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Bownôs Post-Comedy is a short but dense volume that offers a profoundly detailed analysis of 

how comedy once functioned as a shared form of social relief and communal bonding, but has 

since become fraught with tension, division, and anxiety. The book begins with an important 

and thought-provoking, yet honest, consideration. As Bown (p. 2) states: 

Joking together ï and with and at each other ï was once a key part of public life, which allowed a 

ócommonsô to exist and universal solidarity to emerge, but now, ï with the privatization and 

commodification of every space ï no such public exists, and no such laughter takes place. This kind 

of comedy that dominates in its place is not universalist ribbing but self-congratulatory and smug 

satire and critic. 

 

Drawing on Foxôs (2023) definition of ñpost-comedyò, Bown defines this new scenario as a 

ñpost-comedy worldò (p. 2). Post-comedy, he argues, circulates through new channels such as 

social-media reels (e.g., TikTok) as well as private forms on personal devices, which replace the 

common spaces comedy once occupied. His view that comedy has become a product of the 

market is demonstrated by the fact that the positions of famous comics such as Acaster and 

Gervais are reinforced by high ticket sales for their live shows and high viewing rates on Netflix. 

Building on Foxôs ideas, Bown claims that the political stance of each comedian is 

supported by their viewing audience. The aim, however, is no longer simply to provoke laughter 

but to teach, which is why he describes this new form of humour as ñdidactic humourò. In other 

words, the joke becomes an instrument of ideological polarisation: one way or another, the 

laughter it elicits reflects the ideology behind the joke itself (p. 16). 

This argument is further expounded in the section titled ñDidactic and retroactive laughterò, 

which sheds light on the relativity of carnival meanings associated with comedy, humour, and 

laughter. This leads into Bownôs discussion of ñThe form of jokesò, which questions whether 

jokes can be inherently racist or anti-racist, a problem that has preoccupied thinkers such as 

Critchley (2002) and McGowan (2022), the latter drawing on Kant (2000). Bown dissects their 

discussion of famous jokes to demonstrate that, rather than trying to determine whether a joke 

is inherently racist, we can conclude that a racist joke becomes anti-racist the moment it exposes 

its own weak reasoning. It is our task, he suggests, to recognise this weakness to grasp the 

fundamental anti-racism within it (p. 30). 

In the subsequent section, ñDespicable jokes and the ideology of exceptionò, Bown 

explains how jokes that appear profoundly racist against transgender people or ñthe Otherò (for 

instance, those contrasting Chinese and Korean identities) still contain a sense of inclusion. They 

become something audiences can collectively laugh at, even while avoiding repeating them 

because targeting minorities or specific communities reinforces what he calls ñthe ideology of 

exceptionò, that is, the belief that these groups are somehow separate from the majority and thus 

exceptions rather than integral parts of our shared community. 

Furthermore, Bown discusses the connection between laughter and anxiety from both 

philosophical and psychological perspectives. Drawing on thinkers such as Freud (2001) and 




