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Jokes and Their Relation to the (Un)Apology
Abstract

“The persecuted one cannot defend himself by language, for the persecution is a disqualification of the apology.”
~Emmanuel Levinas, Otherwise than Being

What does a joke do? What does an apology do? What is the relation between the two?
On 28 July 2017, President Donald Trump spoke before a crowd of police and seemed to remark that forms of detainee care should be dropped and police should do less to protect those they arrest. He appeared to be advocating for a heightened disregard for those taken into police custody. Two days later, White House press secretary Sarah Huckabee Sanders responded to questions regarding the President’s implications by stating, “I believe he was making a joke at the time.” Earlier this year, comedian Kathy Griffin posed for a series of photographs in which she held aloft a decapitated and bloodied effigy of President Trump’s head. Immediately after the images were released, Griffin was excoriated for this public display, and within days she posted an apology via Instagram, stating, “I’m a comic…. I cross the line. I move the line, then I cross it. I went way too far…. I beg for your forgiveness.” In this paper, I compare these two incidents where offending, joking, apologizing, and caring intersect to highlight the exposure invoked by both joking and apologizing, the exposure Levinas links throughout Otherwise than Being to the “absolute passivity beneath the neutrality of things [that] takes on the form of incarnation, corporeality—susceptibility to pain, outrage, unhappiness. [That] bears in its susceptibility the trace of this hither side of things, as the responsibility…for the very persecution it suffers.” (197)
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