the construction of national
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identity, points out that these two modes are ‘imbricated in each other’: theatrical performance
can become ‘second nature’ and unreflexive, just as mundane everyday actions can be
performed critically and consciously (p. 89). Rather than making a distinction based on
reflexivity, it might be more useful to think about how a performance is framed. Loxley (2007)
points out that a staged performance is often understood as something separate from, and

perhaps lesser than ‘real life’:

Nothing that happens onstage is ever more than an illusion, so nothing that happens
there need have any consequences for real life. The same ontology allows us to see
that the actor or performer exists prior to or underneath the role she or he plays; the
role is an act that can be put on and put off at will without ever calling the

underlying identity of the performer into question (p. 142)

Loxley points to the distinction between the serious and non-serious as the framework through
which to understand performance, a distinction that is also central to Austin’s speech act theory.
If said by an actor on stage, then the ‘performative utterance’, he claims, is used ‘in ways

parasitic upon its normal use’ (Austin, 1975, p.22).

In turn, critics of Austin have ‘de-constructed’ this hierarchical sorting of serious over non-
serious (see: Derrida, 1988). The philosophical task of identifying an ontology of performance
is beyond the scope of this thesis, but the dichotomy between serious and non-serious is
particularly pertinent for the study of stand-up comedy, a genre that is notoriously categorised
as the latter (see: section 3.4). Comedy clearly has the potential to be ‘serious’ (Lockyer and
Pickering, 2005, Donian, 2018, Chattoo and Feldman, 2020), and stand-up comedy, in
particular, purposefully blurs the line between real and fictional (Brodie, 2014, Double, 2014,
Colleary, 2015). Yet, humour operates under the framework of ‘play’, within which normal
rules generally do not apply: “When something is “only a joke”, we allow the speaker licence
to subvert our usual standards of honesty and decency’. (Quirk, 2015, p.36). Stand-up comedy
performance thus uses this non-serious framing in order to engage with the serious: ‘it is the
status of the comedy gig as a protected world apart which makes interaction that would be
censored outside of the performance situation credible enough to be worthy of attention’

(Quirk, 2015, p.37). The comic frame is what establishes the stand-up gig as a performance.

A brief digression will be taken here in order to elucidate the disciplinary boundaries of this

research. As other comedy scholars observe, ‘any analysis of a text which provokes laughter
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must come to terms with a huge body of critical work’ (Craig, 2001, p.18). Craig’s words ring
true as this thesis grapples with literature from a vast number of academic fields. At the same
time, research is usually shaped by the requirements and norms of one’s disciplinary home
— after all, academic research is also ‘performative’ (Gergen and Gergen, 2016). The present
study is situated in the social sciences, even while it borrows insights from the arts and
humanities. This disciplinary distinction is made by Schechner (2000), who points to the ‘two

realms of performance theory’:

(1) looking at human behaviour—individual and social—as a genre of
performance; (2) looking at performances—of theatre, dance, and other ‘“art
forms”—as a kind of personal or social interaction. These two realms, or spheres,
can be metaphorically figured as interfacing at a double two-way mirror. From one
face of the mirror persons interested in aesthetic genres peep through at “life”.
From the other side, persons interested in the “social sciences” peep through at

“art” (p.296)

To take Schechner’s expression, it would be apt to say that this research ‘peeps through’ at
comedy in order to understand the social world. Performance theory offers a way to think about
identity as active and interactive and is therefore fitting for the study of identity in stand-up.
Having established the theoretical framework for this research, the following section will

outline the particular methods used for data collection.

2.4 Data Collection

The methods for data collection in the present research include participant observation of
Scottish stand-up shows with detailed fieldnotes (observational data), and interviews with
Scottish comedians (interactional data). While it is common for stand-up comedy shows,
particularly those by big name comedians, to be recorded and produced for television, DVD,
or streaming, stand-up is typically a live experience that relies on the unique interaction
between individual audiences and the performer (Rutter, 1997). This is echoed by Brodie
(2009a), who argues that a key element of stand-up comedy is the illusion of ‘intimacy’. This

consequently calls for an analysis that is not mediated:
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To divorce the stand-up text from the context and texture of performance... raises
the problem of de-contextualisation...any study of stand-up comedy [must]

consider not only the verbal text but also its performance context.
(Brodie, 2009a, p.154).

It is the live comedy performance in its original context that must be analysed if one is to fully

capture the experience of the show and the multimodal meanings at work.

At the same time, since this research is concerned with how the comedians construct meaning
in their performance and present a framed self (Goffman, 1956), the use of interviews was also
deemed important. This study therefore triangulates two different methods of data collection
(Denzin, 1978, Denzin and Lincoln, 2005). This combination of methods is compatible with
the interpretivist epistemology of this thesis, and has been used extensively in stand-up comedy
research (see for example: Craig, 2001, Woodrow, 2001, Rodrigues, 2013). While participant
observation allows the researcher to experience the show and take field notes, the interviews
provide first-hand knowledge of how some comedians view their own identity, their comedy,

and the role of stand-up. Each of these methods will be outlined in more detail below.

2.4.1 Participant Observation

The observational data for this research was collected at the Edinburgh Fringe Festival 2017.
For the selection of shows relevant to this project, an analysis of the Edinburgh Fringe
catalogue was conducted by searching for ‘Scottish’ stand-up comedy shows. The complexities
of defining ‘Scottish’ or ‘stand-up’ were acknowledged and taken into account during this
iterative selection process. In line with the interpretivist paradigm outlined above, this research
does not wish to impose categorisations. Rather, the goal is to understand how people relate to
societal categories. Thus, it was the comedian’s (self-)identification as a stand-up comic and
as Scottish that was used for the selection process. Relevant shows were identified by using the
online catalogue for the Edinburgh Fringe, which included a filter for both ‘stand-up’ and
‘Scottish’. This selection method was by no means perfect, but considering the incredibly large
number of comedy shows at the Fringe festival, it provided a systematic way of identifying
relevant shows. The results were screened for errors as some shows categorised as ‘stand-up’

or ‘Scottish’ by the catalogue did not match the self-description of the artists themselves.
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During this phase of the study, the researcher’s role was one of participant observer. Using
Spradley’s (2016) taxonomy, we can categorise ethnography based on ‘degree of involvement’
(p. 58). According to this view, the level of participation ranges from ‘passive’, when the
researcher is present ‘at the scene of action but does not participate or interact with other people
to any great extent’ (Spradley, 2016, p.59); to ‘complete’ — when the researcher is actively
involved, and studying a situation in which they are already ‘ordinary participants’ (Spradley,
2016, p.61). The level of participation here lies between ‘passive’ and ‘complete’, but is
skewed in the direction of observation. While there is no interaction with other audience
members as part of this research, the researcher is not simply an outsider looking in, but takes

on the role of an audience member and therefore participates in the activity under study.

Considering the lack of research on Scottish stand-up comedy, the objective of the observation
phase was to cast a wide net and attend as many relevant shows as possible in order have a
general overview of the field. Thirty-eight shows were attended during the course of the
Edinburgh Fringe 2017 (see Appendix for list of shows), and detailed fieldnotes were taken
during and after the performances. Of course, it is impossible to record everything that happens
in a comedy show, so some selection is needed. With regard to the observational notes, special

attention was paid to the following:

e ‘Thematic’ elements - what topics are covered and how; which topics are the most

salient?

e ‘Interaction’ elements - how does the comedian interact with the audience? How much
of the show derives from interaction? How do audiences interact with the show

(heckling, interrupting, unpredictability)?

Aside from these broad guiding principles, the observations were flexible rather than
systematic. As Sapsford and Jupp (2006) point out, a less structured approach to participant
observation serves to ‘minimize the influence of the observer’s preconceptions and to avoid
imposing existing preconceived categories’ (p. 62). As the research progressed, however,
patterns and ideas started to emerge, which shaped the analysis of the shows — these will be

outlined in section 2.5.

2.4.2 Interviews
This study used semi-structure interviews as a second method of data collection. A total of 6

semi-structured interviews were conducted between 2017 and 2019, with Scottish comedians
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who performed at the Fringe in 2017. Most of the interviewees were approached by the
researcher in person after their Fringe show, aside from two who were contacted online after a
recommendation from another interviewee. The sample includes a mix of gender, race, and
localities. They are four males and two females, and four white and two non-white participants.
The localities represented are Glasgow (4), Perth (1) and Edinburgh (1). This variety is roughly
proportional to that of phase one, as the Fringe shows also consisted of mostly white, male and
Glaswegian comedians. The small sample size reflects the methodology of the research, which
is qualitative and exploratory in nature. A smaller sample has the benefit of providing rich

insights that are not possible with larger numbers.

Additionally, the researcher is weary of an over-reliance on interviews. Academia, much like
the media, tends to favour the idea of ‘interviews as a means of discovering and revealing secret
personal realities behind public facades’ (Hammersley, 2003, p.119), so much so that we have
become what some (Atkinson and Silverman, 1997, Silverman, 2017) call an ‘interview
society’. This stands in contrast to the performative view of identity taken in this thesis.
Following Denzin (2003) and Atkinson and Coffey (2003), the interview is thought of not as a
window into the authentic self, but as a performative action. Interviews are one of the sites
where biographical work can take place, but they are not a ‘privileged encounter’ (Whitaker
and Atkinson, 2019, p.621). Colleary’s (2015) study of identity in stand-up comedy echoes this
sentiment, with the comic persona being viewed as a continuation, rather than a break from the
authentic self (see: 4.2.3). The interview, much like the comedy stage, is an opportunity to
‘give a sense of yourself as a narrative identity’ (Colleary, 2015, p.98), but both are shaped and

constrained by the distinctive characteristics of the situation.

One major difference between the stage performance and the interview is that the latter is
conducted for the purposes of research, and participants have the choice to remain anonymous.
While anonymity is common in social science research, some have argued for a more open and

flexible approach:

interviewees, who have spent their time and provided valuable information to the
researcher, may want, as is usual in journalistic interviews, to be credited with their

full name.

(Brinkmann and Kvale, 2018, p.28)
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The participants in the present study opted to disclose their identity, and welcomed the chance
to present their viewpoints openly. This is in line with ESRC guidance on research ethics,
which allows interviews to be attributed provided that correct procedures are followed to ensure
participants have been given all necessary information and the option to consent (ESRC, 2015).
In accordance with the UWS (2017), European Commission (Iphofen, 2012), and Political
Studies Association (APSA, 2012) ethics guidelines, every effort has been taken to ensure that
participants have sufficient understanding about the research project and about their consent
options through the use of participant information sheets and written consent forms, the use of
which is compliant with GDPR regulations. The ethical approval confirmation from UWS and

the consent forms used with research participants can be found in the Appendix.

The instrumental purpose of the research interview also produces specific power relations. As
Brinkmann and Kvale (2018) point out, there is always an asymmetry to the research interview
—not necessarily because of any ‘intentional exertion of power’, but as a result of the structural
positions of each actor (p. 38). The researcher determines the interview topics, asks the
questions, and has a ‘monopoly of interpretation’ (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2018, p.38). These
characteristics may influence how participants respond to the interviewer. Some of this can be
mitigated by giving participants some freedom in the process. For example, interviewees had
a say in the choice of location and time for the interview, most choosing a quiet café in the

afternoon.

Such logistic decisions are not inconsequential (Gubrium and Holstein, 2002, Gubrium, 2012).
By including participants in the process, we can democratise the interview interaction, allowing
both interviewer and participant to become ‘partners ... in consolidating the knowledge’
(Gubrium, 2012, p.210). The interviews were semi-structured, ensuring that the main topics of
interest to the thesis (national identity, and the political function of comedy) were covered.
However, the participants had a lot of room to shape the interview and to discuss elements of
identity and comedy that mattered to them. The methods for the analysis of the interview data

are outlined in detail in the following section.

2.5 Data Analysis Methods

As described in the previous sections, this study utilises two methods: observation and
interviews. The data from the participant observation phase entails — 1) Notes taken during the

performances, and 2) Promotional material. Data from the interviews includes 1) Interview
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transcripts and 2) Interview notes. The first step in the analysis is to integrate all the data in one
place. As advocated by various scholars (MacMillan, 2005, Lewins and Silver, 2007, Ryan,
2009, Saldana, 2009, Friese, 2012, Bazeley, 2013b), the process of analysing qualitative data
can be facilitated through the use of Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software
(CAQDAS). The use of software was indispensable here, as it allowed for a more efficient and

systematic analysis of the data.

A number of CAQDAS were considered for the present research, including Nvivo, Atlas.ti,
and MAXQDA. The Atlas.ti software was deemed to be the best option, both for practical
reasons (full version available for Mac OS) and for its functionality. As MacMillan (2005)
notes, the majority of CAQDAS ‘creates distance by lifting discourse out of context’ (p.5). By
contrast, the functionalities and user interface in Atlas.ti encourage the researcher to work more
closely with data in context (Friese, 2012, Paulus and Lester, 2016). For example, Atlas.ti has
built-in tools to facilitate transcription. Audio files can be uploaded and linked to text. Images
can also be imported and linked to text in a similar way. This means coding occurs both on the
transcribed text and the audio file. CAQDAS software is viewed here primarily as an
organisational tool - it cannot perform the analysis. Atlas.ti offers a way to more efficiently and

transparently integrate and code data, find patterns, and visualise/present findings.

Once the data was integrated into the Atlas.ti software, a ‘thematic analysis” was conducted.
The term thematic analysis is understood here as a general procedure, which involves reducing
the data into coded segments, identifying themes, and searching for patterns, commonalities
and differences (Saldana, 2009, Bazeley, 2013a, Flick, 2014). The coding procedure draws on
techniques outlined by Saldana (2009), Friese (2012), and Bazeley (2013b), who propose the
following steps: identifying units for analysis (segmenting); labelling segments (coding);
organising codes into a coding scheme (categorising); identifying patterns across codes

(building themes).

Thematic analysis can, as Maxwell and Chmiel (2014) point out, result in de-contextualisation.
However, considering the high number of shows that comprise the data set, this method was
vital as a way to reduce the data to a manageable amount. A thematic analysis that looked first
at the discursive content of the shows allowed the researcher to focus on ‘selected aspects of
meaning’ that are relevant of the research (Schreier, 2014, p.170), and to find patterns across
the different stand-up performances. This process was both concept-driven and data-driven; in

the initial stages the researcher looked for segments in the data that resonated with theories of
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nationalism and Scottish representation. However, other concepts and meanings emerged from
the data during the analysis. One example of this is the discourse of masculinity, which

challenged traditional understandings of the Scottish male.

In line with the interpretivist epistemological grounding of this thesis, however, it was
important to consider not only what is said, but sow it is said. This required a closer reading of
the texts. Identity is viewed here as a discursive process that takes place through interaction.
As Goffman (1956, p.155) explains, ‘when an individual appears before others, he wittingly
and unwittingly projects a definition of the situation, of which a conception of himself is an
important part’ (see also: 4.2). The analysis of the data therefore needed to focus on the
positionality of the performers (particularly in relation to race, gender and class), and the
varying techniques employed by them to present their own narrative identity. For racial
minorities, for example, their presentation of self often involved anticipating and negotiating

‘misrecognition’ (Mufoz, 1999).

The analysis of the political functions of comedy also required a discursive and performative
approach. In this process, the resources used by the performers and their effects were the focus
of analysis. For example, one performer’s use of photographs on stage stood out as a semiotic
practice that constructed a deeper level of ‘intimacy’ (Brodie, 2014) during the live show. The
performers also employed discursive strategies to ‘re-familiarise’ or ‘de-familiarise’ (Martin,
2015) the audience with particular discourses. Overall, the analysis of the comedy shows in
this thesis offers an interplay between the macro-level, (content across the data set), and the
micro-level (meaning within a given performance). The findings from the data analysis can be
found in chapters 5 and 6. These are then discussed in more detail in chapter 7. The following

section will outline the approach taken in the review of the literature.

2.6 Approach to Literature Review

The nature of the present research poses a set of challenges when it comes to reviewing the
academic literature. Firstly, the research topics (national identity and stand-up comedy) are not
confined to one particular discipline, and consequently require an engagement with literature
from a wide range of social science and humanities subjects. Secondly, key concepts such as
nationalism, humour, identity, and political comedy are heavily contested. Finally, academic
focus on both Scottish identity and stand-up comedy remains largely unexplored at present,

thus making the list of previous empirical research a very short one.
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As aresult, the researcher opted against a ‘systematic’ literature review (Jesson, Matheson and
Lacey, 2011, Boland, Cherry and Dickson, 2017). The approach taken here does not restrict
the search to a pre-determined protocol, nor does it aim to provide a basis for intervention of a
specific problem. The goal is instead to provide an overview of the relevant concepts and how
they have been understood across disciplines. The literature search relied on a combination of
database searches (e.g., ProQuest, JISC, JStor) and the snowballing method, i.e. using the
bibliography of relevant texts to identify further literature.

The literature review is split into two main sections: 1) Humour and Comedy and 2) Identity
and Scottishness. The first section (Chapter 3) looks at different ways of understanding the
phenomenon of humour from a historical perspective before reviewing current scholarship.
The second section (Chapter 4) looks at identity across disciplines, from conceptions of the self

and (social) identity more generally, to national identity and Scottish identity in particular.
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3 HUMOUR AND COMEDY

Despite its omnipresence in our lives, and its value as an experience, humour remains
notoriously difficult to define and to explain. As Palmer (1994) observes, the challenge may
lie in the fact that humour does not possess a set of common qualities: we can laugh at
something that was not intended to be humorous, and recognise a joke without finding it funny.
An almost endless stream of words could be conjured up to describe humour, all with slight
differences in meaning - joke, jest, wit, satire, parody ... defining terms can quickly become
an insurmountable task. Indeed, some commentators (Horton, 1991, Olson, 2001, Stott, 2005)
have even embraced the impossibility of definitions, declaring comedy to be ‘precisely a
certain freedom from definitions’ (Olson, 2001, p.6). There may be some truth in Olson’s claim
— in fact, researching humour can leave one more perplexed than ever before; yet the attempt

is necessary if the term is to be used in any meaningful way.

The terms comedy, humour, and laughter are understood here as different but interrelated.
Following Palmer’s (1994) nomenclature, the term ‘comedy’ is reserved for texts or
performances that have a formalised comic aspect. Comedy is thus a genre that employs
humour. A longer discussion on the genre of comedy and stand-up can be found in 3.4. Humour
is broader than comedy since it involves anything that is ‘actually or potentially funny, and the
processes by which this “funniness” occurs’ (Palmer, 1994, p.10). Laughter is broader still,
since it can occur for reasons other than humour (e.g., embarrassment, politeness, etc.). While
the link between humour and laughter is not taken for granted here, it is clear that the two
overlap. Humour is generally understood as that which invokes laughter, or at least that which
‘attempts to produce laughter’ (Billig, 2005, p.179). In everyday life, we tend to view laughter
as a ‘product of humour’ (Scott et al., 2014, p.618), and humour as an expression of the

(intentional or unintentional) ‘comic elements of life’ (Meany, 2016, p.169).

Yet, as this literature review will demonstrate, laughter is not just a physiological response to
comedic stimuli; rather, it fulfils various social and psychological functions (Zupancic, 2008,
Scott et al., 2014, Watson, 2015). Comedy itself is in constant motion - our understanding of,

and attitude towards, comedy cannot be divorced from the spatial and temporal context in
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which it is situated (Brodie, 2009a, Lockyer and Myers, 2011). In sum, it is necessary to
understand humour in order to analyse comedy, and in order to understand the concept of
humour, we must also understand laughter. Taking these broad definitions as a starting point,
this chapter will discuss the different ways in which comedy and laughter have been
conceptualised in the literature, focusing on its philosophical, psychological, linguistic and

social dimensions.

3.1 To Laugh or Not to Laugh: The Philosophy of Humour

In the field of philosophy, the distinction between seriousness and play, between the tragic and
the comic, has been a significant focal point. These two forms of discourse have not always
been given equal weight, however. In fact, as Zupanci¢ (2008, p.3) observes, philosophy has
tended to adopt a ‘contemptuous attitude towards comedy’. While many great thinkers have
commented on comedy and laughter (Plato, Aristotle, Hobbes, Kant, Nietzsche, to name but a
few), their discussions on the topic were brief. The exception here is Aristotle, who dedicated
the second part of his Poetics to comedy — though we now only have fragments of this lost
book (Watson, 2012). It is not until the 20" Century that philosophers start engaging with

comedy in more depth.

Recent years have seen a rise in comedy scholarship (for an overview, see: Marx and
Sienkiewicz, 2018, Wilkie, 2019), as well as changing attitudes to comedy itself. As Billig
(2005) points out, contemporary society has adopted an overwhelmingly positive view of
comedy and laughter, pushing aside its ‘less pleasant faces’ (Billig, 2005, p.10). This
development is seen by some as symptomatic of a moral ‘imperative of happiness, positive
thinking, and cheerfulness’ endemic in our current modern, capitalist society (Zupancic, 2008,
p.5). Such changes — if indeed we are seeing a rupture with the past — have implications for our
understanding of the self and of the social world. Laughter is, after all, naturally social

(Bergson, 1911), and stand-up comedy in particular, requires social interaction (Rutter, 1997).

To better understand this supposed shift, the following section will focus on the conception of
laughter in antiquity. This might seem an odd place to start considering the contemporary
timeframe of this research. However, it is in ancient Greece that one finds the invention of
comedy in its dramaturgical form, as well as the roots of Western academic thought on laughter.

Delving into this history can help us to understand the changes and continuities to the concepts
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of humour and comedy, shedding light on how these operate in the specific context of

modernity.

3.1.1 Laughter in Antiquity

Early philosophers have often been categorised as being agelastic (opposed to laughter), or at
the very least, as holding laughter with some degree of suspicion (Halliwell, 2008). Pythagoras,
for example, was said to abstain from ‘laughter and from all means of seeking popularity with
others, such as jokes and vulgar anecdotes’ (Diogenes Laertius 8.19-20). Some also extend the
agelastic charge to Plato (Halliwell, 2008, p.277), who described laughter as founded in
‘malice’ (Philebus 360 BCE, in Romanska and Ackerman, 2017), and Aristotle who saw jokes

as a sort of verbal abuse (loidoréma) in his Nicomachean Ethics.

The agelastic leanings of early philosophy may very well be due to the prevalence of the
‘superiority’ theory of laughter at this time. While not a fully-fledged theory as such, at least
not at this early stage, the idea that humour is a reflection of misplaced feeling of superiority
over others - laughing at those who are seemingly inferior, or at their misfortunes - can be
found in the writings of Plato and Aristotle alike. Comedy for Aristotle is an imitation of the
‘ridiculous’, of ‘men worse than the average’ (Poetics, in Aristotle, 1995, p. 2319). Laughing
at the ‘ridiculous’ is also invoked by Plato in Philebus, where he describes it as a sort of

‘wickedness’.

Contemporary critics (Morreall, 1983, Critchley, 2002) claim that this superiority theory
largely dominated academic thought on laughter up until the 18" Century. Yet, at closer look,
it becomes apparent that no attempt is made by ancient philosophers to construct an
overarching theory of laughter, and moreover, that laughter itself served a variety of functions
at this time, some of which were seen as positive or benign. Rather than a condemnation of
laughter altogether, it would be more accurate to say that implicit distinctions were made
between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ types of humour - a distinction that is intimately linked to social

norms and ethics.

In childhood, laughter was understood to be an integral element of ‘play’ - it was associated
with youthful innocence and ‘make-believe’ (Halliwell, 2008, p.21). As such, it could serve a
didactic role by aiding cognitive development, as advocated by Plato in Republic: ‘don’t use
force to train the children...use play instead’, for ‘nothing taught by force stays in the soul’

(7.536a). While the laughter of childhood may be acceptable, there was a persistent concern
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with less innocent uses of humour. In describing the character of the young, Aristotle claimed
they are ‘fond of fun, and therefore witty’, but the latter trait is defined as ‘well-bred insolence’
(Rhetoric, 2.12, 1389b10-11). There was a further concern with the mocking type of laughter
that is ‘aggressively derisive of others’, typically expressed by male adolescents (Halliwell,
2008, p.24). In other words, while play could serve a didactic purpose, laughter in youthful
behaviour such as hubris, or vulgar and distasteful mockery of others was perceived rather

negatively.

The connection between laughter and youth also informed a different but related discussion:
that of the dichotomy (and hierarchy) of seriousness and play. As one moved into adulthood,
the expectation was that more serious matters take precedence over play; the idea that one can
deal with serious issues through play was refuted by Plato: ‘if we intend to acquire virtue, even
on a small scale, we can’t be serious and comic too’ (Laws 7.816¢). Yet, Plato acknowledged
that it is ‘impossible to understand the serious side of things in isolation from their ridiculous
aspect, or indeed appreciate anything at all except in the light of its opposite’ (Laws 7.816e).
Here we start to see the implied hierarchy of seriousness over play — a hierarchy that was also

applied to the genres of Tragedy and Comedy.

A few significant differences between Tragedy and Comedy can help to illustrate the values
attributed to the serious and the comic. Both the Old Comedy of Aristophanes and the New
Comedy of Menander could be characterised by a happy (and improbable) ending that
celebrates human triumph. Conversely, Tragedy focused on the demise of the hero, thus
illustrating the complexities and limitations of human existence. Comedy tended to focus on
the lives of ordinary people; Tragedy on the nobility. Comedy questioned authority and
tradition; Tragedy reinforced it. Comedy concerned itself with social relations and
communities; Tragedy on the individual (Nikulin, 2014, Romanska and Ackerman, 2017).
Tragedy concentrated on individual free will and moral character, and the inevitable
consequences of one’s actions. Unlike the comic hero, who progresses through chance and

good fortune, the tragic hero was destined to suffer for their mistakes.

Because of their intrinsic differences, the genres of Tragedy and Comedy evoked different
reactions from the audience. Tragedy elicited in the observer a reflection over their own

actions:
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Given that disaster through error can befall those better than us, we should realise
how much more easily it could befall any one of us. If we value the prospect of

happiness, we should fear and be on our guard against error

(Kieran, 2013, p.22)

By contrast, Comedy offered no such lessons according to some critics (Stolnitz, 1955, Feagin,
1983, Feagin, Maynard and Maynard, 1997). In Stolnitz’s (1955) evaluation of the two genres,
the comic plot lacks plausibility, the comic character lacks complexity, and the comic struggle

lacks moral reflection in comparison with tragedy.

An even harsher critique was posited by Plato, who denigrated comedy on various fronts: 1)
comedy is an imitation of becoming, and therefore, a betrayal of the true; 2) comedy imitates
‘base’ human actions, and therefore cannot contribute to social morals; 3) comedy can, through
ridicule, threaten the foundations of social order; and lastly, 4) comedy does not lead to reason,
but prevents it, invoking pleasure instead (Nikulin, 2014, pp.6—7). Aristotle also appeared to
favour tragedy over comedy since the former imitates the ‘best’ in people, while the latter
imitates the ‘worst” (Nikulin 2014, p. 7). A similar sentiment is later echoed by Hegel, who
claimed that Tragedy corresponded to the ‘sublime’ and Comedy to the ‘vulgar’ (Hegel cited
in Nikulin 2014, p. 30). In this sense, Tragedy was elevated to a higher status, a position that it
arguably still enjoys to this day.

The relationship between play and seriousness can be further explored as the relation between
body and mind. In Plato’s Republic, a distinction is made between three parts of the soul:
reason, spirit and appetite. The spirited part relates to emotions, particularly anger against
injustice; it is the part of the soul that leads one to act courageously (Republic, 442.b). Appetite
on the other hand, is less noble; it does not follow reason, lusting instead after ‘indulgences
and pleasures’ of the body (Republic, 439.d). Finally, the rational part (should) rule over the
other two - it seeks truth, and thus knows what is ‘advantageous for each part and for the whole

soul’ (Republic, 442.c).

In Plato’s depiction of the ‘just’ (and by extension, ‘happy’) man, the three parts of the soul
must operate harmoniously, ‘like three limiting notes on a musical scale - high, low, and
middle’ (Republic 443.d). Being ruled by the ‘low’ part of this scale, namely the appetitive part

of the soul, leads one down a path of ‘injustice, licentiousness, cowardice, ignorance...vice’
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according to Plato (Republic 444b). What is significant here is that, since the pursuit of true
happiness (rather than hedonistic, temporary happiness) is thought to necessitate restraint with
regard to physical and emotional urges, play cannot be viewed as an appropriate goal - a point
also emphasised by Aristotle in Politics (8.3, 1337b36—1338al). Laughter of play can at best
offer a counterbalance or distraction to the tensions of adult life, but like a fine wine, it is to be
enjoyed in moderation, since its excess can be harmful (Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 2.7,

1108a25).

If we are taken in by Plato’s mind-body hierarchy, laughter is relegated to the realm of bodily
impulses. Indeed, comic performances often drew attention to parts of the body through
‘grotesque’ humour, to use Bakhtin’s (1984) concept. This was particularly common in Satyr
plays, for example, where giant phalluses were used as props (Halliwell, 2008). Unlike
Bakhtin, however, Plato saw this kind of comedy as impeding critical thought, rather than being
an expression of it. The mind-body dichotomy is also found in Aristotle’s writings. He
describes the comic (or “buffoon”) as having an involuntary urge to find gratification by
eliciting laughter in others. The observer too suffers from an involuntary ‘burst’ of laughter,
but such outbursts are seemingly more ‘pardonable’ (Halliwell, 2008, p.314), since they are
(presumably) trying not to laugh, unlike the buffoon who actively seeks laughter from others.
Freud (2003) later explains such involuntary urges as a release of supressed energy (see: 3.2.1),
but for Aristotle and Plato, the concern is with social morality, as evidenced by their distinction

between laughter (body) and serious discourse (mind).

A key issue that emerges here is the relation between laughter and social roles. Laughter is
evaluated dependant on the persons involved, i.e.: who can joke (laugh-maker), who can laugh
(listener/observer), and in what social contexts? And, conversely, what does joking or laughing
in particular social contexts say about one’s character? For Aristotle, some forms of humour
‘befit a free man and others do not’ (Rhetoric: 1909 edn: 197). In an unequal relationship (e.g.,
child/adult), the wit of the young is equated with insolence. By contrast, when used amongst
‘equals’ in a philosophical debate, wit became a useful rhetorical device (Halliwell, 2008).
Light-hearted joking amongst friends was likewise permissible. While this could involve
mocking, it would be a playful rather than threatening activity if participants were of equal
status (Halliwell, 2008, pp.310-311). However, the dividing line between malice and play was
rather thin, and operated alongside strong societal ‘sensitivities to shame and dishonour’

(Halliwell, 2008, p.22). Consequently, ridicule was taken seriously, even recognised as a
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punishable form of public abuse (Halliwell, 2008, p.26), or a ‘weapon’ to be used against
adversaries (Halliwell, 2008, p.325).

These early writings on comedy, although not extensive, have been highly influential. Not only
do they sketch the foundations of a superiority theory of laughter, but they also point to the
inherently social meaning of humour. To the question of what laughter is, we can find a variety
of answers: it is childhood play, educated wit, ridicule, playful mockery, or bodily pleasure,
depending on the social context and the actors involved. For those higher up the social ladder,
laughter could be a tool used for relaxation, or to instruct or discipline others. On the other
hand, laughing too much or playing the buffoon implied a lack of self-control that broke with
the decorum expected of a ‘civilised’ free man. Despite its significance, humour remained
subordinate to serious discourse. This is evident both in relation to the dramaturgical genres of
comedy and tragedy, the latter of which is privileged; and in relation to laughter and reason,

the former being an expression of bodily pleasure, and the latter of the intellectual mind.

Rather than viewing this hierarchy of seriousness over play as simply a question of taste or
preference, or worse, as the result of an objective analysis of the moral and aesthetic value of
each, it is possible instead to understand it as emblematic of a meta-narrative of the self. The
mind and body, as presented by Plato, are in conflict: while we ought to pursue knowledge
through reason, the body can hinder and impede this task, forcing us to ‘examine other things
through it as through a cage’ (Plato, cited in Pomerleau, 1997, p.12). Moreover, the good life,
as presented by both Plato and Aristotle, is centred on a moral imperative of self-control. In
other words, we ought to pursue things because they are good, not simply because they are
pleasant. If we understand the self in this way, then tragedy, much like philosophy, can fulfil
the role of freeing us from our bodily prison. Unlike comedy, which engages our base pleasures,
tragedy engages our intellect, our search for enlightenment. As Ridley puts it, tragedy grapples
‘more directly than any other artform with philosophy’s own most fundamental question: how

should one live?’ (Ridley, 2005, p.408).

Yet, this conception of the good life, while still in existence today, competes with a more
dominant narrative in modernity: that of individualist success and happiness. The modern
subject (see: 4.1) does not search for a ‘transcendent good’, they search for renewal; in comedy,

we find this reaffirmation of the self:
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comic well-being, which is achievable, is an assertion of love and the good life that
comes as a resolution of a conflict at the end. Yet, as life itself, this good is in need
of constant reproduction... unlike tragedy, which is the celebration of death,

comedy is the celebration of life

(Nikulin, 2014, p.ix)

For Nikulin (2014, p.ix), it is comedy that can provide us with the answer to philosophy’s

biggest questions, for comedy itself is a ‘philosophical enterprise’ (and vice versa).

We no longer (for the most part) see comedy as an impediment to reason, as Plato did. Such a
divide is unsustainable if the full absurdity of life is considered, for both are part of the same
larger frame of reference: ‘the tragic and the comic are not polar opposites, or mutually
exclusive, but subtly and sometimes almost paradoxically inter-linked modes of experience’
(Lippitt, 1992, p.48, See also: Halliwell, 2008, p.337, Plant, 2009). In many ways then, the
dividing line between the tragic and the comic could be pronounced dead (though, ironically,
pronouncing things dead is in itself an ‘expression of the modern subject’, as Nikulin (2014,
p.42) observes). The move towards an ideologically positive view of comedy is not without its
problems, however, as Billig (2005) warns us. Indeed, the body-mind conflict might no longer
be located exclusively in the divide between the serious and the comic, but it exists nonetheless
in the ‘split between intellectual humour and physical humour’ (Dynel, 2013, p.90). This is
notably explored by Friedman (2013, 2014b, 2014a), who argues that comedy taste is an

expression of social distinction, and thus a reinforcement of social stratification.

Moreover, despite the omnipresence of humour today, we do continue to strive for a separation
between serious and comic discourse, though perhaps now reframed as a concern with offence
and humour (Lockyer and Pickering, 2005). The distinction is needed precisely because
comedy supposedly affords certain liberties. If, as Nikulin (2014) claims, comedy is indeed a
philosophical enterprise, it must allow us to re-examine our understanding of the world.
Nothing is off-limits as long it operates under the guise of comic intent, as ‘there can be no
drawing of lines within comedy’ (Jacobson, 1997, pp.37-38). Yet, it is sometimes hard to
discern if those who claim that ‘anything goes’ are in fact proposing that comedy, by its very
nature cannot be offensive (i.e., the claim of offence is illegitimate) because it is ‘make-believe’
(Jacobson, 1997, p.34); or if comedy carries with it the right to offend, precisely because it

engages with serious topics in a critical way. In both cases, a fundamental question to ask is:
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what qualifies as the comic frame, within which ‘anything goes’? In short, what is humour?
For only after exploring such definitions can we think critically about its functions (and the

limitations thereof).

3.2 Defining Humour

Research on humour can be categorised into two distinct types: universalist, i.e., those devising
an essentialist theory that captures all instances of humour in a given area; and descriptive,
those who present more detailed descriptions of the specific type(s) of humour under
investigation. While universalist theories agree with the claim that humour is dependent on
‘cultural codes’ which may differ ‘from society to society and across time’ (Billig, 2005,
p.188), they nonetheless believe in the underlying ‘essence of the humorous phenomena’
(Attardo, 1994, p.2). The universalist perspective is analysed in this section, looking at how
scholars in various fields have defined the essential characteristics of humour. The discussion
starts by outlining the psychological theory of laughter as relief (Spencer, 1863, Freud, 2003,
Morreall, 2009). This is followed by an examination of the incongruity theory and its critiques

(Nerhardt, 1976, Latta, 1999, Kulka, 2007).

3.2.1 Relief Theory

The universality of humour has traditionally been studied from a psychological perspective, to
understand the cognitive processes that underlie the production and/or reception of humour
(see for example: Goldstein, 1972, Suls, 1983, Latta, 1999, Martin, 2007, Morreall, 2009). One
of the foundational schools of thought in this domain is the ‘relief” theory of laughter, first
introduced by Shaftesbury (1820 [1709]), and further developed by Spencer (1863), and Freud
(2003 [1905], 2001 [1927]). For Spencer (1863), nervous energy always requires some form
of physical release. Just as anger may produce a clenched fist and fear may cause us to run,
laughter is thought to be the physiological manifestation of the nervous energy that arises from
certain types of incongruity. Unlike anger and fear, however, the movements of laughter ‘have

no object’ (Spencer, 1863, p.111), they are simply a release of pent-up energy.

Freud too provides a comprehensive ‘relief’ theory that sees laughter as linked to an ‘economy
of psychical expenditure’ (Freud, 2003 [1905], p. 38). He distinguishes between three aspects
of laughter: joking, the comic, and humour. In Jokes and their relation to the unconscious,
Freud dedicates most his time to describing the processes of joking, which he defines as an

‘activity that aims at deriving pleasure from psychical processes’ (Freud, 2003 [1905], p. 91).
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He further differentiates between innocent jokes, which have no ulterior aim, and tendentious
jokes, which for Freud can either be an expression of aggression, as in the case of hostile jokes,
or sexual desire, as in the case of obscene jokes (Freud, 2003 [1905], p. 92). While innocent
jokes need only a joke-teller and a listener, tendentious jokes always involve three persons: the
joke maker, the object of the joke, and the observer. Moreover, tendentious jokes are more
likely to produce sudden bursts of laughter, Freud argues, precisely because they provide a
release for our feelings of lust and/or aggression, which must ordinarily be repressed. The

mental effort we commonly spend on suppression is no longer needed, and is released through

laughter (ibid, p. 142-143).

Freud makes a distinction, however, between jokes, which he sees as resulting from repressed
energy, and comedy, which does not necessitate intent: ‘the joke is made, comedy is found’
(Freud, 2003 [1905], p. 175); any situation, object, or person that elicits laughter can be
considered comic. A common example is the naive comedy typically found in children, i.e.,
when someone is funny without knowing it, because of their lack of inhibition. Since we, as
the observer, are drawn into the naivety of the comic, the energy expenditure that commonly
used for our inhibitions becomes superfluous and manifests itself through laughter (Freud, 2003

[1905], p. 187).

Freud also makes a distinction between comedy and humour, the latter being a ‘means of
obtaining pleasure in spite of the distressing affects that disturb it” (Freud, 2003 [1905], p. 220).
A situation that would usually elicit pity, for example, can become humorous when we realise
that no sympathy is needed. The affect, in this instance pity, becomes surplus energy, which
leads to laughter. In all instances of laughter, pleasure is thought to arise from the saving of
energy expenditure. In joking and the naive comic, the energy saved is that of suppressing
inhibitions; in other comic situations, one is saving in thinking energy, while in humour, we

save in expenditure of feelings (Freud, 2003 [1905], p. 226).

The main problem with Freud’s theory, as Lippitt (1995a) highlights, is that it is based on
various unsupported assumptions. For example: that tendentious jokes always produce more
pleasure; that this is so because of their supposed purpose; that pleasure can be measured
through laughter; that senses of humour are more or less universal; that hostile or obscene jokes
are a safe or acceptable way of releasing repressed feelings. In fact, as Eastman (2017 [1936])
points out, the notion that obscenity and aggression ought to be supressed is not universal, but

particular to some societies and time periods (p. 260). In contemporary society, both sexuality
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and aggression are ‘ideal standards against which some people are in suppressed revolt’

(Eastman, 2017 p. 251).

Critics argue that Freud’s convoluted model of psychical energy economics lacks evidence at
best, and coherence at worst (Lippitt, 1995a, Gimbel, 2018). However, Freud’s theory has
influenced others, who have taken the idea of laughter as ‘release’ in different directions. Some
examples include ‘cathartic’ (Cohn, 2016, Willett and Willett, 2019, Steele, 2020) ‘affective’
(Bruns, 2000, Webber, 2013a, Holm, 2017) or ‘carnivalesque’ (Bakhtin, 1984, Taylor, 1995,
Crichlow, 2013) laughter, all of which are discussed in more detail in section 3.3.2. Before that,
however, we will look at incongruity theory, which offers one of the most commonly accepted

definitions of humour today.

3.2.2 Incongruity Theory

As its name suggests, incongruity theorists propose that ‘the formal object of amusement is
“the incongruous” (Morreall, 1986, p.6). Yet some variation in terms of definitions and
approaches can be identified. Kant, often cited as one of the earlier proponents within this
school, explains laughter as an ‘affection arising from a strained expectation being suddenly
reduced to nothing’ (Kant, 2007 [1790]). The expectation (the set-up of a joke, for example)
takes our mind down a particular path, but with the punchline, we realise that path was a dead
end — our expectations are suddenly reduced to nothing. Yet, despite describing the cause of
laughter as a mental process, Kant emphasises the physical (rather than mental) pleasure of

laughter, describing it as a bodily reflex — much like Aristotle did (Morreall, 2009, p.11).

By contrast, Schopenhauer (2010 [1818]), who provides a more robust philosophical
examination of incongruous humour, defines laughter as an expression of the ‘sudden
perception of the incongruity between a concept and the real objects which have been thought
through it in some relation’ (Schopenhauer, 2010 [1818]). Here, Schopenhauer focuses on the
cognitive process of laughter, emphasising the contradiction between our senses and reality;
humour, in his view, forces us to readjust our assumptions by subsuming different objects under
the same concept. Kierkegaard (2009 [1846]) too offers an explanation of humour based on
contradiction (p. 432-433). For him, both the tragic and the comic are a disruption of one’s
expectations; the vital difference between the two is that the latter is experienced as pleasant.
Kierkegaard thus presents humour as highly subjective: ‘the same event can be tragic to one

person and comic to another’ (Evans, 2006, p.84).
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The incongruous is also found in Bergson’s (1911 [1900]) theory of humour. Despite being
commonly categorised as a superiority theory, Bergson’s approach hinges on the incongruity
of life appearing rigid. In other words, laughter ensues from our perception of ‘something
mechanical encrusted on the living’ (Bergson, 1911, p.18). As such, laughter can work as a
social ‘corrective’ against rigid, inflexible behaviour, which runs counter to the creativity and
adaptability of human life (Bergson, 1911, p.43). Bergson thus puts forward an explanation for
both the cause of laugher and its function: rigidity is comic, and laughter is its corrective

(Bergson, 1911, p.10).

Despite their differences, Kant, Schopenhauer, Kierkegaard, and Bergson all explain humour
as something that violates our expectations. For others (Beattie, 1776, Koestler, 1964, Luria,
Baer and Kaufman, 2018, Roberts, 2019), the emphasis lies not on the comic stimulus, but on
our ability to view something from two contrasting perspectives. Koestler (1964), who coined
the term ‘bisociation’, describes it as the mental process of perceiving a situation or idea in two
habitually incompatible frames of reference simultaneously (p. 35). Bisociation, as Koestler
(1964) explains, is an integral part of creativity and innovation, including the ‘creative act of
the humourist’ (p. 94). Much like other artforms, this process can disrupt ways of thinking to

construct new ideas (Luria, Baer and Kaufman, 2018), as explored in section 3.3.3.

Another approach to humour can be found in Attardo and Raskin’s linguistic theories (Raskin,
1985, Attardo and Raskin, 1991, Attardo, 2017, 2020, Raskin and Ruch, 2017). One of the
essential properties of humour for them is ‘script opposition’. Scripts are defined by Attardo as
a ‘cognitive structure internalised by the native speaker which provides the speaker with
information on how a given entity is structured... or how an activity is done, a relationship
organised, and so on’ (Attardo, 2001, p.2). This definition draws on Goffman’s (1956) notion
of social scripts, although here, the focus is more specifically on the semantic links that form a
script. Script opposition occurs when there is ‘compatibility or overlap between the different

scripts’ (Oring, 2016, pp.22-23).

Though Attardo and Raskin (1991, p.331) are careful to differentiate themselves from
psychology-based incongruity theories, the idea of script oppositeness is certainly analogous
to incongruity (Oring, 2016, p.17). Unlike other incongruity theories , however, a clear
separation between humour and laughter is made here (Raskin, 1985, Attardo, 1994, 2017,
Nash, 2013, Raskin and Ruch, 2017). As Attardo (1994, 2017) explains, laughter denotes the

effect but does not specify the cause; and humour denotes intention without specifying the
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effect, since laughter does not always follow humour. Consequently, it is important to focus on
humour intent or ‘competence’ (Raskin, 1985, Attardo and Raskin, 1991, Attardo, 2020), i.e.,
how is intention to joke signalled by the joke-maker and how is it recognised by the

listener/reader?

Raskin proposes that, just as we internalise knowledge of our native language, we also develop
an ‘intuition’ with regard to humour (Raskin, 1985, p.58). Following Chomsky’s (2006)
distinction between language as an abstract system (langue) and as a concrete performance
(parole), we can also contrast humour in the abstract (competence) with concrete usage of
humour (performance). As Attardo (2020, p.49) describes it, ‘humor is a property of the
stimulus... Humor appreciation is a property of the situation (which includes a specific speaker
and hearer, the context in which the humor is produced...)’. Borrowing from Goffman (1974,
pp. 43—44), Attardo concludes that humour appreciation requires situations to be ‘framed’ as
humour (Attardo, 2020, p.51). The competence/performance distinction is useful for a study of
humour. After all we can recognise a joke as a joke, even if we do not find it funny. Moreover,
the specific affordances of the comic ‘frame’ have social significance, as discussed in section

3.4.

However, the essentialist ontology and positivist epistemology of Attardo and Raskin’s theory
run counter to the interpretivist approach used here. Critics of universalist theories of humour
more generally, claim that such theories cannot account for all forms of humour. Script-
opposition may describe some joke constructions, but not others (Gimbel, 2018, pp.38—41);
conversely, some script oppositions may not actually be humorous (Ritchie, 2004, p.74).
Moreover, as Gimbel (2018, pp.39—40) points out, humour can also derive from script
acknowledgment (repeating the script), script corroboration (reaffirming rather than opposing
the script), or script amplification (overstating the script). Ritchie’s (2004) critique goes even
further as he decries the parameters of humour competence as too ill-defined to have any
substance (p. 80), and the concept of ‘scripts’ particularly problematic since ‘what counts as
evidence for the abstract notion of script’ is never clarified (p. 72). The following section

outlines some of the developments in incongruity theory that address these issues.
3.2.3 After incongruity
For Attardo and Raskin, as well as other earlier incongruity theorists (Schopenhauer and Kant

in particular), incongruity is both a necessary and sufficient defining element of humour. This
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assumption has been challenged in recent years by various scholars (See for example: Suls,
1983, Latta, 1999, Critchley, 2002, Gimbel, 2018). The subjective aspect of humour was
emphasised by Kierkegaard (2009) in the 1800s, as he observed that incongruity can elicit
negative or positive reactions. What makes a contradiction comic for Kierkegaard is distance,
i.e., being able to see things from a ‘superior vantage point’ (Evans, 2006, p.84). In Koestler’s
(1964) theory, bisociation must be combined with ‘emotional tension’ for incongruity to be
humorous (p. 51). Nerhardt (1976) adds the necessary element of a safe/nonthreatening
environment. Others (Jones, 1970, Shultz, 1972, Suls, 1983) have argued that humour
necessitates both incongruity and resolution, either through information that is already present

in the joke, or external knowledge (Suls, 1983, p.42).

Despite these adjustments, incongruity (or incongruity-resolution) theories still lack clarity
regarding the object of analysis (Latta, 1999, Gimbel, 2018). More specifically, does the
essence of humour lie in the incongruity of the stimulus (stimulus-side theory), or in the
cognitive shift experienced by the respondent (response-side theory)? (Latta, 1999). Morreall,
for example, seems to conflate the two, at times talking of incongruity as the ‘object of
amusement’, and at others of incongruity as our perception of something that violates ‘normal
expectations’ (Morreall, 2009, p.11). Even where incongruity theories specify their object of
analysis, their definitions of incongruity can be ambiguous or imprecise. Latta (1999, pp.105—
108) presents an extensive list of terms used by humour theorists to mean ‘incongruous’,
including (but not limited to): unexpected, out of context, inappropriate, unreasonable,
illogical, exaggerated, ridiculous, absurd. Naturally, the list presents inconsistencies —
something can be absurd, exaggerated or inappropriate and at the same time entirely expected,
just as the unexpected can be logical. This is particularly true in stand-up comedy, where the

comic frame already brings with it the expectation of surprise (Lockyer and Myers, 2011).

This liberal approach to definitions poses a problem: the theory hinges on incongruity as the
most basic and necessary ingredient of the humorous phenomenon; contradictorily, however,
the very definition of incongruity seems adjustable on an ad hoc basis (Gimbel, 2018, pp.27—
28). This makes the theory ‘unfalsifiable’ in a Popperian sense (Popper, 1940). This
epistemological critique of incongruity is also voiced by Latta, who advances his own
hypothesis, theory ‘L’. Rather than asking what makes an item or event humorous, Latta
suggests asking ‘what is the basic humour process?’ (Latta, 1999, p.11). For Latta, the only

commonality in humour is that it tends, albeit in very different ways, ‘to elicit a certain single
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pattern of response’ (Latta, 1999, p.11). Thus, it is the response process that characterises
humour. Of course, this claim is weakened by the fact that laughter can occur without humour
and vice versa. Latta resolves this by seeing laughter as the culminating step in a humour
response process. The first step involves a state of unrelaxation (p. 37); the second is a cognitive
shift (p. 38-39); the third is ‘rapid relaxation through laughter’ (p. 41-42). L theory therefore
combines both the notion of a cognitive shift and that of relief. Yet, unlike many incongruity
theorists, Latta focuses purely on response-side rather than stimulus-side, and unlike relief

theorists, he asks not what laughter does, but what the essence of humour is.

While Latta makes a good case for thinking about humour as a response process rather than an
attribute, there are some flaws in his argument. Not only is there a lack of empirical evidence
to show that all three phases take place, but we can also identify instances of humour that might
not follow this process, and of non-humour that might indeed involve these three steps (Gimbel,
2018, pp.28-30). Moreover, any empirical analysis of humour response is likely to face certain
challenges. It is unclear, for example, if responses demonstrate humour appreciation, or simply
comprehension. After all, as Levinson (1998) points out, ‘humour may engender amusement
without any behavioural manifestations’ (p. 564). If one looks for comprehension, however,
the question remains whether humour comprehension is ‘sufficient to produce...a humorous

experience’ (Suls, 1983, p.52).

Perhaps, as Billig (2005) proposes, ‘no single theory can hope to explain the complexity of
humour’ (p. 184). One way to navigate this complexity is to view humour as anti-essentialist.
Latta (1998), for example, suggests that the varied and contradictory definitions of

‘incongruous’ could present the basis for an anti-essentialist theory:

at bottom the phenomenon of humor is not any one thing, but in some cases, it is a
matter, fundamentally, of encountering something one did not expect, in others a
matter of perceiving that something is out of context, in yet others a matter of

perceiving that something has been exaggerated, and so on. (p. 113)

While he goes on to dismiss the anti-essentialist approach for its overly broad scope, there is
good reason to adopt it. Taking Wittgenstein’s language games concept (Harris, 1988,
Wittgenstein, 2007), we could think of humour not as a unitary concept, but as a ‘family’.
Consequently, particular humorous phenomena do not have a common element; rather, they

possess ‘family likenesses’ that might overlap (p. 17). Wittgenstein critiques our tendency to
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‘look for something in common to all entities which we commonly subsume under a general
term’ (Wittgenstein, 2007, p.17). This ‘craving for generality’ as he calls it, tends to dismiss
concrete cases that could help us to better understand the usage of a term (Wittgenstein, 2007,
pp-19-20). One is of course, free to draw boundaries around terms, but these ‘will never
entirely coincide with the actual usage, as this usage has no sharp boundary’ (Wittgenstein,
2007, p.19). Rather than asking what humour is, perhaps we ought to ask what humour does;

the following section will discuss some of the scholarly responses to this question.

3.3 The functions of humour

The psychoanalytical explanation of laughter presented by Freud and others (Spencer, 1863,
Gherovici and Steinkoler, 2016) tends to focus on the individual psychological process of
humour and laughter. Similarly, incongruity focuses on individual cognitive perception
(response-side) or the object of humour itself, i.e., the stimulus. In doing so, both relief and
incongruity theories overly emphasise the ‘intrinsic details of the humour analysed and ignor[e]
such factors as the attitude and feelings of laughter’ (Lippitt, 1995b). Yet, as Bergson states,
‘to understand laughter, we must put it back into its natural environment, which is society, and
above all we must determine the utility of its function, which is a social one’ (Bergson, 1980
[1900], p. 65). This section thus seeks to explore the social significance of humour, focusing

specifically on its disciplinary and transgressive functions, as well as its aesthetic dimension.

3.3.1 Superiority and ridicule

One of the most popular social explanations for laughter is the superiority theory (Bain, 1865,
Figueroa-Dorrego and Larkin-Galinanes, 2009, Hobbes, 2018 [1651]), which sees laughter as
a kind of schadenfreude. Hobbes(2018), one of the earliest proponents of the theory, believed
that even the most well intentioned or seemingly innocent forms of laughter are founded on a
deep-seated sense of superiority. As he puts it, laughter is ‘caused either by some sudden act
of their own, that pleaseth them; or by the apprehension of some deformed thing in another, by
comparison whereof they suddenly applaud themselves’ (Hobbes, 2018 [1651], p. 58).
Laughter is thus a form of ridicule, something that operates through the (constructed)
perception of difference. When directed at the self, as is the case with self-deprecating humour,
laughter express superiority over our former self. Even the kind of infectious communal
laughter, which is often viewed as a positive bonding experience (Critchley, 2002), is seen
negatively by Hobbes: ‘laughing to one’s self putteth all the rest to a jealousy and examination

of themselves’ (Hobbes, 2017, p.50).

43



3 Humour and Comedy

Hobbes’ pessimistic perspective on humour, though unpopular today (Billig, 2005), is an
important foundation for those who see in humour a disciplinary function. Bergson’s is perhaps
the most famous theory in this regard. His view on laughter bears a striking resemblance to
Hobbes: ‘in laughter we always find an unavowed intention to humiliate, and consequently to
correct our neighbour, if not in his will, at least in his deed’ (Bergson, 1911, p.67). Bergson
departs from Hobbes, however, in his description of the object of humour. For him, it is comical
to find rigidity and inadaptability where we ought to find the elasticity of life: ‘what is
essentially laughable is what is done automatically’ (p. 72). Consequently, laughter is our
attempt to correct such misplaced inflexibility. The ‘threat of correction’ through ridicule is
held over us at all times, thus functioning as a ‘method of discipline’ (Bergson, 1911, pp.134—
135). This disciplinary role that Bergson attaches to laughter is quite different from the derisive
mockery described by Hobbes. Where Hobbes sees humour as an expression of contemptible
human qualities like selfishness and jealousy, Bergson sees it as a necessary mechanism that

identifies anti-social flaws, namely absentminded and mechanical behaviour.

More recent proponents of the superiority theory have built on theories of embarrassment and
social interaction (Miller, 1996, Scheff, 2000, Goffman, 2017) to explain the effect of
disciplinary laughter. Billig advances a critical theory of humour that sees ridicule as having a
key function in maintaining the ‘moral order of everyday life’ (Billig, 2005, p.219). Though
Billig also acknowledges other, more rebellious functions of humour, he stresses that laughter
often functions to conserve the status quo: ‘built into the fabric of social life is the mechanism
for social embarrassment, threatening social actors with a form of social death each time they
forget the codes of appropriateness’ (Billig, 2005, p.220). Even observers develop a fear of
being laughed at, as they become ‘aware of their own vulnerability to ridicule’ (Janes and
Olson, 2000, p.484); the ‘threat of correction’ is always looming (Bergson, 1911, pp.134-135).
The result is a self-policing towards conformity, a process that Janes and Olson call ‘jeer
pressure’ (Janes and Olson, 2000, p.475). Both ridicule, and the fear of ridicule, are arguably
prevalent in stand-up comedy. Those on the left can point to the racist or misogynist comedy
that ‘punches down’, in the style of Bernard Manning or Jim Davidson, while right-wing
comedians (Doyle, 2020, Maxwell, 2020) claim that the comedy industry is enforcing a cultural
hegemony of ‘woke’ identity politics (Doyle, 2021).

One of the problems with the superiority theory of laughter, however, is that ridicule is at best

just one example of how humour can function. Hutcheson (1750), an early critic of the theory,
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points out that humour does not always rely on comparisons, and is therefore not always a
reflection of superiority; and if superiority were the key ingredient to humour, we would always
laugh at those inferior to us, and never at those who are our ‘equals’ - which is not the case
(Hutcheson, 1750, p.7). A more contemporary critique is posed by Solomon (2002), who
claims that even when we laugh at weaker actors, we can do so out of a sense of empathy:
seeing others in unfortunate situations ‘makes us aware of our own best and least pretentious
emotions’ (p. 182). In this sense, it is possible to laugh with someone while also laughing at
them (Gimbel, 2018, p.11). Even with this generous reading of ridicule, however, it is hard to

ignore the potential damage it can cause.

The ‘othering’ process that is so central to superiority theory has ethical implications that
require some closer evaluation. As various scholars have noted (Gantar, 2005, Lockyer and
Pickering, 2005, Smuts, 2010), ridicule can punch down and make fun of the voiceless or
marginalised just as easily as it can punch up, attacking those in power. The question posed by
Gantar (2005, p.73) then, is whether the blow of ridicule is ‘a priori a low one and as such
inappropriate for use by ethical speakers’. Shaftesbury (1820) and Collins (1729), for example,
viewed laughter as a valid form of discourse, proposing that it is not possible for the true and
good to be laughed at: ‘decency and propriety will stand the test of ridicule, and triumph over
all the false pretences to wit’ (Collins, 1729, p.21). Bergson too seems to emphasise laughter’s
virtuous effect, claiming it has ‘a utilitarian aim of general improvement’ (Bergson, 1980
[1900], p. 73). Some commentators, on the other hand, claim that ridicule is a primitive form
of humour, something tantamount to physical violence (Bowman, 1937, Rapp, 1947, Feinberg,

1978).

The distinction between civilised/primitive culture was popularised in the 19" Century, playing
a central part in colonial discourse. Humour through ridicule is viewed in this paradigm as
befitting ‘the adult in a primitive culture’, for whom aggression alone is enough to elicit
laughter (Feinberg, 1978, p.10). More ‘sophisticated’ societies on the other hand, require as a
minimum a ‘superficial politeness’ (Feinberg, 1978, p.10). This raises an important question:
can ‘polite’ humour also have a disciplinary function, or are they radically different from
ridicule? To answer this, one must take into account the power relations in interaction. The
kind of jokes that are appropriate or ‘polite’ in institutional settings will depend not only on
content, but on social roles (Holmes and Marra, 2002, Schnurr, 2008, Huber and Brown, 2017).

As Holmes (2000) observes, the use of humour in unequal relationships can be ‘a powerful
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way to maintain authority and control while continuing to appear collegial’ (p. 179). In the
workplace, humour can be a ‘tool’ used by managers to achieve their instrumental goals

(Holmes, 2000, Lyttle, 2007, Tarvin, 2012).

Implicit rather than overt expressions of power are perhaps even more pervasive today because
of our liberal values. While hierarchies were rigid and clearly delimited in the past (as
illustrated in 3.1.1), contemporary society goes to great lengths to ‘appear as if it is egalitarian’
(Billig, 2005, pp.45-46). Consequently, we tend to overlook the ways in which humour and
laughter express and maintain social order. In this seemingly egalitarian society, ‘the gift of
humour...belongs to everyone’ (Billig, 2005, p.45). Humour is embedded in the complex
system of politeness and informality that underpins modern social interaction; it has a
heightened significance precisely because social stratification is more opaque (Friedman and
Kuipers, 2013, Friedman, 2014a). At closer analysis, then, we can see that ‘superiority’ does

not have to mean ridicule.

Another superiority approach to laughter is found in existentialist philosophy, which describes
the god-like perspective that we, as observers, have when experiencing humour. As Evans
(2006) elaborates, ‘it is the possession of a superior position that enables an individual to
experience an incongruity as pleasant rather than painful’ (p. 84). Moreover, our ability to
obtain such distance and to view incongruity as humorous can be understood as a distinctly
human trait that differentiates us from other animals. As Hazlitt (1819) observes, ‘man is the
only animal that laughs and weeps: for he is the only animal that is struck with the difference
between what things are, and what they ought to be’ (p. 1). The link between laughter and
humanness is not new of course; Aristotle too recognised that ‘no animal but man ever laughs’
(Aristotle, Parts of Animals, 3.10, 673a28). Nietzsche too viewed laughter as uniquely human,
though unlike Aristotle, he emphasised the humour of existence rather than the physiological
dimension of laughter: ‘perhaps I know best why man is the only animal that laughs: he alone

suffers so excruciatingly that he was compelled to invent laughter’ (Nietzsche, 2019, p.44).

While their claim is not entirely accurate — animals do in fact laugh (Provine, 2000) — there is
something to be said about the connection between humour and humanness. For Kierkegaard,
‘what is comic lies always in a contradiction’ (Kierkegaard, 2009, p.387) — much like life itself.
It follows that ‘the more proficiently a person exists, the more he will discover the comic’
(Kierkegaard, 2009, p.388). This notion is elaborated further in Nietzsche’s writings. He

understands life to be an eternal recurrence, filled with absurd contradiction. As Lippitt
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explains, ‘creating our own values to live by is essential if we are to give any meaning to our
lives. Yet there is no ultimate reason or justification for our particular set of values, other than
that which we ourselves provide’ (Lippitt, 1992, p.47). In essence, there is no absolute truth,
and there is no final goal in life, only arbitrary choices and a state of becoming. Nonetheless,

we are compelled to take things seriously as if they were true, and as if life was about being.

Rather than despairing at the absurdity of life, Nietzsche invites us to laugh. In Thus Spoke
Zarathustra, he distinguishes between ‘laughter of the herd’ and ‘laughter of the height’; the
former refers to the laughter of mockery and ridicule, while the latter expresses a certain
liberation and transcendence from the constraints of existence (Nietzsche, 1969). The laughter
of the height comes from the attainment of a superior vantage point, from which we see the full
absurdity of life. Much like Kierkegaard, Nietzsche proposes that seeing life from a higher
perspective allows one to have a humorous attitude towards the absurdity of existence;
however, Kierkegaard adds a religious aspect to this claim. For him, we can only enjoy the
contradictions of life as humorous if we can see a ‘way out’ of our predicament, namely if we
have faith in the benevolence of God (Lippitt, 1996). While this transcendental superiority
theory of laughter does not provide an exhaustive explanation of humour (nor does it seek to
do s0), it does open up questions about the self and identity, which will be discussed in further

detail in chapter 4.

3.3.2 Rebellion

In direct contrast to the notion of humour as social corrective, laughter can also be viewed as a
disruption to the status quo. For many comedians and commentators, the ethics of humour
seems to hinge on the target of the joke: comedy should ‘punch up, not down’ (Quirk, 2018,
p.113). From this perspective, humour is thought to have an important utilitarian function: that
of rebellion. Bhaktin’s (1984) notion of ‘carnivalesque’ laughter is highly relevant in this
regard, as it can point to the transgressive opportunities and limits of stand-up comedy more
generally, and the Edinburgh Fringe in particular (Jamieson, 2004, Igrek, 2017, Donian, 2018,
Harvie, 2020). This ‘rebellious’ function of humour will be examined here, paving the way for

a discussion on the political aesthetics of comedy.

Subversiveness is implicit within the various theories of humour: in incongruity theory, humour
generates a cognitive shift that makes us view things from different perspectives (Morreall,

1983); in relief theory, humour can be seen as an inner rebellion, with laughter signifying the
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‘triumph of the ego’ (Freud, 2001, pp.162—163 [1927]); even in Bergson’s (1911) superiority
theory, laughter is portrayed as a resistance of sorts against a mechanical, absentmindedness
disposition that threatens the creative vitality of human life. A generous reading of the three
main theories could perhaps lead to the assumption that true laughter is inherently subversive.
This is indeed what Bakhtin alludes to in his description of the carnivalesque: ‘hypocrisy and
lies never laugh but wear a serious mask. Laughter created no dogmas and could not become
authoritarian; it did not convey fear but a feeling of strength’ (Bakhtin, 1984, p.95). If laughter
is antithetical to rigid dogmatism and its incongruities, then it can serve a political function,
destabilising ‘the kinds of certainties that lead to “political illness”’(Bruner, 2005, p.151). In
George Orwell’s analysis of political humour, jokes are described as ‘tiny revolutions’
precisely because they have the power to ‘upset the established order’(Orwell, 1998, p.284).
But rebellious humour is not just directed at politics, nor is it exclusively a weapon against
oppressive powers. It is also a rebellion within ourselves: ‘Laughter liberates not only from

external censorship but first of all from the great interior censor’ (Bakhtin, 1984, p.94).

Bakhtin’s notion of laughter, though based on medieval carnivals, finds continued relevance in
contemporary scholarship (Bruner, 2005, Braun and Langman, 2012, Parks, 2019). In
Bakhtin’s description, carnival is a public festivity that parodies and transgresses the dominant
social order: ‘it belongs to the borderline between art and life. In reality, it is life itself, but
shaped according to a certain pattern of play’ (Bakhtin, 1984, p.7). Bakhtin is particularly
relevant for understanding the ‘carnivalesque’ nature of the Edinburgh Fringe (Jamieson, 2004,
Thomasson, 2015, Igrek, 2017, Jamieson and Todd, 2019). Firstly, the Fringe’s origin as a
‘playful opposition’ to the official Edinburgh International Festival (EIF) (Thomasson, 2015,
p.107) resembles the contrast made by Bakhtin (1984) between ‘official feasts’ and ‘carnivals’
(pp- 9-10). Whereas the former is serious and reveres tradition, the latter is playful and
celebrates change and renewal. The EIF, like many arts festivals, is ‘rigorously planned by a
group of directors and producers who... act as gatekeepers’ (Waterman, 1998, p.59). It may be
a celebration of art, but it is, as Waterman (1998, p.59) puts it, ‘serious’ and ‘controlled’ fun.
Contrastingly, the Edinburgh Fringe has no such gatekeepers: ‘no individual or committee
determines who can or cannot perform at the Fringe’ (Edinburgh Festival Fringe Society, 2017,
p.5). Like Bakhtin’s carnival, where ‘all are considered equal’ (p. 10), the Fringe too does away

with hierarchical rank.
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Moreover, the carnivalesque not only inverts the norms of ‘high’ culture, but it is also an
expression of the ‘grotesque’ concept of the body, which is contained ‘not in the bourgeois
ego, but in the people’ (Bakhtin, 1984, p.19). The grotesque body is unfinished, always in the
process of becoming; it is ‘grandiose, exaggerated, immeasurable’, and concerned with the
‘lower stratum’ (Bakhtin, 1984, p.19). A comparison can be made with the Fringe again here,
as ‘expressions of excess and the celebration of grotesque bodies’ is found in every corner of
central Edinburgh in August (Thomasson, 2015, p.107). The Edinburgh Fringe is an embodied
experience that is as much about the people as about the performances. Drawing on
psychoanalytical literature, Jamieson and Todd (2019) claim that embodied forms of play open
up a third space between ‘the individual’s own fantasy world and exterior world’. Within this
liminal space, we can push back against reality and imagine new possibilities (Jamieson and

Todd, 2019, p.5).

Of course, the transgressive potential of play is not exclusive to the realm of the ‘festival
imagination’ (Jamieson and Todd, 2019). In Morreall’s (2009, p.36) work, for example,
humour more generally is also defined as a kind of ‘play mode’ with transgressive potential:
‘humor and play are modelled on serious activities... only they suspend the usual purposes,
assumptions, and consequences of those activities’ (Morreall, 2009, p.34). Echoing Aristotle,
Morreall (2009, p.23) claims that ‘humans need to rest occasionally from serious activity, and
humor and other forms of play provide that rest’. Humour as a form of play can offer respite
from the serious, and carnival as embodied playfulness can offer relief ‘from the prevailing

truth and from the established order’ (Bakhtin, 1984, p.10).

Yet, despite its transgressive potential, we can debate the extent to which the carnival (in this
case, the Edinburgh Fringe) really is subversive. For all its appearance of spontaneity and
abundance, there are limits set upon the festival and months of organisation that precede it.
Perhaps the carnivalesque misrule of the festival helps to maintain, rather than disrupt, the
status quo. As Bakhtin critics have observed, carnival can function more like a ‘safety valve
for passions the common people might otherwise direct to revolution’ (Bakhtin 1984, xviii). In
other words, carnival sustains the very structures that it seemingly transgresses. On a social
level, the dialectical tension between official culture and its disavowed double (carnival) is
what keeps the dominant ‘ideological fantasy’ alive (Zizek, 2005, 2009). Zizek goes further in
his analys