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Book review

Nickl, Benjamin and Mark Rolfe (Eds.) (2024). Moral Dimensions of Humour:
Essays on Humans and Monsters. Tampere University Press.

When | first received the book, | expected it to be a conventional academic publication on the
ethics of humour. | anticipated that the arguments would align with the predominant theories of
moralism, ethicism, immoralism, or amoralism. However, upon opening the book, it became
evident that this expectation was inaccurate.

Moral Dimensions of Humour comprises nine studies by scholars as varied as heroes and
monsters. The authors of these studies include virologist, immunologist, Japanese literature
expert, literary and cultural scholars, and even a collaboration with a musician and sound
engineer.

The publication’s incorporation of Al-generated images to introduce each chapter,
accompanied by a QR code directing readers to a one-hour concluding podcast, signalled its
ambition to transcend the conventional boundaries of academic publishing. As a reviewer, | was
apprehensive about the task ahead: how to encapsulate the diversity of articles, images, and a
podcast into a concise review, while also addressing the various perspectives and subjects,
including caricature, cartoons in Australian politics, laughing machines, classic Japanese
monsters from the Edo era, Mae West, Batman, and the Joker.

Fortunately, the first essay by Jessica Milner Davis, titled “Re-evaluating comic stereotypes
- Dirty but essential?,” provided a valuable foundation for my own analysis. Stereotypes,
regarded as monolithic entities that oversimplify individuals, cultures, problems, and evoke
negative emotions, are a subject of Davis’ inquiry. The author poses the question of whether our
perception of stereotypes, particularly in the context of humour, does not itself embody a
stereotypical perspective. For instance, does the assumption that amusement is inherently
indicative of disrespect or hatred (p. 33) not constitute a problematic assumption?

This inquiry is addressed in the essay “The ‘monstrousness’ of Mae West” by Will Visconti.
Visconti examines plays by Mae West that premiered between 1926 and 1928 and that
introduced sex workers, female impersonators, and gay men to the mainstream audiences of the
time. Visconti nicely shows how Mae West’s plays used stereotypes and humour to not show
disrespect or hate. In fact, according to Visconti, West’s use of humour and stereotypes allowed
“audiences to rethink their perceptions of what was unacceptable or demonised” (p. 142).
Visconti’s essay thus nicely complements Davis’ argument from the first essay, that laughing at
the stereotype does not automatically imply disrespect. Obviously, it is not the stereotype itself
that is bad, but how we use it, as Davies says (p. 31).

The importance of how the stereotype is deployed is crucial to the other three essays. The
first, by Mark Rolfe “Trump and the heroes and monsters of American satire”, shows how the
stereotypes are used in both the reverence and hate regarding Donald Trump.

In the second study “Can Australian cartoonists monster the gods of Asian politics”, Robert
Phiddian and Ron Stewart show how stereotypes have been and are being used in the official
Australian media to portray Asian politicians and, vice versa, how Western politicians are
portrayed in various Asian media. This goes beyond an interesting but local study of political
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cartoons. Phiddian and Stewart’s essay brings to light that, even though the cartoons are
sometimes problematic, the fact that they are published in the official media usually leads to
public debate, as in the case of the Surharto (an Indonesian leader) cartooned as an orangutan
(p. 49). Debates such as the one mentioned resulted in a transformation in Australian cartoon
culture. An illustration of this phenomenon are the works of the Chinese-Australian cartoonist
Badiucao. His cartoons are widely regarded as humorous, yet they do not employ culturally
problematic or sensitive stereotypes. (p. 64-72).

A completely different story about the use of stereotypes is the virtual arena of memes.
Lucien Leon in his essay “In memes we trust? Co-optation of the democratisation of graphic
political satire” clearly demonstrates that, while in the official media the use of stereotypes in
humour is under the control of editors, publishers and readers, the virtual space of social media
lacks such control. By analysing images published on the Facebook pages Occupy Democrats
and Breibart, Leon shows that it is in this anonymous environment where we can see the most
harmful, disrespectful and polarising deployment of stereotypes.

Whether the stereotype is harmful or not, however, does not depend solely on its use.
Benjamin Nickl’s essay “Synthetic laughter technologies of humour mediation and the moral
issues of the laugh box” deals with the issue of manipulating audience response through so-
called laugh machines. Nickl targets several problematic aspects of the use of recorded laughter
in TV shows. Aside from authorship and the consent of those being recorded, the main concern
is how the laugh box can manipulate our emotional response (p. 163). By using prerecorded
laughter, we may be forced to offer a positive emotional response to the stereotype that we
would not offer under normal circumstances. Again, it is not the stereotype that is harmful, but
its use in an environment where our sincere emotional response can be hacked.

The monstrosity of manipulated laughter is the subject of another essay, “The Cheshire
clown: Joker’s infectious laughter,” in which the authors focus on the character of the Joker in
DC comic books. The Joker does not provoke laughter by being funny. His laughter is a laughter
of destruction and madness that he induces in his victims against their will using chemicals and
viruses (p. 194-200). This again points out not only the discontinuity between amusement and
laughter, but also how easily our emotional response can be manipulated or faked.

We can conclude with the last essay from the book by M. W. Shores, “Japan’s folkloristic
monsters spring for human morals,” which deals with the representation of yokai (supernatural
beings) in Japanese culture from samurai times to the modern era. Shores shows how the use of
yokai has changed over time from monsters to less harmful and more helpful demons (p. 227).
Metaphorically, 1 think we can use yokali to represent stereotypes. Like yokai, stereotypes have
a monstrous appearance, but they can also come to help people or represent certain moral and
ethical ideals. However, when mistreated, they can be very evil and vengeful.

When | finished the book, I had to ask myself: Being published in Finland, can this book
be of any interest to European readers? Is there a thesis or is it a series of individual very specific
studies on topics from the Oceania and Asia region?

The answer to the first question is yes. It can be interesting for European readers. The
specific examples and cultural differences are always well described and explained, helping the
reader to find similar examples in his/her own cultural background.

The answer to the second question can found in the podcast section of the book. If it were
not there, 1 would not have stumbled upon the idea of stereotypes as a guide through very
different essays in this book. For anyone considering reading the book, I recommend listening
to the podcast first. Otherwise, | think the composition of the essays and Al images might seem
very random at first. But as | tried to show in this review, this seemingly incongruous set of
essays shows that we cannot simply see stereotypes and laughter as something monstrous or
heroic. Like the aforementioned Japanese yokai, stereotypes and laughter have many faces. This
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plastic view of laughter and its connection to morality is also reflected by the structure of the
book, the use of Al images, and the podcast section. To sum up, it is a very non-stereotypical
academic book on humour, which despite its incongruity is original and evocative (e.g. to hear
the voices of the people who wrote the essays is very accommodating) in the austere atmosphere
of today’s academic articles and books.
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