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Abstract

Humour and comedy have persisted around humankind since the dawn
of civilization. Thinkers and philosophers, as early as Aristotle and as re-
cent as Peter McGraw, have been working on the theories of humour for
centuries. Despite the benign nature of comedy, the jester or the trickster
is no more liberated to satire. This study seeks to recognize Indian so-
ciety’s intolerance towards humour, comedy and jokes in context of the
contemporary Stand- Up Comedian, Vir Das condemned for his words.
The ethics of humour derived through the analysis of postulations and
theories on the same are employed to understand the abomination sur-
rounding the Indian Stand-Up Comics and the dynamic nature of perfor-
mative comedy. It points out Benign- Violation Theory as a more devel-
oped format of humour, adept with the appropriate elements to appeal to
the audience and present satirical ideas.
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Introduction

Humour and comedy are not new to human society and culture, and
have been known to pervade human civilisation since times immemorial.
Thinkers and philosophers have devised multiple theories for the same
but none have been able to devise an all-pervasive postulate, applicable to
all forms of humour. In addition to this, despite the benign nature asso-
ciated with comedy, the jester is often condemned for employing humour
as a social corrective. This research article shows the criticism received
by a popular comedian, Vir Das for his stand- up comedy video “I Come
from Two Indias”, owing to its satirical comedy, to understand how its
deviation from the modern theory of humour led its condemnation in In-
dia. The following section investigates how Das followed the classic the-
ories of humour, that is the Superiority Theory, the Incongruity Theory
and the Relief Theory but fails to take into account the Benign Violation
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Theory, which is a major aspect for comedy to be laughable.

Stand- Comedy has its roots in the Minstrelsy of early 19" century Amer-
ica. Though the Minstrel shows were mainly musical theatre, they did
incorporate humorous monologues, stock comic characters, and racist
ridicule and caricature of the African American people (Parker “Roots of
Stand-Up Comedy”). The rise of the Indian Stand-Up comedy can be majorly
attributed to three major comedy shows aired on the television, The Great
Indian Comedy Show (2004-2006), The Great Indian Laughter Challenge (2005-
2008) and Comedy Circus (2007-2009). Prior to this, the country’s prime
comedians were majorly limited to the Bollywood big screen, “playing the
hero’s goofy side-kick or the scriptwriters’ weird punching bag, a role per-
fected by the likes of Mehmood, Johnny Walker and Johnny Lever.” (Jha
“A Brief History of Indian Standup”). The three aforementioned aided to
spread the awareness about sketch comedy and Stand-Up comedy across
the country. However, these shows were not yet enough to form a comedy
circuit across the nation and required “persistence, scale and capital” (Jha
“A Brief History of Indian Standup”). Jha attributes the credit of the same
mainly to Vir Das and Papa CJ. CJ started performing in 2008 after leav-
ing his full-time corporate job, Das had already begun doing shows and
conducting workshops by 2003. Other comedians such as Zakir Khan and
Kapil Sharma, and groups such as AIB, EIC, Evam and SnG Collectives
also began to surface in the popular comedy “scene” (Jha). Tanmay Bhatt,
Biswa Kalyan Rath, Akash Gupta, Aishwarya Mohanraj, Prashasti Singh,
Bharti Singh et al are other popular Indian Stand- Up Comics presently.
Thus, the art of Stand-Up Comedy is fairly new in India and has only be-
gun to catch the attention of people since the last two decades.

It may be true that Stand- Up comedy is not limited or confined to a single
theory of humour and has emerged dynamically through ages employing
different tools. But it can also not be denied that this dynamic art form is
a reflection of the society, and demands change as per the socio- cultural
surroundings. Multiple times in the Indian history of Stand- Up Comedy
have comedians found themselves in distress due to their ‘jokes’. Various
comedians such as Kunal Kamra, Tanmay Bhatt and others have received
threats, complaints and disregard in the country. Kamra suffered the
wrath of the citizens and the court after criticising the Supreme Court in
December 2020. The comedian was condemned for criticising the Supreme
Court of India regarding their order to grant bail to Arnab Goswami in the
2018 suicide abetment case. Kamra had openly expressed his disregard for
the interim bail granted to the Republic TV Editor in Chief, against which
he attracted a notice under the Contempt of Courts Act, 1971. (Krishnan).
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In addition to Kamra, Bhatt and his former comedy group, AIB, have of-
ten been the centre of controversy owing to its unique means to produce
humour. News forums such as Indian Express and The Hindu point out
Bhatt’s FIRs in their articles “AlIB’s Tanmay Bhat Roasts Legends Sachin
Tendulkar, Lata Mangeshkar” and “FIRs against Deepika, 13 Others for
AIB Roast Row” respectively. These articles point out that from the 2015
Roast ‘AIB Knockout’, to Bhatt’s 2016 Snapchat jokes on legendary cricketer
Sachin Tendulkar and Late singer Lata Mangeshkar, AIB has never ceased
to offend some and make others laugh at the same time. Though many
found the Roast funny and within the bounds of humour, the courts had
a different opinion:

“The sections under which the complaint would be registered
include section 120-b (criminal conspiracy), sections 294, 509
(speaking vulgar, obscene and pornographic words publicly be-
fore a women audience) of the Indian Penal Code, Section 67 and
66 A of the Information Technology Act, 2000 (circulation of ob-
scene, pornographic content on the internet). The provisions of
Bombay Police Act 1951, the Environment Protect Act, 1986, and
Maharashtra Regional and Town Planning Act, 1966 would also
be included in the FIR.” (Deshpande “FIRs for AIB Roast Row”).

The majority of the complaints focussed on the obscenity of language and
the disregard of people. The jokes on Tendulkar and Mangeshkar also cost
Bhatt an FIR, filed by Maharashtra Navnirman Sena. (Scroll Staff “MNS
Files FIR”) Though many other comedians have been subjected to back-
lash and disregard, this study seeks to delineate the reasons behind the
condemnation of Vir Das’s comedy and its connection with the ideology
of censorship.

The Intolerance Towards Humour in India in Context of Vir Das’s Com-
edy Set

Though Vir Das had begun performing Stand-Up Comedy in 2003, his
2000 Weirdass Hamateur Nights “was a key factor in bringing a lot of future
stand-up stars together for the first time” (Jha “A Brief History of Indian
Standup”). Suggesting Das to be one of the pioneers in the Indian Comedy
circuit, Jha also points out:

“By June 2010, Das was invited to do sets at The Comedy Store on
Wednesdays. For much of the year, Das tried out different styles.
His Weirdass Outbox shows focused on unconventional styles and
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themes while his band Alien Chutney experimented with comedy
rock. He even asked audiences to come watch the evening news
with him; perhaps the first real instance of news comedy in the
country. Early mover’s advantage meant that Das could get away
with charging Rs 400 for a stand-up comedy ticket in Mumbai
circa 2010. His company Weirdass Comedy was also conducting
open mics for amateurs by then, seeking to replicate Das’s own
comedic education in American comedy clubs.” (“A Brief History
of Indian Standup”).

In other words, Das dominated the comedy circuit of the country with
his comic oeuvres. However, his art wasn’t devoid of controversies or
complications. Satire, ‘the literary mode with a moral purpose’ is usually
employed as a measure of social correction through humour and come-
dy. (Diehl, 311). Despite the clear use of satire in Vir Das’s last video, “I
Come from Two Indias,” delivered at the United States” Kennedy Centre,
the actor- comedian was severely penalised for belittling and insulting his
country publicly on an international platform. The short six- minute video
sparked long debates about the privileges of a comedian to comment upon
social issues leading up to a complaint to be filed against Das with the
Mumbeai Police by the legal advisor, BJP (Maharashtra Palghar District)
and the high court lawyer, Ashutosh Dubey (News18 “Vir Das Booked”).
Commenting upon matters such as India’s battle with the Covid-19 Pan-
demic, the AQI of India, incidents of rapes, the farmer’s protest, petrol
prices, the contempt against comedians and much more, the video re-
ceived immense attention. Asmita Chakrabarti’s comment on Das’s video
explains the response of the audience to the comedy set in a nutshell:

“This is the 6th time I'm hearing this. The first time I heard this I
felt like the worst person on the planet is no other than Vir Das,
the second time I heard this I felt as if Vir Das isn’t as bad as I
thought him to be. The third time I heard this, I stopped thinking
about Vir Das and focused more on the words. The fourth time I
heard this I felt that everything he is saying is somewhere true,
yet couldn’t understand why he had to say all this in America,
fifth time I heard him I felt what he did, how he did it is the best
way to do it. This time when I hear this, I feel this is a scream of a
true patriot dying to see a different India, to see the other India.”
(Das)

This explains the mixed and the conflicted reaction of the Indian audience
about Das and his video, in addition to the complaint made against him.
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Through the public opinion on the video, and the correct employment of
the Theories of humour, one may decipher the reason behind the society’s
intolerance towards the opinions of Das. Provoking the ire of a senior jour-
nalist, Das’s monologue was considered to, “Depict India’s different di-
chotomies through statements that were full of non-truth, made in rhyme,
to provoke and attract attention.” (Rajawat “Vir Das”) In simpler words,
to the Indian Media, the video was assumed to be an attention seeking
gimmick consisting of untrue statements simply to attract the audience.
The media also pointed out that the comedian’s monologue was not deliv-
ered as a joke, but instead as a social commentary speech (Rajawat). Thus,
his monologue appears to be distanced from the theoretical postulates of
humour. Presenting polarities, Das is successful in portraying the ‘Viola-
tions” in the Indian society but fails to keep them Benign. The comments
made by him are offensive to the majority of the audience, being the direct
subject of his “joke’. This can be better explained by quoting and dissecting
Das’s monologue.

Das begins the video stating that he comes from Two Indias; one where
children wear masks but leaders do not. His satirical comparison is di-
rected towards the Indian government and points out towards the man-
ner in which the citizens, even children, try to follow the regulations, but
the government sometimes displays negligence. One of his introductory
comparisons received the most backlash on social media where the come-
dian is found saying, “I come from an India where we worship women
during the day and gang-rape them during the night.” (Das). This joke
aligns with the Relief Theory of humour which suggests that laughter is a
result of release of powerful emotions, suppressed because of external or
internal reasons, providing sentimental pleasure and mental relief. As is
explained by Spencer in his Essays on Education and Kindred Subjects (1911),
‘Laughter is an involuntary movement, a result of the joy one receives on
release of suppressed feelings and may be a result of distress or mental
anguish’ (407-411). When emotions pertaining to agony are redirected to
humour, laughter may be produced as a form of release. In one of his
seminal texts published in 1905, Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious
Sigmund Freud also delineates on the role of laughter as a form of relief
from pain by focusing on the idea of Tendentious Jokes. He points out:

“Tendentious jokes are able to release pleasure even from sources
that have undergone repression. If, the overcoming of external
obstacles can in this way be traced back to the overcoming of in-
ternal inhibitions and repressions, we may say that tendentious
jokes exhibit the main characteristic of the joke work- that of liber-
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ating pleasure by getting rid of inhibitions more clearly than any
other of the developmental stages of jokes” (131)

This means that jokes wield the power not only to liberate one by releas-
ing repressed emotions, but also to aid a person to conquer, both external
and internal, impediments. Whatever one is unable to say in a socially
serious setting may be presented in the form of jokes. This is also how the
trope of satire functions in a society. Stating satire to be didactic in nature
Kaufman points out in the introduction to her 1980 work Feminist Humour
and Satire:

“No matter how pessimistic it sounds, it seeks to improve us by
demonstrating through devices of irony, of exaggeration, of sar-
casm, and of wit— our human folly. It exposes realities not merely
out of love for truth but also out of desire for reform. Whether or
not reforms are achieved, they are implicit ideals.” (p. 14).

Thus, when Das juxtaposes the ideologies of “worship” and “rape” in the
same sentence, he puts forth the Freudian ideals of a tendentious jokes,
hoping to create laughter from a majorly repressed subject. As per the
theory, it also exhibits the follies of the India to the entire world. It is to be
noticed that while the American audience laughs at the jokes, the Indian
citizens majorly condemned it. The reason behind the same can be the
audience of the jokes, where comments upon Indians were made in the
United States, making it appear less like a social corrective and more as
an insult.

The fine line between the Relief Theory and the Superiority Theory is of
the “laugher” in the matters. If a person laughs on account of their own
suppressed emotions, the laughter serves as a form of release of the pent-
up pain. However, when the same laughter is a consequence of consider-
ing oneself at a higher pedestal than others, it alludes to laughter resulting
from the subject’s inferiority. Be it Socrates” opinion regarding laughing at
the misfortunes at enemies (Plato, Philebus 50); Aristotle’s idea of creating
comedy at the cost of the inferior (Poetics 9); or the writings of Thomas
Hobbes regarding laughter being a result of self- appreciation in compar-
ison to others (Leviathan 46), all suggest that laughing at the miseries of
others is a source of joy. Thus, when Americans laugh at the Indian condi-
tion, the humour is not limited to the joke, but also extends to the cost of
the Indians. This is a form of malicious laughter, created as a consequence
of the hardships or the pains of others. In addition to this, the Indian au-
dience is reported to be extremely sensitive to the matters of religion and
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ethnicity and the Indian satirists point out that “they must also tread very
carefully with respect to India’s volatile religious and ethnic divisions”
(Freedman 110). Thus, the juxtaposition of religious matters along with
the reference to a gory “rape” makes the joke appear malicious and harder
to digest for the audience.

Vir Das” monologue was also largely scoffed at due to the major incor-
rectness of facts. Das mentions that the AQI (Air Quality Index) of India is
9000, yet people sleep on their roofs to look at the stars. Yatish K Rajawat,
a News18 Journalist comments upon this statement by pointing out:

“The AQI maxes out 999 so 9000 is a figure that only a performing
comedian can conjure from thin air.... I don’t know how many
people in India sleep on roofs in the winters, and how many stars
can you see with the smog. But that does not matter, facts do not
matter —shocking the audience does. Rhyming is far more im-
portant.” (“Vir Das”).

Rajawat’s statement hints towards the use of Incongruity Theory by the
stand- up comedians. This theory discusses laughter as a result of absur-
dity and abnormality of a situation. Discussed largely by Immanuel Kant
and Arthur Schopenhauer this theory places laughter as a result of, ‘sud-
den transformation of a strained expectation into nothing’ and as a con-
sequence of the ‘Sudden perception of the incongruity between a concept
and the real objects which have been thought through it in some relation’
(Critique of Judgement, 223; The World as Will and Idea, 76). This theory con-
siders that humour is produced when one has set expectations about the
perceived ‘normal” and these expectations or assumptions arrive at an an-
ti-climactic end. Adding to it, William Hazlitt clarifies that for laughter to
erupt, the shattering of the expectations must be trivial, for if they are se-
rious, the situation leads to mere distress. He also adds to the superiority
theory stating that one simply laughs at those misfortunes which belong
to others, are distanced or in situations where laughter may be restricted.
(Hazlitt Lectures on the English Comic, 1-7). Similar to this is the opinion of
Kierkegaard who specifies the difference between Tragedy and Comedy,
and states that while both are based on contradiction, one suffers in the
former but the latter is painless. (Concluding Unscientific Postscript, 459).
Thus, it will be fair to classify laughter produced as a result of the Incon-
gruity Theory, a form of humour by reason of “painless contradiction’.
However, the disregard of the absurd statement is condemned by the In-
dian media owing to the aspect of suffering highlighted by Kierkegaard.
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The tropes of exaggeration and the poetic licence, seem to be largely ig-
nored by the social media in light of the offence taken by the country,
leading up to the complaint against him. Tapley’s argument about perfor-
mative comedy may serve as a justification for the lack of laughter and the
infuriation of the Indian media when she states,

“When they perform these subversions for us, and make us laugh,
usually at ourselves, our laughter is revelatory. What is revealed
is that subverted or critiqued norm. To see this social ill through
the comic’s eyes is revelatory. We see with new eyes. Our laugh-
ter signals the change to new thinking, the corrected thinking.
Laughter is special in that we only laugh at comedy we think is
true in some sense” (1)

This also makes one wonder if the Indian vexation stems from the lack of
belief in the monologue, or through the rigidity to pave way for a “cor-
rected thinking”. Das does address this contempt of the society against
comedians and mentions, “I come from an India where we break down
the walls of a comedy club because you can hear laughter inside.” (Das).
Additionally, he contrasts that India’s music may be very ‘hard” but the
sentiments of people are too ‘soft’, or that they are extremely easy to of-
fend. Possibly, the decision to present his monologue on foreign grounds
originated by reason of the fear of the society’s intolerance.

Satire is noted to be an impactful tool to influence audience behaviour.
(Burgers and Britta p. 971.) With the same intent, Das points out another
interesting contrast, using the tropes of exaggeration and satire. He says,
“I come from an India that has the largest working population under
thirty on the planet but still listens to 75-year-old leaders with 150-year-
old ideas.” (Das). His jibe at experienced leaders, and their ideas, and his
opinion about them being orthodox is also what angered some of the In-
dian audience. He refers to the protests of farmers in a rather interest-
ing manner and mentions that while many Indians take pride in being
vegetarians and yet, “Run over the farmers who grow our vegetables.”
(Das). This comparison is an example of humour serving as a social cor-
rective and earned a loud applause in the United States, but contempt in
India. The media chastised Das by calling him out with headlines such as,
“Vir Das, you are no longer funny. Stop giving speeches on Two Indias”
(Rajawat “Vir Das”). Das probably knew that this monologue, though ex-
tremely humorous, wasn’t a laughing matter, but was a means to bring
social change through satire. Das could probably foresee such a response
when he states, “I come from an India that is going to watch this and say
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“This isn’t comedy, where is the joke?” and yet I come from an India that
will watch this and know there is a gigantic joke, it just isn’t funny.” (Das).
This contrast is between the oblivious and the angered; between the ones
against social protest and those with it; the ones who don’t understand
the true essence of humour and the ones who do. Das ends his set stating
that he is indeed proud that one of these Indias knows that he represents
a great country built by great people. He is hopeful for the future of his
‘great’ country which might be fading into a memory at present. His hope-
ful conclusion serves as a disclaimer to point out that he means no disre-
spect towards India, but simply aims to bring a change. The conclusion
also suggests that Das sought, not to make India a laughing matter, but to
bring forth the aforementioned issues to light using humour.

The eruption of laughter in the United States and the infuriation of the In-
dian media and citizens suggest that the latter were offended not only by
the violation of the content of the monologue but also with the audience it
was uttered to. This may make one wonder, what if the same words had
been delivered on the Indian soil? The media also criticised the video for
being “un-enlightening’ in the wake of the obvious comments made and
stated, “The fact is all countries are ironically divided in some way or the
other. To constitute them as merely the sum of these opposites is neither
insightful nor revelatory.” (Sharma Firstpost.com). Thus, one may witness
aloophole in the aforementioned theories of humour. The miseries of peo-
ple are laughable only as long as they either belong to someone else or
are trivial in nature; the incongruencies are only funny when the arrived
absurdity is a harmless change; pain can only be released in the form of
humour when it is converted into a light joke. This proves the contempo-
rary and the most developed theory of laughter, so far- “The Benign Vio-
lation Theory” developed by Peter McGraw and Joel Warner in 2015. This
theory forms its basis on three conditions for an incident or a joke to be
perceived funny. The first condition specifies that it should be a Violation,
meaning an obstruction in the path of what’s usually considered normal;
second, that it should be Benign in the sense that the violation should be
entirely harmless to the subject. The third condition states that both of
the aforementioned conditions should take place together simultaneously
(The Humor Code 23-26). This theory can be better understood through the
given figure:
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Fig 1. Peter McGraw and Joel Warner, The Humor Code: A Global
Search for What Makes Things Funny, 2015, p. 26

Thus, the Benign- Violation Theory specifies that Humour can neither be
produced as a result of mere incongruencies nor from offensive or shock-
ing violations. The change in emotion or situation must always be posi-
tive and harmless. Only the instances which match both the criteria at the
same time may be considered laughable. According to this Theory, the
jokes of Vir Das would have been received without contempt in India, if
the element of offence had mellowed down to the bare minimum. An easy
manner to reduce the offence generated from the jokes would have been to
direct them to a distanced or an external subject. The reason only Indians
condemned the jokes while the audience at the Kennedy Centre seemed
to applaud at it, could possibly be on account of the factor of relatability;
had one made jokes about a foreign land in India, the jokes would have
been easier to digest, and Satire easy to understand. The witty monologue,
aimed to bring a social change is indeed worthy of praise and appreciation
for its intent and writing, however it appears to lack the elements of the
contemporary theory of humour to appeal to audiences of all kinds.

Conclusion

Comedy aims to produce laughter through the means of humour. Howev-
er, performative comedy, as witnessed, may often lead to contempt, anger
and offended ideologies. Through the study of the jokes of the popular
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Indian comedian, Vir Das in the backdrop of the theories of humour and
the country’s intolerance towards his jokes on serious social matters, one
may conclude that the jokes could have easily turned wittier and funny
for the Indian audience, rendering the satirical impact higher with a slight
modulation in the theories of humour. Aligning with the Superiority The-
ory, the jokes would have been laughable if Das was pointing out the in-
feriorities of India to Indians, and not to the rest of the world. As per the
Incongruency Theory, there should have existed more truth in his state-
ments and not logical flaws followed by a shocking statement. One may
rightly argue that the trope of exaggeration is a vital element of humour,
however, it must not be the only methodology followed. In other words, if
the monologue had aligned with the contemporary Benign Violation The-
ory, it would have been more acceptable for the Indian audience. Comedy
and humour are dynamic and so is the audience’s interest, which must be
given prime importance in the performative arts.

This research article does not support or criticise, either the comedians
or the court; it accepts and believes that laughter is a product of a major
trinity, which involves (in this case), a comedian, the means of comedy or
jokes, and the audience. Any shortcomings on the part of even one of the
aforementioned, disrupts the reception of humour and the production of
laughter. In cases where the audience is sensitive to critical opinions, be-
ing considerate about the audience, and its sentiments towards the jokes
becomes more vital. Keeping a note of all this, it is also advisable for the
audience to strive and take jokes at face value, to accept the lighter side of
criticism and to let comedy function as a social corrective and an emotion
lifter. Only when the audience is more receptive to humour, can comedi-
ans have the liberty to express all forms of opinion openly, and only then
can the zenith of humour be arrived at. This doesn’t mean that the audi-
ence should embrace what is inappropriate to them in the name of jokes,
it simply suggests that the comedian must find the right audience with a
congruent mindset to tolerate and take pleasure in their jokes. Also, the
jokes must be crafted carefully with technique and consideration.
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