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Foreword 

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements of the BSc Psychology degree, 

Reykjavik University, this thesis is presented in the style of an article for submission to a 

peer-reviewed journal. 
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Abstract 

This research is focused on giving insight into what is perceived funny, why we find 

something funny and the people behind the hilarity. The morality behind comedy is explored 

as well as the possible benefits of immorality in comedians. Furthermore, how the line can be 

considered as very fine between being immoral and funny, or immoral and a very sudden 

career ending. The study is based on a qualitative method, where each participant was 

interviewed by the researcher and evaluated on the Hare P-Scan as a result. The participants 

were between the age of 22-27 years and there were 4 females and 4 males, 4 comedians and 

4 non-comedians. The results showed a higher total score in comedians compared to non-

comedians. Males scored higher than females and the interpersonal facet was the highest 

scoring facet. Perhaps it will be able to show that being immoral on purpose can be a 

beneficial factor in comedy, while showing that being able to dance on the so called fine line 

might be considered essential to the stand-up comedian. Furthermore, that when an individual 

has crossed the absolute line, by going too far, will his public image be compromised for the 

worse? 

Útdráttur 

Þessi rannsókn snýr að því að öðlast innsæi varðandi hvað má skynja sem fyndið, 

afhverju okkur finnst eitthvað fyndið og fólkið á bakvið hláturinn. Siðferðið á bakvið húmor 

er skoðað ásamt mögulegum ávinningi ósiðferðis grínista. Enn fremur, hvernig línan getur 

verið talin ósiðferðisleg og fyndin en einnig ósiðferðisleg og sögð fara yfir strikið. 

Rannsóknin er byggð á eigindlegri rannsókn þar sem hver þátttakandi var tekin í viðtal og 

metinn á Hare P-Scan mælitækinu. Þátttakendur voru á aldrinum 22-27 ára og voru þar 4 

konur og 4 karlar, sem skiptust í 4 uppistandara og 4 sem ekki eru uppistandarar. Karlar 

skoruðu hærra en konur og var samskipta flöturinn sá sem skoraði hæst að meðaltali. Þar sem 

siðferði sem kemur að gríni hefur ekki verið rannsakað í þaula getur þessi rannsókn vonandi 

verið eins konar byrjunarreitur fyrir rannsóknir famtíðarinnar. Mögulega verður það einnig 

hægt að tulka rannsóknina sem svo að geta dansað á þeirri svokölluðu fínu línu geti verið talin 

nuðsynleg fyrir uppistandarann. Einnig, að þegar einstaklingur hefur farið yfir línuna 

algerlega með því að ganga of langt, mun opinber ímynd hans verða í hættu. 
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The good, the bad and the immoral 

 

Humour can be described as the tendency to provoke laughter and provide amusement, 

something that makes a person laugh or smile, but sometimes things are funny when no one 

laughed at the time, so it is difficult to pin down what humour exactly is (Ross, 1998). While 

comedy can be perceived as just something that makes people laugh, it has been argued where 

the boundaries lie within the art form (Benatar, 2014). Is the morality of the comedian a factor 

that can have an effect on a shows success? Can it be that we as a population often find 

ourselves searching for the immoral yet acceptable joke (McGraw & Warren, 2010)? 

Comedians dancing on the line  

Louis C.K. is considered as one of the most popular comedians in current times. He 

was ranked as the fourth best comedian in a recent list made by Rolling Stones (Love & 

Stone, 2017). His comedy has revolved a lot about portraying himself as a vulnerable guy that 

tells honest stories about his life and he dances on the line by joking about paedophilia, dark 

thoughts, calling his kids stupid and so on. His career grew rapidly, arguably because he 

played with the line like no one else has done. He had a movie premiere on November 9th, 

2017 in New York, that was cancelled due to unexpected circumstances. These unexpected 

circumstances were accusations of sexual misconduct by five women who all accused him of 

masturbating in front of them (Ryzik, Buckley, & Kantor, 2018). Louis said in his statement: 

“I have spent my long and lucky career talking and saying anything I want. I will now step 

back and take a long time to listen“ (Wolfson, 2018). Given the nature of the sexual 

misconduct and having joked with rape before, which worked at the time, is now arguably the 

last subject that he can joke about. Ten months after the allegations, he performed a surprise 

stand-up set at the Comedy Cellar in New York. According to the club’s owner the crowd 

seemed to enjoy the set and he even got a standing ovation when he went on stage. The 

following day, the Comedy Cellar received complaints from audience, saying that they would 
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have liked to know that Louis was performing, in order to take an informed decision about 

showing up to the show. However, even if some of the audience at the Comedy Cellar liked 

seeing Louis C.K. back on stage, the response on social media was not positive. Particularly, 

fellow comedians did react in a negative way, e.g. Ian Karmel, a writer on James Corden’s 

The Late Late Show tweeted: “Louis CK being ‘banished’ from stand-up comedy wasn’t 

some kind of petty punishment, it was a workplace safety issue” (Wolfson, 2018). 

Aziz Ansari, an actor who is ranked on the top 50 stand-up comics of all time (Love & 

Stone, 2017) gained popularity for acting on the tv shows Parks and Recreation and Master of 

None is another example of a comedian that is fround upon today because of cases which can 

be seen as immoral behaviour (Espinoza, 2018). Aziz was on a date with a woman which 

ended at his place. The woman accused Aziz of sexual misconduct, which he did not agree on. 

The public had different opinions, some thought it was clear sexual abuse while others just 

called it a bad date (Espinoza, 2018). This seems to be a reoccurring theme from famous 

people out of Hollywood, as more people on the top 50 all-time stand-up comics list have 

shown immoral behaviour names such as Bill Cosby, who is in prison for a number of major 

offences (Wikipedia, 2018), also Woody Allen who was accused of sexual assault by his 

adoptive daughter Dylan Farrow (Kristof, 2017). 

 In Iceland there was a similar incident with Björn Bragi Arnarsson, a stand-up 

comedian and the host of Gettu Betur, an Icelandic trivia TV show. The incident was caught 

on film, where he is seen harassing a much younger girl after a night out in public. There were 

no charges filed but the video went viral and the media picked up the story. The only thing he 

could do was apologize, which he did both to the girl personally and her family along with 

issuing an apology for his behaviour on Facebook. Furthermore he ‘stepped down’ from 

hosting Gettu Betur, where he said that by doing so he was taking responsibility for his 
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actions (Birkisson, 2018). However, the stand-up group Mið-Ísland in which he performs with 

kept him on as a performer.  

Notably, being funny and popular on stage while showing immoral behaviour off stage 

is not likely to help comedians with their professional success. Dancing on the line on stage 

can be considered immoral but funny, while dancing on the line off stage will often have more 

serious consequences. 

Theories of humour  

 There are a couple of theories on humour and what it’s purpose really is. These 

theories often suggest that humour needs a perceived violation or something that unsettles 

people’s sense of how the world ought to be (McGraw & Warren, 2010). 

Even though current theories do not agree on the specific antecedents to humour there 

seem to be three conditions that facilitate humour. First, violations like breaches of norms and 

taboo content show that they bring humour to mind (Freud, 1928; Provine, 2001). Earlier 

studies have also shown that humour is evoked with aggression and hostility, for example 

primates tend to laugh when play fighting or tickling each other (Provine, 2001).  

The second condition which acts as a kind of a paradox, happens in settings that are 

perceived to be safe, playful, nonserious, or as we can put it in other words, benign (Gervais 

& Wilson, 2005). For example, if the aggressor of play fighting or tickling seems like he is 

angry or serious the setting would not be likely to elicit laughter between them (Gervais & 

Wilson, 2005).  

The third condition creates a procedure to reconcile the first two, in which humour 

would need two paradoxical ideas about the same situation being held simultaneously. An 

example would be to understand puns, where two meanings of a word or phrase are brought 

together, requiring simultaneity. Simultaneity being a process that theorists have argued is 

needed for interpretation (Martin & Ford, 2018; McGraw & Warren, 2010).  
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What McGraw et al. (2010) found is that no one had really considered all these 

conditions together, that humour is aroused by benign violations. The benign-violation 

hypothesis considers the three conditions as equally necessary and satisfactory for eliciting 

humour. That means a situation must be assessed as a violation and considered as benign and 

both of those things need to be happening simultaneously. The hypothesis proposed that any 

threat to the sense of how the world should be seen from an individual’s point of view should 

be humourous, so long as the threat itself is also benign (McGraw & Warren, 2010).   

What is moral comedy? 

Morality is the differentiation of intentions, decisions, actions and where a distinction can be 

made between those that are proper and those that are improper (Gert & Gert, 2017). Humour 

is pretty much the opposite of seriousness and are perceived breaches of humour ethics often 

at times taken very seriously (Benatar, 2014). 

Humour can be viewed too seriously but also too lightly (Lockyer & Pickering, 2008). 

That people take humour seriously does not mean that they hate humour or are anti-

humourists, they choose to dissect why they laugh and at what they are laughing at (Lockyer 

& Pickering, 2008).   

Not all humour is morally problematic, a lot of it is innocent and does no harm to 

others. Ethical questions are always being asked when certain categories are challenged. The 

first being racial, ethnic and gender humour, which include jokes about for example blacks, 

Jews, Poles and women. The second being religious humour, godlike figures, like Mohammed 

or the Christian God or any sacred matter. A third category includes unpleasant jokes about 

sex, genitalia, urination and so on. Tragic humour raises questions about the morality of 

humour in death and suffering, like the Holocaust, famine and disease. Lastly, is the personal 

humour category such as making fun of personal attributes like fat shaming, big ears or even 

mental health problems (Benatar, 2014). 
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Benefits of psychopathy? 

The consensus is that most agree being a psychopath or having signs of psychopathy is 

a bad thing, but Dutton (Dutton, 2012) argues that we should be moving more towards 

psychopathic traits in some areas. He argues that we fear the future too much and we keep 

reminding ourselves of our mistakes, things that are in the past. He also makes a point about 

monks being masters of fear, with their goal of not having any. They do not fear the future nor 

worry about the past, they dwell in the present moment. 

As Dutton (2012) puts it psychopaths tend to be fearless, confident, charming, 

ruthless, focused, persuasive and a lack of consciousness and empathy. If you are an 

individual that fills the criteria for these traits, and you happen to be an aggressive and not so 

intelligent individual, you will probably end up going over the line, resulting in trouble. 

However, when an individual that checks for these same psychopathic traits, but instead of 

being aggressive and unintelligent he is intelligent and not aggressive nor violent. Then the 

narrative is shifted, instead of beating someone up and ending up in handcuffs you would use 

your powers to the benefit of your career. When you have circumstances where there is a 

power structure, a hierarchy, the ability to play with or exert control over people, you get 

psychopaths doing very well (Dutton, 2012). This is what comedians do, they try to play with 

your emotions, they try get at least temporal control over you and make you think things you 

normally would not, then no doubt an individual with the above-mentioned traits would have 

an advantage. 

The future of comedy 

It seems to be that immoral behaviour in the form of the comedian is more likely to be 

accepted and can even lead to more laughter and amusement (McGraw & Warren, 2010), 

while when the immoral behaviour is connected to the individual’s personal life it can ruin 

that comedian’s career and have further bad consequences (Ryzik, 2018).  
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This study aims to see if a comedian will score higher on the P-scan than a non-

comedian and that the comedians will score the highest on the interpersonal facet as it is 

believed to fit the traits of comedians the most. It is further suggested that male participants 

will score higher than women. It is also generally observed that Icelandic comedians are being 

immoral on purpose in their comedy and hence it can be argued that being able to dance on 

the line is essential to the stand-up comedian. Also, it is looked at whether an individual has 

crossed the absolute line, by going too far, will his image be compromised. 

 

Method 
Participants 

 The participants in this experiment were Icelandic comedians that have all performed 

stand-up in front of a crowd, along with 4 individuals that had never performed comedy in 

front of a crowd. Convenience sampling was used as the participants of this experiment were 

Icelandic comedians that have performed on stage and the control participant group were non-

comedians. Participants were in total 8 and was the distribution 4 males (50%) against 4 

females (50%). There were 2 males against 2 females in the comedian group, non-comedian 

group consisted of 2 males (50%) and 2 females (50%). Participants were aged between 22 to 

27 years old and the mean was 24.63 (SD=1.85). Being a comedian was a prerequisite for 

participating in the study for the experimental group, not being a comedian was a prerequisite 

for being in the control group. Questions were asked in Icelandic so good knowledge of the 

Icelandic language was needed for the study. Comedians and non-comedians did not get paid 

for their participation. Furthermore, participants were given codenames because secrecy was 

promised by the researcher. 

Measures 

 This study was an open interview where the researcher asked pre-determined questions 

about comedy, their views on immoral behaviour in the comedy world, censorship, dancing 
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on the line along with more general questions about their age, gender, job status, past or 

current studies, anxiety, and so on. The participants were then evaluated by the researcher on 

the Hare P-scan. 

 Hare P-Scan. The P-Scan is a useful tool for non-clinicians. It is a 90-item checklist 

depicting specific behaviours and low-level inferences about individuals. Of the 90 items 

there are three facets of psychopathy that are evaluated in the P-Scan. The first facet of 30 

items assess interpersonal features like manipulativeness (“looking for weak spots to push“), 

lying (“easily lying to your face“), and glibness (“good smooth talker”).  

  Items 31-60 assess the second facet which are affective features regarding emotions 

and feelings such as, lacking depth of emotion (“emotions are discussed in concrete terms”), 

difficulty establishing or maintaining meaningful relationships (“not a strong bond with 

family”) and absence of anxiety (“letting nothing get to them, e.g. pressure”).  

  The third facet consists of items 61-90 which assess lifestyle features of the individual 

like being a risk taker (“likes to do risky and exciting things”), having poor impulse control 

(“suddenly does something out of the blue”), and being aggressive (“being a bully”). The 

researcher which is rating the target assigns a score of 0 (item does not apply), 1 (item applies 

somewhat), or 2 (Item definitely applies) to each item. 

 The researcher or the person rating the participant will assign a score ranging from 0 

(item does not apply), 1 (item applies somewhat) or 2 (item definitely applies) to each item. If 

there is not enough evidence to rate an individual on a given item you check a “?”, if there are 

5 or more question marks in a facet the reliability of the test is compromised.  As each facet is 

30 items you can score a maximum of 60 on each facet, the scores of each facet are then 

added together and divided by 3 to get the P-Scan total score. Preliminary Guidelines in the 

Hare P-scan manual suggest that a score ranging from 0-10 is “Very low”, 11-20 being a 

“Low” score and ranging from 21-30 being “Moderate”. When scoring in the 30–44 range 
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should be considered “High” and “should be a cause for serious concern”. Scores 45 and 

above are considered “Very High” (Elwood, Poythress, & Douglas, 2004).  

Research Design 

 This study was a qualitative study. A qualitative method was used because they are 

especially good to examine deeper meanings of words and evaluate what understanding 

people and small groups have about their actions, circumstances and experience (Esterberg, 

2001). Qualitative methods apply especially well when discussing topics such as what is 

funny and why. This topic is hard to evaluate statistically and hard to define except when 

talking about it while considering emotions and people’s experience that have been involved 

with the topic (Esterberg, 2001) 

Semi-structured interviews were used in this research where pre-determined questions 

were asked by the researcher, but the researcher always encouraged the participants to talk 

freely about other topics. Semi-structured interviews are a good way to bring forward the 

knowledge and ideas that participants have about the topic. These interviews are informal and 

look more like a general conversation where the participant is encouraged to speak in an open 

way, without participants feeling like they are forced to answer or be judged for the answers 

that they give (Esterberg, 2001) 

It is good to consider that when using qualitative methods, the researcher is in a way 

an instrument. The researcher’s experience and knowledge can be of good or bad value when 

processing the data that has been collected. Also, the researcher’s background can matter as 

he goes through the collected data, it can give them more insight with it but at the same time 

have predetermined ideas about the results which can lead to a bias when processing the data 

(Esterberg, 2001). 

Procedure 
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 The study was implemented by the researcher and author of this thesis. The interviews 

were conducted in the homes and offices of subjects. Participants were sent a message via 

Facebook and asked if the researcher could conduct a short interview about comedy. Even 

though the research was done in separate locations there was always the same procedure that 

took place. The researcher showed the participants a letter of consent to read and if in 

agreement, signed the letter. The researcher then started a voice recording and started to ask 

the participant the questions.  

 The researcher would ask general questions like about age, gender, workplace, studies 

and questions about comedy, like about being aware of the line of being funny and being 

immoral, do you think comedians should censor themselves and so on. The participants would 

answer the questions at hand which were recorded and assessed later. The answers were then 

evaluated by the researcher on the Hare P-Scan after listening to each recording 3 times and 

writing down key points of each interview. The author’s supervisor helped with evaluating the 

scores on the P-Scan. After the interviews the data was assembled into SPSS and interpreted.   

Results 

 In this study the goal was to measure if the participants in the comedian group would 

score higher on the Hare P-scan compared to the non-comedian participants. Furthermore, to 

see if the male participants would score higher than the female ones. Along with exploring the 

differences in total scores of the comedian and non-comedian participants but also the 

differences in the scores of each facet of the P-Scan. 

Descriptive statistics 

 Table 1 shows descriptive statistics for the Hare P-Scan scores for all 8 participants. 

The highest mean for a facet was the “Interpersonal” with a score of 14.75, the lowest score 

was in the “lifestyle” facet where one participant scored a 0 and the highest score being 28 in 

the “interpersonal” facet.  
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Table 1. 

Descriptive statistics for the Hare P-Scan scores 

Facets N Range Mean SD 

Interpersonal 8 6-28 14.75 7.34 

Affective 8 2-14 7.38 4.69 

Lifestyle 8 0-16 7.75 6.2 

P-Scan Total 8 4.33-16.33 9.96 5.34 

Note: Highest possible score for each facet is 60. P-Scan Total consists of all 3 facets added 

and divided by 3 

 

 As shown in table 2 male participants had a higher mean score on the Hare P-scan in 

every category. The largest difference of 6 points in the Interpersonal facet and the smallest 

difference was in the Lifestyle facet of just 2 points. The P-Scan Total difference was 3.75 

points.  

Table 2. 

Descriptive statistics comparing gender difference on the Hare P-Scan 

Gender  P-Scan Total Interpersonal Affective Lifestyle 

Male 

(N=4) 

Mean 11.83 17.75 9.00 8.75 

SD 5.37 8.18 4.40 6.70 

Female 

(N=4) 

Mean 8.08 11.75 5.75 6.75 

SD 5.34 5.91 4.99 6.50 

 

 Table 3 shows us a comparison between the comedian and non-comedians. The 

comedian group scored a higher mean in every facet of the P-Scan. The largest difference 

being in the “Affective” facet of 5.25 points and the smallest difference in the “Lifestyle” 

facet of 3.5 points. The P-Scan Total difference was 4.25 points. 
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Table 3. 

Comparison of comedians and non-comedians on the Hare P-Scan 

Group  P-Scan Total Interpersonal Affective Lifestyle 

Comedians 

(N=4) 

Mean 12.08 16.75 10.00 9.50 

SD 4.66 3.20 5.48 6.86 

Non-

comedians 

(N=4) 

Mean 7.83 12.75 4.75 6.00 

SD 5.74 10.24 1.71 5.89 

 

Only focusing on the comedian group table 4 shows us the difference between the 

male and female comics. There is a 2.5-point difference in the P-Scan Total score. The largest 

difference was in the “affective” facet of 5 points and the smallest in the “Interpersonal” facet 

of .5. The largest score for both genders was in the “Interpersonal” facet.  

Table 4. 

Comparison of male and female comedians on the Hare P-Scan 

Gender  
P-Scan 

Total 
Interpersonal Affective Lifestyle 

Male 

 (N=2) 

Mean 13.33 17.00 12.50 10.50 

SD 2.36 4.24 2.12 4.95 

Female 

(N=2) 

Mean 10.83 16.50 7.50 8.50 

SD 7.31 3.54 7.78 10.61 

 

Interviews 

 In this chapter we will see what comedians that were interviewed think about comedy, 

what the line of being immoral is in their eyes, if they have ever crossed it and what does it 

take for an individual to be outlawed.  
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Censorship 

 When making art or comedy the artist must be aware of saying the right things. 

Everyone has strange thoughts and even immoral ones. So, the researcher asked the 

comedians if they censor their material or themselves. Jerry and Larry said: 

[…] When I was writing for my stand-up shows I censored my 

material that I was performing. But when I am tweeting, I do not 

censor it, just let it flow. 

[…] I have never really had the need to tell edgy jokes on stage I feel 

like I get enough catharsis at home for example when I am washing 

the dishes just saying disgusting things out loud to my flat mates, 

things I would never think about saying in front of the public.   

Cat said that she does not censor her material. Amy was afraid of insulting people at 

first and believed she censored her material but has done it less recently as her colleagues 

have encouraged her to not give a damn.  

Playing with the line 

 When asked about being aware of the line and if they play with it, Larry and Amy 

agreed that the line is more blurred when you are doing your own show than when doing other 

gigs, for example annual celebrations for companies. Larry and Jerry said: 

[…] People that come to these stand-up comedy shows often want to 

hear things that they do not hear in their day to day lives, they are here 

for a carnival. 

[…] the audience is often looking for catharsis at stand-ups. 

Amy said that people are not there to see you at company celebrations, they are there 

to have fun with their colleagues, get drunk and dance: 

[...] another thing is that the crowd at corporate events for example is 

not as alive, because your boss could be the person sitting next to you 

and you do not want to laugh at anything immoral with him next to 
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you, whereas when people come to your show they are there 

completely on their own terms. 

When playing with the line Amy said that in the beginning of her career she was more 

often going for rough jokes but realized that people get bored if you keep being rough in your 

comedy over and over and quoted her friend saying that: 

[…] if you keep talking about your dick over and over it feels like 

getting slapped in the face over and over, you get numb about it. If it 

comes as a surprise it has a much bigger effect. 

Jerry believes that the best comedians do not have to shock the audience with crossing 

the line. But that you can play with the line in a way without the audience knowing it: 

[…] you say something to make the audience think about something, 

something immoral, but they are ashamed that they are thinking about 

it in the first place so they cannot clearly say that you are crossing the 

line. There lies the magic by making them guilty.  

 For Cat she has her own line that she does not cross, she does not joke about race or 

disabilities because she does not speak from intuition about those things. She is not a minority 

nor a disabled person, so she feels those topics are suited for those people that identify 

themselves with that. However she lets herself say everything when it comes to men and 

women:   

[...] I am not really thinking about how people read into what I say 

about men. I play with the mindset that many males have about the 

world, because I am in another position than boys. I know that not 

everyone takes it well and I am aware that I have crossed someone‘s 

line. But I let myself do it, in the sense that this is comedy, I am 

joking.  

Crossing the line 

 Since #metoo went viral some well known people have been ‘cancelled’ meaning that 

they are not accepted in mainstream media or to those who strive for political correctness. 
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Larry believes it matters who the individual is and what his status is in the community. He 

said this about Louis C.K. masturbating in front of women: 

[…] First of all I was wondering what the hell does he get out of it, 

masturbating on the phone why is he doing that [laughing]. Then I 

wondered, why do the women not hang up the phone or leave the 

room. 

[…] the material that he was trying to perform after he got #metoo’d 

was really funny in my opinion. But some people were like you 

cannot come back and try this direction and so on. But a random 

individual in a stand-up basement will say disgusting things and 

people are cracking up. But no one cares until you are someone. 

Larry noted that even though he finds Louis C.K. funny and one of the best to do 

comedy he does not want to associate himself with immoral individuals.  

Cat said that she had dealt with a similar incident to the Björn Braga one in a group 

that she was associated with and noted that you do not always know what goes on behind 

closed doors. And the Björn Braga incident is not the only immoral behavior by a famous 

individual in Iceland, but it blew up so there had to be some consequences. She said regarding 

the comedy group Mið-Ísland deciding to keep him onboard:  

[…] I did not go to their show and do not know exactly how they 

handled the situation. If I had gone, I would have a much clearer take 

on the subject. I have heard both sides, some found it funny that they 

were all making fun of him. But then especially some female friends 

of mine were like this is not funny and not ok.  But the stand-up 

market is kind of dominated by them, so they could just make the 

decision to keep him and still sell a bunch of tickets. 

Larry agreed about their power in the stand-up market and said that they as a group took the 

stance that, he will perform with us but we will make fun of him for it, and he did too and 

encouraged them to do it. Adding to it that he does not really have a choice in them roasting 

him given the nature of the situation. 
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 Amy is in a group where one of her performers makes fun of making out with a 

disabled person. She said: 

[…] My politically correct self was like no, this is not okay. Then I 

learned from her that the situation was a real situation, and I guess I 

let it slide. Some people do not like this joke but some people just 

burst out in laughter of that joke. 

Even though she felt this was a bit over the line Amy thinks that there is a difference 

in how strongly you can be identified with certain traits: 

[…] There is also a difference in making fun of race and making fun 

of fat people for example. Being a black individual identifies who you 

are more than being fat for a fat person.  

 Jerry who got a lot of backlash on twitter for making fun of a disease. He said that 

when you cross the line you are very aware of it: 

[…] Oh man did I feel it, your heart starts pounding so fast. Someone 

takes your tweet and quote retweets it to all their followers with the 

message that it is not okay to make fun of this, this is a serious disease 

and so on. I answered the critique with tweeting wow can I not make 

fun of my own disease anymore. After that everyone just understood 

and those who were blaming me did not blame me anymore. 

 Cat experiences that when you attack the individual you get more blame than when 

making fun of other things. Some have called her an evil person, however that was mostly a 

couple of years back. She feels that there is a big difference between me a couple of years 

back and her now. Now she does not want to spread negativity.  

 The comedians had all experienced anxiety somewhere along the way, some more than 

others, they all agreed that doing stand-up helped with conquering anxiety similar to 

exposure. Especially in taking away the stage fright. Larry which had dealt with large 

amounts of anxiety tells us this when he was performing his first show where he encountered 

a heckler: 
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[…] it was my first show a sort of general audition I had the main 

show coming up later that night. There she is sitting in the front row, 

drunk, always shouting something out. I do not know what it is that 

happens when I get on the stage, this kind of calm just overtakes my 

body and I feel like I am in control. So, I just waited for the right 

moment to answer her. When I did the crowd burst out in laughter, 

that shut her up.  

Discussion 

 The objective of this study was to explore if Icelandic comedians would score higher 

on the Hare P-Scan compared to non-comedians. Furthermore, to explore if the comedians are 

dancing on the line of moral comedy and to see if they ever crossed the line while doing so. 

As this study was qualitative the results were not tested for any significance, only descriptive 

statistics were compared. Results from the Hare P-Scan supported all the hypotheses, male 

participants scored higher than female participants in all comparisons, which does not come 

as a shock. As psychopathy has primarily been studied in males (Elwood et al., 2004), it 

occurs more often in males and of more severity, while females who can also be psychopaths 

tend to show different behavioural expressions of those traits, e.g. showing emotional 

instability, verbal violence but less of the typical male criminal behaviour (Wynn, Høiseth, & 

Pettersen, 2012).  

The comedian group scored higher on every P-Scan facet compared to the non-

comedians as Table 3 shows. The P-Scan total mean score was 12.08 (SD=4.66) for the 

comedian group which would amount to a “low level of concern” while the non-comedians 

scored a mean of 7.83 (SD=5.74) which would amount to a “very low level of concern” 

(Warren, Chauhan, & Murrie, 2005). Comedians scoring higher than non-comedians concurs 

with the findings of a study on psychotic traits in comedians, where comedians scored higher 

on every domain compared to non-creatives on the O-LIFE questionnaire (Ando, Claridge, & 

Clark, 2014). The highest scoring facet within the comedian group was the “interpersonal” 



THE GOOD, THE BAD, THE IMMORAL: MORALITY IN COMEDIANS 20 

facet, where both genders scored a mean of 17 and 16.5 getting them close to the criteria for 

“moderate level of concern” which additionally supported the hypothesis on the highest 

scoring facet.  

 When asked about the fine line in comedy, the comedians were all aware of it, Cat has 

her own line which she does not cross, where she does not make fun of race and disabilities, 

but she lets herself make comedy on gender without censorship. Benatar (2014) said that 

ethical questions are always being asked about certain categories of humour, the first category 

consists of racial, ethnic and gender humour, Cat is here taking a stand with not making fun of 

race because that is not her place but as she feels like she is a gender minority in comedy, she 

believes she can make as much fun of gender as she likes. The fourth category raises 

questions about famine and disease which Jerry experienced having crossed the line when 

making fun of a certain disease which is consistent with the ethical questions by Benatar 

(2014). The last category is the personal humour category, e.g. fat shaming and mental health 

problems. Amy believes it is more okay to fat shame than racial comedy because individuals 

can define themselves more as e.g. black than an obese person. Larry has made a lot of fun of 

mental health problems; he makes a lot of comedy around his father which he calls a severely 

depressed individual along with making fun of his own anxiety.  

The comedians in this study have all made fun of a category in which there are ethical 

questions being asked when a certain category is challenged (Benatar, 2014). This potentially 

tells us that they are all dancing on the line but justify their comedy with either saying that 

they can make fun of their own problems or perceive that they are a minority to something 

superior, e.g. a female to a male. Additionally the findings from McGraw et al. (McGraw & 

Warren, 2010) do support the comedian in dancing on the line, in their study they say that 

humour is something we naturally enjoy, but there often needs to be something wrong, 

distressing and alarming in some way, these are benign violations. They also agree that the 
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further you are from the violation the easier it can be to laugh at (McGraw & Warren, 2010), 

which would give reason for Louis C.K. to not joke about sexual misconduct because that 

violation is closely associated with him. 

 Jerry talks about how he makes the comedy seem benign by: “stating something that 

makes the audience think something immoral, that way they are ashamed by thinking about it 

in the first place, so they cannot say that you have crossed the line”, there it can be argued that 

he proves the benign-violations hypothesis by McGraw et al. (2010) where they state: “The 

benign-violation hypothesis suggests that anything that is threatening to one’s sense of how 

the world “ought to be” will be humourous, as long as the threatening situation also seems 

benign“.  

Limitations and further research 

 Methodological limitations of this study are many, first of all the sample size only 

consist of 8 individuals, 4 of them comedians. So none of the results are proving any 

significance to the literature statistically. Also the scores on the P-Scan were evaluated by the 

researcher after one interview along with some background information which can both lead 

to a bias by the researcher in having preconcieved ideas about the results along with the 

danger of falsely evaluating an individual (Esterberg, 2001). These can be overcome in future 

research by interviewing more participants for a larger sample size along with having a more 

experienced individual evaluate and/or help with the evaluation. 

 Future research could try and define the line or it might well be that the line is a shape 

shifter from time to time by interviewing a larger amount and really focusing on how fine the 

line is. Can the more skilled comedians play more with it than others and to compare people 

that have been outcast to those who have not and see if the image or aesthetics of the 

individual make him more or less likely to be outcast. Cat argued that we outcast people who 
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fit the “creep” stereotype, which Louis C.K. arguably fits compared to Björn Bragi Arnarsson 

who is considered handsome.  

 To summarize, it should be noted that after discussing humour and the status of the 

line is immensely difficult to pin down to something constant, we can however take a few 

steps forward. For this study does at least show that there is a line that comedians are very 

much aware of. They do in many ways try to dance on that line and test the waters by crossing 

it. Additionally, there seems to be a gender difference and a clear difference between 

comedians and non-comedians in this respect. Finally, it was also demonstrated that danger 

seems to be in the nature of the comedian, as suspiciously many comedians, big and small, 

Icelandic and foreign, cross the line sometimes in a way that can have a lasting effect on how 

they are perceived, their social status, and public image which can undeniably effect their life 

for an unforeseen time.  
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