Abstract

Courts are viewed as rational, objective, even
solemn institutions, upholding Llaw and
maintaining social order. However, Llegal
battles inherently trigger biological ‘fight-or-
flight’ responses. While humour can act as a
crucial safety valve, discharging this nervous
energy, it simultaneously risks causing
contempt, bias, or professional violations.
Current Lliterature often overlooks the exact
boundaries of this tension; this paper
addresses that gap by investigating what
differentiates a benign icebreaker from a
disruptive breach of courtroom decorum.

This study employs an ethnomethodological
approach, analysing the micro-decisions of
legal actors by analysing on-screen courtroom
depictions and qualitative responses of
industry professionals. Coupled with
audience-rating exercises, they gauge external
perceptions of legal wit.

Analysed through frameworks of Superiority,
Relief, and Benign-Violation theories, findings
reveal that successful courtroom humour is
multifaceted rather than a sinqular, calculated
tactic. It manifests across a spectrum: as an
oppressive tool to assert authority, a tentative
coping mechanism for nervous energy, or a
natural, instinctual human impulse to find
lightness in high-pressure environments. Its

success and appropriateness fundamentally
depends on how these diverse motivations
interact within each institutional setting.

Practitioner responses entail an evident
structural distribution of humour, shaped by
privilege and hierarchy. On a 5-point Likert
scale from strongly disagree to strongly agree,
85.7% of respondents selected a 3 or higher,
heavily agreeing that judges who wield
humour ‘humanise’ the court, whereas lawyers
who do the same risk the court’s respect.
Nonetheless, an equal 85.7% tend to disagree
that they consciously edit humorous remarks
to ensure appropriateness.

Ultimately, this research demonstrates that
humor is not an ornamental lapse of decorum
or a mere distraction. Rather, it serves as a
functional, calculated strategy essential for
maintaining socio-psychological boundaries,
authority, and fostering cooperation within the
legal system.

BETWEEN A KNEE AND A WRIST SLAP

Dissecting Courtroom Humour across a Public-Practitioner Divide

Introduction

Courtrooms present a paradox: demanding
strict rationality while triggering intense
biological stress. While humour can serve as a
"safety valve" for nervous energy, it risks severe
professional violations in a decorum-driven
institution.

This study maps the boundary between benign
humour and disruptive breaches by comparing
media-conditioned public perceptions with
professional  practitioner  realities. Using
Incongruity-Resolution, Relief, Superiority, and
Benign-Violation theories, it isolates where
public expectations diverge from judicial
practice.
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Methodology

& Design: 3-5 week mixed-methods
ethnomethodological study.

L2 Sample: 25 laypersons; 7 purposively
sampled legal professionals.

Lay Data: Google Forms Likert-scale
evaluations of 3 dramatised clips (Liar Liar,
Legally Blonde, Maamla Legal Hai).

Practitioner Data: Likert-scale surveys and
qualitative anecdotes regarding actual
practice.

Analysis: Evaluated via Superiority, Relief,
and Benign-Violation theories.
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Results

The Public's View:

« Consume courtroom humour as an intuitive
"safety-valve."

e 84% found the tension-breaking honesty in Liar
Liar humorous.

« 100% reported a positive sense of satisfaction
seeing a marginalized outsider playfully outsmart
authority in

« 96% found severe decorum violations (a swearing
parrot in Maarn ) "harmless" (Scores =3
out of 5) due to psychological distancing.

Figure 4: Table Showing 5-Point Likert Scale Responses to the Prompt: “Even though rules were
broken, the situation felt harmless.”
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The Practitioner's Reality

« Wiew humour as
privilege.

« 85.7% heavily agreed that a judge making a joke
"humanises" the court, while a lawyer doing the
same risks the court's respect.

e Qualitative data highlights that crossing the
"benign" boundary can result in severe
consequences, including official inquiries and pay
cuts.
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Discussion

Tested humour theories do not operate independently, but
in an interdependent, tiered architecture. Data reveals a
stark divergence in how humour impacts stakeholders:
Public:

e Protected by media distance, audiences experience
consequence-free catharsis, relief, and a sense of
upward superiority against rigid legal hierarchies.

e They easily evaluate severe decorum violations as
'harmless'.

Practitioners:

« Humour relies heavily on institutional ranks.

e The authority to fracture decorum may be a humanising
concession for a judge, but it remains a severe
occupational hazard for subordinates.

Conclusion

Courtroom humour is neither ornamental nor accidental. It
functions as a calculated strategy for negotiating authority
and boundaries. While the public values humour as relief
and subversion, practitioners must navigate it as an
asymmetric, rank-dependent privilege.

Future Scope: Future research should evaluate authentic,
multi-jurisdictional trial transcripts and test identical clips
across cross-sectional cohorts to empirically define the
threshold where a laugh becomes an institutional sanction.
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