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Traditionally, comedy studies have focused on Greek comedies, comedic films and their stars, and the rise 
of the television genre. Those in business and marketing use empirical methods to study the effect of 
comedic commercials in brand retention and sales figures, and sociologists focus on the effect of 
interpersonal communication and relationship formation. The aesthetics and science of comedy aims to 
articulate the experience of humor or identify organizational structures that cause reactions in audiences 
as well as the physiological effects within these subjects, respectively. In the history of philosophy, 
comedy itself has been a contested term, often conflated with “humor” and “laughter”, though the 
distinctions between these terms have been insisted upon by contemporary theorists. Laughter, comedy, 
and humor have been considered as part of larger projects in the works of Plato, Kant, Hobbes, and 
Schopenhauer, among others, though stand-up itself is a rather new form of comedic performance and 
thus was not a possible object of study for these canonical figures.1 

Attention to stand-up comedy itself been scarce across disciplines, despite its rise and 
overwhelming cultural significance in the 1980’s and its continuing relevance today. This conference is 
the first and most comprehensive academic conference of its kind to address stand-up comedy 
specifically. Hosted, funded, and organized by philosophers and philosophical organizations, including 
the American Society for Aesthetics and American Philosophical Association, this conference brought 
together scholars, critics, and practitioners of comedy. Among the invited speakers were philosopher and 
journalist Noël Carroll, New York Times comedy critic Jason Zinoman, UK stand-up comedian, author, 
and co-founder of the British Stand-Up Archive Oliver Double, and comedy writer, author, playwright 
and instructor David Misch.  

A performer herself, organizer Sheila Lintott’s insistence on dialogue between theory and 
practice was clear: workshops on comedic performance were held daily, focusing on everything from the 
development of confidence for first time performers (lead by Mitch Alexander) to pedagogical 
performance in the classroom (lead by Cory Healy) to development of collaborate improvisational 
technique (lead by Alex Skitolsky). Stand-up performances were given by local Lewisburg comedians, as 
well as professional comedians Hari Kondabolu and Paula Poundstone. Perhaps the most exciting and 
challenging event for scholars was the open-mic night, a rare and splendid opportunity for the terrified to 
take the stage for the first time and put their workshop training to use for a sympathetic and cheerful 
audience. It is without question that, for Lintott, armchair theorizing is inadequate for thorough 
understandings of stand-up comedy, an insistence that proved itself invaluable to attendees from all 
camps.   
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Jacques Ntomne performs at the open mic.  Image courtesy of Sheila Lintott. 
 

Panel topics included, but were certainly not limited to, subversive humor, comedy and 
intersections of identity, media and message, responsibilities to/of the audience, satire, and politics in/of 
stand-up. Comedians under investigation included Kristen Schaal, Jessica Williams, Aziz Ansari, Louis 
CK, Chris Rock, and Dave Chappelle. Rich discussion followed each paper, investigating issues such as 
the definition of “hack” comedy, the sociocultural impact (or lack thereof) of stand-up performance, the 
moral limitations of interactions with hecklers, and whether ethical responsibility ought to be sacrificed 
for the sake of a laugh.  
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In a particularly fascinating panel made up of stand-up comedians from across the world, the 
initial interest and impulse to perform was explored. While some comedians cited the high of 
performance and risk, others described a psychological need to practice. This need ranged from a 
reinforcement of self-esteem to the desire to have control over ones’ self-expression. These descriptions 
were particularly interesting given the emotional demands of performing stand-up comedy and the 
inevitable failure that every comedian has experienced on their way to perfecting the craft. Cait Hogan 
spoke at length about her experience of sexual assault and the way in which performing not only allows 
her to work through the trauma of the event itself, but also to take control of the narrative of her assault, 
casting herself as a survivor rather than a victim, and consequently offering support and catharsis for the 
many women in her audiences who have felt silenced following their own experiences with sexual abuse. 
Such sobering and contemplative moments arose multiple times throughout the conference, reinforcing 
the connection between comedy and tragedy, the vulnerable nature of stand-up comedy, and the frailty of 
human experience itself. 

Comedian Panel Discussion “Stand-Up:  Entertainment or Commentary?”  From left: Jacques Ntonme (moderator), 
Mitch Alexander, Z. Neslihan Arol, Cait Hogan, LeMarie Lee, Bill Russum, Charlie Duncan Saffrey, Chris William.  

Image courtesy of Sheila Lintott. 
 
The election of Donald Trump and its impact on the creation and motivations of stand-up arose in 

multiple panels. Trump presents a significant challenge to political comedy; how does one play with 
nuance and absurdity regarding an individual who is unabashedly absurd? How do we parody a person 
who presents himself as a parody? Can comedy reveal anything about Trump that he has not revealed 
himself, whether on an Entertainment Tonight bus or his own Twitter feed? Is there anything for comedy 
to grab hold of that isn’t merely easy punchlines about his hands or hair?  

While the conversations around these questions did not yield any definitive answers, the asking 
itself presented interdisciplinary challenges to the claim that comedy has influential political power. The 
campaigns of George W. Bush and Sarah Palin forced conversations about the influence of comedy on 
voter judgment, and some blamed the characterizations of these politicians by Will Ferrell and Tina Fey, 
respectively, for negative public opinion of these political leaders. In this new era of fake news, 
alternative facts, and the anger of the disenfranchised white working class, comedy seems completely 
impotent to sway those who support the Trump administration. Some participants questioned comedy’s 
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responsibility to do such work; is it the job of the comedian to always speak truth to power? Or is it 
merely to provoke laughter from an audience? Does having an agenda in your performance inhibit the 
ability of your audience to enjoy, or get relief from, the comedy itself?  

On the other side were those who structured the conversation as such: if a comedian desires to 
express her sociopolitical opinions within her set, is it possible for her to succeed in swaying the opinions 
of her audience? While her set may kill with those who already hold similar political opinions, is it the 
case that the very attempt to present her perspective to an audience on the other end of the political divide 
inhibits the ability of the audience to find enjoyment? Discussions of these questions were informed from 
multiple perspectives. On the one hand, comedians argued that their primary goal is always to get a laugh 
from the audience, and that this goal ought never be sacrificed for the sake of a political agenda. Others 
argued that, insofar as stand-up comedy is a means through which one can present their perspectives and 
experiences, their performances would be inauthentic if they did not speak to the issues that they find 
most important. Studies regarding audience reception and expectations complicated the issue further: self-
reports indicate that audiences go to the comedy club as an escape from the seriousness of everyday life, 
though these same audiences tend to enjoy nuanced and intelligent comedic performances and retain 
particulars of the comedians’ set more than those performances which avoid potentially controversial 
topics. It seems that, should a comedian create a successful set for a politically diverse audience, that 
audience has a greater chance of remembering the performance and therefore considering the views 
presented. However, if that audience expects a politically driven performance, they are less likely to 
attend the performance in the first place. 

The questions and ideas presented at this conference were challenging, rigorous, and  
long overdue. The persistence and universality of comedy demands philosophical investigation, and the 
spread and influence of stand-up comedy requires its own attention. In the United States, comedians like 
Louis CK and Pete Holmes are identified, or self-identify, as contemporary philosophers.2 We must 
investigate the implications of this idea, not only in terms of the role of the comedian, but also in terms of 
the general public’s definition of philosophy itself and how that definition may or may not correspond to 
our own “performance” as philosophers. While this conference was certainly a celebration of stand-up 
comedy, it was also a powerful charge for us as philosophers to think about our own roles and attitudes 
regarding humor and philosophy, and to reconsider the way in which stand-up permeates, expresses, and 
influences human experience. 
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