The Theories of Humor

Why do only humans seem to have humor? Why do we communicate it with laughter? How can puns and knock-knock jokes be in the same category as comic insults? Why does timing matter in joke telling? And, of course, what are the necessary and sufficient conditions for a thing to be funny?

#1: The Superiority Theory

“Sudden glory, is the passion which makes those grimaces called laughter; and is caused either by some sudden act of their own, that pleases them; or by the apprehension of some deformed thing in another, by comparison whereof they suddenly applaud themselves. And it is incident most to them, that are conscious of the fewest abilities in themselves; who are forced to keep themselves in their own favor by observing the imperfections of other men. And therefore much laughter at the defects of others, is a sign of pusillanimity. For of great minds, one of the proper works is, to help and free others from scorn; and to compare themselves only with the most able.” (Hobbes, Leviathan)

We learn a lot about humor on the playground, where taunts and teases produce laughter for the masses but shame and embarrassment for an unlucky few. Without a doubt, ridicule is one of humor's primary uses. Thomas Hobbes took this view very seriously when he suggested that laughter is a "sudden glory" we feel over the butt of a joke.

#2: The Incongruity and Incongruity-Resolution Theories

"In everything that is to excite a lively laugh there must be something absurd (in which the understanding, therefore, can find no satisfaction). Laughter is an affection arising from the sudden transformation of a strained expectation into nothing”(Kant, Critique of Judgment)

“The cause of laughter in every case is simply the sudden perception of the incongruity between a concept and the real objects which have been thought through it in some relation, and laughter itself is just the expression of this incongruity.” (Schopenhaur)

One of the oldest and most developed theories of humor — adopted by Kant, refined by Schopenhauer — is, roughly, that humor happens when there is an incongruity between what we expect and what actually happens. This approach to joking is similar to techniques of stand-up comedians today. They speak of the set-up and the punch (line). The set-up is the first part of the joke: it creates the expectation. The punch (line) is the last part that violates that expectation. In the language of the Incongruity Theory, the joke's ending is incongruous with the beginning.

But the 19th century Scottish philosopher Alexander Bain pointed out that not all incongruities are necessarily funny — like, for example, parental cruelty, a breach of contract, or an out-of-tune instrument. Beginning in the 1970s, psychologists began to revise Kant's notion into what is now called the Incongruity-Resolution theory: People laugh at a situation not just because it's incongruous, but because they realize that the incongruity can be resolved or interpreted in a different way. This theory seems to make sense when you consider how a punch-line works: First, a joke sets up a situation; then, a cleverly constructed punch-line causes the listener to reconsider what he's just heard.

#3: The Mechanical Theory

Most comic characters depend for their laughs on enduring personality traits: Take Homer Simpson's inability to anticipate consequences — "Doh!" — or Austin Powers' single-minded sex-drive. If Kramer , Al Bundy , Dwight Schrute, or Blanche Devereaux are getting a laugh, anyone familiar with these characters can guess the general reason why within three tries. The French philosopher Henri Bergson believed that it is inadaptability or rigidity — the repetitive nature of our personalities — that is the source of humor. Bergson claims that “a comic character is generally comic in proportion to his ignorance of himself.”

In his influential essay “Laughter: An Essay on the Meaning of the Comic”, Bergson states that people are found to be comic, or in a comic situation, when they experience a sudden downfall, caused by their own “mechanical inelasticity.” By this term Bergson means a certain rigidity of thought or habit, which exposes one to errors of behavior or mishaps. Laughter, he argues, is a kind of corrective to ways of thinking and acting detrimental to the greater good: we laugh at “a certain rigidity of body, mind, and character that society would still like to get rid of in order to obtain from its members the greatest possible degree of elasticity and sociability.”

Why does mechanical inflexibility and self-ignorance make a person an object of laughter? Bergson’s answer is that flexibility of mind is required to live a successful life, and society is threatened by persons who lack the willingness to continually adapt to each other as members of a community. The derisive laughter of others is painful, and so serves as a spur to change one’s attitude. In this way, “laughter pursues a utilitarian aim of general improvement.”

#4: The Release Theory

“The natural free spirits of ingenious men, if imprisoned or controlled, will find out other ways of motion to relieve themselves in their constraint; and whether it be in burlesque, mimicry, or buffoonery, they will be glad at any rate to vent themselves, and be revenged upon their constrainers.” (Shaftesbury)

The Relief Theory is an hydraulic explanation in which laughter does in the nervous system what a pressure-relief valve does in a steam boiler

Spencer's explanation in his essay “On the Physiology of Laughter” (1911) is based on the idea that emotions take the physical form of nervous energy. When we are angry, for example, nervous energy produces small aggressive movements such as clenching our fists; and if the energy reaches a certain level, we attack the offending person. In fear, the energy produces small-scale movements in preparation for fleeing; and if the fear gets strong enough, we flee. The movements associated with emotions, then, discharge or release the built-up nervous energy.

Laughter releases nervous energy, too, Spencer says, but unlike emotions, laughter does not involve the motivation to do anything. The movements of laughter, Spencer says, “have no object” (303): they are merely a release of nervous energy. The nervous energy relieved through laughter, according to Spencer, is the energy of emotions that have been found to be inappropriate.

I had written to Aunt Maud

Who was on a trip abroad

When I heard she'd died of cramp,

Just too late to save the stamp.

Freud too thought that hilarity and laughter were reactions we produce in order to release sexual or aggressive tension. The release, Freud said, would be triggered by the dramatic or surprising occurrence in the punch line.

