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ABSTRACT

Why do people go into rooms to watch other people speak? What is it that is
taking place when a performer walks onto a stage, or steps up to a microphone,
and, in the silence that has fallen, begins to speak? This thesis considers both
the pleasures and the anxieties that attend such public acts of speaking, and
responds in particular to the kinds of utterances that announce themselves as in
some way ‘non-serious’. It takes, as its founding example, comedian Stewart
Lee saying, of Top Gear presenter Richard Hammond, ‘| wish he had died in
that crash’, before adding, ‘it’s just a joke... like on Top Gear'. This, | suggest, is
a complex moment that calls into play many of the key questions of
performative theory, restaging them within the context of early twenty-first
century Britain, where speech is mediatized and monetized as a form of

entertainment.

Against this backdrop, the thesis draws on key works by Shoshana Felman and
Judith Butler, to argue that the ethics that emerges from such an enquiry would
be one based on our mutual, shared unknowingness about what our bodies
‘say’ when we stand up to speak. Crucially, this might also be an ethics
responsive to a certain kind of funniness. This thesis examines performances
that are attuned to this kind of funniness: the stand-up comedy of Stewart Lee;
the philosophical performance of J.L. Austin; the postmodern theatricality of
Kinkaleri, and the stalled conversations via which the practice of performance
studies itself takes place. Acknowledging the rhetoric by which its own 'voice' is
figured, this thesis both narrates and stages moments of confusion between
bodies and figures, examples and jokes, theory and performance. It aims to
discover how such confusions, and the pleasure and anxiety they induce, might
become politically useful.
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INTRODUCTION

1. Scenes of address

This thesis asks what happens when a person stands on a stage and speaks. It
centres on performances that emphasize the act of speech, the kinds of
performances that begin when a performer walks onto a stage, or steps up to a
microphone, and, in the silence that has fallen, begins to speak. It responds to
performances that begin with, or consist entirely in, acts of speech addressed
directly to an audience. Such performances might well begin with a ‘good
evening’, might well involve an audience being addressed as ‘ladies and
gentlemen’, and being told ‘thanks for coming’. These sorts of utterances call
attention to the situation of performance, to our shared presence in a particular
place and time, either overtly or subtly: ‘I'm glad to be here tonight’, the

performer might say, or ‘now I'd like to say...’

By beginning thus, with the scene of live performance, | hope to lay the ground
upon which broader questions about the scene of spoken address might be
staged. What are our expectations of that scene? How are we to define its
limits, the limits of our responsibility within it? How are we to reconcile the
embodied act of speaking with the effects and consequences that reach beyond
it? And why might it remain important to ask what it was that happened when
that particular body spoke those particular words in that particular place and
time? After all, in this age of digital communications, have we not moved
somewhat beyond the idea that a person’s physical presence is necessary for
their act of speech to be received, understood, effective, of interest? Why then
fixate upon this scene, the scene in which one a person, a lone individual,
addresses a gathering of persons? Is this not an essentialist move, to return to
the person standing there and saying things out loud, to imply that this
constitutes speech ‘as such’? Can a research project framed thus really hope to
discover something about our contemporary relationship with speech and

language more generally?



The word ‘speech’ carries the connotation of something more formal than an
everyday conversation, and this is, in part, why | have chosen to frame my
research interest using this term. ‘A speech’ is a public address, one associated
with direct, front-facing presentation in the first person. Speech-making, in this
sense, is associated with rhetoric. A term in use from ancient Greece to the
present day, rhetoric in its original sense was public speaking for political
purposes, or more precisely ‘a technique of persuasion performed before the
city council, the demokratia, the skill of convincing the demos’. "In his Rhetoric,
Aristotle sought to systematize the methods by which such an orator might seek
to influence the mental state of his listeners. In this thesis, | engage with the
idea of rhetoric, and more specifically with the idea of a ‘rhetorical figure’, a
figure of speech, although | draw my understanding of these terms from more
recent intellectual formations. According to Shannon Jackson, herself a
Professor of Rhetoric and Theatre, the ‘theory explosion’ in the academic
humanities in the twentieth-century can be understood as ‘a revival of the
rhetorical in a new form’.2 Arguably one of the most influential texts of this ‘new
rhetoric’ was Paul de Man’s ‘Semiology and Rhetoric’ (1973),* an essay that
has exerted a strong influence upon my work in this thesis. For her part,
Jackson considers de Man’s deconstructive take on rhetoric, alongside the work
of Jacques Derrida, particularly in De la Grammatologie (1967),” to have
unhelpfully sidelined the oratorical dimension of rhetoric in favour of an
emphasis on the textual. Certainly, it could be said that, after Derrida’s thorough
and persuasive critique of Western intellectual thought’s metaphysical
privileging of speech, declaring a research interest in ‘speech’ risks coming

across as at best naive, at worst, reductively essentializing.

! Vujanovi¢, Ana ‘Performative Rhetoric of/and Contemporary Performance’, Frakcija:
Performing Arts Magazine, 38/39 (2005), 12-25 (p. 13).

2 Currently at the University of California, Berkeley.

% Jackson, Shannon, Professing Performance: Theatre in the Academy from Philology to
Performativity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), p. 182.

* Paul de Man ‘Semiology and Rhetoric’ in Allegories of Reading: Figural Language in
Rousseau, Nietzsche, Rilke and Proust (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1979),
pp. 3-19 (first publ. in Diacritics, 3:3 (1973), 27-33).

® Jacques Derrida, De la Grammatologie (Paris, Les Editions de Minuit, 1967).



In response to such concerns, in the first instance, | assert that the idea of a
person standing there, saying things out loud, in the presence of others,
remains important to the way we imagine speech. This is an assertion that will
be contextualized more thoroughly in due course. For now, | will turn to Jerry
Seinfeld, who, as a stand-up comedian knows a thing or two about public

speaking, and who puts it like this:

According to most studies, people’s number one fear is public speaking.
Number two is death. Death is number two. Does that sound right? This
means to the average person, if you go to a funeral, you're better off in a
casket than doing the eulogy.®

Whether or not ‘most studies’ would verify this, the fact that it works as a joke
suggests there is something in it. Seinfeld’s joke reflects the way in which the
scene of public speaking is a locus not only of anxiety, but also of expectation,
even hope. We want a public speech to be meaningful, moving, affirming,
perhaps even transformative. And if it can’t be all of these things, at the very
least, a public speech could, in the course of undercutting our expectations of it,
make us laugh, as Seinfeld seems to be reminding us. And yet, the widespread
fear of public speaking suggests that, more often than not, speech fails to meet
our expectations. If, in practice, our speech tends to be less moving, less
affirming, less transformative and certainly less eloquent and witty than we
would ideally wish it to be, then what kinds of expectations, hopes and anxieties

are brought into play when we go to sit in rooms and watch people speak?

In the context of a performance, the kind of speaking that interests me here is
referred to as 'direct address'. In the following section, | will consider the
theatrical practice of direct address in a historical context. First, | wish to draw
attention to the odd semantics of the phrase itself. In the simplest terms, the
verb 'address' is to direct something toward another person, or thing. According
to the Oxford English Dictionary, the word ‘address’ is originally a borrowing

from French, addresser: 'to direct, guide, to make straight, to set up, to raise, to

® Cited in Kélina Gotman and Samuel Godin, ‘It's My Show, Or, Shut Up and Laugh: Spheres
of Intimacy in the Comic Arena and How New Technologies Play Their Part in the “Live” Act’, in
The Laughing Stalk: Live Comedy and Its Audiences, ed. by Judy Batalion (Anderson: Parlor
Press, 2011), pp. 253-270 (p. 255).
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stand up'.” Already, within the etymology, some peculiar doubling-over is taking
place (not to mention that highly suggestive inference of someone or something
standing up, raised). Moreover, in many of its usages, both archaic and
modern, the verb ‘address’ is all but synonymous with ‘direct towards’. The
etymology and semantics of address — that which is direct, has direction —
reveals what it is that might feel a little bit funny about the phrase direct
address. For, if an address is, by definition, always directed, then demarcating
one kind of utterance as direct address seems odd, an anxious over-insistence.
Perhaps this tells us something about the affective experience of being
addressed in the conditions of a performance. ‘Now I'd like to say...” says the
performer, in a direct address that is oddly redoubled, as though the performer’s
act were saying, ‘| am speaking to you, and | am calling attention to the fact that
| am speaking to you'. Is this why it seems that there is something inherently
funny about the body that stands on stage and, in the silence that has fallen,
begins to speak? Is there some constitutive irony of a body performing its
performance of speaking, a funniness that can be felt before, even, a word (let
alone a joke) has been spoken?

2. Speech onstage

In Talking to the Audience, Bridget Escolme writes of a ‘post-nineteenth century
assumption about theatrical progress: that at some point around the turn of the
sixteenth century, the unsophisticated relics of a performance practice that
predates London’s first designated theatre spaces begin to “develop” into
“useful and more naturalistic’ conventions of character representation’.?
Escolme cites Andrew Gurr’'s The Shakespearean Stage 1574-1642, an
account of the Elizabethan theatre that considers the persistence of direct
address — explanatory asides and prologues as well as soliloquies — in
Shakespeare’s otherwise very modern-seeming texts as rather unfortunate,

even mildly embarrassing. As Gurr writes, 'Falstaff's catechism on honour is a

" Oxford English Dictionary, 3" edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2010).
8 Bridget Escolme, Talking to the Audience: Shakespeare, Performance, Self (London and New
York: Routledge, 2005), p. 7.
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relic of the clown’s role of “interloquutions with the Audients”.® According to this
teleological narrative, direct address, which is thought of as all too 'direct’,
character-breaking, implausible, is gradually eradicated as subtler and more
sophisticated modes of theatrical exposition take hold. In naturalistic theatre,
actors do not address the audience directly, but pretend to be people having a
conversation in a bounded fictional world. The spectators are not acknowledged
directly; rather, they are permitted, as it were, to overhear. Direct address has
no place in this more serious kind of theatre. It is, as Gurr’s reference to the
clown suggests, something that belongs on the popular stage, or in the circus
ring, perhaps, or the sideshow of the travelling fair.

And indeed, direct address can be considered more properly within the purview
of the historian of popular performance, even folklore. It is, argues Peter Bailey,
‘an ancient feature of popular culture', one that, in the newly industrialized cities
of Victorian Britain, was adapted for newly commercialized modes of
entertainment. In the new Music Halls, the comic acts were drawn, initially, from
pub-based entertainers, whose acts developed out of 'the well-practiced
techniques of the street ballad singer'. '° To pursue this popular history a little
further, into the twentieth century Oliver Double — a stand-up comedian and
scholar who has written a history of British Variety theatre'' — Music Halls were
replaced with Variety theatres, venues that offered ostensibly the same thing:
mixed bills of touring 'acts’. To simplify a complex scene: a typical mid-twentieth
century Variety act might consist in a person wearing a funny outfit, singing
comic songs, and maybe telling a few jokes in between. Gradually, the talk bits
got longer and the songs shorter, until some time around the mid-twentieth
century there were so-called 'monologuists' doing nothing but jokes. Double
calls such acts ‘embryonic stand-up’. He writes that, ‘In the 1920s and 1930s,

stand-up comedy was still new enough for people to invent their own variants of

® Andrew Gurr, The Shakespearean Stage 1574-1642 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1992), p. 103.

"% peter Bailey, Popular Culture and Performance in the Victorian City, (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1998), pp. 131-132.

" Oliver Double, Britain Had Talent: A History of Variety Theatre (Basingstoke: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2012).
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it, refusing to restrict themselves to just standing there and reeling out gags’."
But then, it seems, something changed. Ted Ray, who began performing on the
Variety stage in the early 1930s wearing what Double calls a ‘cartoonish
costume’, has this to say:

One day | found myself thinking: You’ve been wrong all along. Why keep
yourself aloof from the audience? Why not be one of them? Forget all
about comic make-up, the white bowler hat, those fantastic, ridiculous
props. Why, there’s no need even to bother about a dinner jacket. Just
be human. Stroll on the stage in an ordinary suit, just as if you’d walked
in from the street.”

Although neither Ray nor Double himself make this fully explicit, it is a fair
enough conjecture that this change had something to do with the introduction of
public address systems into the variety theatres in the early 1930s. Before that,
as Ronnie Tate has said, ‘You had to learn to throw it out so everybody could
hear, but you had to shout your guts out to do it"."* The rise of microphone
technology rendered effortful vocal projection unnecessary: this is widely
accepted. First in radio broadcasting, and later in live performance the
microphone ‘opened the way to, had indeed demanded, a less forceful, more

intimate, more natural kind of vocal production and vocal communication’.’®

It is possible, then, to trace two parallel and yet in many ways complementary
historical narratives of speech onstage. One tells of how theatre evolved from
direct address towards naturalistic dialogue. The other tells the story of the
'birth' of stand-up from the mixed bag of Variety. Both, it should be added, are
necessarily simplified here. | have simplified them in order to demonstrate the
shared values at play in both, and reflect on what that tells us about attitudes
toward speech: what is 'natural’ is privileged over what is perceived to be
‘artificial', less ‘sophisticated'. Anecdotal and scholarly narratives of stand-up’s

development also tend to view naturalistic speech as the telos of the artform,

"2 Oliver Double, Stand Up! On Being a Comedian (London: Methuen, 1997), p. 30.

'° Cited in Double, Stand Up!, p. 32.

'* Cited in Double, Stand Up!, p. 36.

1 Henry Pleasants, The Great American Popular Singers (London: Victor Gollancz, 1974), p.
143.
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although comedians would not call this speech naturalistic. Indeed comedians
and scholars of comedy often seem to do everything they can to distance
stand-up from practices associated with the theatre. As Double writes, ‘Today,
there is an idea that the stand-up should present him or herself to the audience
undisguised by theatrical artifice, wearing everyday clothes instead of a stage
costume’."® According to this of kind narrative, the microphone just happens to
have come along at the right time, and thus speed the evolution of stand-up
performance toward its ultimate aim of becoming just like a conversation (albeit
a somewhat one-sided, and yet much wittier and adroitly timed version of one),
and thus hardly a performance at all, more like something that naturally

happens.

My own study of speech onstage starts out from a critique of this naturalism,
which, in Chapter Two, drawing on de Man’s work, | suggest, might be thought
of as a kind of aesthetic ideology. An ideology of naturalness can be detected
both within discourses of stand-up performance and within theories of humour.
Just as a theorist can claim that ‘Laughter is vital to the human condition’,"’
Double can say, of a student stand-up comedian, ‘it's clear from the beginning
|a.18

he’s a natural’.”™ Although neither claim seems, on the face of it, all that

controversial, both, as | argue in Chapter Two, are in need of deconstruction.

Instead of taking pleasure in what feels ‘natural’, this thesis is responsive to the
various discomforts, weird feelings and funny incongruities that arise when a
body gets up on a raised platform, stands in front of other bodies, and begins to
speak — says something like ‘Good evening and thanks for coming’ (and here
note the importance of beginnings, which tend to be concentrations of
awkwardness). In particular, this thesis has an ear for modes of speech that
strike awkward compromises between ceremonial formality and casual
informality. In order to articulate my understanding — and my enjoyment — of
such scenes of speech, | draw on a critical and historical narrative informed by

'® Double, Stand-Up!, p. 31.

" Ronald K. L. Collins, ‘Comedy and Liberty: the Life and Legacy of Lenny Bruce’, Social
Research, 79:1 (2012), 61-86 (p. 61).

'8 Oliver Double, Getting the Joke: The Inner Workings of Stand-up Comedy, 2 edition,
(London and New York: Bloomsbury, 2014), p. 13.
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postmodern and poststructuralist thinking, one that emerges from a perceived
convergence and intermingling, some time around the late 1950s or early
1960s, of popular entertainment and avant-garde theatrical practice.

Direct address formed a central, even constitutive part in the development of
what has been called, in an influential study by Hans-Thies Lehmann,
‘postdramatic theatre’. Lehmann frames direct address as a practice whereby
‘Theatre is emphasized as a situation, not a fiction.” Direct address, writes
Lehmann, makes ‘the representational aspect of language recede in favour of
its theatrical reality’ and can take the form of ‘lamentation, prayer, confession or
rather “self-accusation” [...] or of “offending the audience”.”® As Lehmann
himself asserts, that these last two genres of direct audience address also
happen to be titles of plays by Peter Handke® is no coincidence; Handke’s
works could be considered leading examples of this strand of postdramatic
direct address, as could much of the work of two highly influential performance
companies, the Wooster Group and Forced Entertainment. Both have been
drawn repeatedly to experiment with front-facing performers who speak to the
audience, often using microphones. Lehmann considers what he calls ‘the
caesura of the media society’ to be a key context for the development of
postdramatic dramaturgies, calling attention to, for example, the Wooster
Group’s ‘high-tech, intermedia aesthetics’, their use of video, sound effects and
microphones to, as he puts it, ‘fragment and infract the dramatic text and the
bodies of “characters”.?" Bound up with this use of technology and media
onstage is an adoption of what Lehmann terms a 'media aesthetic' via a
'parodic and ironic refraction’.?? This aesthetic is characterized by ‘the rapid
succession of images, the speed of conversation in shorthand, the gag
consciousness of TV comedies, allusions to the popular entertainment of

television, to film and television stars, to the day-to-day business of the

¥ Hans-Thies Lehmann, Postdramatic Theatre, trans. by Karen Jirs-Munby (London:
Routledge, 2006), p. 128.

% peter Handke, Plays: One (London: Methuen, 1997).

« Lehmann, p. 19.

2 Lehmann cites, as examples of this, the work of British-German company Gob Squad, and
German theatre maker René Pollesch, in whose work 'punchlines form a text' and 'screwball
comedy and sitcom serve as models', p. 168.
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entertainment industry’.?> Of course, what Lehmann is describing here might

also, and perhaps more readily be termed ‘postmodern’.

In his two key studies, Liveness and From Acting to Performance, Philip
Auslander offers useful terms for the ‘crossover’ between postmodern ‘avant-
garde’ practices and the sphere of mass culture. Auslander describes the
dominant mode of postmodern performance as ‘non-matrixed’, a term first
introduced by Michael Kirby in his 1965 book Happenings to describe a mode of
performance which made no attempt to pretend that the performer ‘is someone
other than himself or in some place other than the actual place of
performance’.?* Reflecting on the successful film acting careers of, for example,
several of the Wooster Group’s regular performers, Auslander suggests that,
although ‘originally meant to differentiate “performing” from conventional acting’,
non-matrixed performance ‘ultimately served as a training ground for the kinds
of performance skills demanded by the mass media because, like film acting, it
depends on mediation for its significance'.? It might be added that stand-up
comedy could also be thought of as a form of non-matrixed performance, and
has, at various times been quoted and referenced by practitioners of

postmodern performance.

For the purposes of my own study, which foregrounds the act of speaking, |
wish to emphasize the central role that the microphone has played in the
development of both stand-up comedy and key works of so-called postdramatic
theatre. It seems to me that previous studies, including Lehmann's, do not place
nearly enough emphasis on the microphone: it is not only a stage tool,
something a performer might use, but, a place, a position, a stage-in-itself. And
it is not only a convenient way of making speech louder,? but invites (and

B Lehmann, p. 168.

2 By means of example, Kirby offers the following scene: ‘The orchestra conductor walks on
stage, bows to the audience, raises his baton, and the curtain falls’. This is another formalized
beginning that, to me, suggests the potential for a certain kind of awkward funniness (Michael
Kirby, Happenings: An lllustrated Anthology (London: Sidgwick and Jackson, 1965), p. 27).

% Philip Auslander, Liveness: Performance in a Mediatized Culture (London and New York:
Routledge, 1999), p. 34.

% As, for instance, folklorist lan Brodie suggests in his recent study of stand-up comedy: the
microphone is that which ‘makes one loud without forcing one to be loud’ (lan Brodie, A Vulgar
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perhaps demands) a particular kind of speaking. It is my contention that the
microphone does not simply make things louder: by amplifying speech that
sounds ‘intimate’ and ‘natural’, the microphone makes things weird. And, it is
when postmodern theatre puts the microphone on a theatrical stage, a place of
signification, that this weirdness becomes manifest. For, in semiotic terms, the
microphone is a signifier of speech (indeed, a search for 'speech' on Google
Images returns, almost exclusively, stock images of, and featuring,
microphones). Another doubling, then, in the direct address spoken at a
microphone: on a stage, the microphone signifies 'speech’, at the same moment
as making it louder.

It is this doubling (I am speaking to you, and | am showing that | am speaking to
you) that makes the theatrical direct address inherently funny. And it is in the
postmodern theatre that this funniness is exploited; indeed, in several notable
cases a certain funny sensibility becomes the dominant or defining mode of a
postmodern of postdramatic performance practice. Drawing on my own
personal experience, and predilection, | am thinking here, in particular, of the
work of Forced Entertainment and Lone Twin, two British companies who have
enjoyed a considerable amount of success on the European festival circuit over
the past twenty (and more) years. This thesis is not a study of the work of either
Forced Entertainment or Lone Twin, but its understanding (and appreciation) of
a certain kind of funny speech on stage has been strongly influenced by my
experiences of the work of both. In the chapters that follow, | seek to test and
extend understandings of performance developed out of years of spectating,
discussing (and, it must be acknowledged, attempting to emulate) not only the
performance, but more particularly the jokes, of these particular practitioners.

At this juncture, and in order to move my discussion into new territory, | wish to
call upon a set of terms proposed by Larry Lynch in his discussion of the
speech practices of Lone Twin. Throughout their work (which ranges from
outdoor performances, often involving a lot of shouting, to full-scale ensemble

theatre shows), Lone Twin’s Gary Winters and Gregg Whelan appropriate

Art: A New Approach to Stand-Up Comedy (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2014), p.
52).
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modes of public address from popular entertainment genres, such as ‘Good
evening everyone, and thanks for coming’; “Thank you, and goodnight’. Lynch
suggests that this citational quality, which he calls speechness, inheres in ‘the
way in which recognizable modes and styles of public address are displaced
from their original context and reconfigured for different purposes’.?’ Such
utterances, write Lynch, ‘tell us of the work’s gigness or showness’, and in
relation to this proliferation of nesses (ness-nesses), Lynch clarifies: ‘I put it like
this because we know that it is not a gig, or show, not in that way. This play and
displacement of speech genres in turn enables a play and displacement of the

performance itself.?®

In Lynch’s model, the gigness or showness of such performances relates to our
knowledge that this is not a gig or a show. By this logic, the quality of a
performance’s speechness remains ambiguous: it is not clear whether Lynch is
saying that the speechness has to do with our knowledge that this is not a
speech, in the sense of a formal public address, or with our sense that this is,
somehow, not speech. This is an ambiguity that | find useful. Perhaps
somehow, impossibly, the performance of speech is interesting to us because
we know it is, somehow, not speech, at least ‘not in that way’. If Lynch is right,
and speech in performance is speech that announces its own speechness, and
in doing so tells us it is somehow not speech, then this kind of ontological
doubt, or doubleness, could be counted amongst the central problems of
performance theory. Speech in performance is somehow, then, recognizable
simultaneously as speech and not speech — as something like speech but not
quite it. An investigation of speech in performance, therefore, cannot help but
ask ontological questions about speech. Questions that relate to the doubling
and the redoubling of the body, and the act, in the moment of direct address: |
am speaking to you, and | am showing that | am speaking to you, but also, | am
not really speaking to you. These are also, as | will argue, questions that relate
to the curious ontology of ‘just joking’.

o Lynch, Larry, ‘Speechness: Grammar and Play in the Writing of Lone Twin’, in Lone Twin:
Journeys, Performances, Conversations ed. by David Williams and Carl Lavery (Aberystwyth:
Performance Research, 2011), pp. 245-251 (p. 245).

2 Lynch, p. 248.
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3. Just a joke

| wish, now, to offer what will serve as a paradigmatic example of the kind of
speech act that will animate my thinking in the chapters that follow. Standing
onstage at the Leicester Square Theatre in London, in November 2009, the
stand-up comedian Stewart Lee has been, for some minutes talking about
Richard Hammond, at the time a presenter with the BBC’s highly popular
motoring magazine programme Top Gear. He has already made it clear that he
dislikes, indeed hates Top Gear ‘cause it’s willfully and deliberately incorrect,
right?’ As a student in the nineteen eighties, someone who identified himself as
an ‘Alternative Comedian’ in the ‘era of political correctness’, Lee says, ‘I like
political correctness, | think it's good’.?° And so, he says, he has been trying to
work out which of the three Top Gear presenters he detests the most, and has
settled on Richard Hammond. And then he starts talking about Hammond,
indeed, he talks about him for upwards of twenty minutes. But one thing he
says about Hammond is more memorable, and has aroused a great deal more
discussion, than anything else Lee said onstage that night (or any of the other
nights on which he performed the same material onstage):

‘I wish he’d been killed in that crash,” he says. ‘| wish he’d been killed and...
decapitated’.

Lee is referring the high-speed dragster crash that occurred during filming three
years earlier, in 2006 — an accident that left Hammond with serious head
injuries. An accident that did nearly kill him. And so, at the Leicester Square
Theatre, Lee’s remark meets with a shocked and disbelieving murmur.

Well, | do,’

He walks to the front of the stage, purposefully, and adds,

% This routine can be viewed on Stewart Lee, If You Prefer a Milder Comedian Please Ask for
One, dir. by Tim Kirkby (Comedy Central/Real Talent, 2001), DVD. This and subsequent
quotations from the performance of this routine are taken from the transcript of this recording
published as Stewart Lee, The “If You Prefer a Milder Comedian Please Ask for One” EP
(London: Faber and Faber, 2012), pp. 52-63.
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'...and if that seems a bit much for all the Top Gear viewers... It's just a joke,
like on Top Gear.'

Now, in the audience, something changes. | remember it changing: | remember
that | laughed, and in laughing | identified and gave voice to my own position —
as one who disagreed with, was angered by, the kind of speech for which Top
Gear, and particularly Hammond'’s co-presenter, Jeremy Clarkson, had during
that period become renowned. To cite just a few examples, there was the
‘lighthearted’ reference to sex workers being murdered in 2008;*° comments
that ‘reinforced stereotypes’ of Mexican people in 2010; an anachronistic
schoolyard rhyme containing the ‘n word’ on camera in 2013;*" and comments
during the ‘India Special’ that resulted in the Indian High Commission
complaining to the BBC about the presenters’ ‘cheap jibes’ that ‘lacked cultural
sensitivity’.*? On each of these occasions, there were calls from some quarters
for the BBC to discipline or suspend Clarkson, and more than once the
corporation responded by saying that Top Gear’s viewers had ‘clear
expectations’ about his humour.** When, in 2014, Top Gear was found to have
breached Ofcom guidelines by including Clarkson’s ‘casually racist’ way of
referring to Asian people during a location-shoot in Burma, producer Andy
Wilman responded to complaints by saying it was part of ‘a lighthearted

wordplay joke’. **

By making what he himself admits is an ‘indefensible joke’ about Hammond’s
car accident, Lee is, it seems, demonstrating the insufficiency of the defence,

% BBC News, ‘Clarkson Joke Sparks Complaints’ (4 November 2008)
<http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/entertainment/7707641.stm> [accessed 17 September 2016].

%" David Collins, ‘Jeremy Clarkson N-Word Shame: Top Gear Presenter Caught on

Camera Using Racist Rhyme’, Daily Mirror (1 May 2014) <http://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-
news/jeremy-clarkson-top-gear-presenter-3480875> [accessed 5 April 2016].

32 Christopher Hope, ‘India Demands Apology Over Top Gear “India Special™, Daily
Telegraph (11 January 2012)
<http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/tvandradio/bbc/9007554/India-demands-apology-over-Top-
Gear-India-special.html> [accessed 5 April 2016].

% BBC News, ‘Clarkson Joke Sparks Complaints’.

* BBC News, ‘Top Gear Burma Episode Breached Ofcom Rules’ (28 July 2014)
<http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-arts-28522450> [accessed 17 September 2016].
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‘it’s just a joke’. So far, so good. We know what Lee is doing when he says:

‘It's just a joke’ — the Jeremy Clarkson defence — ‘It’s just a joke’. So
when | said that | wished that Richard Hammond had been decapitated
and killed, right, like when they do their jokes on Top Gear, it's just a
joke.

But then, in a subtle way, something he says complicates the scene:

But coincidentally... as well as it being a joke, it's also what | wish had

happened.

With this coda, the question of what it is that is happening here (and whether or
not ‘it’ is something Lee could be said to be ‘doing’) becomes exponentially
more troubling. In the midst of the gig, this moment is weirdly, enjoyably
baffling. It stages a question that, | argue, remains suspended long after the gig
has finished. Each of the parts of the utterance changes his listeners’
perception of the kind of act, he seems to be doing: first he says he wishes
Hammond had died, eliciting shocked murmurs from his audience. Then he
says, ‘it's just a joke’, implying ‘l was not serious, / do not wish that’. A slight
shift in the crowd, some relief perhaps. Then, by saying ‘like on Top Gear, Lee
appears to reveal his broader rationale, and the fact that he knows what he is
doing. Cue satisfied laughter. But then, in a further move, he says
‘coincidentally, it's also what | wish'. Now some laughs, some confusion: what is
it that Lee is doing by speaking thus? Lee’s final move, the apparent admission
that he does coincidentally wish what he says he wishes, once again, raises —
and, | think, displaces — the question of his 'true' intentions. This question is not
resolved, certainly not within the bounds of the gig, and not by Lee’s

subsequent explanations of his intentions — on paper, or ‘in person’.

When this show was filmed at the Citizens Theatre in Glasgow on 15 March

2010, Lee looked directly into the camera and said:

justin case there’s anyone from the Mail on Sunday watching this, | was
using an exaggerated form of the rhetoric and implied values of Top
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Gear to satirize the rhetoric and implied values of Top Gear. And it's a
shame to have to break character and explain that. But hopefully it will
save you a long, tedious exchange of emails.

When a transcript of this show was published in paperback by Faber and Faber,
Lee added further clarification of his intentions via footnotes. Regarding the
above clarification, he explains that it was added after the publication of a story
in the Mail on Sunday titled “‘What Prompted Comic’s Sick Tirade Against Old
Schoolmate Richard Hammond?’,*® so that ‘my intentions were made absolutely
explicit and no one trying to stir things up could pretend that they had not
explicitly been told the point of the piece’.*® On paper, and in person, Lee is
providing two versions of the ‘explanatory aside’. Onstage, Lee ‘breaks
character' to provide the spoken equivalent of a footnote; in his book, Lee
footnotes this to offer further explanation. But, it might be argued that, even in
spite of this repeated insistence as to his ‘intentions’, nothing that Lee says can
retrospectively nullify the utterance. Nothing can change the fact that, whether
or not he meant it, he did say it. To even say that he wishes a real man had
died in a real accident that really was life-threatening feels like a transgression

of the boundaries of the gig; it feels like a serious thing to do.

If ‘it's just a joke’ is the ‘Jeremy Clarkson defence’, then what we might call the
‘Stewart Lee defence’ might be summarized thus: ‘| was demonstrating that to
say “it's just a joke™ is not enough to excuse the speaker from responsibility for
speech that is harmful’. The irony is, of course, that for the ‘Stewart Lee
defence’ to work, it also has to not work, by not excusing him from the
responsibility for his own utterance. Thus, with a little prodding, it becomes clear
that the ethical and political stakes of this ‘joke’ (or non-joke) are by no means

as clear-cut as Lee’s ‘explanation’ implies.

In the aftermath of Clarkson’s eventual sacking by the BBC in March 2015 (after
a so-called ‘fracas’ with a producer while filming), there appeared online and in

% James Tapper, ‘What prompted comic’s sick tirade against his Top Gear schoolmate?’, Mail
on Sunday (30 August 200) <http://www.dailymail.co.uk/tvshowbiz/article-1209921/What-
prompted-comedians-tirade-old-schoolmate-Richard-Hammond.htmlI> [accessed 5 April 2016].
% Footnote in Lee, The “If You Prefer ... EP p. 63.
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the press numerous articles that, in a mood approaching fond nostalgia,
revisited ‘the biggest gaffes made by the star’.>” This has a lot to tell us about
the politics of speech in Britain in the early 21st Century, an era in which it
seems 'l was only joking' and equivalent comments have become more
frequently heard, insistently proffered, and increasingly contested. In the
immediate aftermath of Clarkson’s suspension from Top Gear for an

‘unprovoked physical and verbal attack’®

on a Top Gear producer, he was
reported to have criticized the BBC in ‘expletive laden rant’ at a charity auction
staged at the Roundhouse, an arts venue in North London.* The following
Sunday, Clarkson used his column in The Sunday Times to claim ‘it was all
meant in jest’, a claim that was itself reported in several other newspapers.*°
The ‘Jeremy Clarkson defence’ thus sustains its own micro-economy of intrigue.
Reluctant as | may be to allow him the valorization of ‘relevance’, Clarkson’s
career has something to tell us about the politics of public speech in Britain in
the early 21st Century. As a professional controversialist, Clarkson is both
celebrated and censured for his spoken transgressions; more than that, he is
celebrated for being censured. In the British media, there is an economy of
speech that is sustained by and therefore requires questionable or provocative
or otherwise scandalous speech conduct (bad speech, wrong speech, offensive
or ‘non-PC’ speech) in order to provoke further acts of speech (condemnations
and complaints, accusations/shamings, apologies or self-justifications,

retrenchments/counter punches, defences, and the various opinion pieces).

A brief glance at the news stories in the British press on any particular day over
the past ten to fifteen years might suggest that the British public have a
compulsive interest in people saying things that are, to put it crudely, either

% See, for example Sky News, ‘Top Gaffes: How Clarkson Fuelled Controversy’ (25 March
2015), <http://news.sky.com/story/1253913/top-gaffes-how-clarkson-fuelled-

controversy> [accessed 29 March 2015].

%8 Anita Singh, ‘Jeremy Clarkson Sacked by the BBC: Official’, Daily Telegraph (25 March 2015)
<http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/bbc/11494513/Jeremy-Clarkson-sacked-by-the-BBC-
official.html|> [accessed 29 March 2015].

% Daniel Welsh, ‘Jeremy Clarkson Fires at BBC in Shocking Rant’, Huffington Post (20 March
2015) <http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/2015/03/20/jeremy-clarkson-bbc-top-gear-suspension-
sacked_n_6907856.html> [accessed 29 March 2015].

*° Stories of this kind appeared in the 22 March 2015 editions of the Independent, Daily Mirror,
Telegraph, and Evening Standard.
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stupid or wrong. Such speech continues to ‘act’ — have force — and it seems to
elicit a curious kind of compulsion to return, replay. Newspapers reprint the
hateful utterances of the disgraced so that their readers can experience and re-
experience the feeling of being offended.

Purely on the basis of this kind of media coverage, it seems that an anxiety
about public speaking is mixed with a curious sort of pleasure in other people’s
mistakes and transgressions, one that cannot be explained away as simple
schadenfreude, or the conscientious desire to learn how not to do it (although
both are in play). Is it possible that what is being called into play (and, by the
media organizations, exploited), is some kind of compulsive fascination with the
unpredictable power of speech? A sense of being both disconcerted and,
perhaps, occasionally thrilled, by the way that an utterance can act (and
continue to act), apparently in excess of its speaker’s intentions?

4. Funny ethics

The question of ‘only joking’ concerns, in a theoretical sense, the line between
speech and conduct — in other words, something that is 'only' speech, and
something that is actually done. The terms with which such a discussion might
most productively be pursued were set out by the philosopher J.L. Austin, in
How to Do Things With Words, his seminal explication of performativity. Austin
began his exposition by drawing together a handful of utterances that, he
argued, could not be considered as either true or false statements. Utterances
such as ‘Il promise...’, ‘| apologize...’, ‘| dare you to...” do not describe
something; instead they perform an act, and do so in the moment of being
uttered. To say ‘| promise...’ (in the appropriate circumstances) is to make a

promise.*’

This project proposes a reading of Austin’s work made possible by the writing of
Shoshana Felman in The Scandal of the Speaking Body. Felman writes that the

*1 J.L. Austin, How To Do Things With Words (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press,
1962), p. 3.
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object of Austin’s performative theory is ‘the rethinking of the human act’, *2 and
reminds us of something it is surprisingly easy to lose sight of: the speech act is
a bodily act. This fact is, to adopt Felman’s term, scandalous inasmuch as the
body is always to some extent unknowing about what it performs. Because a
speech act often implies (and sometimes explicitly attests to) the speaker’s
intention in so speaking, speech and the body are held in ‘a relation consisting
at once of incongruity and inseparability’. As far as the performative utterance is
concerned, ‘the scandal consists in the fact that the act cannot know what it is
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doing’.

The effect of ‘incongruity’ is at the heart of Felman’s conception of the speaking
body. This incongruity plays a structural role, characterizing as it does the
manner of the relation between language and the body: they are inseparable,
but not the same. Neither are they virulently opposed; ‘incongruous
inseparability’ suggests something more nuanced, something a little bit odd,
awkward, and — crucially — funny. According to Simon Critchley, ‘incongruity
theory’ is amongst the dominant explanations of humour offered by the history
of ideas; as James Russell Lowell, in 1870, writes: ‘Humour in its first analysis
is a perception of the incongruous’. And, adds Critchley, the work of Kant,
Schopenhauer and Kierkegaard, amongst others, offers distinct takes on this
basic premise’.** The funniness of this incongruous interrelation between
language and the body will be tested and conceptualized as the thesis unfolds.
At this early stage, | wish to frame the question of incongruity in terms of its
ability to generate contradictory affects: humour is pleasurable, and yet the ill-
fittingness of that which is ‘incongruous’ can also be uncomfortable. The
coming-together of these two affects — enjoyment and discomfort — makes for

an ambivalent feeling that | am calling funniness.

Judith Butler, in Giving an Account of Oneself, writes that the ‘bodily referent’ is

2 Shoshana Felman, The Scandal of the Speaking Body: Don Juan with J.L. Austin, or
Seduction in Two Languages, trans. by Catherine Porter, (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
2003), p. 64.

*3 Felman, p. 96.

* In Simon Critchley, On Humour (London and New York: Routledge, 2002), p. 3.
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‘a condition of me that | can point to, but that | cannot narrate precisely’.** This
echoes her formulation from Excitable Speech, where she named the body as
the ‘blindspot of speech’.*® When she did so, Butler was responding to Felman’s
reading of Austin. If, in her encounter with Felman’s concept, Butler comes
close to acknowledging the comic, she does not do so directly. She owns that
Austin’s tract is ‘an amusing catalogue of failed performatives’,*’ and relates
this to the fact that the body, always to some extent ‘unknowing about what it
performs [...] always says something that it does not intend, and is not the
emblem of mastery and control that it sometimes purports to be’.*® But even
though her own formulations suggest it, Butler does not tug at what | read as
implied in both Felman’s and her own emphasis on the ‘speaking body’: that
there may be some latent, inherent funniness in the very idea of a body that

speaks.

In Giving an Account of Oneself, Butler’s reflections on the body in speech turn
toward the central role that acts of self-narration play in moral and ethical
thought. Unlike some traditional moral philosophies, the relational ethics Butler
is proposing in this book does not proceed from the individual's enlightened
self-knowledge. On the contrary, this is an ethics based on the apprehension
that the subject is, necessarily, 'opaque to itself, not fully knowable to itself'.*°
And so, at the scene of speech, one’s attempt to give an account of oneself will
always necessarily falter on that question of what, precisely, constitutes the ‘I’
the first-person pronoun, the ‘I’ that must be deployed recurrently within the
account, can never fully coincide with the self — the singularly embodied self —
that speaks it. And thus, when one attempts to give an account of oneself, the
invocation of the first-person pronoun, ‘I', which is unavoidable in any self-
description, is ‘paradoxically, a performative and non-narrative act, even as it

functions as the fulcrum for narrative itself.*® Butler is by no means intending to

*® Judith Butler, Giving an Account of Oneself (Ashland, Ohio: Fordham Univ