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If it is true that humour cannot escape the realm of ridicule and is inextricably connected with the possible reduction of everything good and proper to laughter, then there exists only one hypothetical possibility for the total non-offensiveness of humour. Since even the ridicule of intolerance is still a sign of the joker’s implicit bias, it then seems that the only truly ethical humour is the one that turns on itself. This does not mean, however, that ethical humour consists of mocking ridicule itself, of some kind of a meta-ridicule. Rather, the least ethically questionable humour is the one which assumes that the object and the subject of ridicule are one and the same, that is, self-deprecating humour. Using Nikolai Gogol’s assertion that self-deprecating humour is "born of love for man" as its starting premise, this paper will explore a number of issues connected with the ethics of humour, from Kierkegaard’s juxtaposition of irony and humour as liminal phenomena separating the aesthetic, the ethical, and the religious to the question of the relationship between the ability to create self-deprecating humour and a sense of humour itself. The conclusion will address some of the dangers of the assumption that self-deprecating humour is fundamentally ethical. Whereas humour’s inherent subversion of narrative authority is a welcome respite for all those observers who might otherwise feel too defensive to laugh, one cannot afford to ignore the prospect that self-deprecating humour eventually deteriorates into a vehicle of self-disparagement and so, instead of helping the receivers in their confidence, alienates them from the conveyor of such humour. Insofar as self-deprecating humour may serve to alleviate the pragmatic and ethical challenges connected with humour in general, it may, at the same time, lead to the critical dismissal of humour as a means of expression. 

