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A l f i e  B o w n

H e g e l  t h e  C o m e d ia  n

Or the Wink of St Vitus

Writing in Flüchtlingsgespräche, Berthold Brecht says that Hegel had 
what it takes to be one of the greatest comedians.1 This suggestion 
works in opposition to a whole history of philosophy that has as-
serted Hegel’s status as the philosopher of complete and secure to-

tality, and of seriousness. Typically, Hegel would be one of the last philosophers to 
be associated with anxiety, disorder or comedy and yet Brecht sees his philosophy 
as embodying each of these things, writing:

He was always winking in the same way that others had an insuppressible 
St. Vitus’ dance. His sense of humor was such that he could not think, for 
example, of order without disorder. It was clear to him that in the immediate 
proximity of the greatest order, there was to be found the greatest disorder, 
and he even went so far as saying: in one and the same place!2

Brecht refers here to the St. Vitus dance, a cultural name given to bouts of mania in-
volving infectious erratic dancing and laughter, occurrences of which were record-
ed from the fourteenth to seventeenth centuries. The phenomenon is sometimes 
called choreomania, from the Greek choros, meaning dance, and mania, meaning 
madness. This dancing madness involves being taken over by (usually) temporary 
hysterical laughter, sometimes in large groups. Pieter Breughel the Elder is among 
those to have famously depicted the phenomenon. When it comes to comedy, it 
is tempting to relate the St Vitus dance to Bakhtinian carnival, another kind of 
infectious and “insuppressible” group eruption into comic disorder, or to what 
has sometimes been called “relief theory” or liberation theory in laughter studies. 
On the contrary, I argue here for a Hegelian reading of laughter which counters 
Bakhtinian carnival and ideas of laughter as liberating, assumptions which have 
dominated discussions of comic theory in the fields of both literary studies and 
philosophy. This function of laughter is embodied by Hegel’s wink: a wink carrying 
the insuppressible threat of St Vitus.
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The paper explores laughter as a process involving a kind of paradoxical relation-
ship between order and disorder. As Brecht’s comment suggests, in laughter or-
der and disorder are not only “in closest proximity” but are “in one and the same 
place.” Looking at Hegel’s comments on comedy in the last 50 pages of Aesthetics, 
as well as earlier comments in The Logic, this paper argues for a Hegelian concep-
tion of laughter as a kind of “beginning,” or what would later be termed an “event” 
in the work of Alain Badiou; a moment at which a new “order” emerges and is as-
serted, retroactively changing the past so that it appears as if the new order was 
always-already destined to be.3 Laughter establishes precisely such new realities, I 
will show here, but it also comes with the wink of St Vitus, indicating the precar-
ity of the new orders that it brings into being. Further, the article explores how 
Lacan understood this function of humour via his reading of Hegel and put it to 
work in his lectures to produce new realities in order to force his philosophy into 
being within the room of his seminars. In this paper, then, Lacan is used less as a 
commentator on comedy than as an example of a humorist who embodied a par-
ticularly and peculiarly Hegelian approach to comedy.

Hegel discusses comedy at length, though this part of his oeuvre is often critically 
neglected.4 There is discussion of comedy in several important sections of the Phe-
nomenology, and there is a much more sustained discussion at the end of his last 
work, the posthumously published Aesthetics. Here, Hegel dedicates fifty pages to 
the topic of comedy, yet, due to their critical neglect, these final pages of his life’s 
work seem to recall stories surrounding Aristotle’s lost book on Comedy, the second 
part of the Poetics. Umberto Eco speculates about these lost pages in his 1980 novel 
The Name of the Rose, somewhat comically suggesting that discovery of the text 
would undo the Western traditions of thought that have been set on their course by 
Aristotelian philosophy. Hegel, likewise considered by many to be an embodiment 
of established European rationality, finished his final lecture series with a disrup-
tive and subversive discussion of comedy that has been “lost.” Hegelian comedy—if 
it is recovered—would be equally disruptive of a number of assumptions about He-
gel’s status as the philosopher of secure rationality. It would also counter assump-
tions about laughter’s apolitical and supplementary status, showing laughter to be 
of vital political power and a key feature of philosophical discourse.

Writing in Aesthetics, Hegel discusses the “comic as such,” which can be thought of 
as something like the pure spirit of laughter, often separate from the general things 
which make us laugh. Hegel writes that such laughter:

Implies an infinite light-heartedness and confidence felt by someone raised 
altogether above his own inner contradiction and not bitter or miserable in 
it at all: this is the bliss and ease of a man who, being sure of himself, can 
bear the frustration of his aims and achievements.5

This idea of comedy can be read as being on the side of the subject, and on the side 
of a traditional reading of the Hegelian dialectic and of Hegel’s work as asserting 
totality and completeness. In such a way it could be read as asserting that laughter 
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helps the subject overcome its contradiction and progress in some way: there is 
first the subject, then the subject threatened by “its own inner contradiction,” and 
finally the subject “raised above” this problem via comedy. Yet this reading is in-
sufficient, and the flicker of St Vitus is visible in Hegel’s eye, since he is clear that 
the process has to do not only with the development of a pre-existing contradic-
tion into a total and secure conclusion (as in the clichéd thesis-antithesis-synthesis 
reading of Hegel) but with the absolute destruction of what has gone before in the 
emergence of something new, even if the new also, paradoxically, emerges out of 
the old in its very destruction or undoing.

Hegel returns to the definition of the comic as such and stresses the radically de-
structive function of the laughter it involves. For Hegel, such comedy occurs:

When what has no substance in itself has destroyed its show of existence by 
its own agency, [and] the individual makes himself master of this dissolu-
tion and remains undisturbed in himself and at ease.6

For Hegel, a moment of pure comedy destroys something which “has no substance in 
itself” and only ever had “a show of existence.” In its place, something new emerges. 
This new thing may be thought of as “truth,” as if comedy abolishes appearance and 
reveals “true reality” underneath apparent fictions (something laughter studies and 
general discussion of laughter have often claimed).7 Something is destroyed and 
“dissolved” which is shown never to have had any substance but to have been in 
the order of appearance only. This is an old tradition and one can think of any co-
median revealing the fallacy of an eminent performer and showing the harsh and 
inadequate material reality underneath the show of appearance: Plautus’s Miles 
Gloriosus, Shakespeare’s Falstaff, Mel Brooks’s Hitler. This is a precursor to what 
Freud would call “unmasking,” a comic moment when “such and such a person, who 
is admired as a demigod, is after all only human like you and me.”8 Kant could also 
be thought of as philosophizing laughter in a comparable way when he comments 
that “laughter is an affection arising from the sudden transformation of a strained 
expectation into nothing.”9 Such ideas, also a kind of “relief theory” see laughter as 
the transformation of an (apparent) something into nothing. The confusing differ-
ence is that in Hegel’s conception of the comic this is carried out by the individual’s 
own agency and the individual is able to emerge in a new form as the master of the 
situation, making laughter at least as creative as it is destructive, at least as much 
the production of something as the dissolution of something.

As such, the key to the complexity of Hegel’s argument is found in another im-
plication: that which is produced appears to have always-already existed; rather 
than appearing new, it seems to “remain” and to be “undisturbed,” even though it 
has been produced anew in the moment of comedy. In other words, this laughter 
doesn’t so much reveal the truth as produce it as preexistent. We might say that 
this type of laughter finishes something and starts something new, but that which 
it starts appears to have pre-existed, it “remains undisturbed” and “persists self-
assured.” Hegel implies that true comedy is not about dismantling appearance and 
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revealing underlying truths but that comedy functions in the service of producing 
truth itself. Perhaps we can hypothesize that comedy turns existing truths into 
mere appearance and creates new truths which appear grounded in more than ap-
pearance, as indeed truth always appears to be. I will try to bear out this hypoth-
esis in what follows.

Rather than the Aesthetics, where Hegel discussed comedy directly, Brecht singles 
out The Science of Logic as the most comical of Hegel’s works. In that text Hegel 
explores the idea of a “beginning,” questioning how order comes into being. For 
Brecht:

His book “The Greater Logic” … is one of the great comic works of world 
literature. It is about the mode of a life of concepts, those slippery, unstable, 
unaccountable existences; how they insult each other and fight with knives, 
and then sit down to dinner together as if nothing had happened. They ap-
pear, so to speak, in pairs, each is married to its opposite … What order 
declares is immediately denied, in one and the same breath if possible, by 
disorder, its inseparable partner.10

But, how is it exactly that, in the Hegelian schema, order and disorder can be mar-
ried and sit down to dinner? To approach an answer to this we need an understand-
ing of Hegel’s conception of beginning, which is also developed in The Science of 
Logic. Viewing laughter through the idea of beginning can lead to an understand-
ing of his conception of pure comedy in which order and disorder are simultane-
ously and dialectically present. For Hegel, when something begins it is established 
and presented as inevitable and secure, yet also threatened by a kind of infinite 
anxiety. As in Brecht’s comment, Hegel explores how order is produced through a 
paradoxical relationship with itself. He writes:

There is nothing in heaven or nature or spirit or anywhere else that does not 
contain just as much immediacy as mediation, so that both these determina-
tions prove to be unseparated and inseparable and the opposition between 
them nothing real.11

Everything which appears immediate contains just as much mediation, and vice 
versa, anticipating a Freudian concept of the unconscious. Hegel considers these 
two things, mediation on the one hand and immediacy on the other, which have 
characterized all prior theorizations of the beginning, to be inseparable, although 
equally importantly, something falsely or apparently separates them. This process 
which divides the two is close to what we can think of as the beginning in Hegel’s 
work. For Hegel we can say that the beginning does not exist at the beginning, but 
rather, the beginning is, in Hegel’s own words, “to be made” by this division.12  At 
the beginning there is a divider, something which precedes immediacy and me-
diation, cause and effect, which separates the two, producing them in relation to 
each other. The moment of laughter can be seen as such a divider, a rupture that 
produces both cause and effect, which determines both the object of laughter and 
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the subject laughing. It is this unsecuring sense of how truth and identity come 
into being which Brecht found so humorous in Hegel and called “those slippery, 
unstable, unaccountable existences [that] insult each other and fight with knives, 
and then sit down to dinner together as if nothing had happened.”

A whole history of laughter studies has focused on the causes of laughter, seeing it 
as purely the effect of something else, while more recent work such as that of Anca 
Parvulescu has begun to discuss its effects and what can be caused by laughter.13 In 
this conception of laughter via Hegel, laughter is conceived of as neither cause nor 
as effect but as a rupture which constitutes both. In his book Event, Slavoj Žižek de-
fines the event as “the effect that seems to exceed its causes.”14 An event is that which 
exceeds its causes, so that whilst it has political stimuli, it also establishes new 
causes for itself, its effects retroactively re-structuring the past into a new structure 
and bringing us within this re-ordered world, whether we like it or not. Laughter, 
conceived as Hegelian beginning, is exactly such an event. It brings the subjects 
involved (those telling the jokes, those laughing, and those targeted) into new ideo-
logical structures which are produced, entrenched, naturalized and enforced by 
the process of laughter, with the laugh itself (considered only as effect) appearing to 
serve as evidence of the existence of what caused it. Instead, laughter is both cause 
and effect, as well as a force that falsely divides the two. It is a true Hegelian begin-
ning, which has three constituent parts that cannot exist save in relation to each 
other. The political effects of seeing laughter in this way are significant. Rather 
than an effect of or response to existing political discourses, laughter must be seen 
as a more active participant in the establishment of and resistance to political reali-
ties. Since such comic processes produce political reality, establishing order, they 
also leave that political reality precarious and open to being reproduced again. In 
other words, such laughter is order and disorder “in one and the same place.”

Whilst for Brecht it is Hegel’s Logic which holds within it the greatest humour, for 
Lacan it is the Phenomenology that is “hysterically funny.” As if frustrated with his 
students’ failure to pick upon his suggestive comments about the humour of Hegel, 
in Seminar XVII Lacan notes that “it has no kind of effect […] if I say to you that The 
Phenomenology of Spirit is hysterically funny. And yet, this is what it is.”15 Pointing 
to a lack of attention to Hegel’s humour, Lacan hides his insight in a throwaway 
comment, himself making a joke by offering his audience the chance to ignore him 
and misread Hegel. “Hysterically funny” means not just very funny but that He-
gel’s comedy must be thought of in terms of the “discourse of the hysteric,” some-
thing he suggested some weeks earlier in the seminar. For Lacan, Hegel’s discourse 
goes against the history of philosophy, which has been nothing but “a fascinating 
enterprise for the master’s benefit.” On the contrary, with Hegel’s “outrageous ab-
solute knowledge,” we confront the fact that “what leads to knowledge […] is the 
hysteric’s discourse” (S17, 23). The hysteric’s discourse is a constantly questioning 
and never fixed sense of knowledge. As the servant to many masters, the hysteric 
suggests knowledge on the precipice, always capable of collapsing and being re-
placed by another. The St Vitus dance is also “hysterical,” both in terms of humour, 
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and in terms of the hysteric’s discourse in a strictly psychoanalytic sense. For La-
can, Hegel counters the idea that knowledge is fixed (and the fixity, or ossification, 
of this very idea) with the fact that knowledge is always new. Truths are produced, 
rather than being perceptions of what is “already there.”

While we talk of “discovering” the truth, particularly in scientific discourse, Lacan 
re-formulates the idea of discovery in Seminar XI to argue that “the discovery is of a 
strange temporality.”16 Recalling Freudian nachträglichkeit, Lacan shows that the dis-
covery of something also brings it into being in a new form. This production of truths 
found in Hegel is, for Lacan, “hysterically funny,” with the pun fully intended. It is 
funny because it shows how humour itself functions like a beginning or discovery, 
appearing to be a blast of clarifying “unmasking” which renders what previously 
appeared true to be mere illusion and establishes a new truth in its place, just like 
the hysteric in its relationship to its masters. Any classic example of unmasking 
laughter will serve the argument well: laughter issued at the pompous king is of-
ten thought to shatter the illusion (his performance of superiority) and reveal the 
truth (the common humanity of us all). On the contrary, it abolishes one truth 
(traditional hierarchy) only to replace it with another (equality in the eyes of God). 
Via laughter, a new master is established, making laughter a truly hysterical affect.

Freud did not consider himself much indebted to Hegel and it is Lacan who brings 
Hegel into psychoanalytic discourse. In Seminar XVII, Lacan criticizes traditional 
philosophy and makes Hegel the absolute antithesis of this, calling him the “anti-
philosopher” (23). Influenced by Kojève’s lectures on Hegel that he attended in the 
1930s,17 Lacan criticizes ideas of the ego-as-origin which characterize the psychoa-
nalysis of Anna Freud and other Freudian schools. Distancing himself from these 
schools, Lacan writes that “one should not imagine that [psychoanalysis] is some-
thing that would be the discovery of being or of the soul.”18 Lacan, like Hegel, asks 
not what the origin of the subject is but rather how we are formed as subjects who 
see ourselves as originary. Ian Parker and David Pavon-Cuellar explain that “Laca-
nian discourse analysis” is an attempt to move away from models which “attempt 
to go back to some reality that was expressed, represented or reflected in discourse” 
and instead place the emphasis on “the reality of discourse itself,” not just linguis-
tics but the way in which real subjects are produced and constructed within those 
languages.19 Lacan’s comment about Hegel’s humour is no throw-away remark but 
a central point of Seminar XVII to which he repeatedly returns.

All the way through—take as an example what Hegel is able to say about 
culture—the most pertinent remarks concerning the play of events and ex-
ercises of wit abound. I repeat, there is nothing more amusing. (171)

Lacan stresses that reason, the very thing affirmed by traditional readings of Hegel, 
operates in his work as a cunning trick: “the cunning of reason is, he tells us, what 
directed the entire game.” “However,” writes Lacan, “the high point of this cunning 
is not where one thinks it is. It is the cunning of reason, no doubt, but one has to 
recognize the cunning of the reasoned and take one’s hat off to him.” Lacan then re-
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fers to the “extraordinarily dirty trick of The Phenomenology of Spirit” arguing that 
Hegel’s question “which is truth?” and “what brings him into play?” are humor-
ous ones (171). Such humour—like Lacanian psychoanalysis itself—would operate 
against the discovery of the soul, working not to unmask what is already there but 
to reveal the cunning trick by which we emerge as subjects who see themselves as 
originary or who believe in the existence of a soul-like quality to our subjectivity. 
Lacan’s insistence that this element of Hegel’s project should be seen as hysterically 
funny indicates that the process described by Hegel is close to the heart of humour 
itself. We can put the hypothesis in the terms discussed above: laughter, while ap-
pearing to unmask the truth behind illusion and show what the subject really is, 
is in fact a process which involves bringing the subject into being while tricking it 
into thinking it existed to be unmasked.

Lacan’s own use of light humour in his seminars is an interesting case study of the 
function of such humour. Lacan’s humour has rarely been mentioned (except per-
haps by those such as Noam Chomsky, who mindlessly labelled Lacan an arrogant 
charlatan). Like most jokes, they are usually seen as a light aside to the serious de-
velopment of his arguments. On the contrary, his use of jokes supplies illustration 
of how Lacan understood the function of humour itself. From a certain perspective 
the jokes may seem arrogance, since he uses them to prove himself right, but in do-
ing so he shows how ideologically powerful jokes can be. In short, Lacan’s own use 
of light humour shows how the joke can establish an argument as a truth. One ex-
ample is a humorous gambit aimed at his contemporary writer Marie-Claire Boons:

Marie-Claire Boons would even give us to understand that […] in some way 
psychoanalysis frees us from the law.

Fat chance. I am well aware that this is the register in which a libertarian 
hook attaches itself to psychoanalysis. […] The father’s death […] does not 
seem to me to be of a kind to liberate us from it, far from it. (S17, 119)

Lacan stresses that psychoanalysis, from Freud’s own work to his own, should not 
be thought of as on the side of liberation. Rather, its interest is in the always struc-
tured movement from one “discourse” to another, with the production of new sub-
jects and discourses out of and in place of old ones. The joke in the above quotation 
turns on the phrase “fat chance,” takes as its target the idea that “psychoanalysis 
frees us from the law.” As such, by mocking the idea of liberation, it also targets 
the idea that humour operates as a “liberating release,” which is often considered 
to characterize Freud’s own theory of humour in Jokes and their Relation to the Un-
conscious. His conception of humour via Hegel reflects this primary interest of his 
work, stressing a laughter that is not so much on the side of liberation—as Freudian 
relief theory and Bakhtinian carnival have often been considered—but involved in 
the process of moving from one structure to another. Lacan uses this small joke to 
make a certain event-like movement happen in the very text of his seminar. The 
laughter (albeit brief) that we might assume accompanied this phrase “fat chance” 
in the lecture theatre full of Lacan fanatics, is itself an evental change; it turns 
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a reading of psychoanalysis (that of Marie-Claire Boons, who thought that psy-
choanalysis may liberate us from the law) into a past that is now laughed at and 
shown to have only ever had “a show of existence,” to borrow Hegel’s language 
from above. In relation to this past, a new present is established in which it is made 
clear that psychoanalysis is “far from” liberating. The process therefore establishes 
a new present in relation to this equally new past, both of which emerge as the joke 
is made. The joke has the three-part structure of a Hegelian beginning.

Another way of putting this might be to say that Lacanian psychoanalysis (like 
laughter) is not about truths but about myths or the truth of myth; it does not reveal 
the “truth” but shows us the truth of discourse itself. Lacan makes more jokes to 
hammer home this point:

Bullshitting, as I have always said, is truth. They are identical. […] Why 
is this privilege given to myth in psychoanalysis? […] Claude Levi-Strauss 
states the complete myth of Oedipus [but] one can see that it concerns some-
thing quite different from whether or not one is going to fuck one’s mummy. 
(S17, 111)

This observation is not simply grounded in the argument made by many post-
Freudians that the Oedipus myth is not to be taken literally but metaphorically. 
Rather than being a myth which shows us something true, as metaphor can func-
tion, it is the mythic status of Oedipus which makes it important. Here, the joke 
about fucking one’s mummy actually enacts what Lacan describes. The joke shows 
that we are wrong to see psychoanalysis as something which reaches back into 
childhood to find “truths,” indicating instead that it is the myths we tell ourselves 
(about childhood for example) which are important. These myths, in being shown 
for the myths that they are (or shown to be a kind of true “bullshit” which governs 
subjectivity) are revealed to have never had anything but a “show of existence,” to 
borrow Hegel’s phrase once more, and a new truth is erected in its place, which 
then seems to have always been the truth waiting to be revealed (“unmasked”) by 
the abolishment of myth.

Which truth is demoted to the status of myth here? It is the myth that fucking our 
mothers is at the root of psychoanalysis, a former psychoanalytic truth. Yet the joke 
doesn’t reveal essential truth (what psychoanalysis is really about), but it produces 
new truth in place of the old myth. This new equally mythic truth appears true by 
virtue of its comparison with the old and now abolished myth. Thus Lacan is able 
to defend Freud, to get him off the hook, and re-establish his theory as a new truth: 
from this joke on, psychoanalysis was never just about “fucking one’s mummy,” and 
Freud always meant something quite different. It is the same “dirty trick” played 
by Hegel’s Phenomenology and which Lacan found so humorous. Now playing this 
dirty trick on his seminar audience, Lacan shows that laughter functions to turn 
established truths into appearance and establish new truths its place. Psychoanaly-
sis itself can be said to function comparably.
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As a final example, we can consider one of Lacan’s best comic moment from Semi-
nar XI, in which he uses a humorous story about an encounter with a sardine can 
in order to explain the function of the gaze. Joan Copjec noted that the humour de-
ployed by Lacan in this famous instance should be thought of in relation to Hegel.

Lacan tells his tale of the relation of the subject to its world in the form of a 
humorously recondite story about a sardine can. The story is told as a kind of 
mock Hegelian epic, a send up of the broadly expansive Hegelian epic form 
by a deliberately “little story” that takes place in a “small boat” in a “small 
port” and includes a single named character, “Petit Jean.”20

This little story is about the gaze—not my topic here—but it is also about humour.  In 
the tale, the young man, Petit-Jean, points to a sardine can floating in the ocean and 
comments to Lacan (himself a character in the story) “You see that can? Do you see 
it? Well, it doesn’t see you!” For Lacan the theorist, the non-reciprocity between the 
subject and the sardine can illustrates a Lacanian theory of the gaze, but for Lacan 
the character in the story, what is most disconcerting is that while Petit-Jean finds 
his own comment “highly amusing,” he had not. “Why did I find it less amusing 
than he?” asks Lacan, “it’s an interesting question.” The answer he gives is that the 
moment of exclusion from the humour makes it visible that the middle class Lacan 
had no place in the picture of working life in which he finds himself, but the fur-
ther implication is that the laughter establishes a new reality to the scene in which 
the little story is set. After the laugh, the scene is rendered in a different light, 
with even its history constructed anew. Again, laughter is conceived as an eventual 
force that moves the subjects involved into a new structural reality. Recognizing 
this power of laughter is a prerequisite to being able to use it to create such a shift 
in the examples discussed above.

One of the most interesting comments Lacan made about laughter is the sugges-
tion in Television that laughter may oppose capitalism. Here Lacan says, “the more 
saints, the more laughter; that’s my principle, to wit, the way out of capitalist dis-
course—which will not constitute progress, if it happens only for some.”21 The pos-
sibility of Lacanian laughter working against capitalism has been brilliantly ex-
plored by Samo Tomšič:

The association of laughter with the exit from capitalism is another surre-
alist moment in the citation from Lacan’s Television. Laughter as a weapon 
against capitalism seems to suggest that capitalism might be structured like 
a joke, and the envisioned universalisation of laughter—“the more saints the 
more laughter”—would mean the downfall of capitalism. Should psychoa-
nalysis teach us how finally to laugh at capitalism?22

For Tomšič, laughter, as something which reveals the structure of capitalism, might 
cause its very downfall. Such an argument is comparable with the one I’ve made 
here, that laughter has the power to change the structure of a discourse and inau-
gurate new realities. Yet, Tomšič’s insight provides another important dimension. 
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Laughter is not just any event, but a particular kind of event or movement which 
makes something structural visible to us. We can have many masters, and many 
beginnings, while still within the capitalist discourse and framework, but what 
makes laughter different is that it makes such structures visible to us, undermining 
their claim to inevitability. Speaking of Hegel and of Derrida on Hegel, Jean-Luc 
Nancy—perhaps an unusual writer to evoke here—puts it nicely when he writes 
of laughter that “what makes sense about meaning is that it senses itself making 
sense.”23 If we can say that laughter is a beginning, or an event, that exceeds its 
causes and produces something which it appears to reflect, then what is specific 
about laughter is that it senses its role in the production of a cause which seems 
to have pre-existed, rather than believing in itself as an effect of already-existing 
objects, identities and subject-positions. Laughter, with all its anxieties, knows that 
what it brings into being is completely unsecured and always potentially subject 
to complete change. It could function not only like the hysteric’s discourse, but to 
change the structure of the discourse itself. In such a way, this Hegelian laughter 
could be the opponent of capitalism. Like Hegel’s philosophy, capitalism often pre-
sents itself as inevitable and secure totality, but if it is structured like a joke, and if 
jokes produce rather than reveals truths, then capitalism is shown to be based on 
the kind of dirty cunning trickery found in the Phenomenology.

Describing Hegel as the most anxious of men, his student Heinrich Heine makes 
the following comment which chimes with that of Brecht many years later:

I often saw how he anxiously looked around, fearing that people would un-
derstand him. He liked me a lot since he was certain I wouldn’t betray him; 
I even thought at the time that he was servile. When I was once uneasy 
about the saying ‘all that is, is rational,’ he smiled in a peculiar way and 
remarked: ‘This could also read “all that is rational must be.”’ He quickly 
looked around, but soon calmed down.24

As Mladen Dolar has written, the passage depicts Hegel as “someone who must 
constantly attempt to hide his subversive underside.”25 This subversive underside, 
this article has proposed, is to do with laughter. In Heine’s account, Hegel’s man-
ner is uneasy and anxious because he fears being understood, seemingly on this 
particular tricky point. Speaking privately to Heine, Hegel allegedly suggests an 
alternate reading of the famous proposition “all that is, is rational”; whilst the first 
phrase implies that being is inherently rational, the alternative suggests that this 
is because rationality itself demands to be. Hegel sees, in the very act of mak-
ing rationality inevitable, the strange and powerful way in which rationality de-
mands to be inevitable, and makes itself so, thus performatively undoing the very 
chain of causality and inevitability traditionally thought to bind the rational itself. 
This paradoxical move is the true St Vitus’ dance in Hegel’s viewpoint, and makes 
its destabilizing presence felt in what Brecht called his wink, and in what Heine 
called his “peculiar smile”—embodied, even unconscious gestures which constantly 
threaten to undo themselves in the very act of doing.
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Whilst it was Georges Bataille who wrote “my philosophy is a philosophy of laugh-
ter” and Hegel would never have described his own work in this way, it is in fact 
Hegel—the philosopher of rationality—whose work threatens the very logic of the 
order it also establishes.26 Whilst Bataille saw laughter as “non-knowledge” or anti-
knowledge, humour in Hegel’s philosophy—and here he might be heard to have 
the last laugh—is both knowledge and non-knowledge, both philosophy and anti-
philosophy at once, “in one and the same place!” The peculiar role of comedy in his 
work is not found in its association with any liberation from the law, but rather in 
making visible a process by which a new structural reality comes into being. The 
wink of St Vitus, barely concealed in Hegel’s work, is the indicator that such a real-
ity could collapse just as easily as it emerged.
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