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            Introduction

         
         I officially started working for Fox News in May 2015: about six months after my mom died, three months after my grandma died,
            and a few days after the guy who I’d thought I was going to marry broke up with me in front of my father at Coney Island.
         

         
         Then, that June, as I was leaving my apartment in Bushwick, Brooklyn, to go film my first man-on-the-street comedy video for
            The Greg Gutfeld Show, my dad called to tell me that he had found our family dog, a miniature poodle named Axel, suddenly and unexpectedly dead
            in a puddle of his own blood-vomit on the kitchen floor that morning.
         

         
         I cried, of course. I kept crying as I sat on the train on my way to the city to be silly on camera. It was something about
            millennials and social media, the first of many man-on-the-street videos that I’d do in Times Square with Joanne Nosuchinsky,
            who was on the show with me before Tyrus. I think it’s still on YouTube.
         

         
         When I’ve told people about this time in my life, the most common response has been to ask me how I was able to do it. How
            could I have managed this job, where I was being paid to make people laugh, at the exact same time that my own life was so
            depressing?
         

         
         But everyone who has ever asked me that question has had it backward. Because, for me, the opposite was true:

         
         It wasn’t that I was able to manage doing comedy despite my misery—it was that I was able to manage my misery because I was doing comedy.
         

         
         Believe it or not, I wasn’t able to get through that time because I just didn’t really care that much about my mom or my grandma
            or my dog or my paralyzing loneliness. Of course I did, it was some serious shit—which is exactly why it is the kind of shit
            that all of us need to talk about less seriously.
         

         
         So much of the way we talk about sensitive subjects is wrong. We’ve created the wrong rules. We purposely misread each other.
            We create unnecessary conflicts when we should feel like we’re all in this together.
         

         
         When someone says, “You can’t joke about that,” what they really mean is “this is a subject that makes people sad or angry.”
            This is a book about why those subjects are actually the most important to joke about—not just for me, but for all of us.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
Discovering the Power of Comedy

         
         I really got into performing stand-up comedy when I was living in Los Angeles after college. I’d done it maybe once or twice
            before that, but I didn’t really dive into it until I needed it.
         

         
         Let me explain what I mean when I say I needed to do stand-up.
         

         
         After graduation, I wasn’t like every other aimless idiot out there. I had a plan.

         
         The problem? Seeing as I was twenty-one years old, I still was an idiot—and, although I may not have been an aimless one, the plan that I’d come up with just may have been one of the dumbest
            plans in history.
         

         
         See, I had a summer internship at Fox News’ Los Angeles bureau that lasted two and a half months. I had secured a housing
            stipend for that internship, which lasted two months. I had also been accepted into the Columbia University School of Journalism
            and was already enrolled for the fall 2010 semester.
         

         
         So, this was the plan: First, I was going to use the housing stipend for two months to rent a room I found on Craigslist, where I’d sleep on a Coleman blow-up mattress (and be too socially terrified to ever interact with my medical-student roommates, requiring me to be very strategic about when I’d make myself my Cup O’ Noodles for dinner in the kitchen). Then, during the final two weeks of the internship, after my housing stipend ran out, I would live with my college boyfriend of three years, who had gotten a job in Los Angeles in his studio apartment. Then we would break up, and I would move to New York City alone and go to Columbia. 

         
         Yeah. We planned to live together for exactly two weeks ahead of a planned breakup, and then I would leave straight from that
            apartment and move to the other side of the country by myself.
         

         
         I’m sure I’m not spoiling anything when I tell you that things didn’t work out that way. The plan was really stupid, so I’m sure you already figured that out on your own. (What you might not have figured, though, is that College
            Boyfriend is now one of my best friends, and was one of just thirty guests at my wedding to someone else.)
         

         
         Anyway, after I was already enrolled in Columbia—and less than a month before the start of classes—I decided that there was
            no way in hell that I could ever afford to pay back an $80,000 loan on an entry-level journalist’s salary. So, even though
            attending that exact school had always been my dream, and it was very painful to do so, I unenrolled.
         

         
         I decided to, instead, keep working at Boston Market, where I’d already been employed as a cashier to make some extra money
            during the internship. That was one hell of a job. Part of it was cleaning the bathroom at night, and man, do people treat bathrooms differently when they know that they won’t have to be the ones to clean them. Some of my coworkers
            would routinely come to work rolling on ecstasy, and I’ll never forget the time that one of them forgot to cut up the chicken
            for the next day’s shift. I had to spend that entire next day explaining that, although I was aware that “this is Boston Market,” we did not have any chicken. Might I interest you in some meat loaf or turkey instead? To be fair, some of those guys were also very fun to play beer pong with and equally kind about letting me stay on their couch
            when I needed to. Still, I started looking for higher-paying work as a waitress, as well as another internship where I could
            keep learning broadcasting skills when the Fox one was over.
         

         
         That summer, I was technically an intern for Fox Business Network—but I had also been completely obnoxious about meeting as
            many people as I could, and trying to learn as much as possible from all of them. At one point, I had gone into the radio
            office and asked the women working there if they had a phone charger, and when they said yes, I followed up by asking them
            if they could also teach me how to do radio. When I did, they stared blankly at me, and then at each other—because, as they’d
            explain to me later, no intern had ever actually gone in there and talked to them before. (They would also leave food for
            me at my desk. Both of them are still my friends to this day. One of them was also at my thirty-guest wedding.)
         

         
         Anyway, I had made it awkward, but it paid off! They helped me out, and got me an internship at KFI Radio in Burbank, which
            would eventually lead to my first real broadcasting job as a traffic producer and reporter.
         

         
         Throughout all of this, I was still living with the boyfriend. We had even graduated from sharing a pool raft that would deflate throughout the night to a real bed that he had bought. Sure, we were fighting a lot. The space was small, and I was feeling really alone, and he was feeling the pressure of being my entire support system. So, when he stopped inside a pet store to try to sell insurance to them (that’s what he was doing for work) and saw that they were giving away a random stray kitten that the owners of the store had found alone by a dumpster on the property, he grabbed the little guy and brought him home for me as a surprise. He was in terrible shape: underweight, malnourished, and suffering from a virus and worms. The vet would later tell me that the only reason a six-week-old kitten would be left alone by his mother would be that he was so sick and weak that he was slowing down the hunt for the rest of the pack. I loved him immediately. I decided in that moment that, no matter what it was, the two of us would get through it together. I named him “Sgt. Pepper,” which would eventually morph into “Pepper,” which would eventually morph into “Pepperoncini Pepper,” which we would eventually shorten to “Cheens,” which stuck. 

         
         After about six months, though, the boyfriend’s mom told him that she didn’t want us living together because we were too young,
            and convinced him to move in with some of their family in the area without me after he decided to quit his job. In his defense,
            I had moved in with him completely nonconsensually in the first place by just not going anywhere after I decided to not go
            to Columbia. I also couldn’t afford pretty much anything, and most of that burden was falling on him unexpectedly, too.
         

         
         I got a horrible apartment in a horrible neighborhood where I had no Internet, TV, or lobby. The water frequently went out
            without warning, and you could easily break into the main entrance using a credit card. Then, the boyfriend ended our nearly
            four-year relationship via text. After I got that text, I demanded that we talk in person. So I drove to his brother’s house—I
            had since gotten a car—where he was hanging out. We sat in his car outside of his brother’s building, and, despite my pathetic,
            tearful pleas, he just broke up with me more. I will never forget this: him in the driver’s seat, me next to him in the passenger’s seat, and him telling me, “You don’t know anyone else here. Maybe you should just move back home.” I then drove to my diner job, where I couldn’t stop sobbing during my entire waitressing shift—leaving me no choice but to explain to customers what had just happened. (The plus side? It was the most I’d ever make in tips.) 

         
         Him telling me to move home strengthened my determination to absolutely not do that, but at the same time, he was right about one thing: Other than a few restaurant acquaintances, those radio girls that I had just met, a girl that I had
            only sort of known from college, and another girl who was the sister of a friend of mine from middle school, I didn’t know anyone else. I didn’t really have anyone. I didn’t really have much of anything at all.
         

         
         So, in my mind, there was only one thing to do: Go to open mics and tell jokes about my dumpster-fire life onstage. Everything
            was awful, but I’ll never forget how great it felt to turn my pain into jokes that made me—and other people—laugh about all
            of it. During the loneliest time of my life, comedy became my means of connection. It was my one refuge from hopelessness,
            the only thing that gave me power over the things that were making me feel so powerless.
         

         
         And I absolutely had felt powerless. Powerless, lonely, and unbelievably exhausted. For a while, my schedule was grueling: I’d get up at 4 a.m.
            to drive from that trash apartment in Long Beach to the Fullerton Airport, where I’d report on the traffic from a helicopter
            until 9 a.m. Then I’d drive straight from there to KFI in Burbank for my internship, then from there to my closing shift at
            a Sherman Oaks diner that ended around 11 p.m. before finally driving the hour home to my apartment, where I’d pass out on
            a yoga mat. (The ex-boyfriend had taken the bed that he’d been letting me use after we broke up.)
         

         
         But the nights that I didn’t work at the diner? I’d be out performing stand-up comedy. It’s what kept me going, because I didn’t feel powerless or lonely when the audience was laughing along with me. I eventually replaced my diner job with a job at a California Pizza Kitchen much closer to my apartment, which allowed me to get a little more sleep sometimes. To be clear, the “little more sleep” was hardly a match for everything else I was up against: I will never forget, for example, the time I got scabies (probably from the bus) the same week that Cheens got fleas. No one should ever be that itchy. I lost my traffic reporting job, my car, and eventually—actually, the same week as the scabies and the fleas—my apartment, forcing me to move in with this Colombian bartender guy and his family. I had sort of been seeing him from the California Pizza Kitchen job. He was a hot, stupid, tattoo-covered “recovering” heroin addict—I say “recovering” because I’d eventually discover that he was still totally abusing his Suboxone—and there were many difficult conversations involving me having to explain to him that, just because I lived with him at his family’s house, that did not mean that we were boyfriend and girlfriend. No, no matter how many (I would eventually find out, stolen) bracelets he gifted
            me. The entire arrangement was a total disaster, except for the fact that it was the only time I was ever really fluent in
            Spanish. (It was an immersive experience that allowed me to strengthen the skills I had learned as a Spanish literature minor,
            similar, I’m sure, to what those other Hillsdale College kids must have gotten by spending a semester studying in Barcelona.)
         

         
         Anyway, I recently found an old video of me performing a stand-up set at a bringer show (the kind where you’re allowed to
            perform only if you bring a certain number of people to sit in the audience) at the Belly Room in the Comedy Store around
            that time. It was September 2011, right before I lost the apartment. I came out on the stage: a scrawny, lost twenty-two-year-old,
            wearing a cheap bow in her hair that contrasted sharply with her deep, raspy voice. It was even raspier then than it is now,
            in fact, because I was still smoking cigarettes, which worked great for my opening joke: “I look like a nice little girl, but I sound like somebody who invites nice little girls into his van.”
         

         
         Just like the juxtaposition between my appearance and my voice made the first joke work, the juxtaposition between my appearance and the things I would admit may have made the rest of them work. Because the stuff I was saying on that stage was, by anyone’s judgment, not funny. It was sad! For example:
         

         
         
            The other day a homeless man told me I looked like Macaulay Culkin. It was a bad day.

            Maybe people from California can help me understand. People here are on diets? Which means you have extra food that you could
               be eating, but you’re not? May I please have the scraps? Fill out my SpongeBob arms a little bit? I couldn’t afford to be
               bulimic.
            

            Then you have those friends out here who have way more money than you do, and you try to be cool about it, but it’s a little
               awkward, you know? Like, you go to their apartment, and there’s people there dressed as butlers in the lobby? Shit. I’m lucky
               if people are dressed in my “lobby.” And you get upstairs, and they’re always apologizing, like, “Oh, sorry, it’s such a mess.
               Such a mess in here right now. Please just move my Banana Republic clothing over to the side and have a seat on my leather
               couch.” Then, they come to my apartment, which I insist is not a good idea . . . but they want to be cool, you know? I open
               the door, and I’m like: “I’m sorry about my abject poverty. Have a seat on the yoga mat I sleep on every night. My back hurts
               so bad.”
            

            The only people that I know here are my ex-boyfriend and my cat. Which puts a lot of pressure on my cat. Because I require
               a lot of attention. I mean, I need to stand here on a stage because everyone I know is sick of hearing me talk about myself.
               I’m chasing him around. I’m like, “Kitty, can we please cuddle? Kitty, what went wrong in my relationship? Oh my God, kitty,
               Ashley looked so fat today,” and he’s like—HISSSSS HISSSSS HISSSSSS!
            

         

         No, none of these were the best jokes that I’ve ever written. Sure, they were funnier as part of that actual performance then than they are on paper now, because that’s how stand-up works. That is why, by the way, every stand-up comic ever will hate you if you’re one of those people who, upon hearing someone is a comedian, replies with “You’re a comedian? Tell me a joke!” Still, they were not my best, but cut me some slack. For one thing, I had just started. For another thing? Who cares; I needed them. I needed to write them; I needed to tell them; I needed to laugh and have other people laugh with me.
         

         
         What’s more, the crowd actually did laugh—which suggests to me that there must have been people in the crowd who needed to hear what I was saying on some level,
            no matter how “sad” the subject matter happened to have been. Unfortunately, a lot of the things that I joked about in that
            set then would probably be on the list of things you “Can’t Joke About” now.
         

         
         Looking back and rewatching that set more than ten years after I performed it—now that my life is far better than it was,
            and I am living so many of the exact things that I used to dream about in those days—I can’t help but feel a little sad. Not
            so much for my circumstances during that time, but for how we seem to be losing the very ability for people to heal in the
            exact sort of way that I’d been learning how to heal throughout them. The key word there, too, is “learning”—no one starts doing stand-up, or any kind of comedy, without being bad at it first, and people need the freedom
            to be able to mess up in order to figure out what works. Actually, that’s true of anything, really. What unfortunately seems
            to be unique to comedy, though, is the lack of allowance for making mistakes.
         

         
         Now, many people believe that certain subjects are sacred. That you simply can’t joke about them.

         
         These people—often the loudest voices in the room of our society—say you can’t joke about death, about trauma, about poverty
            or illness. Serious, dark, and difficult things must be handled carefully—and absolutely never joked about—because it’s the moral and respectful thing to do.
         

         
         It’s a widely accepted standard. Some might even call it “common decency.”

         
         But me? I’d call it bullshit.

         
         I have been through some awful stuff. If you don’t believe me, just read this book, and keep in mind that there’s plenty of
            other stuff that I didn’t even include. But the thing is, nothing I’ve ever been through has been made easier because people
            insisted on speaking carefully about it. If anything, the opposite is true.
         

         
         In my experience, and probably yours, our cultural expectation to speak solemnly about difficult things adds discomfort to
            the devastating. I would argue that societal policing of levity and humor limits our ability to heal, or worse, to make connections
            with one another through our shared life experiences.
         

         
         Life is hard enough without having to freak out that you’re talking about it wrong. Why can’t we all agree to make things
            easier by taking that pressure off ourselves?
         

         
         Now, I would say that the Left is more intolerant when it comes to speech than the Right is. It’s something I’ve seen not
            only in the media, but also within my own friend group and elsewhere in my personal life. The way politics relates to all
            of this is certainly going to be a small part of this book, but it won’t be all of it . . . and not in the way that you’re
            used to.
         

         
         For one thing, I think it’s important to note that the Right is not entirely immune to claiming that certain things are grounds
            for cancellation, or at least “not okay” to say or to joke about. Remember when Donald Trump basically suggested it was illegal
            for Saturday Night Live to make fun of him as much as it did during his presidency? Or that full-scale right-wing meltdown when Lil Nas X launched
            a pair of pentagram-adorned “Satan Shoes”? Or that time Kathy Griffin did a photo shoot pretending to hold up Trump’s severed
            head, and many conservatives called for her to be prosecuted over it?
         

         
         I defended Kathy Griffin’s right to publish that photo at the time, and that’s not just because I enjoyed so many episodes of My Life on the D-List. (Even though I, uh, certainly did.) It also wasn’t because I loved that image, because I actually thought it was pretty gross.
         

         
         No, I pushed back against those calling for her prosecution because, to me, whether or not I personally think something is
            vile is totally irrelevant when it comes to my core principles. To me, it’s more important to live in a culture wherein a
            person, any person, doesn’t have to worry that his or her attempt at communication or humor will result in the complete annihilation
            of their entire life.
         

         
         As a free speech absolutist, I make absolutely no exceptions—even when someone is absolutely brutalizing me.
         

         
         In fact, I’ve had a more difficult time dealing with the tough stuff in my own life—like the untimely death of my mother—because
            of the exact standards that were purportedly in place to help people in tough situations like mine. It was almost as if no
            one could have a real conversation with me, because they were so obviously terrified of saying the wrong thing.
         

         
          

         Death and dying, of course, rank pretty highly on our culture’s unspoken “You can’t joke about that” list, presumably because they’re incredibly traumatic. But wouldn’t it make more sense that, the more traumatic an experience is, the more you would need the healing power of laughter? To me it does, and there’s research that backs me up on that. In 2011, two studies out of Stanford University showed that comedy was a more helpful tool than solemnity in helping participants deal with traumatic imagery. This shouldn’t be surprising, because the benefits of laughter are well documented and understood. The Mayo Clinic, for example, claims that laughing has a whole host of physical benefits—ranging from pain relief to organ stimulation to a stronger immune system—so the last thing we should do is make people too afraid to make the jokes that can elicit it. 

         
         Additionally, multiple studies from Harvard University found that trigger warnings are, at best, useless, and might even cause
            further harm to people experiencing trauma. Yet people still use them, and even shame others for neglecting to do so.
         

         
         We are doing ourselves a huge disservice by ignoring all of this—because candid communication and humor are more than just
            excellent coping mechanisms. They’re also amazing tools for bringing us together.
         

         
         I first got the idea for this book while I was on the phone with my dad, fresh off the emergency ileostomy surgery that I’ll
            discuss more later. He said to me, “You’re only thirty-two, but I’m having a hard time trying to think of something that you
            haven’t been through.”
         

         
         At first I laughed, and then I said, “Well, with every tough thing you go through, you’re automatically building a connection
            with everyone else who has gone through it, too.”
         

         
         I may have been on painkillers at the time, but damn was I right. Going through something difficult can be an incredibly isolating
            experience, but it would be far less so if we could all just talk to one another without the fear of doing it wrong. Candor
            and comedy really do connect us as humans, and it depresses me to think of how much connection we might be missing out on because people are too
            afraid to try.
         

         
          

         Sadly, many of our cultural norms surrounding speech come from nothing more than a thoughtless, knee-jerk adherence to decorum,
            even when statistics and research prove that the opposite is true.
         

         
         In this book, I’m challenging that thoughtless narrative using stories from my own life, observations from pop culture and
            society, and even good-old fashioned research.
         

         
         Honestly, even though we are talking about levity—the stakes couldn’t be higher.

         
         Openness and humor absolutely need to break free from the constraints of fear and cultural censorship. It’s so important for
            all of us, both individually and as a society. The darker the subject matter, the greater healing that laughter can bring,
            disarming the darkness and making the people who are feeling isolated by their trauma feel less alone.
         

         
         The truth is, anyone who has ever said “You can’t joke about that!” isn’t just annoying and wrong; they’re also causing real
            harm—robbing joy, healing, and connection from the people who need it the most.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
Intention Absolutely Matters

         
         Every time I see some Internet moron confidently declare that a joke was “offensive” and “not funny”—and that the fact that
            it was just a joke does not matter—I want to punch a wall. Sometimes I even want to do something more destructive, like reply and involve myself in an
            Internet argument with idiots, or worse, columnists for Mother Jones.
         

         
         For one thing, the phrase “that’s not funny” is always an opinion. It’s not the same as stating an objective fact, like “it’s
            snowing” or “it’s cancerous” or “lacrosse is not a sport.”
         

         
         Note: Although lacrosse may often be confused for a sport, everyone knows that the only real sports are the ones that you
            can potentially make real money playing. Lacrosse is not that. It’s an arena engaging in a glorified form of mass masturbation
            to how rich their families are—because apparently, they’re rich enough to waste exorbitant amounts of time and money pursuing
            a worthless craft. I married a former D1 lacrosse player; I would know.
         

         
         No one gets to be the arbiter of what is and isn’t funny, let alone someone who is clueless enough to believe not only that such a standard exists, but also that crossing it is a transgression punishable by cancellation, regardless of the joke teller’s intention. 

         
         Different people find different things funny. Sometimes the same person will find something funny at one point in their life,
            only to consider it offensive at another point. Humor is about as subjective as it gets! (For example, I literally cannot
            imagine anyone who is not a twelve-year-old boy with a prepubescent mustache watching and enjoying Family Guy, and I say that as someone who behaves more like a twelve-year-old boy than any other adult woman I’ve ever met. But, alas,
            Seth MacFarlane’s hundreds of millions of dollars signify to me that, mathematically, my view cannot be an objective fact.)
         

         
         It is wrong and misguided for people to treat jokes they don’t like as irredeemable offenses—let alone as offenses so severe
            that motive doesn’t matter.
         

         
         It’s still happened countless times, of course. One of those times was during a 2013 episode of Fashion Police, when Joan Rivers joked about the sexiness of Heidi Klum’s dress by saying: “The last time a German looked this hot was when
            they were pushing Jews into the ovens.”
         

         
         Rivers faced massive backlash, including from the Anti-Defamation League.

         
         “There are certain things about the Holocaust that should be taboo,” ADL director and Holocaust survivor Abraham H. Foxman
            said at the time. “This is especially true for Jews, for whom the Holocaust is still a deeply painful memory. It is vulgar
            and offensive for anybody to use the death of six million Jews and millions of others in the Holocaust to make a joke, but
            this is especially true for someone who is Jewish and who proudly and publicly wears her Jewishness on her sleeve.”
         

         
         But Rivers refused to back down, saying, “My husband lost the majority of his family at Auschwitz, and I can assure you that I have always made it a point to remind people of the Holocaust through humor.” 

         
         In other words? Rivers didn’t joke about the Holocaust despite the fact that it was a grave subject and the joke would garner controversy and attention, but because it would. Her intention was not to minimize the seriousness of the Holocaust, but to remind people of exactly that.
         

         
         If there’s something people find “not funny!” more than the Holocaust, it’s probably rape.

         
         In 2012, that’s exactly what happened to Daniel Tosh, then the host of Tosh.0 on Comedy Central. During a set at the Laugh Factory, Tosh had apparently been telling a few rape jokes when a woman in the
            crowd heckled him, yelling, “Actually, rape jokes are never funny!”
         

         
         Tosh then allegedly replied to her, “Wouldn’t it be funny if that girl got raped by, like, five guys right now? Like right
            now?”
         

         
         I say “allegedly,” by the way, because I wasn’t there. The story became national news because the woman made a Tumblr post
            about the incident, which then promptly went viral.
         

         
         People were pissed. Worse, many were the most obnoxious kind of pissed: the kind where they see their pissed-offness as a
            valiant display of virtue and heroism. Lindy West wannabes of all genders rushed to their MacBooks, determined that “I’ll show him!” by banging out think pieces about what a monster Tosh was for having made that horrible, awful, not-funny joke.
         

         
         The whole thing was massive. Entertainment Weekly stated, “it seems Tosh firmly strayed over the line.” A Twitter mob called for his firing, and Lindy West herself said that
            cancellation of Tosh.0 over the “public outrage” would be an example of something “integral to freedom,” basically because it would represent the
            will of the people being realized.
         

         
         Adam Martin wrote in the Atlantic, “[T]he problem with Tosh’s joke wasn’t just that it was in bad taste, it’s that it was also simply bad.” Margaret Lyons
            wrote on Vulture that although “[t]here’s no such thing as off-limits in comedy,” she had never heard a funny rape joke, and
            that “[r]ape jokes reinforce the idea that male identity is neutral and normal, and female identity is marginal and laughable.
            Terrorizing and marginalizing women is hilarious, and you just can’t take a joke.” (Her emphasis, not mine.)
         

         
         At some point, Tosh responded by both apologizing and defending himself, tweeting: All the out of context misquotes aside, i’d like to sincerely apologize . . . the point i was making before i was heckled is there are awful things in the world but you can still make jokes about them. #deadbabies.

         
         The Washington Post summed it all up this way: “A woman who was the focus of the joke got upset, she Tumbld about it, then everyone got mad at
            Tosh, who then apologized, but that apology didn’t quite cut it, and then everyone talked about when it’s okay to make a joke
            about rape, and the conclusion was sometimes, but only if it’s funny.”
         

         
         Whew. Okay.

         
         Well, first of all, it is simply wrong to say that rape jokes are never funny just because rape isn’t funny. Like, no shit rape isn’t funny. That’s not a hot take. The number of bloggers who actually wasted their time writing hundreds of words on
            that, as if it’s not something everyone except the most sociopathic of sociopaths already understand, blows my mind to this
            day.
         

         
         In his apology/defense, Tosh was absolutely correct to say that we can make jokes about the darkest things in life—be it rape
            or the Holocaust or anything else.
         

         
         In fact, I’d take it a step further. I’d say that it isn’t just that we can joke about life’s most awful things, it’s also that we should. Humor, after all, does have extraordinary healing potential, and the last thing we should be doing is limiting the possibilities for healing among the people who need it the most. In fact, former prisoners of war in Vietnam have reported that humor was more helpful to them than religion during their captivity. 

         
         Now, to be clear, I don’t think that Tosh’s rape joke was among those with healing power, or any power at all, really. Hell,
            it didn’t even make me laugh. What’s more, I can actually understand why the woman in question didn’t enjoy it. (She also
            shouldn’t have been surprised that she didn’t enjoy it. After all, you can pretty much guarantee that you’re going to wind
            up upset if you heckle—the comic is almost always going to get the better of you, because that’s part of the job.)
         

         
         So, sure, I can see not liking the joke—but what I can’t understand is the fire-and-brimstone reaction just because you didn’t
            like it.
         

         
         To everyone saying that the joke wasn’t expertly crafted: Duh. It wasn’t crafted at all! It was a last-minute, off-the-cuff
            comment in response to a heckler. Coming up with jokes on the fly is a necessary part of comedy. No, they won’t always hit,
            but when they do? Nothing can match the energy of a moment quite like a joke that was conceived during the same one. Some
            of my best jokes—both on Gutfeld and onstage—have been off-the-cuff remarks, things that popped into my brain and flew out of my mouth before I had the chance
            to examine their potential implications.
         

         
         The flip side, of course, is that such spontaneity also presents a risk—which is why what was perhaps one of my worst jokes came about the same way.
         

         
         On a live episode of The Greg Gutfeld Show in 2020, when we were discussing Jimmy Kimmel taking a hiatus from his show to spend more time with his family, I made an off-the-cuff joke involving the difficulty of medicating a feral cat compared to medicating a human child. I’d given my cat, Cheens, his heart medication right before coming to the studio and the memory of having to hold him down by his scruff was fresh in my brain. Here’s the excruciating bit. 

         
         
            Me: I have to give my cat heart medicine every night. That’s pretty hard.
            

            Gutfeld (immediately realizing what is happening): OH NO!
            

            Me: Sometimes kids need medicine, but it’s a lot more difficult to hold down a cat than a kid. Babies don’t have claws. If they
               do, you should see a priest.
            

            Gutfeld: Kat, I just want to remind you that Jimmy Kimmel has a son with a very serious heart condition.
            

            Me: Oh. I didn’t know that.
            

         

         I was beyond mortified. I was completely paralyzed by my own humiliation, unable to do anything but blurt out “sorry.” Gutfeld
            and the other guests were laughing, because it was like watching someone fall into an open manhole.
         

         
         I hadn’t meant to hurt anyone. I thought I was just making a funny joke that could be relatable to fellow childless people
            living in a culture that hails parenthood as the catch-all excuse for getting out of things. Actually, before I said it, I’d even recalled that the article sent with the show’s
            rundown had quoted Kimmel as saying that he and his family were healthy! I had no idea about his son, or that my comments
            could have been interpreted as a cavalierly cruel mockery of serious pain.
         

         
         I apologized fully in the next segment the second I had a chance to speak. I felt so terrible that I spent the rest of the show fighting back tears, and trying to delay my anxiety from reaching full-blown panic while I still had to be on the air. Thankfully, everyone who had actually watched the entire thing was pretty understanding. Many could tell that I had clearly been crying in the breaks and even sent along their support. 

         
         Unfortunately, it didn’t end there.

         
         The next day, someone posted the clip without context, along with the claim that I had purposely, intentionally been ripping
            on Kimmel because of his child’s heart problem. Media organizations took that angle and ran with it, completely leaving out the fact that I’d
            simply made a mistake, or that I had apologized for how it may have sounded at the very first chance I got to do so. (Ironically?
            All of this happened while I was taking Cheens to the vet.)
         

         
         It was a bad week. An Internet mob brutalized me; I spent a lot of time in bed crying, and Jimmy Kimmel’s sister told me to
            kill myself. Actually, her exact phrasing was: “I extend a sincere FUCK OFF AND DIE.” All I meant to do was make people laugh
            with a joke that I thought was harmless and maybe relatable to cat owners and the childless, but what felt like everyone thought
            I was a horrible, heartless bitch who didn’t deserve to live. (I loved, by the way, when the clip later resurfaced on Reddit, and I got to go through all of this again!)
         

         
         Now, if I had truly come out and said, “Do you know what? Fuck kids with heart issues and the parents who raise them!” then that kind of reaction might have been deserved. Completely and absolutely! But how does
            it make sense for me to have gotten a reaction appropriate to that when that wasn’t what happened?
         

         
         Put simply: My intention should have mattered to the mob, but it didn’t.

         
         The obvious issue with not allowing comedians to try jokes that may miss is that doing so is literally what comedy is. Anyone who has ever done stand-up, or even made a joke among friends at a party, will tell you that the only way to truly know if a joke is going to work is to try it. There is absolutely no other way, and so it’s inevitable that, at some point, you’re going to find yourself with an Internet mob calling for your head (or your buddy Dustin’s girlfriend calling for you to never be invited over again, depending on the situation). 

         
         In explaining why someone should be canceled, people love to say that it’s not that they mind offensive jokes—it is a comedian’s job to push boundaries, after all—those jokes just need to be funny! These people clearly think that they’re
            being reasonable, but their view demonstrates an absurd misunderstanding of how comedy works.
         

         
         A better standard would be intention. If someone says something that offends us—but their intention was humor—then we should
            respond far differently to that than we would if the person intended to be cruel.
         

         
         For example: In 2019, Donald McNeil Jr., a New York Times journalist with more than four decades of newsroom experience, was having dinner with some American high school students
            in Peru as a representative of the Times. During the dinner, one of the students asked him if he thought that a classmate of hers should have been suspended for having
            used the n-word in a video that she made when she was twelve years old. Then, as McNeil puts it, “I asked if she had called
            someone else the slur or whether she was rapping or quoting a book title. In asking the question, I used the slur itself.”
         

         
         Parents complained about the incident, and at first, an internal Times investigation found that McNeil should be punished for using the word, but not fired—because “it did not appear to me that
            his intentions were hateful or malicious,” according to an internal memo written by executive editor Dean Baquet.
         

         
         The week after this investigation closed, however, 150 Times staffers claimed in a group letter that a re-investigation was necessary. McNeil’s intentions were “irrelevant,” they claimed,
            because “what matters is how an act makes the victims feel.”
         

         
         Times leadership responded with a letter of its own stating that they “largely agree with the message.” Just two days after that
            group letter, Baquet and managing editor Joe Kahn released a memo announcing that McNeil would be leaving the paper, stating,
            “We do not tolerate racist language, regardless of intent.”
         

         
         Unfortunately, this is not the only example of this kind of ridiculous, misguided thinking. In April 2021, Jeopardy! contestant Kelly Donohue lifted up three fingers on camera. Donohue claimed he had done so to signal that he had won three
            times; some believed the gesture looked like one that’s sometimes used by white supremacists. Then 450 of the show’s former
            contestants signed a letter demanding that the game show take action against Donohue’s racist “messaging”—whether Donohue
            had done so “intentionally or unintentionally.”
         

         
         But, again, intent does matter. Of course it does, or we wouldn’t have separate charges for vehicular manslaughter and first-degree murder. Of course it makes a difference whether or not Donohue meant to signal that he had won three games, or to signal “WHITE POWER!” Any
            rational person should be able to understand this, yet “intent doesn’t matter” is repeatedly parroted anyway. It’s thoughtless
            and illogical, but that hasn’t stopped it from becoming popular enough to make people too afraid
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