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Introduction

In this book, I offer a sociological view of humour, Although there is a
diverse secondary literature on humour, produced in particular by
philosophers, psychologists and anthropologists, the subject has received
little systematic attention from sociologists. The founding fathers of the
discipline, for example, ignore it entirely. This widespread lack of concern
on the part of sociologists is surprising. For humour is one of the few basic
social phenomena which occur in all groups throughout the course of
human history. One possible reason for this neglect is that sociologists
have confused the ‘non-serious’ with the ‘trivial’. They may have assumed
that humour, because it is by definition outside the domain of the serious,

. is not worthy of serious investigation. The central theme of my analysis, in

contrast, is that the exact opposite is the case. I will show that it is
precisely the symbolic separation of humour from the realm of serious
action that enables social actors to use humour for serious purposes, and
that makes humour an essentia] area for sociological inquiry. Humour is of
interest, not only in its own tight, but also because its study helps us better
to understand our serious social world, :

For several centuries, at least since the time of Thomas Hobbes’s
Leviathan (1651), Western scholars have tried hard to make sense of the
phenomenon of humour. In our own century, the writings of Sigmund
Freud (1905) and Henri Bergson (1911) have been regarded as particularly
noteworthy, Even today, their venerable accounts of the mechanisms of
jokes and laughter are regularly used as the starting point for further
study. This is not to say, however, that their ideas have been generally
accepted — far from it. In fact, there is remarkabiy litde acknowledged
agreement about the nature of humour. Consequeantly, it has come to be
almost customary for each new contributor to the literature to review the
major theories of bygone days before presenting his own.

I have not adopted that approach in this book. (For an excellent review
of this kind, see Paulos, 1980.) I have tried to avoid discussion of
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2 Introduction

disembodied ‘theeries of humour’ and to concentrate instead on careful
examination, in depth, of people’s actual humorous conduct. I do not
mean to imply by this that my analysis is free of theoretical preconception
or that the empirical material I shall consider can in any way speak for
itself. I take for granted that the analytical meaning of the data employed
in the following chapters is being actively created in the present text and
recreated in your reading of it (Mulkay, 1985). Thus, I do not claim that
my approach to the study of humour is necessarily better than other
approaches that might be, or that have been, adopted. The justification for
my strategy is simply that I prefer to formulate my sociology of humour
whilst immersing my reader and myself as deeply as possible in the
recorded traces of humorous interaction.

My aim has been to present a systematic analysis of the part played by
humour in the social life of advanced industrial societies. In so doing, 1
have looked in some detail at spoken jokes, written jokes, ‘dirty jokes’,
innocent jokes, adolescent humour, feminist cartoons, political cartoons,
dinner table wit, joking relationships, bar room humour, cerernonial
humour, graffiti, situation comedies, teasing and laughter. Despite my
best efforts, however, it has proved impossible, in one comparatively short
volume, to cover this broad subject in full. Consequently, certain
important topics have been excluded or have been considered only in
passing. For example, I have not examined ethnic humour at all (see
Davies, 1988); nor have I dealt with practical jokes (see Fry, 1963), nor,
apart from situation comedy, with the various forms of comic drama.
Although I have included and discussed cartoons in two chapters, the
main emphasis of the text is upon verbal, rather than visual, humour.
Furthermore, I have based my discussion almost exclusively on humour
occurring in the United States and Britain within the last two decades or
so. The data used in subsequent chapters have been chosen to represent
these two countries more or less equally. I have assumed that the social
organization of humour is likely to be fundamentally the same in the other
industrial nations as it is in these two societies. (For an excellent
cross-cultural review of the anthropological literature on bhumour in
preliterate societies, see Apte, 1985.) ;

I do not imagine that what [ have to say here will be the last sociological
word on humour. Indeed, I wilt be disappointed if this book does not help
to stimulate a more active interest in humour among sociologists and
others. For I have tried to provide a coherent and wide-ranging analysis
that will furnish an organized frame of reference for further research into,
and further informed speculation about, the social dynamics of humour
and the interplay of humorous and serious conduct in every field of social
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activity, There have, of course, been occasional attempts in the past to
develop a broad sociological overview of humour (see Fry, 1963; Hertzler,
1970). But these texts have not given rise to a cumulative tradition of
sociological research. As a result, the various empirical studies of humour
that have been carried out by sociologists have remained fragmentary and
uncoordinated. In the chapters which follow, I examine a number of the
most successful of these studies and try to reveal their analytical signifi-
cance more fully by weaving their authors’ observatiens into my own
overall design. In so doing, I do not hesitate, wherever necessary, to reject
or modify the original researchers’ conclusions. But revisions of this kind
are always based upon a careful re-examination of the evidence and are
often linked to consideration of additional material of my own.

This book, then, offers a general, empirically based sociclogy of
humour. But such a description of its content is deceptively simple. For,
as most readers will know, there are many available sociologies; and some
readers may be inclined to ask: “What kind of sociology are we to expect?’
The only answer I can give to this question is that it is not any kind of
sociology that I can name. To put this more positively, my policy is to
draw freely upon, and to incorporate into my argument, any study that
seerns to convey something interesting about the social character of
humour, whether it employs the framework of functional analysis, the
assumptions of symbolic interactionism, the methods of conversation
analysis, or the resources of any other sociological perspective. Humour, it
seems to me, is too rich, too varied and too complex to be confined within
the narrow limits of any single sociological school. Indeed, no single
discipline can cope adequately with humour. Consequently, I also try to
integrate parts of the non-sociological literature into my analysis. In other
words, I assume that we have more to gain than to lose by approaching this
largely uncharted territory in a spirit of tolerant, yet rigorous, eclecticism.

The first half of the book provides a close examination of the dynamics
of humorous interchange in small-scale social settings and an account of
the basic features of humorous conduct. The second half deals with the
part played by humour in society at Jarge. Chapter 1 presents a detailed
analysis of humorous exchange among a group of American adolescent
males. This analysis enables me to convey directly how humour is
organized in fine detail and to establish that humorous and serious
conduct differ in certain fundamental respects. In the second chapter, the
organizing principles of the serious mode and the humorous mode are
discussed more fully. I argue that in the serious realm we normally employ
a unitary mode of discourse which takes for granted the existence of one
real world, and within which ambiguity, inconsistency, contradiction and
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interpretative diversity are potential problems. In conitrast, humour
depends on the active creation and display of interpretative multiplicity.
When people engage in humour, they are obliged to collaborate in the

production of a kind of ‘controll nonsense’. They temporarily inhabit,

Bot a single, coherent world, but a world in which whatever is said and

done necessarily has more than ape meaning,

In chapters 2 to 5, various implications of this distinction between the
serious and the humorous modes are cxplored, and some of the
complexities of humorous interchange in face-to-face settings are
examined in depth. In the latter part of the second chapter, psychologists’
accounts of the ‘mental processing’ of humour are discussed and amended
in order to allow for the interpretative duality built into humorous
discourse. Chapter 3 deals with the semantics of humour and with the

- ways in which the linguistic resources of the serious domain can be
redeployed to create a world of multiple meanings. It also describes how
participants signal their adoption of the humoroys mode, explains why
they may respond seriously in situations where others have signalled their
humorous intent, and shows how unintended humour can occur,

In chapter 4 I consider how standardized jokes and informal humour are
connected to the surrounding serious discourse, and how informal
exchange may generate the kind of transferable humorous packages that
we call ‘jokes’. Detailed attention is also given to the varied ways in which
people employ humour in informal settings. It is shown that participants
themselves distinguish between what we may call ‘pure humour’ and the
‘applied humour’ that occurs when social actors are taken to be making
use of the humorous mode for serious purposes. In chapter 5 several kinds

* of applied humour are described, and the use of the humorous mode as a
resource for accomplishing certain types of difficult interaction is
documented in detail. The first half of the book concludes with a
discussion of how far laughter should be regarded as part of the
sign-language of the humorous mode,

In chapters 7 to 11 I examine how humour is moulded by the larger
structures of modern society, and I assess the contribution made by
humour both to changing and to maintaining those structures, Chapters 7
and 8 focus upon sexual humour and provide an explanation for the
prominence of sexual themes and obscenity within humorous discourse.
Chapter 7 deals with the particular interest in sexual humour shown by
adolescents of both sexes, and describes how dirty jokes furnish them with
an appropriate vehicle for the transmission of useful sexual information,
InchapterSItumtoadultsexualhumour.Iargueherethatthe
underlying assumptions of men’s sexual humour, and the representation
embedded in that humour of the relationships between women and men,
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give expression to men’s domination of women in our society and operate
to support and strengthen that domination. I show that, at the structural
level, as at the level of direct interaction, the persistent use of particular
forms of humour is likely to have serious congequences,

In chapter 9, the relationship between humour and social structure is

closely linked to contradictions built into those structures, but that in such
settings humour is employed in accordance with the requirements of those
who occupy the positions of formal control. It appears that humour cag be
used to challenge existing social patterns, but only in so far as it is given
serious meaning by means of criticism and confrontation that is already
operative within the serious domain. .

This conclusion is confirmed in chapters 10 and 11, which combine an
examination of the mass production of humour with an assessment of the
contribution made by humour to the sphere of politics. In chapter 10 it is
shown that the formal properties of situation comedy require a static
rather than a dynamic representation of the political system, that the
political sitcom depends on, - and nourishes, established political
stereotypes, and that, even when sitcom is used to convey a critical
political message, this message will be weakened, if not swamped, by the
repeated signals of humorous intent that are essential to television
comedy. Unlike the political sitcom, political cartoons are clearly sited
within the sphere of real political action and their critical connotations are
fairly obvious. It may be, therefore, that they do sometimes have a
genuine political impact. But political cartoons operate within a wider
realm of political language that is organj around the conflict between
antagonistic social groupings. Political cartoons are a subordinate part of
the oppositional language of politics, They appear overwhelmingly to
reflect the existing forms of political life and to reinforce existing divisions
within the political community. Thus one broad, overall conclusion of the
second half of the book is that, although humour may often appear on the
surface to challenge, condemn and disrupt existing social patterns, at a
more fundamental level it works to maintain the social structures which
give it birth. '

The main body of the book, then, consists of g systematic, detailed and
empirically documented account of the social character of humour and of
its place in society. In the final chapter, however, some of the constraints
of empirically based analysis are put aside and I allow myself greater
freedom to speculate about certain fundamental aspects of humour and the
human condition. I will not summarize these speculations here, except 1o
say that they are as much concerned with serious conduct and serious

discourse as with humour. Given the dominant position in our culture of
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that mode of discourse which we use to create the serious world, it is
inevitable that the final significance of humour lies in what it tells us about
the serious mode and about the recurrent failure of that unitary form of
discourse to cope with the multiple realities which are generated by the
basic processes of social life.

1
The Humorous Mode

Humour is an ordinary, everyday activity. There are a few people who
claim to have no sense of humour. But the great majority of us have taken
an active part in creating humour on countless occasions. e are
intimately familiar with its processes and, to varying degrees, we have
acquired the craft skills that this form of social intercourse demands. This
does not mean, however, that it is easy to provide or to obtain an accurate
account of the nature of humour. For example, when comedians or skilled
raconteurs are asked how they make people laugh, they tend to replv, not
with a serious analysis, but with another joke. The essential problem, I
suggest, in talking or writing seriously about humour is that humorous
and serious discourse operate according to fundamentally different
principles. The attempt to make serious sense of humour is analogous 0
that of using words to describe pictures. It is without doubt possible, and
the enterprise can have important benefits. But there are inherent
difficulties and there is a constant danger of misrepresentation.

In the following passage, we can see how the incompatibilitv of the
humorous and the serious modes can create practical problems for the
serious analyst.

As part of research activity, I set myself the assignment of
discovering the number of smiles and laughs that came to me during
the course of an eight-hour period. The experiment lasted only six of
the proposed eight hours ... I found that I became too self-
conscious. I would become aware of an impending smile and prepare
to record it. But in my anticipating it, it would fail to appear. I had
entered a different mood. The intention of recording the smile
contributed to the moment in such a manner as to alter its nature and
puncture the humor.

During the six hours of the experiment, I made several attempts to
manipulate this self-awareness so that it would no longer present
such an operational difficulty. These attempts were, by and large,
unsuccessful. (Fry, 1963, pp. 4-5)



92 Puting Humour to Work

In the last two chapters I have concentrated on serious uses of humour
in informal interaction. This does not mean, of course, that all
interpersonal humour has some underlying serious intent or that humour
among friends, colleagues and acquaintances is never enjoyed for its own
sake. In the previous chapter, we saw that humour can be offered and
received purely as an agreeable diversion and as a source of that special
form of enjoyment which finds expression in collective laughter. After
paying so much attention to the serious side of humour, it seems
appropriate to enjoy a brief diversion together and to turn our attention
now to laughter. Let us devote the next chapter to considering how far
laughter can be regarded as a social phenomenon.
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Laughter as Social Action

I bave to begin this chapter with an admission: namely, that very little
research on laughter has been carried out by sociologists. Furthermore,
there appear to be good reasons why this is so. For, at first sight, laughter
seems neither to require, nor to be open to, sociological investigation.
Laughter, as we all ‘know’, is essentially a physiological/psychological
process which occurs when people are amused. The sources of amusement
are certainly, as we have seen, social in character. They arise out of
people’s organized use of cultural material in the course of interaction. But
laughter itself is usually taken to be no more than a physical by-product of
participants’ social experiences. The possibility that laughter enters into
social interaction in a methodical manner or that participants systemati-
cally employ laughter as an interactional device is seldom considered.
The widespread adoption of this view of laughter has meant that
psychologists, rather than sociologists, have born the brunt of research
into laughter. I will devote much of this chapter, therefore, to an
examination of two psychological theories of laughter. 1 will draw
attention to various limitations, as well as some advantages, of such
theories, and I will try to show that certain aspects of laughter can only
adequately be approached from a more sociologically informed perspec-

tve. The latter part of the chapter will review the rather small body of

-research on social aspects of laughter that has been carried out by social

psychologists and conversation analysts.

Laughter as a physical reflex

: TR
It seems appropriate to begin with Koestler’s atcount of the mechanism of
laughter, For Koestler secks to Provide an analysis of laughter which is
consistent with the idea that humour depends on the bisociation of
interpretative frameworks. Given that the concept of ‘bisociation’ has been
built into my own exposition in previous chapters, Koestler's attempt to
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link Jaughter to bisociation is to be welcomed. However, I will argue that
Koestler’s explanation of laughter is seriously defective and that it draws
attention away from certain aspects of laughter which are essential to its
understanding. '

Koestler begins with the unqualified claim that laughter is a reflex
action; that is, it is an involuntary, automatic response to external stimuli
of an amusing kind (1964, p. 28). His basic idea is that when something
amusing happens out there in the world it triggers a very special kind of
physical response within us over which we have very little control. To use
Goffman’s phrase — when we are amused, laughter seems to come
“flooding out’ (1961, p. 55). Koestler recognizes that responses to humour
do vary considerably, from an almost imperceptible smile, through
innumerable shades of amplitude, to a loud guffaw. But these variations
he regards as merely differences of degree. The human reaction to
humour, he maintains, is essentially uniform; it varies only in intensity in
accordance with the extent to which the stimulus is found to be amusing.
Thus human beings’ response to humour closely ‘resembles the action of a
mechanical slot-machine’ (1964, p. 29). Whenever humour is experienced,
laughter is emitted. Consequently, laughter can be used to identify the
occurrence of humour in the same way that ‘the tell-tale clicking of the
Geiger counter’ can be used to indicate ‘the presence of radioactivity’
(1964, p. 31). Operating within this stimulus/response view of humour,
Koestler takes his task to be that of explaining why and how the stimulus
of humour produces such a peculiar response. What is it about the comic,
he asks, which gives rise to the distinctive physical contortions of
laughter?

Before attempting to answer this question, Koestler briefly mentions
certain apparently minor qualifications with regard to his basic assump-
tion concerning the reflex, uniform character of laughter. He notes, in the
first place, that ‘civilized laughter is rarely quite spontaneous’ (1964, p.
30), and he goes on, without clarifying what he means by ‘civilized
laughter’, to state that amusement can be “feigned or suppressed’ and
generally controlled and “interfered with’ to a greater or lesser extent
(1964, p. 30). In addition, he acknowledges that laughter can be used to
convey rather different moods and that it is possible, therefore, to
distinguish between ‘gay laughter, melancholy smile and lascivious grin’

‘, (1964, p. 30). Finally, he admits that ‘contrived laughter and smiling can
§ be used as a conventional signal-language to convey pleasure or
§ embarrassment, friendliness or derision’ (1964, p. 30).

These comments by Koestler himself could be taken to suggest that his
basic assumptions about laughter, assumptions typical of stimulus/
response analyses in general, are markedly inappropriate or are relevant to
only one type of laughter. For example, his acceptance that laughter and
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smiling can vary from being gay, to melancholy, to lascivious, seems to
imply that laughter/smiling is not after all a unitary phenomenon varying
only in intensity. Koestler seems to believe that laughter can vary in kind.
Secondly, the fact that laughter can be a response to embarrassment or a
signal of derision seems to undermine his claim that there is a simple,
direct correspondence between laughter and amusement. As others have
shown, and as Koestler himself appears to accept at this point in his
argument, laughter can occur without humour and humour without
laughter (Chapman, 1983). Thus laughter is no ‘Geiger counter of the

comic’ (Douglas, 1968; Morreall, 1983), and any general explanation of :

laughter would have to deal with its non-humorous forms.

A third, and fundamental, implication of Koestler’s qualifying remarks
is that, to some unknown degree, laughter is not a reflex action. For
Koestler accepts that, at least in ‘civilized’ contexts, laughter can be
controlled. As we can see from his references to laughter being ‘contrived’
and ‘interfered with’, he treats such controlled laughter as an unnatural
departure from the normal, reflex pattern. But neither Koestler nor more
recent researchers can offer us a way of distinguishing spontaneous from
contrived laughter.

Whatever the physiological causes of laughter, it is at times an
involuntary reflex action and at times occurs intentionally . . . Yet
no criteria have been established for distinguishing between
spontaneously occurring natural laughter and laughter that is
deliberate, artificial, and acquired as part of the socialization
process. (Apte, 1985, pp. 240-1)

If this is so, we have no reliable way of judging whether spontaneous,
reflex langhter occurs very frequently or whether it is an occasional, rather
unusual event. If it is the latter, then any stimulus/response theory such as
Koestler's, even if it were correct, would give a radically incomplete
account of the production of laughter.

Finally, in noting that laughter is employed as part of a ‘conventional
signal-language’, Koestler seems briefly to recognize that laughter is
generated in the course of social interaction and that it can be used by
participants to communicate about and to construct the meaning of such
interaction. If one were to explore this aspect of laughter, one would be led
to investigate how laughter varies with the social process under way and
how it is fitted systematically into the ongoing interaction. But Koestler
decides to ignore such analytical possibilities and curtly dismisses from
consideration all his own reservations: ‘We are concerned, however, cnly
with spontaneous laughter as a specific response to the comic; regarding
which we can conclude with Dr Johnson that “men have been wise in very
different modes; but they have always laughed in the same way™”’ (1964, p.

— A b b
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30). Thus Koestler, having drawn attention to certain variable facets of
laughter which are inconsistent with his own basic assumptions about its
simple, reflex character, chooses to disregard the implications of his own
argument. It is not that he has shown that participants’ ability to control
their laughter, to produce different kinds of laughter, to laugh in
non-humorous situations, to vary their laughter in-accordance with the
changing social context, and so on, are analytically trivial phenomena. His
procedure is rather to insist on treating the basically reflex character of
laughter as self-evident and to refuse to bother seriously with any
arguments or observations which do not fit the simple slot-machine
model.

Koestler's definition of laughter as a reflex action generates what he
calls ‘the paradox of laughter’. This paradox or, more correctly, this
puzzle is given several different formulations. One version is that, unlike
all other reflexes, the ‘laughter reflex’ serves no apparent bioclogical
purpose (1964, p. 31). Laughter seems to contribute in no discernible way
to the survival of the human species. But, argues Koestler, if laughter is a
true reflex it must make some useful contribution. For if it did not, it
would not have been retained by the evolving human organism,
Accordingly, a critical goal for any theory of laughter, in Koestler’s view,
must be to explain how the automatic reaction of the human body to comic
situations contributes to its effective functioning and, thereby, to the
 biological efficiency of the species.

A second formulation of the ‘paradox’ focuses on the stimulus that
produces laughter. Other reflex reactions are physiological responses to
* very specific changes in the physical environment. For example, a sharp
light shone into the eye makes the pupil contract automatically. This
contraction occurs because, in the simplest possible terms, the pupil is
macle up of light-sensitive material. In such cases, stimulus and response
appear to operate at approximately the same physical level. But in the case
of humour, the stimulus is a complex cultural product which requires
complicated mental processing, yet which gives rise to marked reactions in
the muscles of the face and violent disruption of the breathing apparatus:
‘Humour is the only domain of creative activity where a stimulus on a high
level of complexity produces a massive and sharply defined response on
the level of physiological reflexes’ (Koestler, 1964, p. 31). Koestler is not
deterred by this puzzle, nor is he led to reconsider his initial assumption
that laughter operates much like other reflexes. Rather, he takes as his
central task to explain how the complex stimulus of humour is directly
responsible for the unusual physiological processes of laughter.

Koestler establishes a theoretical connection between humour and the
physical process of laughter by asserting that all humour contains an
element of aggression or fear. This claim has by no means been confined to
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Koestler (for useful reviews, see Paulos, 1980; Morreall, 1983). But
Koestler develops it in a particularly interesting way. Humour, he argues,
necessarily evokes ‘an ‘impulse, however faint, of aggression or
apprehension. It may be manifested in the guise of malice, derision, the
veiled cruelty of condescension, or merely as an absence of sympathy with
the victim of the joke’ (1964, p. 53). The recipient cannot avoid
responding emotionally and physiologically to the “self- assertive’ implica-
tions of the humour: ‘Emotions of the self- asserting type involve a wide
range of bodily changes, such as increased secretion of the adrenal glands,
increase of blood sugar, acceleration of the heart, speedier clotting of the
blood, altered breathing . . . muscle tension and tremor’ (Koestler, 1964,
Pp- 57-8).

These bodily reactions are primitive and involuntary and derive from
mankind’s earliest experiences in a hostile world, where they were
essential for survival, As a response to humour, however, they are grossly
inappropriate. For not only is the aggression and’ threat contained in
humorous discourse merely symbolic; but as the humour unfolds the
apparent targets for participants’ aggression or self-defence are suddenly
and unexpectedly removed as a result of the bisociative structure of
humorous discourse; ‘The sudden bisociation of a mental event with two
habitually incompatible matrices results in an abrupt transfer of the train
of thought from cne associative context to another. The emotional charge
which the narrative carried cannot be 50 transferred owing t¢ its greater
inertia and persistence; discarded by reason, the tension finds its outlet in
laughter’ (Koestler, 1964, p. 60).

The central argument, then, is that the aggressive element essential to
humour generates within those involved a build-up of nervous and
physical energy which is suddenly made inappropriate by the unexpected
change of interpretative framework required by humour, and which then
bursts forth along the line of least resistance — that is, in energetic release
of breath and of muscle tension. It is an elegant argument and jt
}.mdoubtedly provides an answer to Koestler’s ‘paradox of laughter’. If he
is right, it appears that, although laughter has no direct biological
purpose, it does have the physiclogical function of giving relief from the
bodily tension sometimes created by man’s advanced symbolic capacities.
In addition, Koestler combines the idea that humour is aggressive with
that of bisociation to provide a plausible explanation of how complex
cultural products can elicit a primitive, reflex response. To hjs credit,
Koestler furnishes one of the very few general analyses of humour which
include a systematic account of why humorous discourse provokes such a
peculiar bodily reaction. Unfortunately, the defects of his theory more
than outweigh these advantages.

The first problem with Koestler’s scheme follows from his proposal that
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discourse or action ‘will produce a comic effect only if an aggressive-
defensive tendency, however sublimated, is present in i’ (1964, p. 55).
This claim is convincing only if we can show that all instances of humour
are recognizably aggressive-apprehensive. There are doubtless many cases
where this is a ‘reasonable’ description. For example, Suls’s joke could be
said to express aggression against Irishmen (p. 35), and Sacks’s joke
(pp- 9-10) might be described as expressing aggression against mothers.
‘Similarly, some informal humour, such as Peter’s remarks at the dinner
party addressed to Deborah and David (p. 69), could be said to express
underlying aggression. The most convincing example of all is the laughter
of the men in the helicopter over Vietnam, which seemed to be closely
associated with release of tension after a fearful experience (p. 53).
However, there are many other humorous passages above which do not
appear in any way related to aggression or apprehension: for instance, the
playful exchange between Boo and Mike (pp. 47-8), the elephant in the
fridge joke (p. 85) and the swimming trunks joke (p. 17). It is very difficult
to interpret this latter joke as a vehicle for aggression, for example, unless
one is willing to believe that every teller of the joke must have had fears
about, or aggressive inclinations towards, fish and/or elephants. If we
dismiss this possibility, as I think we must, we can defend Koestler's
theory only by insisting, as does Koestler himself at one point, that we
always laugh at someone else’s expense (1964, p. 55). Thus, in the case of
the swimming trunks joke, and indeed any other standardized joke, we
could be regarded as laughing, not at the humour of its content, but at the
recipient’s failure to foresee the joke’s unexpected outcome. In this sense,
even innocent jokes would be told at the recipient’s expense.

It is possible, then, to retain the notion that humour is inherently
self-assertive, even though its content sometimes seems innocuous, by
maintaining that the interactive form of humour is aggressive by its very
nature. If this were so, however, we would expect recipients to respond to
humour, not with laughter (%@wig@, but with some kind of
apgressive retaliation or symbolic retreat. For it would seem that
recipients will have been subject in the course of humour to an aggressive
act. I suggest that we can account for their reacting with laughter rather
than with counter-aggression only if we credit them with the ability to
perceive that they are not dealing with real aggression. An important
defect in theories of humorous aggression, like that of Koestler, is that
they pay no attention to the obvious difference between serious and
humorous or playful aggression. Participants, on the other hand, evidently
do make such a distinction; for they react to them quite differently.

If these observations are accurate, two important consequences follow.
The first is that, if recipients are able to register and decode the various
signals establishing the operation of the humorous mode, they are not
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merely responding to humour in an automatic fashion at the reflex,
physiological level, . Secondly, if recipients can distinguish between
humorous and serious intent, we would not expect them to respond to
humour with the physiological build-up appropriate to & situation of real
physical threat. Consequently, it seems to follow that, where humorous
intent is signalled and understood, there is unlikely to be the overwhelm-
ing need for the release of tension that is assumed in Koestler’s account of
the cause of laughter. We can accept that certain kinds of laughter do seem
to fit Koestler's analysis: for instance, where participants react to
unsignalled ‘natural humour’, as in the helicopter over Vietnam.
However, the closer we approach to normal humorous interchange, with
its subtle use of meaningful symbols and of signals of intent, the less
appropriate does Koestler's reliance on primitive response mechanisms
become. Of course, Koestler may well have had such subtleties in mind
when he referred in passing to the awkward complications of ‘civilized’
discourse. But, I suggest, it seems more likely that it is the reflex laughter
of the men in battle which is exceptional and that ‘civilized’, negotiated,
orderly humorous discourse is closer to the ordinary state of affairs.

Koestler’s use of the word ‘civilized’ in this context is in one respect
rather misleading. For it seems to imply that the ability to regulate
laughter and to use it in an organized way as a means of communication
are relatively recent human accomplishments. Koestler seems to equate
these capacities with the emergence of advanced societies and the creation
of a false and contrived culture which tends to conceal man’s natural urges
beneath a thin veneer of apparent social order, However, this view that
controlled, meaningful laughter is a by-product of ‘civilized’ life has come
to appear rather unconvincing in the light of conclusions about parallel
behaviour among apes.

It appears, then, that in the evolutionary process leading from
nonprimate mammals to primates, and finally to Homo sapiens, the
meaning of the teeth-baring display broadened. While it was
originally a part of the mainly defensive or protective behaviour
mechanism, it became a signal of submission and nonhostility. In
some species, the nonhostility signal probably became predominant,
so that finally a signal indicating friendliness could evolve. Among
primates, the bared-teeth display overlapped with the lip-smacking
display, while human smiling appears to have resulted from the
combination of both, very nearly replacing the latter. (Apte, 1985,
p. 245)

The relationship between primate behaviour and that of humans is bound:
10 remain uncertain. Nevertheless, it now seems clear that, in primate}
society, actions very similar to laughing and smiling are actively employed
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as signals of friendliness by participants. As Bateson (1955) and Fry (1963)
noted in the course of their earlier studies of ‘the play frame’, primates are
also able to use such signals to indicate that their actions gre not what they
might appear to be. In particular, facial grimaces are employed as a signal
of mock-aggréssion. It is clear that apes, as well as humans, can
distinguish playful hostility from the real thing- and can respond
appropriately. Thus, even in primate society, actions closely akin to
smiling and laughter are part of a conventional sign language that is used
to regulate interaction and to play with the distinction between reality and
unreality. It seems probable, therefore, that Koestler was mistaken in
dismissing these symbolic and interactional aspects of laughter as peculiar
to ‘civilized’ societies and, therefore, as of no more than peripheral
interest. ' ‘

Koestler’s analysis of laughter does have some merits, It recognizes the

bisociative character of humorous discourse, It suggests a possible Link -

between the semantic structure of humour and the physiology of laughter.
It accounts for laughter’s lack of biological function. And the basic notion
of the build-up and release of tension does seem to apply to certain kinds
of laughter. But as a general theory of laughter it is unsatisfactory. Firstly,
it ignores the fact that laughter occurs regularly in certain kinds of
non-humorous and non-aggressive situations. Secondly, the content of
much humour seems quite unrelated to aggression/apprehension. Thirdly,
it is difficult to maintain that humorous interaction itsclf is necessarily
aggressive, because it is normally signalled and accepted as being different
from genuine aggression, Fourthly, to a considerable extent laughter
appears not to be a crude reflex reaction, but a regulated and orderly part
of the process of communication and social interaction. Furthermore, it is

“unlikely that this is a recent or marginal aspect of the production of

laughter.

Fifthly, Koestler’s argument that “men have always laughed in the same
way’ transforms humour itself from a complex and variable cultural
Pprocess to a simple, utterly primitive phenomenon common to all men,
For according to Koestler, when we react to humour, we are not
appreciating the subtleties of language or of social action; we are merely
giving vent to an accumuiation of redundant energy which we have been
fooled into producing. I suggest that Koestler has not succeeded in
reconciling a high-level cultural stimulus with the production of a reflex
response. Rather, he has reduced humour to the level of that supposedly
primitive response by eliminating the diversity and complexity of humour
from theoretical consideration. Such a slot-machine view of the produc-
tion of laughter cannot cope even with the actions characteristic of apes.

Finally, there is the fact that Koestler never once offers observational
data on laughter. His whole argument is a priori and it takes for granted

e
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that we all know exactly what laughter is like, precisely when it occurs,
and 50 on. When Koestler reaffirms Dr Johnson’s claim that ‘men have
always laughed in the same way’, he seems to be implying that laughter
conforms to one basic pattern, Yet he does not even try to describe what
that pattern might be, nor te check whether it occurs in practice, John
Morreall (1983) has tried to infer what the pattern would be if iaughter was
produced, as Koestler and others suggest, through the sudden release of
tension. For such theorists, Morreall writes, laughing is analogous to the
opening of a safety valve in a steam pipe.

Just as the opening of the valve releases €xCess steam pressure built
up within the pipe, laughter is supposed to release excess nervous
energy built up within the laugher’s nervous system. But if this is the
case, then we should expect the greatest amount of NETVOUS energy to
be released at the very beginning of the overflow, when the excess is
at its peak. As the release continues, the amount of energy released,
and so the intensity of the laughter, should gradually diminish; just
as the steam from a safety valve is at its greatest pressure at the
moment the valve is opened, but after that initial outburst gradually
diminishes. Now sometimes laughter is like this — there is a powerful
outburst that trails off to mild chuckling and then no laughter at all.
But often laughter starts out very weak and increases in strength ;00
there is an initial outburst followed by a period of no laughter, and
then more laughter. (1983, pp. 26-7)

Morreall does not provide detailed documentation of these possible
patterns of ‘laughter emission’. He offers us no more than COmmon-sense
reflection on ‘what we all know’ about laughter. But even with this
minimal recourse to empirical evidence, he improves on the efforts of
Koestler and the great majority of writers on this topic. In his brief
remarks about the variety of humorous patterns, Morreall implies that
perhaps laughter is no more uniform than bumour. He enables us 1o
imagine that there may be as many kinds of laughter and patterns of
laughter-production as there are types of humorous interaction. His
remarks also imply that laughter might be carefully observed, its
variations and complexities documented and explored, and an analysis
developed which was linked to systematic evidence about its production.
In the next section, therefore, we will examine Morreall’s own theory of
laughter.

Laughter and the pleasure shift

- &
Morreall claims to offer a completely general explanation of laughter. H@i ."‘:-
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analysis is remarkably simple but quite powerful. It is also a distinct
improvement, in several respects, ot that of Koestler. Nevertheless
Morreall, like Koestler, fails to recognize the limitations of his basic model
of laughter-production; and he fails, therefore, to move beyond a narrowly
chological approach to laughter.
ps}{\&orrﬁ’s thl:gry of laughter is built around three basic propositions.
The first is that laughter is slways sssociated with some change.m the
psychological state of the individual concerned. The second is that
laughter occurs when this change in state 1s oo suddc‘n for ﬂ'{c person tobe
able to adjust smoothly. Thirdly. the psychological shift leading to
laughter must be pleasant. These sratements, Mor_rcaﬂ proposes, convey
the essential characteristics of laughter. Laughter is the physical activity
that is caused by, and which gives expression to, th? feelings produced by
a sudden psychological shift in a pleasurable direction (1983, p. 39).
This theory is an improvement on prot attempts to explaxln laug_hter,
claims Morreall, in two impartant TCSPENTS. In L!'lc first place, it app!les to
all laughter and not just te that ssswiated vcfl[h humour. Thus it can
account, not only for the response 1 40 amusing story, but for lapght.er
produced by tickling, by embarrassment, by running mnto an old fnepd in
the street, and even that causad by hysena. Secondly, previous theories of
humorous laughter have focusad on ane kind of humorous situation and
have insisted that all humarous lsugater 1s of this type. For instance,
Koestler and others have mainzzined thetall humorous laughter involves a
release of aggressive temsion. Maorzedl is willing to accept th‘at some
humorous laughter may ariss in this ¥av, but he cont.ends that in many
other amusing situations AQETESHION snd pent-up emotion are completf:ly
lacking. Thus it cannot be the sidden release_ of tension as such which
causes laughter. Rather. he snmucs. isughter is due to the sud@en and
pleasurable change of state which aconmpanies the release of tension, but
which can also be created in many other ways. Morreal! maintains that his
alternative hypothesis inclues withi its scope all th§ accurate o_bserva-
tions about laughter made v pm-io_us analys{s, ‘wnhout making the
mistake of overgeneralizing on the hssis of one limited type of laughter.
He claims to have reformulatad their indings at a level which is genuinely
applicable to all cases of laughter. ) ) o
Morreall succeeds in msking his theory so wide-ranging, despite its
basic simplicity, by identfving four analytically distinct aspects of
individuals’ psychological states: namely, the sensory, the affective, th_e
perceptual and the cognitive. Lsughter is s0 varied, h.e suggests, because it
can be caused by sudden chinges &f State occurnng in each of these
psychological dimensions and in €veTY possible combination. For exam-
ple, the laughter which is smitted by very young babies when they are
tickled is said to be produced by sudden, yet pleasant, changes in purely
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sensory stimulation. In the case of older children and adults, tickling
becomes more complex psychologically, but it still operates mainly at the
sensory level.

Older children and adults, of course, can also be tickled; and though
more is involved here because a child or adult perceives the tickler,
and can often thereby anticipate or even stop the touches, here, too,
successful tickling is based on a shift in sensory stimulation. The
most important thing in tickling children and aduits is that the touch
be unexpected in some way — either in its commencement, duration,
location, direction, or amount of pressure. For if we can fully
anticipate the touch, we can prepare ourselves for it and so eliminate
its suddenness, its power to shock us; and in that case there will not
be a psychological shift, but an expected bit of stimulation. (Morreall,
1983, p. 40)

In the case of adults, behaviour is always much more complex than in
young children and will always involve some combination of sensory
input, emotion and cognition. The general applicability of Morreall’s
theory, however, is assured because it includes any and every conceivable
psychological state. The only requirement for laughter to occur is that
there must be some sudden and pleasant psychological alteration.

In the situation where I run into an old friend on the street, for
instance, I may be experiencing no emotion before I see him. But
then as I recognize his face and rush to meet him, I feel a boost of
excitement; my step quickens and even my heartbeat is speeded
up. The shift from feeling no emotions to feeling very strong
emotions here will be pleasant, and my hearty laughter will be the
expression of my pleasure. In much the same way I might laugh on
finding out that I have won a lottery, especially if this discovery is
accidental and so sudden. Even the shift from a neutral emotional
state to simply thinking about something that arouses positive
emotions can be enough to trigger laughter, as when we laugh in
anticipating some enjoyable activity or in recalling some particularly
fond memory. (Morreall, 1983, p. 46)

In this passage, Morreall is discussing non-humorous laughter. In relation
to humorous laughter, the main advantage of his perspective is that its
basic psychological mechanism is so general that it can be said to appear in
an indefinite variety of humorous forms. Consequently, not only does the
theory cover non-humorous laughter, but it allows for wide diversity

within the humorous realm. The psychological shift responsible for
laughter may, in some cases, be mainly emotional; and it may sometimes
involve aggression/apprehension. But there are many other kinds of
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emotion and, in principle, €very one can give rise to the sudden
pleasurable change required for laughter to occur., Morreall emphasizes, in
addition, that we should not place undue importance on the emotional
shift present in some cases of humour.

For our enjoyment of an emotional shift is neither necessary nor
sufficient for humor, whereas our enjoyment of a conceptual shift is
both necessary and sufficient for humor, Though a release of hostile,
sexual, or other feelings may be involved in some cases of humor, the
essence of humor lies in the enjoyment of incongruity. (1983, p. 47)

One obvious limitation of Morreall’s theory, compared to that of Koestler,
is that Morreall provides no account of the physical mechanism of
laughter. He makes no attempt to explain why sudden, pleasant changes
of psychological state shouid generate the peculiar convulsive movements
of laughter. Whereas Koestler sought to devise a theory which brought
together the cultural, psychological and physiological levels within one
coherent scheme, Morreall concentrates more narrowily on the psycholo-
gical processes of laughter. In compensation for this exclusively psycholo-
gical focus, he offers us a theory which should apply equally well to all
forms of laughter, yet which avoids oversimplification. Morreall’s analysis
of the psychology of laughter and humour accepts the complexity and
diversity of these phenomena, and recognizes that humorous interplay can
be ‘pure’ and playful as well as emotionally charged. It also gives an
account of the psychological process of laughter which could be taken to
parallel what we know about the semantic structure of humorous
discourse. In other words, we could reformulate Morreall’s hypothesis as a

proposal that laughter will occur when the discourse foste@ a psycholo-. .

gical state which is then unexpectedly, but pleasantly, disrtipted by the
evolution of that same discourse. '

Unfortunately, there is a major weakness in Morrreall’s theory. This
weakness becomes evident when we ask what js meant by the phrase
‘pleasantly disrupted’. As we have noted in previous chapters, not all

" disruptions or incongruities are found to be funny. Morreall is inclined to

take for granted that if incongruity or a change of psychological state gives
rise to laughter, the experience must have been pleasant, Consequently,
his claim that only pleasurable changes of state lead to laughter is
somewhat empty. For he offers no independent evidence thar an increase
in pleasure is involved in such cases. In most of his examples, the likely
occurrence of laughter is itself taken as sufficient indication that the
experience was pleasant. As a result, the analysis comes close to a
tautology.

The wider significance of this aspect of Morreall’s analysis will become
clearer if we reconsider his example of non-humorous laughter occasioned
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by meeting an old friend in the street. The emotions depicted in Morreall’s
description of this meeting are explicitly described as ‘pleasant’, and the
‘hearty laughter’ s said to be ‘the expression of this pleasure’ (see p. 103).
I can equally well, however, imagine a quite different psychological state
leading to laughter in a similar situation. For instance, I may be very far
from pleased at meeting that old fool again, and my heart may sink, but |
greet him nonetheless with hearty laughter out of recognition of past ties
of friendship. Would this example of a negative change of psychological
state producing laughter count as a refutation of Morreall’s theory? It
appears that it would not. This instance would not be taken to contradic:
his analysis because, afthough the change in psychological state did not
involve an increase in pleasure, the ensuing laughter would be deemed not
to have been natural laughter but merely ‘forced laughter’ or ‘feigned
laughter’. As Morreall makes clear, he regards laughter which is not a
natural expression of pleasure as a distortion of the primary psychological
Process. Any situation where people seem to laugh without an increase in
pleasure is treated as irrelevant to his basic hypothesis.

Our formula that laughter is an expression of pleasure at a
psychological shift, then, can be seen to cover even the problem
cases on our list. Because laughing is not only a natural expression of
pleasure, but is also under our voluntary control, and even under the
control of unconscious coping mechanisms, it can occur in the
absence of pleasure. I can force a laugh to please my boss or to make
myself feel less tense. But such cases, as we saw, are parasitic on
laughter as the natural expression of pleasure, for they all work by
using laughter to feign pleasure, or by breaking into the causal loop
between pleasure and laughter to induce pleasure by performing
laughter. Because laughter is partially voluntary, too, it can not only
be forced when the person is not amused, but can also be suppressed
when he is amused . . . There is no one-to-one correspondence, in
short, between instances of amusement and instances of laughter,
Nonetheless, our formula that laughter is the natural expression of
amusement provides the key to understanding all cases of laughter,
(Morreall, 1983, pp. 58-9)

In this passage, Morreall’s argument closely resembles that of Koestler,
For Morreall, like Koestler, insists on regarding the involuntary emission
of laughter in response to a pleasant stimulus as the key to understanding
all cases of laughter. He does accept that laughter can occur in the absence
of such a stitnulus and that laughter can be actively employed in the course
of social interaction. But this does not lead him either to revise his
theoretical hypothesis that ‘laughter resuits from a pleasant psychological
shift’ (1983, p. 39) or to qualify his claim to be offering a comprehensive
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theory of laughter. Rather, again like Koestler, he responds by dismissing
those kinds of laughter which do not fit his theory as unnatural and
parasitic on the so-called natural process.

The central defect of Morreall’s analysis, in my view, is that despite its
genuine attempt to allow for the diversity of humour and laughter, the
theory is confined within a restricted conception of isolated organisms
responding automatically to the pleasure derived from external stimuli:
“Laughter, as we have set out to account for it, is a human behavior that is
a reaction of the person to his perceptions of the world around him — a
motor response, to put it crudely, to sensory input’ (1983, p. 57). As we
have seen, this simplistic view requires Morreall to disregard a potentially
enormous range of situations where laughter seems to be to some degree
under participants” control. It also leads him to treat human actors as
essentially passive recipients of external stimuli that are intrinsically either
pleasure-giving or not. Where he suspects that people are not simply
responding to whatever inputs their environment provides, but are acting
upon that environment and thereby creating its meaning, he dismisses
their actions as feigned, forced, and as being not a source of true laughter.
I suggest, in contrast, and in line with the discussion in previous chapters,
that participants are continuaily engaged in giving meaning to the world
around them and in making it laughable or not. For example, it seems to
me unlikely that the psychological change brought about by hearing, say,
the swimming trunks joke, is in itself laughter-inducing. As we will see in
the next section, humorous discourse is not inherently laughable.
Laughter occurs in a social environment in which participants act to make
things humorous. The swimming trunks joke (and much other humour)
wilt give rise to laughter, as we saw in the two previous chapters, only in so
far as it has been actively signalled as humour and in so far as participants
coliaborate 1o make it laughable. Thus laughter is not merely a motor
response by isolated individual organisms to some laughable input. It is
necessarily part of an active social process and can be understood only in
relation to that process.

Morreall’s underlying stimulus-response model leads him, then, to
underestimate the extent to which people actively work together to
construct the humour and laughability of their ‘sensory inputs’. It is also
probably responsible in part for his failure to develop his own observations
on the possible ‘shaping’ of laughter in the course of interaction. As we
saw in the previous section, Morreall correctly draws attention to other
analysts’ inability to account for the varying patterns of laughter on
different occasions and in different circumstances. This could have led to
careful observation of how laughter is actually produced; for instance, one
might have predicted that so-called ‘forced’ laughter was recognizably
different in shape from laughter which was a' ‘natural expression of
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this empirical direction. The reason for this, perhaps, is that his basic
model implies that contrived laughter is relatively unimportant and that
variations in the production of natural laughter must correspond, by
definition, to fluctuations in participants’ experiences of pleasure. Given
these assumptions, empirical research into laughter is quite redundant. As
with Koestler, the answers are assumed to be known in advance.

This discussion of Koestler’s and Morreall’s theories makes it clear that,
although laughter may sometimes be a reflex response to changes
originating in the external environment, this is not the only, nor even the
primary, mechanism. of laughter-production. It appears that, even in
primate groups, laughter and smiling are actively used as resources in the
course of social interaction. We might expect that, in human societies,
such controlled and socially accomplished production of laughter would
be widespread, if not paramount. In previous chapters we have observed
in passing, when we have examined transcriptions of natural interaction,
how laughter and smiling are built into social life by participants in an
intricate manner and are exchanged as part of a collaborative process. Yet
Koestler and Morreall dismiss all such laughter as a marginal phe-
nomenon. In their view, it is obvious that such laughter is no more than a
theoretically irrelevant deviation from the ‘patural’, and ‘normal’,
situation in which a human organism responds automatically to the
appropriate external stimulus. But this assumption about what kind of
laughter is ‘normal’ is not based on observation of real, laughing human
beings. Neither Koestler nor Morreall takes the trouble to provide
empirical support for their assertions about the nature of ‘normal’ or
‘natural’ laughter. When, however, we do try to base our explanations of
laughter on what can be observed in experimental and natural settings, we
are forced to abandon these preconceptions and to accept that laughter is
overwhelmingly a product of social processes and can be understood only
in relation to such processes. Laughter undoubtedly has, by definition, an
important psychological/physiological dimension which requires analysis
at that level. But this does not mean that laughter can only be analysed by
means of a slot-machine model of human action (Zijderveld, 1983).
Laughter is almost always socially mediated. It almost always occurs in a
social context and varies, sometimes dramatically and sometimes subtly,
in accordance with the interpersonal dynamics of that context. Let us
examine some studies of the social production of laughter in which these
claims are substantiated and illustrated in detail.

Laughter and the social context

It has long been clear that laughter occurs overwhelmingly in social
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humorous laughter is that humorous discourse necessarily requires a teller
and at feast one recipient (Fine, 1983), Standardized jokes, for example,
involve concerted action” by a participant who already knows and can
deliver the comic resolution of the joke, and by one for whom the comic
outcome is unexpected, amusing and, therefore, laughable. Moreover,
even isolated laughter is likely to be a by-product of the laugher’s social
experiences, or 1o arise out of some indirect social relationship.
For most of us laughter bubbles to the fore only rarely when there js
Do one else around. These are occasions when we relive amusing
accidents or when in day-dreams we conjure up thoughts of others.
Sometimes an author can levitate us so that we lose ourselves in the
story and imagine ourselves as first- hand witnesses to funny events,
When we laugh it is as though we were actually present. Therein lies
an explanation as to why laughter, an essentially social response, can
find expression when we are on our own: we may be alone
physically, but we are not alone psychologically. (Chapman, 1983,
p. 148)

Laughter, then, is social in the sense that it normally arises out of real or
imagined dialogue between people. There are, however, other more
specific connections between laughter and the social setting. Some of these
have been revealed in a series of detailed studies carried out since the carly
1970s by Chapman and his colleagues (for reviews of this work see
Chapman, 1976; 1983). For example, Chapman found that children’s
humorous laughter is dramatically increased simply by the presence of a
companion. When children were presented with humorous material, they
laughed and smiled far more in the presence of another child than when
they were alone. This was 50, even when the companion neither laughed
nor smiled and even though there was no observable interaction between
the children (Chapman, 1976). In the case of adults, the results were
slightly more complex. For it was found that adules’ laughter was
significantly affected by the companion’s behaviour. Subjects who were
paired with a partner who was completely unresponsive produced very
little reaction to the humorous material. Subjects on their own tended to
laugh rather more. But subjects with a responsive companion laughed
much more frequently and mare enthusiastically than either of the other
two categories (Osborne and Chapman, 1977).
It appears from this study of adults that laughter and smiling operate as
" -cues which encourage laughter and smiling on the part of others. It is
tempting to infer that participants’ laughter and the frequent exchange of
humorous cues in the ‘high response’ situation must have made these
subjects’ experiences more amusing. But Osborne and Chapman report:
‘An analysis of the subjective ratings solicited at the end of the sessions
showed no significant differences between the three groups i terms of the
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perceived funniness of the tape-recordings’ (1977, p. 43). Of course, it
may be that experimental subjects who laughed relatively little were
responding retrospectively to the ‘demand characteristics’ of the experi-
ment and exaggerating their feelings of amusement. But we cannot know
whether or not this was the case. We can only conclude that there is no
direct evidence that participants’ amusement was significantly affected in
this study by variations in social context. The extent to which participants
laughed and smiled, however, was very considerably altered by the
presence of other laughing persons. It seems that, even in situations like
this where social interaction is minimal and where humour is not jointly
accomplished, participants’ laughter can be highly responsive to changes
in others’ behaviour,

Most of Chapman’s studies of laughter have dealt with children, and we
cannot be certain that his findings apply equally to adults. But it appears
that children’s laughter and smiling vary systematically in accordance with
a range of interactional and interpersonal factors: for instance, how much
a companion laughs, how much the partner looks at the subject, how close
they sit together, whether the subject and companions are friends,
whether there are several companions and, if so, how much they look at
one another, and so on (Chapman, 1983). The general conclusions arising
from these studies are that the level of social ‘intimacy’ among participants
is a crucial factor influencing the production of humorous laughter and
that the more ‘shared’ is the situation, the more children laugh (Chapman,
1976). “Intimacy’ and ‘sharing’ are measured in this research by means of
behavioural indicators such as eye contact and physical proximity.

These studies are an advance on the views considered earlier in this
chapter in so far as they provide carefu] empirical documentation for their
claims. They certainly furnish ample confirmation of the need to study the
production of laughter as a social process. Yet the design of these studies
tends to reproduce one of the basic mistakes of writers such as Koestler
and Morreall. For Chapman’s experimental subjects are always passive
recipients, rather than active initiators, of humour. Laughter is persis-
tently treated in these studies as if it can occur only as a behavioural
response to external stimuli. The design of the experiments is such that
humorous material is always presented to the subjects by the experimen-
ters, and the frequency and duration of their laughter is then measured
under controlled conditions. Consequently, we can learn nothing from
such studies about participants’ active use of laughter and humour in the
course of ordinary interaction, Whereas Koestler and Morreall argue
theoretically for the irrelevance of laughter which is not an involuntary
reaction: to humorous stimuli, Chapman and other social psychologists
(Chapman, 1983, p. 137) tend to exclude actors’ controlled use of laughter
from consideration by adopting a particular experimental design,

In addition, although aggregate measurements of the number of laughs
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or the duration of laughter can be informative, they will never reveal the
social ‘shaping’ of laughter. The work of Chapman and his colleagues
clearly confirms that people laugh in response to others’ laughter. But
aggregate measurements cannot show how the sociai exchange of laughter
works in detail in varying circumstances, nor how laughter may be used in

different ways to contribute in a meaningful fashion to the interaction of

which it forms a part. If laughter is more than a mere reflex response to
environmental cues, if it does contribute systematically to the sign
language of the humorous mode and is employed in subtle ways to
communicate about the meaning of the ongoing interaction, techniques
must be found to investigate the fine detail of laughter in natural settings.
We must find a research perspective which not only allows for the
possibility that social actors methodically employ laughter as an interac-
tional resource, but also treats such laughter as a topic for careful
investigation. In the pursuit of such a perspective, we will now examine
several studies of Janghter carried out by conversation analysts.

Making laughter flood out

We have seen that Koestler and Morreall treat occasions where laughter
‘floods out’ as paradigm cases. Such situations are thought to provide the
key to an understanding of laughter. Similarly, Chapman is reassured
about the relevance of his data to natural settings by the fact that
‘explosive laughter’ was very common during his experimental sessions
(1976). It should be noted, however, that there are other human reactions
which often appear to burst forth spontaneously: for example, clapping
and applause. Laughter is by no means as distinctive in this respect as
Koestler and others have assumed. Furthermore, clapping and applause
have been shown to be collectively managed and to be produced in a
socially organized manner (Atkinson, 1984; Grady and Potter, 1985;
Heritage and Greatbatch, 1986). Let us turn, therefore, to a paper by Gail
Jefferson (1985) in which the ‘flooding out’ of laughter is viewed as, in
some circumstances, a controlled interactional device.

Jefferson starts with the observation that neither participants nor
analysts normally describe laughter in the same detail as other aspects of
conversation. For example, a participant can normally convey what
happened on a specific occasion in summary terms (‘He insulted me’) or
by repeating a version of what was said (‘He said, “You clumsy idiot™”).
But in the case of laughter, the summary description has to suffice (‘He
laughed’ or ‘He laughed heartily’). We do not say, ‘He went “ahh ha ha
heh heh heh”.” Laughter is very seldom, if ever, reproduced in this kind of
detail by participants.
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A similar approach to laughter has been adopted by the great majority of
analysts. If we look back at transcriptions of informal conversation in
previous chapters, we find that the occurrence of laughter is normally
indicated by insertion of the word ‘laughter’ (see pp. 62 and 75). But no
attempt is made to reproduce precise details of the sounds of laughter or of
its relation to the surrounding discourse. Jefferson acknowledges that this
procedure is perfectly adequate for many analytical purposes. However,
she suggests that it may obscure interesting features of interaction which
can be revealed by means of 2 more detailed transcription. Her advanced
method of transcription is not always easy to read. I will employ it below
only for the most critical passages. Jefferson uses a row of ‘h’s preceded by
a dot, *hhh, to indicate an inbreath. An ‘h’ in parenthesis, (h), indicates a
particle of within-speech laughter,

To illustrate her claim about the analytical value of detailed transcrip-
tion, Jefferson compares one of her own early transcriptions with a later
transcription of the same passage.

First transcription

Ken: And he came home and decided he was gonna play with his
orchids from then on in.

Roger: With his whai?

Louise: heh heh heh heh

Ken: With his orchids. [Hc has an orchid -

Roger: Oh heh hehheh

Louise: (through bubbling laughter) Playing with his organ yeah I
thought the same thing!

Ken: No he’s got a great big glass house

Roger: [I can see him playing with his organ
hehh hhh

(1985, p. 28)

In the later transcription of the middle section, the utterance by Louise
which had been initially described as being spoken ‘through bubbling
laughter’ is depicted as follows:

Later transeription

Ken: Ee[z got an orcheid

Roger: Oh: kehhyh a h -he: h -keh

Louise: heh huh -khk PLAYN(h)W(h)IZ
O(h)R’N va:h I thought the same.

The earlier transcription conveys a clear impression of laughter bursting
forth against the speaker’s will. Jefferson provides several examples of
similar passages, and she illustrates how participants, as well as analysts,
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can interpret such laughter as an uncontroliable response to the humour of
the discourse. For example, in a mildly dirty joke involving a punch line
about a ‘dick being transplanted’, the female teller laughs so much in
delivedngthepunchlincthatrecipicntshavedifﬁcultyheaﬁngwhatis
being said.- One of the participants appears to employ a ‘reflex’ theory of
laughter to explain what is causing the problem when she says: ‘It’s
difficult when she gets to the punch line, she can’t help laugh.’

Jefferson suggests, however, that this kind of interpretation of Louise’s
remark in the passage above becomes rather less convincing when we look
carefully at the later transcription. For, whereas the first version implied
that laughter was uncontrolled and persisted throughout the utterance, we
can now see that the laughter is restricted to one part of the utterance and
that the remainder is completely free of laughter. At this point in her
exposition, Jefferson begins to consider whether the laughter is perhaps
not flooding out, but has been deliberately inserted; for it is rather odd
that the laughter which seems so difficult to control in ‘PLAYN(h)W(h)IZ
O(M)R'N’ should cease so suddenly and be followed immediately by
speech without the least trace of humorous upheaval. Furthermore, given
that laughter can be inserted and controlled for its interactional effect, it is
possible that the impression of laughter exploding out of the speaker’s
control may itself be intentionally conveyed by actors in certain
circumstances.

Jefferson finds support for this interpretation in the way that Louise
and other speakers place their laughter. She points out that Louise’s
laughter in this uttereance begins and ends in exact conjunction with the
potentially improper phrase ‘playing with his organ’; and she cites other
instances where the laughter coincides with what she calls the ‘tender’
component of the utterance. She gives as another example: ‘they’d say
catch a n(hh)ithh)gg(h)er by the toe. ‘hh if he hollers let im go.’ On
numerous occasions, it appears, speakers are able to talk without laughter
and with considerable clarity before or after some obscene or otherwise
difficult phrase; yet when delivering that phrase they seem to lose control
and their speech becomes briefly suffused with apparently uncontainable
laughter. In Jefferson’s view, the precise placing of the laughter makes it
difficult to accept that this seeming loss of control over the impulse to
laugh is not itself under the speaker’s control.

If participants do sometimes place ‘outbursts’ of laughter to accompany
awkward speech, this is presumably because such placement has

interactional consequences. Jefferson’s proposal is that the insertion of

laughter distorts and hides what is being said. Moreover, the impression
that this laughter is out of control makes it ‘evident’ to other participants
that the speaker can do nothing about her inability to speak clearly: ‘the
presence of laughter can account for the presence of the distortion, not, for
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example, as a matter of the speaker’s reluctance to say the words he is
saying and thus in fact not-quite-saying . . . but as a constituent feature of
flooding out; of uncontainable laughter invading and incidentally distort-
ing the speech’ (Jefferson, 1985, p. 31). Thus tender words, such as
‘dick’, ‘organ’ and ‘nigger’, can be communicated, yet not quite ‘said’,
without the speaker being culpable for her failure to deliver the words
clearly. In addition, her ‘involuntary reaction’ shows that she is not the
sort of person who would choose to engage in dirty talk. As we saw above,
speakers are somehow able, by the nature of their laughter, to make it
clear that they ‘can’t help laugh’. When they are ‘flooded by laughter’,
they can claim the right not to speak properly and not to be held fully
responsible for any indelicacy of conduct.

Laughter can be used, as in Loujse’s remark, to add another level to the
allusiveness which is characteristic of humorous discourse. Thus the
written phrase ‘playing with his organ’ does no more than allude indirectly
to a possible sexual referent, When it is uttered by Louise as something
like ‘PLAYN(h)W(h)IZ O(h)R’N’ it is even further removed from open,
explicit discourse. Interactionally, the insertion of laughter focuses
attention on the locus of the humour (Nash, 1985) whilst placing the
responsibility for extracting its improper meaning even more firmly with
the recipient. As so often, the humorous mode is being employed to enable
speakers to say and do things without appearing to do so. The careful
placing of laughter, revealed by Jefferson’s method of transcription, shows
that laughter can be used, not merely to signal that the humorous mode is I
in operation, but also to promote the allusiveness of humorous discourse i
and to engage in impropriety apparently against one’s will. i

Jefferson’s study of participants’ controlled use of ‘flocding out’ is, of
course, 0o more than a first step towards a sociological analysis of
laughter. It seems likely, however, that the ‘supposed spontaneity’ of
laughter may be put to work in many other subtle ways. Schenkein has
shown, for example, that brief fragments of laughter can be inserted
successfully into conversation in a meaningful way at points where the
person responsible would normally be open to the charge of having
improperly interrupted the discourse. In Schenkein’s words: ‘One
possible accomplishment of the use of heheh then is that a speaker may be
immune to some charge of interrupting the ongoing sequencing, of
usurping a slot properly available to someone else, while nevertheless
accomplishing rather intricate pieces of interactional work’ (1972, p. 367).
One reason for this immunity may well be that laughter, unlike other
conversational inputs, is taken to be, or can be presented as, being beyond
one’s control. Thus, in the same way that speakers can always deny the
serious import of their humorously signalled remarks by claiming that
they were ‘only joking’, laughers can always deny responsibility for their
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laughter on the grounds that it was a natural, uncontrollable response to
the humour of the situation. One general lesson 10 be learned, therefore,

from studies such as those of Jefferson and Schenkein is that we mustbe:

* careful not to assume 100 readily that laughter which seems spontaneous -
really is so; for participants themselves may be artfully engaged in -
sustrining and making use of this assumption for their own ends. - ¢

Inviting Jaughter and declining to laugh

Neither Koestler nor Morreali offers precise predictions about the location

of laughter within social interaction. One might infer from their theories,
d be produced mainly

however, that ‘normal’, unregulated lagighrer woul
by recipients of the humorous stimulus rather than those who deliver the
humour. Tellers of standardized jokes, for instance, would already know
the punch line and would not, therefore, experience eithier a sudden
displacement of aggression or an unexpected psychological shift when
telling the joke. Consequently, the theoretically predicted pattern for
standardized jokes would be along these lines:

First speaker: ~ Humorous remark.
Second speaker: Immediate laughter.

In fact, this pattern occurs very seldom-in natural conversation, even in
the simplest situation where there are only Two participants. Furthermore,
the recipient’s immediate production of laughter, when it occurs, does not
necessarily imply that the laughter in such cases is an unregulated, reflex
response. For it is clear that participants ar¢ expected 1o laugh after a
humorous utterance and that they arc aware of this expectation. The two
following passages from another study by Jefferson illustrate this nicely.

Example 1
Roger: Well it struck me funny
(1.0 second pause)
Al: HA, HA HA HA

Ken: hh
Roger: Thankyou.

Example 2
Bill: Thatwza jo:ke people
(short pause)

Bill: Thatwz

17 .1
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) (short paus
Bill: That-En yer spoze tuh smi:le. ®

(1979, p. 93)

gp(}:nu:; (1;191:; it, ‘humor typically requires an immediate audience

respons: ‘temﬁ; 5 3;21 c:onvent:onally in the form of laughter or what Fry

e her 1s smile (19§3, p. 145). However, actors’ production of

tanghtes more d.etermmed' by this convention than it is by an

Obsem:ia;yl t1_3sychol:;mc:al/physmlc'.’gical mechanism. Rather, close
of natural conversation shows that ici ’

0 tura sal participants
i;\iigtl;t;;nltwlf t];:c invite or solicit laughter from others? and glizetnsr:;
invitaor rfscz:: > dﬁ’cl{ned. An important characteristic of participants’
adions e 1.;1gle :‘sv 0thatu tthey normally remain implicit. Explicit

linders, quotations immediately ab
obligation to laugh occur ve i e e st
ry seldom. This is be its +
eole: cause, by its very natu
\ ;g[ht:;' i::tt ;e‘f;l toonlbe _;p;ntaneous. Recipients are requircdrzo laugr}t':f
1 y if they are genuinely amused. Thus attem ’
tla:‘lllgclhttel::ggt;r :.resﬁz\irzrwhelnun' gly indirect. Nevertheless, in msftsu:;
laughter anc (:ther o get? ];:ghi e;c;larticipants continually attend to and
S owledge of th i
huglour :gnuld to signals of humorous intent. © conventional response 10
ne regular way in which speakers indi
L ich s cate the need for anoth
;titierspond with laughter is to insert within-speech laughter into the:if ::-V?l
s oa;n‘i;hji;fferson (1979 exan.lil}es a number of passages in which the
-speech laughter elicits laughter from a second party in the

middle of talk which h : : -
examples: ch has been serious until that point. This is one of her

B: Dju watch by any ch i ;
y chance Miss Int -
g; N:no I didn’ | waz reading myll ernational Showcase las’ night?
: You missed a reall
pro(H) really great
E: O(hh)h i(h)t wa(hh)s?
ehh heh heh heh!

(Jefferson, 1979, p. 83)

1131; gltl'rlll: tt:(::t:':]cjt,hthe hcjlllscourse'seems to have been entirely serious until B

begins to ‘Ygu \:‘n ) stduttermg the word ‘program’. Furthermore, the

accomplish the kiniis Sc?f s:m;iﬁlcyrg:astalpmgr?mc; :065 ot T ather
the kind of rsal required by humour. In

rgzcrl:[,l Cl:;m;ni r1t.n?1cat1ve, of h}xmfyur }335 f)ccurred during the first 21?;:;

Nevenhel, ptl1j rom B’s brief interjection of within-speech laughter.

ess, this alone seems to be sufficient to provoke a marked
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display of amusement on the part of the recipient. It is clear that B’s use of
within-speech laughter at this stage is not itself a response to humour, but
a controlled signal of humorous intent. It is a preparation for humour yet
10 come. ItscemsunlikelythatEisgreatlyamuscdbythissignal.
However, he immediately signals his own willingness to be amused in due
course by emitting laughter of his own. In this way participants use
laughter, in adoance of any humorous semantic exchange, to enter the
humorous mode together. In this and other similar cases, laughter is
employed in a methodical and collaborative manner to guide interaction in
a humorous direction. Both B and E make use of the expectation that
recipients of humour will respond with laughter to accomplish their joint
entry into the humorous mode.

Conversational replies and laughing responses are normally linked
closely to the prior speaker’s turn. The second speaker’s utterance
typically either follows the preceding turn immediately or, as in the last
€xample, overlaps and partially disrupts that turn. Thus when a recipient
fails to laugh where a first speaker thinks that laughter is appropriate, first
speaker will quickly become aware of the problem (Schenkein, 1972) and
will be able to take remedial action. In such circumstances, first speaker’s

-‘humorous’ remark is often followed by a pause and then by an ‘invitation’
to laugh, after which recipient responds in the proper manner. Here is one
illustrative example:

Dan: I thought that wz pretty outta sight didju
hear me say’r you a junkie
(0.5 second pause)
Dan: hheh heh
Dolly: hhhek-heh-heh.
(Jefferson, 1979, p. 80)

In this typical extract, the first speaker pauses at the end of a verbal
utterance, presumably expecting the appropriate response from his
partner. When it becomes clear that this response is not forthcoming, first
speaker indicates that laughter is required by laughing himself, thereby
drawing attention to the humorous character of his remark and to the
convention that humorous remarks should be acknowledged as such by
means of laughter. Only at this point, when there can no longer be any
doubt that the first speaker has entered the humorous mode and that
laughter is conventionally required, does the recipient begin to laugh. In
this case, as in similar cases examined by Jefferson, it is clear that neither
party is simply laughing in response to humour. Rather, speakers are
using laughter to signal the occurrence of humour, to solicit laughter from
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a partner, to acknowledge a partner’s humorous intent, to conform to a
conventional pattern of conduct, and generally to manage the ongoing
sequence of interaction.

Invitations to laugh, whether by means of within-speech or post-
utterance laughter, are not, of course, always accepted. For various
reasons, recipients can decline to laugh. Even here, however, both
speakers attend indirectly to the obligation to laugh with which recipients
have chosen not to comply. The basic pattern in such circumstances,
documented by Jefferson (1979), is that first speaker begins 1o try to elicit
laughter from recipient by laughing himself, but is quickly interrupted by
second speaker with an emphatically serious pursuit of topics available
from first speaker’s prior remarks. Given the expectation that humour
should receive immediate ratification by recipieats’ laughter, they cannot
simply decline to laugh. As Schenkein (1972) has demonstrated, the
withholding of laughter when it is appropriate and expected s likely to be
taken as a ‘put down’, as an expression of ridicule, or as offensive in one
way or another. On some occasions, it may be that recipients withhold
their laughter in order to cause offence. But if such a negative outcome is
to be avoided, recipients of humorous invitations who decline to laugh
must act quickly to establish some acceptable, non-humorous alternative.,
In Jefferson’s words: ‘In order to terminate the relevance of laughter,
recipient must actively decline to laugh. One technique for declining a
postcompletion invitation to laugh is the placement of speech, by
recipient, just after onset of speaker’s laughter, that speech providing
serious pursuit of topic as a counter to the pursuit of laughter’ (1979, p.
93).

We have seen, in this section, that laughter often occurs before
humorous discourse rather than in response to it. Laughter often seems to
be used by those initiating humour to signal their humorous intent and 1o
discover whether or not their partners are willing to enter the humorous
mode. Even when laughter occurs after a ‘*humorous’ utterance, it is
frequently begun by the teller and seems to be used by him to invite
laughter from the recipient and to confirm thereby the amusing nature of
his preceding remark. In these circumstances, recipient’s laughter appears
to be, not an involuntary emission, but a voluntary sign of acquiescence.
In the course of such negotiations, both teller and recipient use laughter to
establish and display the meaning of their interaction. In so0 doing, they
attend to the expectation that humour should be immediately ratified by
recipient’s laughter (or smiles). But this expectation is in no way bindi
on recipients. For they may choose to withhold laughter in order to cause
offence, or they may decline to laugh in a more active, yet less offensive,
manner by quickly exploiting any serious topics contained in their
partner’s prior discourse,
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Controlied sponténeity

As this chapter has progressed, it has become increasingly clear that the
production of laughter needs to be seen in relation to its social context. It
is undeniable that laughter involves certain fairly distinctive physiological,
and presumably psychological, changes in the individuals concerned; and
it is possible that these changes sometimes occur as a result of involuntary
responses to external stimuli. Even in these cases, however, the nature and
extent of the laughter are significantly affected by variations in the social
situation. Furthermore, when we carefully examine the details of laughter
in the course of ordinary conversation, it is clear that explosive,
uncontrolled laughter occurs much less frequently than other forms of
laughter, which are fitted in a systematic and intricate fashion into the
surrounding interaction. If we are to understand the full range of human
jaughter we must accept that most laughter is, to a considerable extent,
part of the sign language of the humorous mode.

Sociological analysis will never be able to explain the physical
contortions of laughter or to convey what happens psychologically when
we feel amused. What it may be able to do, however, is to show how
laughter is used to help construct the boundary between humorous and
serious discourse, and to establish the meaning of participants’ conduct in
relation to that boundary. Until recently, as I said earlier, very little
sociological research on laughter has been completed. But the few studies
by conversation analysts have already begun to reveal how participants
may regulate the production of laughter and yet artfully contrive to convey
the impression that it is an involuntary, uncontrollabie reaction. Indeed,
although there are strong conventions involved in the production and
exchange of laughter, it must always appear 10 be natural and spontaneous
(Schenkein, 1972). Participants within the humorous mode are required
not to seem to be controlling their own, or other people’s, responses to
humour. Humour is deemed to be successful only if it evokes what is
taken to be a genuine, spontaneous reaction. :

The ‘primitive’ physical contortions of laughter are usually regarded as
the clearest indication that a recipient’s response is natural and uncont-
rived. It is in this sense that, in Morreall’s words, the natural expression of
amusement provides the key to understanding laughter (1983, p. 59). But
most empirical researchers as well as most theorists of laughter have taken
this appearance of spontaneity at face value. They have assumed that ‘real’
laughter does flood out in response to humour and, as a resuli, they have
never looked closely at laughter’s details. Consequently, they have failed
1o observe the constant interactional work that lies behind the surface
impression that laughter is ‘normally’ uncontrolled. What seems to be

Laughter as Social Action 119

spontaneous is often, on closer inspection, solicited, signalled in advance
and proc_iuced on cue. Even ‘explosive’ laughter may be furnished in
preparation for humour yet to come, or may be devised to cope with other
subtleties of social interaction. It is, perhaps, another paradox of the
hur_norous realm that its inhabitants must appear to laugh spontaneously.
whilst exercising a very strict control. ’
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Sexual matters and the relationship between men and women are
perennial topics within the humorous mode. Any representative collection
of standardized jokes from our own culture will include a substantial
number of ‘dirty stories’, and all professional comedians, whether male or
female, regularly use material of this kind. Some forms of humorons
discourse deal with little else. For example, I have in front of me a
collection of ‘saucy postcards’ which is peopled almost entirely by women
in a state of undress, women with protuberant busts, honeymoon couples,
men lowering their trousers, and so on (Bamforth’s S aucy Postcard Annual,
1977). 1 also have a tape-recording of a typical performance by a male
stand-up comedian at a pub in Northern England, lasting one and a
half hours, in the course of which there is continual obscenity and a
wide range of suggestive humour. Similarly Winick (1963) reports, in his
content analysis of orally transmitted humour in New York, that 17 per
cent of the jokes identified in his study were concerned with sexual
matters and that this percentage was significantly greater than that of any
other category. It appears, then, that one of the features that distinguishes
humour from ordinary, serious discourse is its marked concern with
sexual relationships and its frequently obscene treatment of sexual topics.

How can we account for the prominence of sexual themes and obscenity
within the world of humour? One clue is provided by the work of Emerson
(1973) and Walle (1976) discussed in chapter 5. For their studies suggest
that humour is often employed to deal with topics, such as sexuality,
which are important, but which are also difficult to handle openly within
the serious mode. Difficulties of this kind with the topic of sexuality, it is
. clear, are not confined to our own society.

We must bear in mind that Trobriand manners do not ban sex as a
subject for conversation, save in the presence of certain tabooed
relatives, and Trobriand morals do not condemn extramarital
intercourse, except in the form of adultery and incest. The attraction

i
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of the subject and its piquancy is not due, therefore, to the feeling
that it is socially and artificially forbidden. And yet there is no doubt
that the natives regard bawdiness as ‘improper’; that there is a
certainsuainaboutit,barrimtobebmkenandashynesstobe
overcome and a corresponding enjoyment of getting rid of the strain,
breaking the barriers and overcoming the shyness . . . Sex, like
excretory functicns and nudity, is not felt or regarded as “natural’,
but rather as naturally to be avoided in public and open conversa-
tion, and always to be concealed from others in bebaviour.
{Malinowski, 1929, p. 335)

Like the Trobrianders, we tend to cover sexually relevant parts of our
body and to avoid explicit mention, in polite conversation, of sexual
anatomy or the intimacies of sexual conduct; and it is precisely these
hidden aspects of sexuality that reappear regularly in the discourse of the
‘dirty joke’. The use of the terms ‘dirty’ or ‘obscene’ in this context
reflects the fact that there is a range of topics and words which should not
normally be used. Their very existence, however, implies that such topics
are sometimes addressed and that such words are sometimes uttered. But
they are accompanied by severe restrictions within the serious mode.
Their much more frequent appearance within the domain of humour
suggests that the sexual themes and obscene words which are unacceptable
or restricted in proper, serious conversation are more legitimate and more
freely available for use when signalled as humorous (Wilson, 1979). As we
noted above, speakers are not taken to be entirely responsible for the
content of their humorous remarks. Consequently, by adopting the
bumorous mode, they can communicate about forbidden aspects of
sexuality whilst ostensibly being concerned only to provide amusement.

Of course, entry into the humorous mode does not compietely remove
the restrictions on sexual converse that apply in the serious realm. For
example, dirty jokes are most likely to be told in single-sex groupings and
among persons who are on a relaxed and intimate footing (Middleton and
Moland, 1959). Nevertheless, within those settings where sexual humour
is deemed to be appropriate, participants who address sexual topics or who
employ obscene words in the course of hurnour can be taken to imply, and
can always insist, that their discourse should not be taken seriously and
that they have not transgressed the rules of preper discourse. Thus it
seems likely that the strict limitations on sexual talk in the serious mode,
combined with the importance of sexuality in our lives, are in some
measure responsible for the prominence of sexual discourse within the
domain of humour.



\-’mtj Ao ‘i’f'ar..n R RN e

122 °° " TheSocial Significance of Sexual Jokes

_Dirty jokes and the transmission of sexual information
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If this line of argument is broadly correct, it implies that sexual humour
sometimes, perhaps frequently, operates as a means of communication
about sexual topics. It implies, for example, that dirty jokes and other
sexual jokes circulate, not simply as sources of amusement, but as carriers
of sexual information, attitudes and emotions which have restricted
passage within the serious mode. Furthermore, it seems likely that the
sexual content deemed to be significant and informative by one social
grouping may be of little interest to other groupings where participants’
sexual experience is quite different. Consider the following joke:

Yo, ’ H —
J Ay et

iy
“The deaf pharmacist’

Teller: There was this woman and she went into a shop and she
said, ‘Have you got any Tampax?’ And the man said,
‘Paazardon?’ She said, ‘Have you got any Tampax?’ And he
said, um, ‘Pardon?” And she goes, ‘Have you got any
Tampax?’ He said, ‘Sorry, can you speak a bit louder, 1
can’t hear you.' She said, ‘Have you got any bloody
Tempax?’ And he goes, ‘Sorry, we don’t sell second hands.’

Recipients: Ha ha ha ha

(Told by a twelve-year-old girl, 1985)

This joke was told by a young girl on the threshold of sexual mamnurity. Its
content is highly relevant to her location in the cycle of sexual conduct. In
its focus on tampons and their usage, it resembles numerous other jokes
which were circulating freely among her group of friends. The example
given above is the simplest and most basic of these jokes. Although the
information about tampons contained in any one joke is limited and
incomplete, as a set of related jokes they offer these young women a range
of information about the control of menstruation. But the material that I
have does not demonstrate unequivocally that these particular jokes
convey helpful information on this topic to their young recipients. (For
further anecdotal evidence see Wilson, 1979, pp. 188-9.) One possible
reason for this is that they were recorded in a way which minimized the
social interplay which normally occurs during a joke’s telling. In addition,
those involved were already very familiar with these tampon jokes. In
order to glimpse the kind of interaction and information-exchange that
sexual jokes can engender on a first hearing, let us look again at
Madeleine’s joke (told by a slightly older adolescent girl to two of her
friends).
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(1) A: Have you heard the one with the woman at the doctor’s?
(2) B: Might have. I dunno till you tell us.
(3) C: Go on tell us anyway, it don’t matter if we’ve heard it.
(4> A: Right, At the doctor’s
5) C: Don’t tell me, there was this woman
(®) A: Oh shut up.
@ C All right, all right.
(8) A: At the doctor’s this woman with a
¢)] baby was shown into the surgery for a check-up.
(10) Doctor asks, ‘Is he breast-fed or bottle-fed?’
(an ‘Breast-fed,’ she says.
(12) ‘Right,” he says, ‘Strip to your waist.” When she’d
(13) took her clothes off, he started to touch
(14) her boobs
(15) B: (giggles)
C:  (giggles)
(16) A: Then he started to suck ‘em.
a7n “‘No wonder this baby’s ill. You've got no
(18) milk.” ‘I'm not surprised,’ she says, ‘It’s me sister’s
(19 baby.’ ‘Oh dear you shouldn’t have come then.’
(20) ‘T didn’t till you sucked the second one’ hahaha.
(21) B: Eh?
(22) A: She didr’t come until he sucked the second boob.
(23) B: Oh hhe hahah
24) C heheyheheh

(Told by an adolescent girl, 1985)

One particularly interesting feature of Madeleine’s joke is that it has two
punch lines, one of which is ignored by both teller and recipients. The
first punch line occurs in line 18. At this point the joke could have
terminated, for line 18 suddenly transforms the meaning of what has gone
before by revealing that the doctor has been examining the breasts of ‘the
wrong woman’. But the teller does not pause here and the recipients make
no response. These three young women take no notice of the sub-joke
about mistaken identity. For the teller, the point of the joke is to do with
the sexual significance of the female breast. It is conveyed in lines 19 and
20 with the revelation that the woman had not only been sexually aroused
by the doctor’s sucking her breasts, but had ‘come’, that is, had reached a
sexual climax, For the recipients, however, although they display an
interest in the joke's central theme at line 15, when they giggle at the
reference to the doctor’s touching the woman’s ‘boobs’, the meaning
contained in the main punch line does not seem to be immediately evident.
C fails to respond at all at line 21 and B seems to indicate that the point of
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the joke has escaped her. The teiler then clarifies by extracting what had
beenimplicitinthedirectspeechofthelasttwolinesoftheiokéandby
summarizing succinctly what had happened sexually to the woman in the
)oke Once this has been done, the. sequence concludes with both
recipients registering that-they have now understood. -

Th.istranscﬁptionclearlysuggeststhatthetellingofthisiokeonthis
occasion did involve the transmission of sexual information. In this respect
itistypicalofmuchofthcmatcrialinmyposswsiondocumentingthc
passage of such jokes among adolescent females. As in Madeleine'’s joke,
riocipients regulatly reveal a pronounced concern with the sexual
dimensions of the humour ~ for example, by responding audibly to words
describing sexual parts, In addition, they sometimes fail to understand the
punch line or some other part of the joke, which is then expiained to them
by fellow participants, During the telling of a joke, such explanations are
undertaken in order to enable recipients to see the point of the joke: that
is, to decipher the sexual meaning implicit in the punch line. But, clearly,
any such explanatory gloss provided by other participants can also help
recipients who are ignorant or doubtful about aspects of the sexual
conduct depicted in a joke to understand that conduct more fully. For
example, it seems that the recipients of Madeleine’s joke were able to learn
from that joke’s telling that it is possible for women to achieve sexual
climax when a man sucks their breasts.

Because the language of humour is allusive and the conventional
response to humour so diffuse, we cannot know for certain what
conclusions were drawn by the two young women on hearing Madeleine’s
joke. But it is precisely the allusiveness of humour which makes it such a
§uimble vehicle for the transmission of sexua] information. For instance,
In responding to sexual jokes, recipients can receive information without
having to admit sexual ignorance, When the meaning of a joke is
explained, it is not usually assumed that the recipient lacks the basic
sexual knowledge to understand the joke, but rather that she has simply
failed to solve the specific interpretative puzzle contained in the joke in
question. Thus when recipients fail to see the point of a joke, they will
typically be given an explanatory gloss in which the sexual knowledge on
which the joke depends is made more accessible — although it is seldom
made fully explicit — withour either party engaging in open discussion of
sexual topics.

Tpe content of sexual jokes and the interactive work accomplished by
participaats as they are told make possible a transfer of sexual information
in such a way that neither tellers nor recipients need acknowledge, or even
recognize, that this sexual transmission is taking place. However, a major
disadvantage of this method of communication is that it is [eft to recipients
1o disentangle fact from fantasy. As we have seen, this is far from easy
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within the humorous mode. Thus Madeleine’s joke alone will not revea to
the naive hearer whether sexual climax by oral stimulation of the breast
actually occurs in the real world or whether it is a typical humorous
misrepresentation. Moreover, no. single joke will deal comprehensively
with a young woman’s doubts and uncertainties about menstruation or the
sexual activities of adults. Her knowledge of these topics has to be
gradually built up, revised and extended as she hears new jokes from her
friends, as she tries to understand the sexual innuendoes that they contain
and to solve the sexual puzzles that they pose, and as she compares the
pictures of sexuality presented within the domain of humour with those
available from various kinds of serious discourse. It seems likely that the
active interpretation required in response to sexual humour forces and
assists adolescents to become skilled in the interpretative subtleties of
sexual discourse, and helps them to acquire that understanding of
sexuality which they require as they approach adulthood, but which is not
available within the restrictions of serious discourse. If this line of
argument is correct, it provides an explanation, and perhaps some
justification, for the particular enthusiasm shown among zdolescents for
sexual humour and dirty jokes.

EER

The sexual nucleus and its semantic packaging i

So far in this chapter, I have concentrated on the transmission of sexual
humour among young women. I have done this in order to help to correct
a mistaken view that is widespread among men and also in the secondary
literature on humour: namely, that women very seldom tell jokes and that
they have a less developed sense of humour than men (Kramarae, 1981), I
have tried to illustrate in the previous section that sexual iokes particularly
relevant to their concerns as females do regularly circulate among young
women and that, within single-sex groupings, young women can act as
competent raconteurs. The impression that women are not active
producers of humour and that they contribute insignificantly to its
dissemnination is almost certainly due to the fact that women tend to
contribute noticeably less to humorous discourse in the presence of men
(Coser, 1960; Middleton and Moland, 1959).

There are several interrelated reasons why women are less humorcusly
active than men in sexually mixed groups. Firstly, there is the fact that
men tend to control interaction in such situations and to regulate the
production of discourse in general, including humour. Secondly, it seems
likely that women’s view of the social world is systematically different
from that of men, and that they are amused to some extent by different
things (Kramarae, 1980). As a result, it may be that women refrain from
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introducing distinctively female humour into social sitnations dominated
by men, whilst often finding typically male humour to be unsuited to their
taste (Kramarae, 1981). Thirdly, in relation to sexual humour, it is clear
that the negative consequences of overstepping the boundary between
polite conversation and ‘dirty talk’ are more serious for women than for
meq. In our culture, men tend to assume that women ‘do not talk like
that. Consequently, women will be careful to avoid dispelling that
illusion, and will normally refrain from telling sexual jokes in mixed
company.

It may also be that s>xual jokes are likely to be seen as invitations to, or
explorations of the possibility of, more intimate sexual relationships
(Legman, 1968, p. 218; Walle, 1976); and that women, on the whole,
avoid becoming involved in discourse “which may be seen as implying that
they are taking the sexnal initiative or that ihey are receptive to men’s
sexual overtures (see chapter 5). A further possibility is that women’s
signals of humorous intent are more often ignored than thoss of men and
that their potentially humorous contributions receive less social recogni-
tion in mixed groups. Finally, it may well be that much of the humour
produced by men gives expression to men’s sexual domination of women
and that women are, on the whole, less willing to participate actively in a
discourse which often involves, for them, a form of extreme self-
denigration.

In the next chapter, I will focus on the relationship between sexual
humour and the domination of women by men. For the moment,
however, I wish to explore the implications of the claim made above that
male humour and female humour differ in certain significant ways. If this
is so, it could be taken to imply that the sexual humour that circulates
among adolescent males operates differently from that which passes
among adolescent females, and perhaps, that the conclusions reached in
the last section do not apply to voung men. Unfortunately, to my
knowledge, there have been no extended studies of adolescent humour in
natural settings and no careful comparisons of the jokes told by young men
and young women. My discussion of these issues, therefore, must be
regarded as tentative. Nevertheless, my own observations combined with
the fragments of data and analysis to be found in the published literature
jead me to conclude that, although there are important differences
between the sexual humour circulating among young women and that
which circulates among young men, in both cases sexual jokes act as
vehicles for sexual information which is not easily available within the
serious mode.

We can begin to explore the operation of dirty jokes ameng adolescent
males by returning to Sacks’s joke discussed in the first chapter. This joke
was said by its seventeen-year-old male teller to have been passed to him
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by his twelve-year-old sister. When we examine the collective reaction to
this joke, we find that the young men spend twenty conversational turns
debating, not only what the joke meant, but also whether the younger
sister could possibly have understood its sexual meaning. The nature of
their response strongly suggests that they are extremely interested in what
the joke reveals about sexual conduct. It also suggests that the idea of oral
sex is fairly new to them, that they are uncertain about their knowledge on
this topic, and that they are surprised by the younger sister’s apparent
ability to extract the joke’s hidden sexual message. For instance, at one
point Ken, the teller, says: ‘For twelve years old tellin me - I didn’t even
know.’ To which Roger replies: ‘How do you know she’s just not
repeating what she heard and doesn’t know what it means.’

In this exchange, both speakers seem to assume that twelve- year-old
girls would not normally know about oral sex. For Ken, this assumption
seems to be linked to his own relatively recent acquisition of this kind of
sexual knowledge. His reasoning seems to be: How can this young female
know about oral sex, when I have only just heard about it? Roger’s
contribution is to suggest that the young girl may simply not have
understood what she was saying. This neatly, but implausibly, reconciles
her telling the joke with his assumption that she cannot yet have attained
his own level of sexual sophistication. After this exchange, Al and Roger
proceed to make fun of Ken by implying that his younger sister seems to
be more sexually knowledgeable than him and by challenging him to
provide an explanation of the joke’s meaning. Although Ken becomes
increasingly disturbed by the allegations of sexual ignorance and by the
suggestion that he does not understand the joke, he is unwilling or unable
to say in a straightforward manner what the joke is about. It appears that,
although the young men are intrigued by the topic of oral sex and,
perhaps, eager to explore it further, they are unable to discuss it openly in
the serious mode. As a result, the sequence comes to an end with the
unanswered chant of ‘Explain . . . explain . . . explain . . .’

Tt seems clear to me that the young men involved in Sacks’s joke, like
the young women participating in Madeleine’s, focus collectively upon
and pay special attention to the sexual information implicit in their sexual
humour. Yet Sacks reaches a rather different conclusion in his examina-
tion of the joke presemted in chapter 1. It is necessary, therefore, to
consider Sacks's account of what dirty jokes communicate to their hearers.

Sacks argues that dirty jokes are ‘rational institutions’ designed to
package and transmit information efficiently. He insists, however, that it
would be wrong to infer:

that the information in a dirty joke is its obscene information. That
would be irrational, since their obscene character serves as a
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restriction on their passage. A vehicle which, by virtue of its
obscenity, has a restriction on its passage, would be rationally
exploited if it were used to pass information other than that which
restricts that passage. Thus, if there are any sorts of information
which it's relevant to pass, which it’s also relevant to pass
restrictedly, then such things could be put into dirty jokes, where
the obscenity serves as a ‘cover” for other information. (1978, p. 262)

In other words, the dirtiness of Sacks’s own joke and of dirty jakes
generally is taken to be a device for regulating the passage of other,
‘non-sexual’ information contained in the joke.

In view of this argument, it may seemn surprising to find that Sacks does
accept that the young men in his transcript interpret the joke ‘by reference
to its oral sex’ (1978, pp. 268-9). But in so doing, he argues, they are
misunderstanding a joke which was not designed for circulation among
males. The younger sister and her friends, Sacks proposes, would have
understood the joke differently, and indeed properly. For they would have
been much more aware of the non-sexual information specially relevant to
twelve-year-old females that is contained in the joke, and they would have
responded to this information rather than to the joke’s superficial, sexual
meaning.

This part of Sacks’s technical considerations of a dirty joke seems to me
unconvincing and seriously defective. In the first place, although Sacks
claims that dirty jokes generally are vehicles for the restricted transmission
of non-sexual information, the one example for which he provides
documentation appears to be a counter-instance. For on Sacks’s own
- admission, in the transcript under discussion, both recipients and teller
focus on the topic of oral sex. Secondly, although Sacks maintains that
twelve-year-old girls would see the joke in a different way, this is no more
than supposition. Sacks offers no evidence to support this assertion.
Moreover, we have examined data above which show that girls of this age
are quite capable of displaying an active interest in the sexual meaning of
dirty jokes. Thirdly, Sacks distnisses the boys ‘sexual interpretation of the
joke as a misunderstanding (1978, p. 263). This seems to imply, not only
that there is only one correct understanding of a dirty joke, but also that
the analyst can claim the right to define the procedures by which such
jokes should be interpreted by participants. This latter implication seems
to me to go beyond the proper scope of sociological analysis. In my view, if
participants choose to understand a dirty joke in sexual terms, this must
be accepted by the analyst as a proper and legitimate reading.

The major argument offered by Sacks to support his claim that the boys
have misunderstood the joke is that quoted above in which he asserts that
dirty jokes must be ‘rational institutions’, But why must we accept that
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dirty jokes have to be ‘rational’ according to Sacks’s conception of

rationality? Sacks insists that dirty jokes will be rational only if their
obscenity is used to regulate the transmission of information which is not
obscene. But would it not be equally plausible to argue that dirty jokes
would be even more rational (that is, efficient and econormnical) if their
obscene components both restricted their passage and contained the
relevant information? Sacks’s view of dirty jokes as semantic packages in
which the obscene content regulates the transmission of non-sexual
information seems to imply a rather high level of inefficiency (or
irrationality). For there can be no guarantee that the boundary restricting
the movement of obscene discourse will coincide with that required by the
pon-sexual information contained in the wide variety of dirty jokes.
However, these a priori arguments about the rationality of dirty jokes are,
in my view, largely irrelevant. I am persuaded by the details of Sacks’s
transcript and by empirical material of my own, such as Madeleine’s joke,
that young people of both sexes regularly attend to, and learn from, the
sexual content of dirty jokes.

As we have seen, an important part of Sack’s analysis is that the
obscenity of dirty jokes restricts their circulation in such a way that their
non-sexual information remains with the social grouping for whose
members it is significant. In the case of his specific joke, he maintains that
it is designed for circulation among twelve-year-old girls and that the
critical information which is transmitted by the joke concerns the way in
which parents, and particularly mothers, employ rules unpredictably to
regulate their daughters’ conduct. But, once again, the joke under
eXamination appears to contradict Sacks’s claim. For the obscenity of
Sacks’s joke does not prevent that joke from being passed outside the
social network of twelve-year-old girls. Sacks insists that the boys do not
understand or like the joke, and that once it has got into their hands it is
going nowhere (1978, pp. 263, 269). He provides no evidence, however, 1o
show that the joke’s circulation stops here. Furthermore, the transmission
of the joke from younger sister to older brother was not prevented by the
joke’s obscenity; and the brother found it sufficiently interesting to retell
it within his own age and sex grouping. All the evidence we have seems to
suggest, therefore, contrary to Sacks’s analysis, that the joke’s obscene
content does not stop it from circulating. Clearly Sacks is right to insist
that there are limitations on the movement of dirty jokes. In particular, as
I'suggested above, they tend to be told within single-sex groups. However,
this is by no means always the case and, despite restrictions on their
telling, dirty jokes are not rigidly confined by their obscene content within
specific social groupings (Middieton and Moland, 1959; Winick, 1963).

When the boys respond to Sacks’s joke, they pay no attention to the way
in which the third daughter turns the tables on the mother and uses one of
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the mother’s own rules in an unexpected way to undermine her authority.
In Sacks’s view, however, this component contains the covert message of
the joke which the boys fail to grasp: namely, that all mothers apply rules

" selectively in order to control their children. Sacks may well be right to

identify this as an important part of the humorous package which has
presumably been circulating among the younger sister’s friends. But his
argument goes much further. For his general account of dirty jokes as
‘rational institutions’ implies that this information about mothers’ use of
rules is transmitted in joke form because it cannot be passed around
openly and because its circulation must be carefully controlled. However,
not only have we seen that the joke’s obscenity does not prevent its
transmission, but in addition it is difficult to accept that twelve-year-old
girls are unable to complain openly among themselves, and indeed to their
brothers, about their mothers’ use or misuse of rules. Thus Sacks’s
suggestion that twelve-year- old girls’ critical appraisal of maternal
authority has to travel under cover of a dirty joke seems unconvincing.

Finally, it is worth noting that, toward the end of his analysis, Sacks
appears to revise his initial argument and to propose that it is not the
sexual content alone, but both sexual and non-sexual components, which
govern the circulation of a dirty joke: ‘obscenity can provide an initial
restriction [on a joke’s transmission], but it is other aspects of it which
discriminate among that initially located population and find a still
narrower population, among which the joke circulates’ (1978, p. 268). In
relation to his specific joke, Sacks argues that what the seventeen-year-old
boys do not like about this joke is not its sexual content, but the way in
which the joke about oral sex is packaged. In particular, the joke deals
exclusively with the relationships between women; and the men feature in
the joke as no more than sexual ciphers. This latter observation is clearly
correct. Sacks’s joke is a sexual joke virtually without men. It seems likely,
therefore, that this formulation of the joke has been produced by females
and, as Sacks suggests, may well circulate effectively among females.

We have no further detailed evidence about the circulation of Sacks’s
joke. I can, however, provide an alternative version published quite
recently in a wide-ranging collection of jokes (Knott, 1985).

Sacks’s joke: alternative version

These three men went for a drive in the country and their car broke
down, so they went to the nearest farmhouse to ask for shelter for the
night. ‘Sure, lads,’ said the farmer, ‘you can spend the night here,
but you’ve each got to sleep with one of my daughters, because they
don’t get much company out here’. The men all agreed, and during
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the night the farmer got up to make sure they were going through
with their part of the deal.

The next morning the men went on their way and the farmer
called his daughters together.

‘Linda, why were you laughing last night?’

‘Because it tickled, Daddy’.

‘Susie, why were you crying?

‘Because it hurt, Daddy’.

‘Lizzie, why was your room silent?’

‘Because you always told me not to talk with my mouth full’.

(Knott, 1985, p. 63)

It seems that the core of Sacks’s joke is still on the move some twenty years
after the telling recorded by him. In the light of Sacks’s analysis and the
discussion above, it is interesting to note how the joke about oral sex has
remained constant, whilst the packaging has changed. In this alternative
version, intended for widespread public distribution, men have come to
occupy a much more prominent role. For instance, the male ciphers of the
‘original’ version have become more clearly defined and operate as the
dominant figures during the first part of the joke. In addition, the mother
has been replaced by a father. A more subtle change is that, although the
father’s authority is challenged in the punch line as was the mother’s in the
previous formulation, the father is depicted in the alternative version as
exercising firm control over his daughters’ sexual activities. The alterna-
tive version still contains the same implicit information about oral sex. But
in the process of wider transmission, the packaging appropriate for young
women has been replaced with a more male-centred representation of
sexuality and of sexual relationships.

This suggests that the sexual component of a dirty joke constitutes a
relatively stable nucleus which embodies and is capable of furnishing
sexual information. Indeed, as Sacks himself demonstrates, the humorous
structure of such a joke is created out of a precise arrangement and
sequencing of sexually relevant scripts which leaves little room for
alteration. Some of the non-sexual packaging, however, can sometimes be
changed without destroying that structure and, as Sacks finally acknow-
ledged, this non-sexual content may be critical for the circulation of the
central, sexual component. It seems likely that the fernale focus of the
‘original’ version of Sacks’s joke was particularly suitable for circulation
among young women, and that the non-sexual packaging has been
refashioned in accordance with the assumptions and requirements of a
wider audience as the joke has come to circulate more widely. Thus
non-sexual content is probably highly relevant to the dissemination of
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specific versions of a dirty joke. But in cases where this element can be
revised, it is unlikely to restrict the social transmission of the 'sexual
nucleus of the joke 1o any great degree. ' :

Let me bring this chapter to 2 close by offering a few conclusions. In the
first place, it appears that jokes especially relevant to the sexual concerns
of specific age and sex groupings circulate among young women and

young men. For example, menstruz! jokes of various Kinds are Jolijajili:igme

among girls appr_gaﬂgl}ig‘g puberty, ‘but very seldom appear in published

“Gollections _of BUMOUEor. aiphgthiejokes Told by~ adolesceni Boys.

Although they have not been examined here. it séems LK y that jokes™

-about prostitution, masturbation and. the. size of male genitals are

-particularly oung men (for examples, see Legman, 1968;

Raskin, 1985a). Not only do dirty jokes deal with 1 sexual topics of special
interest to the nierd € gfoups within which {hey cifculate, bat™
“they also oy 01t 6t Clii€s about sexual topics such as oral sex,
sdultéry asd Bomosexualty, which are GUCuIT T broachr itk orclinary,
serious conversation, whilst helping participants to develop interpretative
SKills Telated 1o sexat-vomduct; Although men-and boys often assume that
females are lacking in humour, and are especially surprised to find
women, particularly young women, participating in obscene humour,
women of all ages make active use of the humorous mode. However,
females’ humonr does fend o diFfer to some extent from that of miles-in
its sexual focus and in the representation of social rélationships it conveys.
" "As dirty jokes pass from one group 16 another and across sexual lines,
their semantic packaging tends to change. This humorous repackaging
will reflect, in particular, certain differences between men and women
with regard to sexuality. Women’s humorous culture, however, appears to
be much less visible than that of men. For example, such an authority on
sexual humour as Gershon Legman can write as follows:

One fact strikingly evident in any collection of modern sexual
folklore, whether jokes, limericks, ballads, printed ‘novelties’, or
whatnot, is that this material has ail been created by men, and that
there is no place in it for women except as the butt. It is not just that
80 preponderant an amount of the material is grossly anti-woman in
tendency and intent, but also that the situations presented almost
completely lack any protagonist positien in which a woman can
identify herself — as a woman — with any human gratification or
pride. (1968, p. 217)

Legman is wrong, I suggest, if he is claiming that women do not create
humour (see Johnson, 1973). Nevertheless, he is undoubtedly correct in
maintaining that the great bulk of sexual humour that is publicly available
— in published collections, for cxainple - s@gl_g_gﬂth&mve been produced by
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men and to reflect a distinct] i i ome of the reasons
for this are Taitly obvious. Humour in television and publishing is largely
produced and controlled by men. For example, until very recently, femaje
comics were entirely absent from our TV screens. The main audience for
humour, sexual or otherwise, is taken to be male (‘Women have little sense
of humour’); and male topics and the male perspective on sexual humoyr
have become widely established, thereby furnishing the interpretative
framework within which such humour is generated and distributed,
However, Legman goes further than this. He asserts that the sexyal
humour which is culturally _domi i iery s not_oply
male-centred, but also ‘grossly anti-woman in tendency and intent’, In the

il

next chapter I will examiné how far this is true of adult sexual humour.
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Sexual Humour and Gender
Relationships

Adolescent _sexual humour is likely to be rather different from that of
“adults, Adult humour will be less mvolved in the passage of basic sexual
mformatmn _because,.on the. wholg,. adults will have expenenced a wider
_range of sexual activities and will have acquired a more adequate stock of

sexuaI knowledge than adolescents I-Iowcver, the sexual humour c1rculat— )

precedmg dxscussmn that standardized” sexual humour is embedded in
semantic packages which are created out of the sexual and social
conceptions of those among whom it passes. Thus Legman’s (1968)
wide-ranging and detailed examination of the dirty jokes produced by
men, from which I quoted at the end of the previous chapter, may not only

-+ that ¢ entgr info men’s senous scxual dlSCOUl’SC chman s study of male "~

sexual humour is too extensive to be discussed here in full, so I will
concentrate on just a few of his more important conclusions regarding the
structure and content of dirty jokes. -

The basic principles of men’s sexual humour

Cne of Legman’s main observations is that, within the discourse of the
dirty joke, men approach women with the sole aim of achieving sexual
congress. The men appearing in dirty jokes are overwhelmingly repre-
sented as being interested in women solely as a source of sexual pleasure.
Legman refers to this semantic principle, in terms of which dirty jokes are
constructed and understood, as the principle of ‘the primacy of coitus’
(1968, p. 236). A second principle identified by Legman is that of ‘the
general availability of women’. According to this principle, all women are
available as partners for any man, even when they pretend not to be (1968,
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pp. 221, 236). Legman provides copious documentation of the use of these
two principles in men’s humour. They are combined with great economy
in the following joke: ‘

Verbal rape: 1

Salesman: Listen, I’m only in town for a couple of hours, and I can’t
kid around. Do you screw or don’t you?
Girl: (shyly) Well, I don’t usually, but you talked me into it.
(Legman, 1968, p. 222)

‘The tone of this joke is captured perfectly by Legman’s phrase ‘verbal

rape’. The joke seems to be a great favourite among men. The version
reproduced by Legman was heard in New York in 1939. The basic joke,
however, has continued to circulate since at least that date, and it
reappears in several published collections. Here is a transcript of a
coredian’s presentation recorded in Yorkshire in 1985:

Verbal rape: 2

Chubby Brown: I go into this club the other night, a fucking great
club, honest..I get fixed up with this tart. And I
walked across dead casual, you know what I mean. I
said, ‘Hiiii, do you fuck?’
Chorus of male
voices from
the audience: Hahahaha hurragh, ha ha (5 seconds)
Chubby Brown: She said, ‘I suppose I'll have to, you smooth-talking
bastard.’
Audience: Ha haha ha (4 seconds)

Legman’s two principles are clearly illustrated in both versions of the
verbal rape joke. The man is depicted in both as choosing, on this
occasion, not to engage in small talk about non-sexual matters, and as
revealing without prevarication or pretence his exclusively sexual interest
in the woman (in any woman). In the fantasy world of humour, the man
has been able to step outside the restrictions of normal interaction between
men and women and to express in the most direct fashion what he really
wants from women — namely, sexual gratification. As we can see from the
live recording of version 2, many men in the audience respond
enthusiastically to the first half of the joke in which this symbolic
transformation is accomplished. They appear to find this move from the
normal script of sexual restriction to that of uninhibited sexual discourse
to be highly amusing, even deserving of applause. Similarly, the largely
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male audience actively expresses its collective enjoyment of the joke’s
punch line in which the woman, in accordance with ‘Legman’s second
principle, reveals that her normal resistance to men’s advances is a sham
and that she also is really interested only in sexual pleasure.

A third, related principle evident in men’s dirty jokes is that women can
be represented adequately by reference to the sexual, domestic and other
services which they provide for men. In the world of the dirty joke,
women often become no more than objects designed to cater for the needs
of men. This is made particularly clear in jokes which provide humorous
definitions of womanhood or of specific female roles. Although Legman
provides numerous examples of jokes in which this principle operates (see

1968, p. 239), he does not give it a name. We may call it the principle of -

‘women as object’. The following example is taken from Legman:

WIFE: a gadget you screw on the bed to get the housework done.
(1968, p. 239)

It is clear that the ‘you’ in this joke is male. For only husbands can ‘screw
their wives on the bed’. This is a joke for men alone. It provides a
definition of a basic female role that js intended to be passed from one man
to another. Not only are women defined as objects designed to serve men’s
interests, but they are also excluded from active participation in the act of
humorous definition.

This instance seems to date from the 1940s and Legman traces its
origins back to 1919. Let me bring us up to date by providing another
definitional joke which was circulating in written form in 1985 among
working men in Yorkshire.

“The perfect woman’

What's the definition of a perfect woman?

A She’s three feet tall, has a round bole for a mouth and her head is
flat, 50 you can put a pint glass on it.

B The sports model has pull-back ears and her teeth foid in.

C The economy model fucks all evening and at midnight turns int a
roast beef sandwich and a six-pack.

This joke was contained in a list of jokes entitled ‘Jokes Guaranteed to
Offend Anyone’. There is no doubt that many people will find this joke
offensive, as I do. One reason why this, and many other, dirty jokes are
experienced as offensive is that they convey ideas and sentiments that are
normally regarded as unacceptable, as outside the bounds of proper
discourse — which is what we mean by calling such jokes ‘dirty’. We may
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way that it secks to amuse by removing all trace of humanity from -

womankind. However, although we, the analyst and his readers, may be
offended by its humour, participanis’ characterization of the joke as
‘guaranteed to offend anyone’ cannot be taken literatly. For, although
some of them may have thought it distasteful, it has nevertheless been read
and passed on so that it could eventually arrive on my desk. Moreover,
Legman’s researches show that jokes of this kind have been widely
available in North America, and presumably in Britain, since the early
years of this century. It seems clear that the principle of ‘woman as object’,
like those of ‘the primacy of coitus’ and ‘the availability of women’, is an
enduring part of men’s humorous cultyre within our society.

The final principle that I will extract from Legman’s analysis can be '

called the principle of ‘the subordination of women’s discourse’. As
Legman makes clear, one pervasive formula for the construction of a dirty
joke is to make the female character utter some remark which can then be
reinterpreted in sexual terms, to the woman’s presumed discomfiture, by a
man. For example:

Manicurist: Shall I skin back the cuticle for you, sir?
Customer: No, just kiss me, honey, and it'll take care of itself.
(Legman, 1968, p. 227)

Legman comments that the punch line in this kind of joke ‘is supposed to
floor and destroy the person spoken to. This point has been made before,
but must not be lost sight of. The old standbys in the punning Proposition
field do not give this weapon to the woman. Sometimes she hardly speaks
at all’ (1968, pp. 225-6). In men’s dirty jokes, it is not only women’s
bodies and services that are at men's disposal, but also women’s language.
Women’s words, through which women’s versions of the relationship
between men and women might be expressed, very seldom triumph in the
dirty joke. They are persistently subject to what ‘Legman calls 1

K.

purposeful perversion’ which transforms their meaning and replaces it

linguistic domination of women by men. The very words used to refer to
women endorse and exemplify this domination. For instance, in male
jokes, women are persistently referred to in terms which express men’s
superiority and contempt, such as ‘tart’, ‘babe’ and, most frequently,
‘girl’. The domain of humour is a world where the male voice constantly

triumphs over that of the female and where women are made to exist and -

act only as appendages to men’s most basic sexual inclinations.
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This account of the main characteristics of the representation of sexuality
and sexual relationships in male humour is accurate, in my judgement, not
only for the material supplied by Legman, but also for the great majority
of instances of dirty jokes available in published collections as well as those
which have come into my hands informally. Let us accept, then, that
much of this humour is accurately described by the four principles of ‘the
primacy of coitus’, ‘the availability of women’, ‘woman as object’ and ‘the
subordination of women’s discourse’. What are we to conclude from this
finding? In previous chapters, two basic points have been made that may
have some bearing upon our conclusions. On the one hand, it has been
stressed that humorous discourse is significantly different from serious
discourse and that it is 2 mistake to 1y to understand humour in the same
way that one understands serious discourse. This line of argument might
seem to imply that men’s dirty jokes should be regarded as mere fun and
that their content is largely determined by the requirements of the
humorous realm. On the other hand, however, I have also argued that the
separation of humour from serious discourse is often put to serious use. I
have maintained that one of the paradoxes of humour is that its removal
from the serious domain actually makes it useful for certain serious
purposes. This line of argument would seem to imply that men’s dirty
jokes may play an important role in their serious discourse and, perhaps,
that they can be understood only in relation to that discourse. Let us
consider these two possibilities in turn.

The first possibility is that the four semantic principles identified above
are unavoidable if participants are to succeed in constructing dirty jokes.
The principle of the primacy of coitus comes closest to meeting this
requirement. For if we are to generate sexual humour, we must employ
active agents in our humorous discourse whose motivation is unequivo-
cally sexual. Furthermore, as we saw in chapter 1, standardized jokes have
to depict actions in a highly simplified manner, with all interpretative
irrelevances removed. Thus one might reasonably argue that the
prevalence of the primacy of coitus in much of men’s humour implies
nothing about men’s serious perspective on the relationship between men
and women. For a crude representation of men’s sexual motivation is
required by the very form of the dirty joke.

This seems to be a powerful argument. If we reduce it to its simplest
formulation, it becomes self-evident: namely, that sexual humour has to
focus on sexuality. There is, however, the issue of whose sexuality is taken
to be primary. In most dirty jokes, the humour centres unambiguously
around the sexuality of the male. Men are taken to be the active agents of

!
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séxuality and women the largely passive recipients. Even in Sacks’s joke,

. for example, where women are more prominent than usual, they are

nevertheless depicted as responding to the sexual actions of their men. Yet
there seems to be no good reason why men’s sexuality Aas to be primary in
the dirty joke. The principle of availability, in fact, seems to imply that
women have powerful sexual drives and this idea could be used, if men
were not otherwise inclined, to construct a larger proportion of jokes in
which the sexual initiative was taken by women,

Although the three remaining principles, concerning the sexual
availability of women, the depiction of women as objects and the
subordination of women’s language, also operate to support the asymmet-
rical assumption of men's sexual dominance, it seems quite clear that
alternative principles could be, and occasionally are, employed. For
example, in a few jokes, the woman’s voice wins out over the man’s. In
such jokes, women’s discourse is dominant without, presumably, any
great sacrifice of humerous effect (see, for example, Legman, 1968, p.
223). It appears, therefore, that the subordination of women’s discourse is
not essential to sexual humour and cannot be explained as being required
by the form of the dirty joke. Similarly, there is no compelling reason why
women, but not men, should be regularly portrayed as objects. For
instance, it seems to me that my own reformulations below of the
definitional joke quoted on p. 136 are just as effective as that furnished by
Legman, even though they represent men as objects and express (my
version of) possible female perspectives on sexuality:

HUSBAND: a gadget you screw on the bed te obtain a fur coat/to feed
the kids/to stop getting hit/to protect your friends.

However, although the principle of ‘men as objects’ can be used to
construct sexual humour, I know of no previous instances where it has
acmally been employed.

Finally, we must consider “the availability of women’. In order to do so,
let me turn to genuine female humour. The sequence of cartoons below is
taken from Christine Roche’s I'm Not @ Feminist but . . . (1985). I have
provided the caption. This cartoon clearly addresses and makes use of the
principle of the availability of women, as well as that of the primacy of
sexual interest on the part of men. To that extent, it resembles male
humour. However, my interpretation of this joke is that it challenges
men’s assumption that women are available and reveals, humorously of
course, men’s hypocritical denial, when thwarted, of sexual intent.
Whereas the principle of availability is typically used in men’s jokes to
create situations in which women are shown to be interested in virtually
any man solely for sexual purposes, no matter what they may say — in
Roche’s joke the humorous effect is achieved by first implying this
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‘The unavailability of women’

assumption and then switching from the man’s to the woman'’s perspective
in order to show that, for her, the principle does not operate at all. In this
cartoon, ‘the availability of women’ has become subordinate to a contrary
principle, *the unavailability of women’. In Roche’s humorous creation,
the interaction culminates in the assertion of this latter principle and in the
man’s discomfiture. Once again, therefore, it is evident that neither the
semantic principles customarily used by men to construct their sexual
humour nor the male-centred application of those principles are required
by the form of the dirty joke, as such, but by the peculiar tradition of
sexual humour that has grown up as part of male discourse.
If the generative principles identified above are not essential to sexual
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humour, if they are not required to_create

ude that the content of men's humour

derives from their serious discourse and from their serious relationships
with women. TT this is so, we must ask: Whatdomen’s;okest?llusaB'Gut N

ese tonships? The answer, I. think, is that ese

relationships as fundamentall etrical. My conclusion is that men,
in constructing their sexual humour, take over from the serious realm the

assumption thai Wohien are subordinate to men, that women exist for™
men, an 11518 Yhe Hatiral relationship ‘between. men and women’

WAICA women, Or o OEIZE AN A
Wi iiive shoW € be the case for men’s sexual humour and masculine

discourse in general is supported by much recent research. -, e e

The imperious ‘he’ is rooted in Western discourse to such an extent
that even when an attempt is consciously made to avoid jts use, we
either have to invent a new language, or have to deconstruct our
present usage. Language, written or spoken, is saturated with
‘masculinity’. Not only do men make history, but they write and
speak that history. It is only recently that feminist writers have
begun to reclaim and reconstruct women’s past. (Brittan and Maynard,
1984, p. 195)

Elsewhere, Brittan and Maynard emphasize the theme of domination of
women by men which is built into oyr ordinary language, as it is into S0
much of our bumour, ’

Male control of language . . . conveys implicit sexist messages to the
gitls {in schools] concerning their lack of importance and status in
comparison to their male peers. However, it is not simply sexism
which is being transmitted here, nor just the benign signalling of the
existence of two complementary gender roles, Rather, girls are
learning that the relations between the sexes are power relations
where men are dominznt and in control, while women are
subordinated and inferior, (1984, p. 165)

The discussion so far brings to our notice an aspect of our own culture the
significance of which is in danger of being overlooked, perhaps becayse it
is 50 utterly taken for granted: namely, that in the domain of humour ,
man’s control over and sexual domination of women is exceptionally stark -
and unrestricted. As I noted in chapter 3, the scripts for specific terms can
be radically different in the humorous mode compared with the realm of
serious discourse, We saw, for cxample, how the meaning of the term
‘bishop’ is altered within bumorous discourse for comic effect. In the case

*
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of terms denoting femininity, too, we note a change. But the difference
between the two modes appears to involve not a radical reversal of the
basic female script, but rather a humorous exaggeration of, and
simplification of, elements that are already pronounced within serious
discourse. In other words, in the world of humour the script for ‘woman’
differs from that operative in serious discourse in being even more

narrowly confined to a few basic semantic elements — in particular, to

those of female subordination to, and sexual use

the male.
If this is 50, it appears that, to some extent, g ig

fiiformation 1s rclatjggg“ﬁ;ﬁ;ymmnrrﬂre-hﬁmbiﬁug"moaé“‘s‘ ms to be

AR o A gy e B Tty Pty et T
5ed 1o give comparatively unresiraified voice to an cxploitative concefc

be expressed so Torcefully wirhin $€rious discourse.
“The basic message of the dirty joke is ‘non-sexual’ in the sense tha its
implications _extend well beyond the realm of sexual reproduction and

_elated topics. Howeyer, we must be careful fiot 1o try to separate 100

strictly the ‘sexual’ from the ‘non-sexual’ here. For men’s domination of

women can_never be entirely. divorced from the ways in which women's
bodies _are used by men, nor from the ways in which this use is given
meaning throﬁéﬁ”rﬁcn’s";’ﬁifd‘"\'irdrﬁéh’s',‘ use of language. The use of, and
aviitides towards; a uman beig’s body by other persons can involve a
fundamental form of domination. It is this kind of domination which is
most clearly evident in the discourse of humour where, of course, it is not
to be taken seriously. It is another paradox of humour that men’s most
basic, serious assumptions regarding women and sexuality are probably
most clearly visible, if we care 10 look closely enough, in the world of
humour.

If this discussion is broadly correct, we can understand more fully
women'’s reluctance and/or inability to participate as prominently as men
in the sphere of humour. For it seems that such participation will normally
require women to collaborate in a discourse which employs extremely
derogatory assumptions about the characteristics of females. This
discourse will require them to accept, albeit for humorous purposes, that
cosi fan tutte, or in plain English — ‘women are like that,” We can
reasonably infer, therefore, that women will often find men’s humour to
be alien (Kramarae, 1981). But we have not, so far, seen how humour is
actually used by men and women in the course of interaction. In order to
complete our examination of the nature of sexual humour we must now
attempt to do this by adopting a more ethnographic approach and by
turning to observational studies of the use of situational humour in specific
social settings. In the next section, I will examine one such study in detail.

the -

£l [2Y
attention to the ‘non-sexual’ messa contained in the dirty joke. In
case of adult_sexual humour, where the transmussion of basic sexual

R O The relanonship between men and women which cannot normally .
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The cocktail waitress

Th: most det_ai]ed smc!y available of the humorous interplay between men
and women in a particular Jocale is_contained in The Cocktail Waitress

(1975) by James Spadiey and Brenda Matip. This study provides careful

observation of the reld eéi bartenders, waitresses and their

:}llievl.;e;e in an American drinking establishment called ? i
e 1970s. Althou €re are 1ew other comparable studies (see, howevéfg,w

w‘&{kﬁ, 1966; Leonard, 1980), there is no reason to think that
v’s Bar is in any relevant way unique. I will assume, therefore, that
Spl:adley and Mann’s conclusions apply in many similar ,locations 1;1
society and, Probably, in a wide variety of situations where men :rl:;
Wongen come into close contact. I will concentrate on what the analysts tell
us ; ml[t] the joking relationship between bartenders and waitresses.
Waigx;assezy as:}r;d bl\:rz:;rlld:rl:seirl:'e% tl;at, tl'g serious interaction between
\ rady’s Bar was
%rregularly, punctuated by humorous exchangf:s.f requg;df;;eI?tlit::uih
mstl::nces where f_'ormal jqkes were employed in the course of sucﬁ
:::m z:‘nges, 1s_n:) the'lr a.t'xajysm appears to deal exclusively with what was
e l::at; 1e1: situational or spontaz'leous humour (see chapter 4).
o fgth ¢ humour was spontaneous in the sense that it was constructed
of the ongoing discourse and did not make use of pre-arranged

humorous anecdotes, Spradley and Mann stress that it had several ritual

ﬁggstg_s’afi,rsﬂy, it was l‘umted to specific categories: in particular, those of
artender (male). and w?ltress’ (fernale). Similarly, it was deemed to be
appropriate only in certain specific settings. For example, it could take

ﬂfgﬁeat [']Il‘fl _bar when clients were present, but not in private in the ; :"
n. Thirdly, the form and content of the humour were rigidly a

restricted to the exchange of ridicule i
, sexual insults and lewd words.
Spradley and Mann argue, following Radcliffe-Brown’é (1940) analysis of

ritual joking in preliterate societies, that this joking relationship has grown -

out of structurally created conflict between bartenders and waitresses i
the b.ar, and that the exchange of humour serves, in part, to alleviat h'n
conflict (1975, pp. 88-9, 97, 100). ' ’ e
th;l‘_l;iif;rst sltel? take:n !:)y Sprac!ley ar-d Mann in their attempt to explain
" v}v o g relationship in Brad_y s Bar. is to identify certain problems faced
TS]; €5565 a5 a l:csult of their position in the social structure of the bar
ese groblems arise, they argue, because waitresses have to deal with tW(;
cgnﬂxctmg pressures. ‘On the one hand, they are required to cooperate
\\::1& glle bartendc;s, asa res.ult of which they develop close personal ties
th:e Wai;r:s,s so’nlu:tuncs cu_lrmnating in sexual liaison. On the other hand,
b ) es’ low status in the t‘;ar means that they are subordinate to the
artenders and that all their actions in the bar must be designed to meet



144 Sexual Humour and Gender Relationships

the bartenders’ needs. These socially generated but opposing patterns of
conduct are difficult to reconcile. Fortunately, however, Spradley and
-Mann propose, humour is available to make their difficuities less
oppressive. : . ‘

This structural conflict creates powerful but often ambivalent
feelings in the girls, They all recognize the ambivalent nature of this
relationship and would as quickly defend the bartenders as criticize
them, When they talked ‘together about their work, the most
frequent discussions centered on this relationship and its signifi-
cance to them personally. As we listened to these descriptions and
observed the social encounters that took place, it became clear that
the conflict was mediated, in part, by the joking aspect of this
complex relationship. (1975, p. 89) .

Spradley and Mann argue that humour helps to resolve waitresses’
problems by furnishing a safety valve for the release of their frustrations,
At the same time, however, although humour is of assistance to the
waitresses, it also helps to sustain an authority structure in which the
bartenders can continue to exercise control over their female subordinates,
Humour, they conclude:

serves to resolve the deep structural conflict in the social structure of
the bar. Anger and frustration are dissipated and feelings of
inequality felt by the waitresses are deflected away from the
relationship. It creates a buffer between the waitress and bartender
in potential conflict situations and provides a means for handling
inadequate role performances that occur in full public view.

But the joking relationship also maintains the status inequality of
female waitresses and reinforces masculine values. By providing a
kind of ‘safety valve’ for the frustrations created for women in this
small society, joking behavior ensures that the role of female
waitresses remains unchanged. (1975, p. 100)

Spradley and Mann’s study is particularly valuable because it is based on
careful observation of the use made by men and women of humour in the
course of direct interaction. The detail of their observational work enables
us to examine their data for ourselves and to draw our own conclusions.

Mine do not not coincide entirely with theirs, and I will develop a -

somewhat different interpretation of their material.

The analysts focus in their study on what humour does for the
waitresses. They decide, as we have seen, that humour operates as a safety
valve which allows the waitresses to find telief from their frustrations. But
consider whether this conclusion is consistent with their own reconstruc-
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tion ofa_l typical conversation among the women working in Brady’s Bar
concerning a bartender’s humorous insults,

‘Rob made some reference about my chest’,

‘Same here. But I don’t know what we can do to get him back’.

‘Maybe we could all get together and try grabbing him’,

“That’s silly. We aren’t strong enough and they would just make a

joke out of jit’, '

“We could all ignore him, but that wouldn’t work because he would

ill:'.? pick at us until we responded. If we ignore him, we're admitting
eat’.

“There’s no way we can get them back. We can’t get on their [evel,

Spradiey and Mann comment immediately after presenting this passage,
that “although the joking helps to alleviate some of the conflicts between
bartgnders and waitresses, it is an asymmetrical relationship, oge that
contmues to express the accepted cultural definitions of sexual identity in
the bar’ (1975, p. 97). To describe the relationship between waitresses and

find it difficult to sce how the conversation above shows that joking, at
least the joking performed by the men, helps to alleviate the waitresses’
problems. It seems, rather, that the bartenders’ humour creates yet
anotl?er, Somewhat intractable, difficulty arising out of the men’s social
anq linguistic domil_:ance. From the women’s point of view, the humour of

above is typical, as Spradiey and Mann claim, men’s humour does not
serve as 2 welcome release for the women, but as an added unpleasantness
which is especially troublesome because it takes place within the
humorous mode.

IOne way m which we might ry to retain the authors’ analysis, with only
minor revisions, would be to Propose that it is not the bartenders’ humour
which helps the waitresses, but their own bumour. Unfortunately, we are
not pro‘.ric:k?d with any estimates of the frequency with which men and
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provided by the analysts in their chapter on joking relationships, WhenI

did this, I found that twelve of the sixteen exchanges were started by men
and that thirteen ended with the men as victor. In contrast, four were
begun by women, in only three of which did the female emerge as
dominant. It seems, therefore, that joking in Brady’s Bar is overwhel-
mingly initiated by men and that it is mainly the men who benefit from it.
If humour was primarily a mechanism enabling women to cope with their
subordination and their ambivalent relationship with the bartenders, we
would surely expect that women would play a much more active role in the
production of humour and that joking exchanges would work in a way
which enabled women to emerge, at least in play, as the dominant
partners, But, if the observational material presented by Spradiey and
Mann is at all representative, the exact opposite seems to happen. Far
from being a safety valve for women’s frustrations, humour is used mainly
by men in such a way that it further reinforces their control over the
women with whom they are in direct contact.

We can understand how this happens, if we look in greater detail at one
kind of situation in which humour is especiaily likely to occur. Spradley
and Mann note that jokes very frequently arise out of the mistakes made
by members of the bar staff. In such circumstances, they report,
employees use humour to hide their error by humorously insulting the
colleague who drew attention to it, or by jokingly attributing the error to
that person or to some other member of the staff. In the two instances
described by the analysts, the mistake is made by a bartender in his
dealings with a waitress. On each occasion the bartender adopts the
humorous mode as soon as the error is made evident by the waitress and,
playfully of course, makes the waitress appear to be at fault. In one case,
for example, in which the bartender has given the wreng change to the
waitress, the sequence ends with the bartender admonishing the waitress
with the words, ‘Okay, chesty. Next time, get the amount right so Idon’t
have to go to all this trouble.’ In reply, the waitress helplessly sticks out
her tongue, picks up the money which is now the correct amount, and
retreats to her tables in defeat.

Given that bartenders are required constantly to respond to the orders
placed by the waitresses, they will inevitably make mistakes which will be
drawn to their attention by their female partners. (For a general discussion
of such problems in restaurants, see Whyte, 1973.) We may speculate
that, when these mistakes occur, the bartender’s authority is momentarily
in jeopardy.lIt is clearly difficult for him to re-establish that authority
immediately within the mode of serious discourse. For within that mode,
his only suitable response is to admit his own incompetence and the
passing superiority of the waitress. Within the fantasy world of humour,
however, where reality and illusion are interchangeable, that mistake can

Sexual Humour and Gender Relationships 147

‘pe made to disappear by a mere change in the bartender’s tone of voice; or
if a fault is acknowledged, it can easily be attributed to the other member
of staff in\.rolvcd in the incident — namely, the waitress. Because the
bartex_:der 15 ‘only joking’, it is, as we know, difficult for the waitress
effectively to challenge his reallocation of blame, For any serious reply can
be taken to be an inappropriate response to the bartender’s humorous
remark. Yet if the waitress also enters the domain of humour, she thereby
accepts the unreality of the bartender’s error. Thus his rapid switch from
the serious to the humorous mode has a serious outcome for both parties.
For t!xe waitress, the result of the joking exchange is that the bartender’s
very incompetence has become an occasion for a further display of her
subqrdmation, whilst for the bartender, it has made possible a reassertion
of his control over the female staff in a situation where that control was
under threat.

] Spradley and Mann’s study leads me to the conclusion that the humour
in Brady’s Bar is produced or initiated primarily by the men, and that it is
used by .Lhem to sustain their domination of the women. For the men,
Flumour is a valuable interactional resource. In contrast, for the women, it
is a source of continual frustration and one of the means by which their
sul?or_dination is maintained. Spradley and Mann are probably correct in
claiming that the sexually toned insults which occur persistently in
Bre‘ldy’s Bgr are used to deal with problems created by the regular patterns
of interaction between waitresses and bartenders. I suggest, however, that’
they Prowde a solution, not to the difficulties of women, but to those
expcner'xced by men in maintaining their formal authority. As the analysts
show W{th great clarity, the joking relationship between these men and
women is fundamentally asymmetrical (Spradley and Mann, 1975, p. 97).
They show, for example, that whereas women are not allowed to take
ofﬁ:_ncc at men’s humorous or ribald remarks, men can and do object when
a ‘g{r_’ ‘goes too far’. ‘Even when joking, girls must maintain a subordinate
position, careful thar their ritual insults do not denigrate a male bartender’
(1975, p. 93). Similarly, the humorous language used by the women must
be much more restrained than that employed by men. ‘The waitresses
muls.t t;je careful I1lmt to say things that would appear course or crude. The
males have much more latitude in wha ? ;

oo Sylies Toe) t they do and say’ (1975, p. 97; see

This asymmetry is also evident in the way that the customary repertoire

of humorous terms focuses on the sexual attributes of women rather than
those of men, particularly on the female breast. As Spradley and Mann
report, ‘public joking behavior in Brady’s contains only vague and
metaphorical comments about genitalia and almost never includes
refererfces to males in this regard’ (1975, p. 96). One final aspect of this
pervasive asymmetry within the discourse of the humorous mode is that
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humorous talk regularly ‘involves calling attention to the waitress as sexual

object’ (1975, p. 98). This even extends to the analogues and metaphors

used by men to make fun of the women’s bodies. For instance, in the two

following fragments from bartenders’ jocular repartee, waitresses are

- insulted by being likened to inanimate objects: '

1 It'd look better if you had some tits! Who wants to pull down a
zipper just to see two fried eggs thrown against a wall?’ (1975, p. 97)

2 ‘Who wants two ball bearings on a steel board, anyway?’ (1975,
p- 98)

The parallel with the discourse of the formal joke is obvious.
The asymmetrical joking relationship of Brady’s Bar closely resembles
the interpretative asymmetry noted above which is characteristic of male

humour in our culture, Spradley and Mann comment that the humour of

Brady’s Bar reflects masculine values as defined by that culture (1975,
p. 98). Yet they also try to argue that this male-centred humour largely
benefits the female participants. I suggest, in contrast, that the joking
relationship found in Brady’s Bar, and presumably in many other places,
is best seen as part of a wider pattern of male domination and female
subordination that is widespread in society at large. I am quite sure, for
example, that if Brady’s Bar had employed a team of waiters instead of
waitresses, the humorous asymmetry would have been much less
pronounced and the language of sexual denigration would have been
entirely absent. In other words, the insulting and lewd language used by
the bartenders is not addressed to the waitresses simply as subordinate
members of the bar staff, but as women, who are taken to be inferior by
the bartenders in a much more comprehensive and basic manner. This, I
think, is well illustrated by an exchange which occurred on one occasion
when a waitress exceeded her authority and advised the bartender not to
serve a customer who had been drinking heavily:

Bartender: What would you know? You're just a female and anything
you say is nothing more than idle chatter.
Waitress: Okay, then. I won’t tell you how handsome, charming, and
intelligent you are.
Bartender; Don’t be redundant. I already know.
{Spradley and Mann, 1975, p. 95)

Itis clear that interactional problems do arise in the bar as a result of the
structure of the relationships between waitresses and bartenders. But the
solution which has evolved in response to these problems cannot be
separated from the relationships between men and women in the bar, nor
from the relationships between men and women in the wider society, It is
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Do accident that the position of formal authority in the bar, that of the
!Jartender, is occupied exclusively by men, whilst the subordinate position
1s reserved for women. Thus the problems experienced by the bartenders
in maintaining their control undoubtedly arise in part from the fact that
their subordinates are women. It is ot surprising, therefore, that their
repertoire of humorous discourse js heavily sexual in content and
extremely derogatory in tone. This is so because it is a discourse designed

* to assert and reassert the subordination of women,

IKI am l:ight in taking the asymmetrical, humorous interplay in Brady’s
Par as ansing out of participants’ interaction as men and women, and not
Just as waitresses and bartenders, we can reasonably infer that the pattern
observed there will occur widely throughout society; although clearly, the
use of sexual humour will vary to some degree from one social grouping to
another, from one person to another, and from one oceasion to another.

socia}l beings. It seems likely that much of the humour which has become
My fossilized in the standardized dirty joke has its origin in the
_wxdespread asymmetry of direct interaction between men and women, as
illustrated in the humorous interplay in Brady’s Bar.

Humour and the critique of gender relationships

In the preceding chapter, I suggested that women’s humour tends to differ
from that of men. This is likely to be true, however, only to a limited
extent. For women operate as cultural producers within the context of a
dominant discourse and a pattern of social relationships which are
premised on a male view of the world. Consequently, although the
h}m_mmt used by and circulated among women will tend to have certain
dx_suncuve features, it will also resemble men’s humour in many ways and
will draw upon similar interpretative resources. For instance, we saw in
Madeieine’s joke (p- 123) that the critical component of the humour was
the handling, by a man, of a woman’s breasts and that the young women
fot{nd this amusing. Similarly the joke that I have called ‘Sacks’s joke’, but
which originated, as far as we are concerned, from an upknown
twel_ve-year—old girl, depicts women as passive recipients of male sexuality:
‘Tt tickled,’ said the first daughter, ‘It hurts,’ said the second. According to
one commentator, it can be read as a joke ‘in which women are presented
as qu.ects of pleasure whose capacity 1o satisfy male desire is enhanced by
their incapacity to distinguish between a dinner table {where the mother’s



150 Sexual Humour and Gender Relationships

rule about not speaking with one’s mouth full would have been
appropriate] and a bed’ (Thompson, 1984, p. 117). Our attention is drawn
by this reading of the joke to the fact that, although Sacks’s version comes
from a young girl and although women predominate in the joke’s text, it
still depends on a male- centred conception of sexuality and on the notion
of female stupidity which features widely in men’s jokes about women.

Because women's humour is created within a society where men’s
discourse and men’s humour are dominant, the growing involvement of
women in the production of mass humour will not, in itself, bring about a
change in humorous style. For instance, Joan Rivers is a very popular TV
comedienne in Britain and the USA, but her humour is firmly within the
male-centred tradition, relying heavily on insulting sexual innuendo. This
is clearly illustrated by her comic book (1985), the guiding theme of which
is implied in the book’s prefatory quotation: “You show me a woman with
a naturally beautiful body, and I'll show you a tramp!’

The clearest sign of a changing approach to humour, and particularly to
humour dealing with the relationships between women and men, is to be
found in humour which has been influenced by the women’s movement. It
would be misleading to suggest that those involved in the women’s
movement have emphasized the need for analysis or corrective action in
relation to humour. They have concentrated, probably correctly, on
serious analysis and serious areas of conduct. However, the discussion
above indicates that it would be a tactical error on their part to ignore
humour entirely. For, as we have seen, the male-centred view of sexuality
and of women is formulated and transmitted in a most potent form within
humorous discourse. Humour can allow the most unadulterated express-
jon of sexist views because, when we speak humorously, we are not fully
responsible for what we say. From the outside, from within the realm of
serious discourse, the messages of humour are extremely difficult to
oppose successfully. Yet the messages conveyed by humour may have very

serious consequences. It seems, therefore, that the development of an

‘alternative humour’ is an important task to be faced by the women’s
movement.

Some female humorists have recognized the cultural importance of
humour and, informed by ideas drawn from the women’s movement, have
sought to address and make fun of the basic assumptions of men’s views of
women, which are linked to the basic assumptions of men’s sexual
humour. In a previous section (p. 140), we saw Christine Roche’s cartoon
sequence in which the principle of the sexual availability of women was
shown to be ludicrous. This chapter ends with another of her cartoons, in
which Roche beautifully displays the.infantile character of the male-
centred conception of women which, with minor variations, is shared by
many men as well as boys. In the cartoons that I have chosen, Roche is still

1
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operating partly within the dominant tradition of male humour. However,
her humour does not endorse the assumptions of that humorous discourse,
but seeks to challenge them by giving expression to the potentially
different perspective of women. As I argued above, there is nothing
inevitable about the sexual humour of our culture. Quite different
assumptions can be used to create humorous incongruity on this topic.
Roche’s work is a sign that a movement may already be under way towards
the creation of new principles for producing humour about sexuality and
about the relations between women and men.
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Humour and Social Structure

We have just looked at the way in which certain aspects of sexual humour are
linked in our society to the structured relationships between women and
men. One broad conclusion of that chapter was that much sexual humour
arises directly out of the social structure of gender relationships and that, on
the whole, sexual humour works 1o reproduce this striicture. Inow intend to
explore the connection between humour and social sStructire in more general
terms. I will attempt to provide an analysis which can be used to elucidate

the structural sources and consequences of humour in a wide range of social
settings.

Jokesin the social structure

The most relevant and useful discussion in the existing literature with which
to begin this chapter is that by Mary Douglas (1968; reprinted in Douglas,
1975). Her examination of the link between humour and social structure
starts with a review of the writings of Freud (1905) and Bergson (1911) on
the underlying structure of *humorous thought’. She extracts from these
authors what she calls a ‘formula for identifying jokes’. This formula
appears to be another version of the concept of *bisociation’,

A joke is a play upon foirm. It brings into relation disparate elements in
such a way that one accepted pattern is challenged by the appearance
of another which in some way was hidden in the first . . . any recognis-
able joke falls into this joke pattern which needs two elements, the
juxtaposition of a control against that which is controlled, this juxta-
position being such that the latter triumphs. (Douglas, 1975, p. 96)

This formulation captures the interpretative duality of humour on which I
have placed great emphasis. It stresses that humour is produced, not merely
by the incongruous combination of opposing patterns, but also by the
revelation of an alternative, hidden meaning.
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Douglas’s analytical task is to demonstrate how bumour, thus defined, is
Iinked to social structure. She establishes this link by proposing, in the first
place, that actors’ perception and understanding in general are determined
by the range of conceptual possibilities furnished by the social structure jn
which they act. Thus their ability to recognize and appreciate the interpreta-
tive oppositions and ambiguities required in the realm of humour is also
structurally constrained. It follows, she argues, that a joke will be seen and
allowed only ‘when it offers a symbolic pattern of a social pattern occurring
at the same time’ (1975, p. 98). In Douglas’s view, ‘humorous’ discourse
cannot even be recognized as such, let alone found to be amusing, unless it
expresses the social situation in which it occurs, Accordingly:

The one social condition necessary for a joke to be enjoyed is that the
social group in which it is received should develop the formal charac-
teristics of a ‘told’ joke: that is, a dominant pattern of relations is
challenged by another. If there is no joke in the social structure, no
other joking can appear . . . I would goastep further and even suggest
that the experience of a joke form in the social structure calls impera-
tively for an explicit joke to express it. (1975, pp. 98, 100)

The central idea, then, is that there is a direct correspondence between
humour and social structure. Joking takes place because the organized
patterns of social life themselves involve contradictions, oppositions and
incongruities which find cxpression through the medium of humorous
discourse. One might have expected, at this point in the analysis, that
Douglas would have argued that joking, in giving symbolic expression to
structural ‘strains’ and ‘tensions’, hielps to lessen these strains and thereby to
iaintain the established structure of social relationships, There s, indeed, a
well developed tradition of anthropological interpretation, stemming from
the work of A.R. Radcliffe-Brown (1940; reprinted 1952), in which instity-
tionalized joking is regarded as a device for resolving structural tensions in a
mznner that enables participants to engage.in collaborative activities which
arccritical for the existing structure..Douglas, however, adopts a completely
opposite position. She stresses that humorous utterances necessarily involve
aconfrontation with the dominant social pattern. Joking, she suggests, is an
activity that is generated by the social structure, but which challenges and

disrupts that strucrure by giving voice to its incansistencies and irmadionall.
ties. In order to emphasize this aspect of humour, she compares jokes with
standard rites. Rites express and impose order and harmony. They create a
sense of unity. They assert hierarchy and convey the necessity of the
established social patterns. In contrast, she maintains, humour disorga-
nizes. It destroys hierarchy and order. Joking does not affirm dominant
values, but denigrates and devalues them. In the course of humorous
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discourse, the accepted patterns of social life are shown to have no necessity.
*Essentially a joke is an anti-rite’ (1975, p. 102).

t me Mlustrate how Douglas’s analysis can give insight into specific
social situations by briefly reconsidering the humorous interplay between
waitresses and bartenders in Brady’s Bar that was described in chapter 8. If
Douglas isright in stressing that joking will occur only when there isajoke in
the social structure, it should be possible to identify a joke in the social
structure of Brady’s Bar; that is, we should find that in the bar the dominant
pattern of social relationships is challenged by an alternative pattern which is
*hidden in the first’. It seems to me that this is a reasonable way of
describing what was, in fact, observed. For we saw that the joking among
waitresses and bartenders was centrally concerned with the latter’s attemnpts
to maintain their position of formal authority in a situation where this was
threatened by a degree of interactional subordination to the waitresses.
Speaking figuratively, we can say that the social structure of Brady’s Bar had
played a joke on the bartenders; that is, it had vested in them authority over
the activities of the other staff within the bar, but it had then placed them at
the beck and call of their subordinates. We might even say that the social

" structure at large had played a joke on the bartenders. For it had given them
the dominant status of men and had then forced them to behave like women;
that is, it had required them constantly to cater for the needs of others,
including waitresses as well as clients. The bartenders, it seems, responded
to this joke in the social structure, of which they were the victims, by
adopting the humorous mode of discourse themselves and by using it to
reaffirm the domination that was ‘properly’ theirs.

If we accept that it is possible to identify a joke in the social structure of
Brady’s Bar and that much of the humour that took place there grew out of
this structural joke, it follows that Douglas’s analysis applies, at least in part,
to this specific social setting. It may be, therefore, that it applies much more
widely and may provide a useful framework for understanding the rela-
tionship between humour and social structure in general. Douglas’s argu-
ment appears to suggest that the relationship between humour and social
structure is fairly straightforward and that, in order to understand any
particular instance of humorous interchange, we need do little more than
locate the structural joke from which it arises and to which it corresponds.
However, before we can reach this optimistic conclusion, we must examine
several analytical difficulties that Douglas leaves unresolved.

In the first place, although Douglas suggests that the presence of a joke .

form in the social structure ‘calls imperatively’ for explicit humour to
express it, she makes no attempt to describe the mechanism whereby this
callis putinto effect, Her phrasing seems to indicate that she expects explicit
joking to be a direct ‘expression of® structural incongruity; and, indeed,
there are situations where this seems to be the case. In some preliterate
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societies, institutionalized joking relationships exist which appear to take
the form of playful displays of the interpretative ambiguities inherent in a
tribe’s complex kinship relationships and kinship terminology. Among the
Gogo of Tanzania, for example, joking between male cross-cousins involves
the reciprocal use of overlapping and potentially ambiguous kinship cate-
gories in a way which enables participants to pretend to be, not cousins, but
father and son or nephew and mother’s brother (Rigby, 1968). This, and
similar examples (see Sharman, 1969), can reasonably be described as
straightforward ‘expressions’ of jokes that are partially hidden in the social
structure. (For a review of research on ‘joking relationships’, see Apte,
1985.) But Douglas gives no clue as to why such structurai ambiguities are
used as the basis for explicit humour, nor whether all such potential jokesare
put into practice. Furthermore, it is clear from Brady’s Bar that, in certain
circumstances, a joke in the social structure may not be given voice atall, but
may itself be confronted and suppressed as the more powerful participants
respond within the humorous mode to its structural implications.

The evidence from Brady’s Bar forces us to reconsider Douglas’s claun\
that joking necessarily disrupts the dominant pattern and threatens hierar-
chy and order. It is true that what I have called ‘the joke in the social
structure of Brady’s Bar’ — namely, the control exerted by the waitresses
over the bartenders’ activities — challenges and threatens to disrupt the
dominant structure. However, the pattern of joking initiated and sustained
by the bartenders does the exact opposite. The bartenders’ actual humour
counters the joke in the social structure and works to reinstate the formal
pattern of authority which had been put in jeopardy by the ‘hidden pattern’
implicit in the structured relationships taking place in the bar. If the
processes operative in Brady’s Bar are typical in this respect, it would foliow,
contrary to Douglas’s proposal, that humeorous discourse tends to support
and majntain the dominant structure rather than 1o subvert it.

Douglas s analysis is presented as a completely general account of the
relationship between humour and social structure. It must, therefore,
encompass groups as different as the Gogo and the denizens of Brady’s Bar.
In both these settings, and in many others, there does appear to be a
connection between the occurrence of humour and the existence of the kind
of structural ambiguity or incongruity that Douglas calls a joke in the social
structure. In addition, within groups like the Gogo, certain joking rela-
tionships do seem to involve fairly direct expressions of ambiguities in the
kinship structure. Even here, however, participants’ actual humour does
not appear to challenge that structure or to reveal its arbitrary character.
Gogo cross- cousins only pretend to be father and son within the protected
confines of the humorous mode. Their humour does confront the dominant
structure with its ambiguities. Bur it does this only in play. The structural
challenge thus expressed is no more than a mock challenge. It has no serious
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consequences. In this respect, institutionalized joking among the Gogo Vdona. discussion so far. However, I also wish to make one more proposal: that the
. . . .. . i QIS . e . Propo e
differs s:gmﬁcant_ly from that occurring in Brady’s Bar For in the latter _ structural generation of humour is _significantly affected by the degree of
case, hug::mol;s lntel'(:!.un'ngt::el c}oes seem to ha;*e :h serious mu;:rce: _ “pot .. formality of the structural context in which it occurs and by the nature of the
namely, that of supporting the formal pattern of authority wi . ' s0Cial hierarchy in Which T 15 Iocated. The two aspects of this claim will be
thWrZII;:len:l(:i between hples - mfll I;g;t:lmux')u.;mre hlis:vder' topt;uild ‘ ibstntiated and developed i the et sections of this chapter.
e onship umour an s . T |
- uponheranalysis,wemustrecognize,tobeginwith,thattherearediﬂ'erent f}w--f. SO A
i kindsofhumour.TheplayﬁduchangesofGogocross-cousinsaremarkedly S .
J i different from the insulting sexual banter of Brady’s Bar—for participant; - Deg:‘eeslofslruftural fol:mahty o o
- wellasforanalysts.'l’heformerisanalogoustowhatlcalled "urehumour?) bett o Jos Lrg R N L
in chapter 4: that is,dli%umour which is taken by pamc.llpants_ o ;r\;é(;‘ no_ If we are to understand how humour alters in accordance with variations in
implications beyond the realm rous discourse. Joking in ¥'s : social structure, we must clarify what is meant by the statement that ‘there is
# Bar, in contrast, secms to involveCapplied humour’)in the sense that it a joke in the social structure.’ In the previous section, I suggested that it was
makes a discer_n'_i_gle contribution to serio .,,.:..N.w.-p.;vﬂ and is seen, at least reasonable to make this claim with respect to Brady’s Bar as well as to the
5 S0me participants on Some occasions, as having Serious consequences. ¢ kinship structure of Gogo society. But I made no attempt to explain how a
Pure humour may be generated by_Eh_e social _s_lil:gfsu_{ead[?g_g it will;" by structural joke can be recognized. In order 1o do so, we have to combine
definition, ng{t_her __g:}_rn_ugt_ 1T SUpport thatstn!ctu{e __Apphed_ hm‘nour, ypl_lgt appear to be two rather different concepts. On the one hand, we have a
however, Wy do either of these things. Tt miy ‘Opeate to maintain the e joke; that is, a linguistic Iofmui&ti_ql_l_.dlsplﬂing.!lhe_ql_garag_t‘gri_sﬁtjc“sﬂ_iqmtiﬁcd
dominant structure, as in Brady’s Bar, or it may in different circumstances “inprevious chapters. On the other hand, we havea social structure, thatis, a
have the opposite effect. , , _ pattern of recurrent meaningful interaction between the occt pants of speci-
We must accept that there are different types of humour, with varying \_‘_flcsoczg Ppositions. If we are to identify jokes in the social structure, we rmust
effects on the social structure. But our amendment of Douglas’s argument be able to reconéile these two notions. We can do this, I suggest, by
tc_:samn:)l: stop ht??ﬁ' Given that vl::, and ll;)ouglas, ar; seckmg a universal inte?:ieting the phrasto.? ‘pattern of recurrent meaningful interaction’ as
ormulation of the connection between humour and social structure, we equivalent to ‘pattern o linguistic exchange’. As soon as we accept that both
must alse respond to the fact that we are faced with a potentially enormous ‘social structure’ and ‘joke’ refer to organized patterns of discourse, we have
variety of different social structures. Clearly, we cannot hope to deal ade- no difficulty in allowing that social structures may reproduce the linguistic
quately with this structural diversity from the outset. We must be content form of a joke.
for the time being with crude approximations, Nevertheless, it secms to me ' Even if we insist that ‘social structure’ js something more than the mere
essential to &scogmze f:'t(l):;l t:;e& start that soc}al structures do vary u(;isé_gmﬁ- Zxchm;ie of words, it is undeniable that social scientists identify and
cant ways. This means that different types of structure may create different escribe social structures primarily by interpreting what people say, and in
sorts of structural joke, may provide different social contexts m which these some societies write, to each other, (For a more extended discussi’on, see
jokes have to be handled and may, thereby, generate quite different reac- Gilbert and Mulkay, 1984, chapter 1.) For example, the claim that thereisa
tions from participants. ) - ) _ formal authority structure in Brady’s Bar in which bartenders exercise
It is clear that we must abandon Douglas’s unduly simple idea that jokes in “ control over waitresses depends on the investigators’ having observed that
the soc:al structure caIl imperatively for humour that challenges t!:e struc- X bartenders regularly give orders to waitresses, that waitresses almost never
ture which gives it birth. I suggest t‘hat we replace it with the following more challenge those prders_, that waitresses frequently complain to each other
tter compiex and, I think, more realistic proposals: namely, that some, but nor_ | about the way in which bartenders treat them as inferiors but seidom ‘
; necgcga_lgyg all, hmom is_directly geperated wl;_nL,st.ru.c:tl.u:aa.l.:mlstcs', that_ complain directly to the bartenders themselves, that bartenders use various
ST Bumour so generated can be pure as well as applied; that applied humour Phrases which imply waitresses’ subordination and €xpress their own posi-
Can,ﬂiE'Pl‘;_t_l_Cl_Bigz have positive as well as nggat_iys_ consequences for the tion of dominance, and so on. The phrase ‘social structure of Brady’s Bar’
striictiire within yy]f:ﬁ@i‘it_;qgcurs; and that the relationship betﬁe_enhungour refers to such patterns of regular, organized discourse. )<
and social structure js, different in different Kinds of social sefting. T wiil Ifa social structure is a pattern of organized discourse, it follows that it can
assume that these general points have been established in the course of the be organized in the form of a joke; that is, in Douglas’s words, it can be
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arranged in such a way that one accepted or dominant pattern is challenged
by the existence of another pattern which in some way is hidden in the first.
In the case of Brady’s Bar, the two conflicting patterns occur because the
waitresses, although subject in many respects to the bartenders’ control and
obedient to their orders, are also required to pass on to the bartenders the
‘orders’ of the most powerful social category in the bar — namely, the
customers. (It seems that jokes in the social structure can involve puns.)
Becatise waitresses regularly speak to bartenders as the customers’ repre-
sentatives, and thereby exercise control over bartenders’ actions, a secon-
dary pattern of reciprocal discourse exists which implicitly contradicts the
dominant pattern and sometimes gives rise, as we have seen, to genuine
interactional difficulties (Whyte, 1973). It is the clash between these pat
terns of discourse that creates the joke in the social structure of Brady’s Bar.

If this argument is correct, our analytical task has becn simpfified to some
extent. It seems that, in exploring how variations in social structure give rise
to humour, we must focus on the organized patterns of discourse which are
characteristic of different social settings, and we must examine how contra-
dictory patterns are generated and handled by participants within these
different settings. However, the task may still appear to be dauntingly
complex. For discourse varies along so many different dimensions, all of
which may have some bearing on the generation of humour. I will try to
create order out of this diversity by concentrating on the degree to which
discourse is formalized in various social situations. I

At one end of the spectrum of formality are ritual ceremonies. We saw
earlier that Douglas regarded ritual discourse as being fundamentally diffe-

. -~ formal settings, where humour is most directly linked to the social structure,
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dominant pattern of the ceremony. It appears that, in this respect, it is
typical of humour in highly formalized social structures. To put this in
general terms, the more formalized the structure, the stronger is the connec-
tion between humour and the prevailing pattern of discourse. Moreover, in

it is highly unlikely to be used tc eéxpress opposition to that structure. In ~
contrast, in situations Where the pattern of interaction is lessforial and the -
discotirse less structured, the less will participants’ humour be generated
difectly in Fespoiisé to striictural contradictions. 5. TE VAT T sl eT
“Sirice, n informal settings, the relationship between humour and social
structure is relatively weak and indirect, the humour that occurs can range
more widely and, frequently, in a highly creative manner. Even in these
circumstances, however, when participants’ discourse is largely free from
direct structural restraint, humour is rather seldom used to undermine the
dominant patterns of social life. Although the humour that takes place in
!msu'ucturcd situations does occasionally touch upon issues of structural
importance, we will see that the interpretative duality of the humorous
mode, together with the separation of such humour from the major social

structures, reduce its significance as a source of social disruption or chal-
lenge.

N .
N Ceremonial humour
1

+ Thereis, in fact, little humour during the annual ceremonies at which Nobel

.
i

L rent from humour. Unlike humour, ceremonial discourse is internally
~ coherent, uniform and highly predictable. In the extreme case, as in mar-
/" “. fiage ceremonies in our own society, every word to be uttered is known'in

X Prizes are awarded. During the period 1978-81, T was able to identify only
“ Fwelve instances of humorous discourse in the published transcripts — that
_.. is, an average of three per ceremony (Mulkay, 1987). One reason for this low

"'.J,' Jrocasl,

- advance and, if the exact pattern of formal discourse is not reproduced, what

takes place does not count as a proper ceremony (Austin, 1962). In such a

- - level of humorous content is that the ceremonies are by their very nature
.+ solemn ritual events devoted to the celebration of mankind’s highest and
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setting, as long as participants make no mistakes, humour is impossible_ Itis
excluded by the rigid formality of the discourse.

-1 most serious achievements in the realms of science, literature and human
"=, welfare. In addition, the ritual interaction is strictly pre-ordained and the

1:
¥
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As we move away from such,extreme,lefg\rmal settings, humorous dis-
course begins to occur. In"Nobel ceremontes, for example, although the
range of discourse and the basic forms of verbal exchange are pre-established
(Mulkay, 1984), there is greater room for discursive variety than in the case
of the marriage ceremony. It is this slight reduction in the level of formality
that makes humour possible. However, the humour that takes place in
Nobel ceremontes is, as we will see in the next section, closely linked to the
standard forms of ceremonial discourse by the relative formality of the
occasion. In this setting, participants are unable to move away from the
central focus of the ceremony. As a result of this restriction on the variability
of ceremonial discourse, Nobel humour never challenges or disrupts the

. ~discourse of individual participants varies from year to year only in relatively
L‘_ -minor respects (Mulkay, 1984). Nevertheless, there are always a few isolated
= - fragments of humour. Let us see how this humour is related to the relatively
: rigid structure of ceremonial discourse.
% Nobel ceremonies are organized around three symbolic acts: that of
. rdescribing and praising the achievements of each Nobel laureate named ina
N particular year; that of awarding the prize to each laureate; and that of
- responding after receipt of the prize. These acts are performed by means ofa
. fairly simple linguistic exchange, of which the basic structure is as follows
5 (Mulkay, 1984). First, various non-laureates speak on behalf of one or more
* social entities: for example, the Nobel Foundation, an academic discipline,



160 Humour and Social Styucture

the younger generation, and so on. The speech of these non-laureates is
addressed both to the ceremonial audience and to the laureates themselves.
It consists overwhelmingly of admiring descriptions of laurcates’ accom-
plishments and enthusiastic endorsements of the significance of their con-
tributions to knowledge, 10 world culture or to peace among nations. After
this, the prizes are awarded and the laureates respond to the ritual praise of
the non-laureates and to the ultimate compliment of the prize itself. The
laureates’ responses, like the speech of the non-laureates, are rigidly formal-
ized, Their central fearures are the scrupulous avoidance of seif-praise, the
downgrading of their own achievements, the regular use of return compli-
ments addressed to Alfred Nobel or to the Nobel Foundation and » THOSt
notably, the reassignment of praise by the laureates to their colleagues and
families, and to wider social groupings of which they are members (Mulkay,
1984; 1987).

We do not need to understand why the Nobel ceremonies are organized in
thisway (see Mulkay, 1984). Our task is to consider whether there is ajokein
the structure of Nobel discourse and whether the humour that occurs
intermittently during the ceremonies is linked to that joke. It seems to me
that the ceremonial discourse gives rise toa very obvious structural joke. For

-much of what the laureates say, when downgrading their own work and

reassigning credit for their achievements, can be taken to contradict the-

Filsome praise bestowed on them by the non-laureatesand, in many cases, to

challenge the very idea of granting the prizes to particular individuals
(Mulkay, 1985, chapter 8). We can, therefore, formulate the structursl
‘joke’ or interpretative contradiction of Nobel discourse in a rather crude
fashion by means of the following imaginary exchange:

Non-laureate: I give you this prize for your marvellous achievement.

Laureate; Thank you very much. I accept the prize and, in so
doing, I accept your judgement of my cultural contribu-
tion. But actually my achievement is rather insignificant
and, anyway, other people did most of the work,

Thus both laureates and non-iaureates, in their different ways, endorse the
dominant pattern of Nobel discourse and cooperate in bringing about the
award and acceptance of the prizes. However, the laureates also challenge
the validity of the dominant structure by implying, but never fully reveal-
ing, an alternative, hidden pattern.

If this account of the joke in the structure of the Nobel ceremony is correct
and if, as I have suggested, the humour in highly formalized settings is
closely linked to structural jokes, we should find that Nobel humour focuses
on the attributicn and denial of merit with respect to the Nobel laureates. As
I have shown elsewhere, this is in fact the case (Mulkay, 1987). Let us
examine two humorous passages taken from the ceremony held in 1979, one
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from a laureate and one from a non-laureate, in order to understand in more
det2il how Nobel humour and the surrounding context of ceremonia]
discourse are related.

The following quotation is taken from the banquet speech of one of the
two recipients of the prize for physiology and medicine. The Prizewinners
were being honoured for their contributions to the development of compute-
rized tomography, a technique for constructing three-dimensional X-rays.

‘The Nobel prescription’

There is an irony-in this award, since neither Hounsfield nor I is a
physician. In fact it is not much of an exaggeration to say that what
Hounsfield and I know about medicine and physiology could be
written on a small prescription form!

While there is an irony in the award, there is also hope that even in
these days of increasing specialization there is a unity in the human
experience, a unity clearly known to Alfred Nobel by the broad
spectrum of his awards. I think that he would have been pleased to
know that an engineer and 2 physicist, each in his own way, have
contributed just a little to the advancement of medicine. (Les Prix
Nobel, 1979, p. 413

For several reasons, I take the first paragraph of this passage to be ‘not -

entirely serious’. In the first place, the speaker mentions the irony of the
award, thereby drawing attention to the possibility of attributing more than
one meaning to his receipt of the prize for medicine. In addition, he engages
in the kind of distortion characteristic of humour. He tells us that what he is
about to say ‘is not much of an exaggeration’. But this informs us that what is
to come is some kind of exaggeration and is, therefore, not literally accurate,
The ‘non-serious intent’ of the punch line is further confirmed by what I
take to be a playful replacement of the standard humorous phrase ‘what he
knows about X could be written on a postage stamp’ with ‘what we know
about medicine could be written on a small prescription form®.

These indications that ‘the Nobel prescription’ is not to be taken entirely
seriously are incorporated in a passage that expresses an emphatic self-
deprecation. Self-deprecation, as I have stressed » is part of the normal
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pattern of laureates’ discourse; in this respect, the speaker is conforming to -

the established pattern. However, thereisa problem facing any laureate who
states openly and without qualification that he has done nothing to deserve
the Nobel Prize. This problem must be resolved even when the statement is
made in the relatively relaxed atmosphere of the ceremonial banquet. For
such an outright denial of merit by a laureate clearly contradicts the lauda-
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tory pronouncements made by non-laureates in the course of the prize-
giving ceremonies, and is hardly consistent with his acceptance of the prize.
For example, if this laureate had said in a straightforward, serious manner
that he knew nothing about physiclogy or medicine and could not properly
be given the prize under this heading, his very participation in the ceremony
would have been put in question. The challenge to the ritual structure
implicit in the pattern of Nobel discourse would have become ‘no laughing
matter’.

In the quoted passage, however, the laureate succeeds in employing irony
and the humorous mode to deny his competence in the area for which the
prize is being awarded, without producing these serious consequences. He
uses the interpretative duality of humour toassert his incompetence without
thereby challenging his right to receive the prize. The award of the prize is
said to be ‘ironic’, but not actually ‘wrong’. This passage is typical of
laureates’ Nobel humour in that humour is used, not to challenge and
confront, but to avoid the potential difficulties built into the conflicting
patterns of Nobel discourse.

Let us now turn to an example of humour produced by a non-laureate.

‘Christopher Columbus’

Scientific research has old traditions. Throughout the ages, man has
striven to gain new knowledge, searched for new paths to follow. To
many people, Christopher Columbus is an early and worthy exponent
of this tradition. When he set off for America, he didn’t know where he
was going. When he reached that continent, he didn’t know where he
was. And safely back in Europe again, he didn’t know where he had
been. And as if this wasn’t enough, he did not even travel at his own
expense!

This is very often the dilemma in which science finds itself. {Les Prix
Nobel, 1979, p. 43)

This is the opening of the banquet speech delivered by the representative of
the students of Stockholm. The first three sentences seem to be entirely
setious, and noexplicit indication is furnished at any stage that the passage is
not intended to be taken literally. However, the account given of Col-
umbus’s explorations seems to me to be recognizably humorous. Ona literal
reading of this joke, Columbus appears to be subject to strong criticism. The
underlying contrast structure of the joke seems to be that between ignorance
and knowledge: Columbus was pursuing knowledge, but ended upinastate
of ignorance. In the introduction to the joke, he is depicted as representing
the tradition of scientific research, and in the following paragraph his
dilemma is said to be the dilemma of science itself. Thus on a literal reading,
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it appears that the student representative, in remarks addressed directly to
the lat.lreat&s, is proposing a general criticism of science or is at least drawing
attention to certain limitations of the enterprise of scientific research.
Needless to say, criticism of science or of the laureates is not typical of
student representatives’ discourse at the Nobel ceremonies. The normal
pattern is that, along with all the other non-laureates, they pay profound
ho'mage to the laureates’ achievements and to the attainments of science. On
a literal reading, this passage contravenes normal expectations.

However, if T am right in suggesting that ‘Christopher Columbus’ is
clt?zx_rly humorous, a literal reading is prohibited. The joke is apparently
critical of and disrespectful towards science, but we are instructed by its
humorm{s form not to take these criticisms entirely seriously. I suggest that
the joke is a temporary pretence of criticism that is reinterpreted subse-
quently and used as the basis for 2 conventional allocation of praise to science
and scientists. The speech continues:

Often, scientific progress has been the result of less specific basic
reasearch. At the same time, itis difficult to combine free and indepen-
dent research with the demands that may be placed upon this activity
by‘ providers of research funds . . . The freedom of the scientist is
being curtailed in many parts of the world. If Columbus had been
fitted out for a voyage to Cyprus by his patroness, probably noteven he
would have reached North America! . . . In a democratic society, free

and independent research will always benefit all mankind. (Les Prix
Nobel, 1979, p. 43)

In the course of this serious passage, the student representative proceeds to
tell her audience how she interprets the Calumbus joke. She draws an
a.nalogue between Columbus’s wanderings and the unpredictable explora-
tions of free and independent basic research. Columbus is depicted as having
been successful in discovering America, despite his initial errors, because he
was free from direct external control. It follows that science, similarly,
should be left free to follow its own objectives, even though outsiders may be
unal?le to understand scientists’ conclusions. If scientists are not subject to
outside constraint it can be gnaranteed that, like Columbus, they will benefit
all mankind.

. In this passage, then, the apparent criticism of science implicit in the joke
is transformed into a glowing compliment. The apparently misguided
wande.rings of Columbus and of scientific research are now seen to be an
essential prerequisite for fundamnental advances in understanding and in
human welfare. Thus the student representative ensures that the meaning of
the Columbus joke does not remain equivocal for long. Like the laureate in
fthc Nob?l prescription’, who immediately transforms his playful self-denial
into a serious return compliment to Alfred Nobel, she quickly makes it clear
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that the joke was only a pretence of criticism. By formulating that criticism
as 2 joke, she avoided any possibility of being seen as seriously infringing the
normal patterns of Nobel discourse. Although her apparent criticism of the
science laureates was at no stage ‘to be taken seriously’, her subsequent gloss
re-presents the Columbus joke as having been an expression of praise ‘all
along’. Columbus, and by analogue scientists and the laureates, are shown to
be Protean figures of knowledge and beneficence. Through this subsequent
interpretative work, the student representative re-establishes her unambi-
guous conformity to the requirements of Nobel discourse.

At the banquet, the student representative briefly adopts the pattern of
alternative discourse that is recurrent within the Nobel ceremony. Allu-
sively, through the figure of Columbus, she represents scientists collectively
as confused, ignorant and expensive. In so doing, she makes visible the
sccondary pattern hidden in the ceremonial social structure. But she is
careful to express this potentially dangerous idea in humorous form. Her
humour, like all humour at the Nobel ceremonies, necessarily focuses on the
attribution of credit for cultural achievements. For this topic is the overrid-
ing concern of Nobel discourse, and the speech of all participants is required
to deal exclusively with cultural accomplishment and the bestowal of
appropriate reward. Because her remarks are humorous, they have to
deviate in some way from the standard pattern of Nobel discourse, and they
do so0, like all Nobel humour, by endorsing the pattern already implicit in
much of what laureates themselves say. Within the Nobel ceremony, as
within any highly structured situation, humour is inevitably restricted in
this way. Within formalized social contexts, any appreciable departure from
recurrent forms and their central focus would not be treated as humour, but
as a serious misdemeanor or breach of etiquette. Thus in the Nobel setting,
neither laureates nor non-laureates can make any significant use of humour
which is not linked to the joke in the social structure.

Although humour within the formal contexr of the Nobel ceremonies is
closely linked to the structural joke, and although it relies on the contradic-

. tory possibilities implicit in the alternative pattern of discourse, Nobel
- humour never challenges the dominant pattern. It is always used, as in the
" two examples given above, in a way which sustains and reinforces that
pattern. Thus Nobel humour is not imperatively called forth by structural
incongruities that threaten to disrupt the existing structure. The very
infrequency of humour, despite the existence of an evident joke in the
structure, shows that participants can handle the difficulties of Nobel
discourse, when they so wish, without recourse to humour (Mulkay, 1984).
We must not reify the social structure and treat ‘it’ as an agent that calls
particular responses into being. Rather, it seems that participants make use
of the humorous possibilities of Nobel discourse when it suits their pur-
poses. For example, it is surely no coincidence that Nobel humour is
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especially likely to occur in the course of speeches at the ceremonial ban-
quet. Participants presumably regard humour to be particularly appropriate
at the banquet as a way of lightening the atmosphere and making the
occasion more relaxed and enjoyable.

It seems that Nobel humour, despite its infrequency, is an organized and
significant social phenomenon. Whether it appears during the more solemn
parts of the ceremonial proceedings (Mulkay, 1987) or during the banquet,
Rtisemployed, as we have seen, as a protective device which enables speakers
todeviate from the normal pattern of discourse without giving offence. Even
during the banquet speeches, the humorous mode is employed to perform
what is, in that setting, the ‘serious’ work of creating a little amusement and
discursive variety out of the narrowly restricted interpretative resources that
are available within a highly formalized social setting.

Hierarchy and humour

In this section we will move away from the extreme formality of ritual
occasions, and exzamine the social sources and social consequences of
humour in a setting which, although highly structured, is much Jess rigidly
organized than are the Nobel ceremonies. The discussion will be based on
Rose Laub Coser’s study of the ‘social functions of humor among the staff
of a mental hospital’ (1960, p. 8171n the USA. This study took place about
ten years before Douglas’s paper was published. Consequently, Coser
makes no reference to Douglas’s concept of a ‘joke in the social structure’,
Nevertheless, Coser’s view of the social production of humour is very similar
to that of Douglas; that is, they both argue that humour is generated by
ambiguities in the social structure. However, Coser’s conclusion about the
consequences of humour is ¢loser to my own: namely, that in highly
structured situations humour works to maintain the existing pattern.

The meaning of humor, then, is to be detected primarily in the
comumon concerns of the group, and can be understood ouly by
examining its content and themes in the context of the network of role
relationships among those who laugh together . . . attention will be
given to humor as a means of mutual reassurance in an area of work
that seems to be fraught with uncertainties, and to the group support it
provides for facing ambiguities in role performance. (Coser, 1960, pp.
82,83)

Coser does not speculate about the social production of humour in other
kinds of social setting, and she does not herself distinguish between groups
with different degrees of structural formality. Her concern is rather to
provide a detailed empirical study of the place of humour in a series of
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meetings among a specific group of psychiatric staff. The purpose of these
meetings was to allow collective discussion of case material presented by
junior staff members. The meetings were, Coser emphasizes, formally
structured (1960, p. 82). Nevertheless, it is clear that neither the patterns of
interaction, nor the form nor the content of the discourse, were pre-arranged
to the same degree as in the Nobel ceremonies. The presentation and
discussion of case material relating to individual mental patients were
inevitably less predictable than the ceremonial circulation of praise. Thus
social interaction during these staff meetings was more flexible, and prob-
ably more complex, than that at the Nobel ceremonies. There certainly
appears to have been a greater variety of structural ambiguities. As we would
expect, therefore, humour was more frequent and more varied than that
generated within the more narrowly confined repertoire of Nobel discourse.
Coser reports a total of 103 examples of humour that she noted in the course
of twenty staff meetings. Although this rate of humorous production is not
high, the average of five items per meeting clearly exceeds the three per
ceremony observed during the much longer Nobel rituals.

Participants at the staff meetings occupied one of four social categories:
namely, senior psychiatric staff, junior psychiatric staff, visiting psychiat-
rists and auxiliary staff. Coser maintains that the members of each of these
categories faced structurally generated difficulties in their dealings with
other participants, and that most of their humorous remarks were related to
these difficulites. A major problem facing senior staff, for example, can be
said to have arisen from their often being obliged to say two contradictory
things at once to junior staff. This was necessary because the meetings were
intended to help junior staff to learn from their mistakes and to become
increasingly competent as psychiatrists yet, at the same time, to provide
support so that they could continue to perform demanding tasks in the
hospital for which they were not fully qualified.

Since the implementation of these aims fell upon the senior staff, the
speech addressed by senior to junior staff at these meetings had to convey
reprimand and criticism — so that junior staff might learn — along with
support and reassurance, so that they might not become unduly discour-
aged. Coser does not report on whether it was possible for senior staff to
accomplish this subtle task of interpretative reconciliation within the serious
mode of discourse. We do not know, in other words, whether this discursive
duality could be achieved only by means of humour. She maintains,
however, that humour was ‘especially suited for this task because it com-
bines criticism with support, rejection with acceptance’ (1960, p. 91).

Coser gives several examples of the use of humour by senior staff. In the
following instance, a junior psychiatrist has just reported to the meetng that
he has adopted the therapeutic technique of accepting a patient’s delusion of
having killed someone. Upon hearing this, the senior member presiding at
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the session asks him in a humorous tone: “When was it that you reassured her
that she was a murderess?’ (1960, p. 90). This remark is greeted with
laughter from the group. But Coser regards it as doing the serious work of
drawing the recipient’s attention to what the senior speaker regards as a
therapeutic error. The comment is taken as conveying to the junior member
that delusions of this kind should not be endorsed by the therapist. By
adopting the humorous mode, and by eliciting laughter from the group, the
speaker is able to display to the assembled participants that the younger
psychiatrist’s action is incongruous, without engaging in open criticism.
Subsequently, the same senior member of staff employs the humorous mode
again, in relation to the same case. On this occasion he uses humour in a
manner which combines correction with reassurance and with collective
amusement at the incongruity of others’ actions in similar circumstances:
‘Let me mention that there were precedents of your method. There once was
a patient who went around barking like a dog [laughter starts here] and the
therapist barked back . . . [the rest of the sentence is drowned in laughter]’
{Coser, 1960, p. 91). The use of humour to generate group laughter also
operates, Coser suggests, to add collective weight to the implied criticism
and to make the offending party less likely to ignore the advice being offered
by the senior person.

Coser reports that about 40 per cent of the humorous remarks of senior
staff are directed at junior staff, and that this humour regularly conveys a
critical or corrective message along the lines illustrated above. When
humour is used in this fashion at the meetings, it appears to be 2 means of
coping with the implicit joke built into the routine discourse of senior staffin
this social context. In other words, much of the humour of senior staff seems
to be designed to enable them to point out their juniors’ mistakes, whilst
simultaneously requiring recipients to respond with laughter rather than
with resentment or with self- justification. If Coser is right, humour is used |;
to a considerable extent by senior staff to accomplish correction without /!
confrontation. i

Coser’s analysis of the humour of visiting psychiatrists and junior staff is
similar to that of senior staff’s humour. Visiting psychiatrists are usually
present at the meetings when they have been unable to deal with the
problems of one of their own patients and when the patient has had to be
taken into hospital. Thus, when they attend staff meetings, visiting
psychiatrists speak as supposedly qualified, competent psychiatrists whose
competence is, on this occasion, a matter of possible doubt. Coser shows that
much of their humour focuses upon and resolves this discursive uncertainty.
It does this, she suggests, by humorously asserting the speaker’s profes-
sional skill at the expense of patients and of others associated with patients.
In other words, visiting psychiatrists’ humour treats patients and those
related to them as ‘scapegoats’. Whatever has gone wrong is, jocularly,
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attributed 1o them. In Coser’s view, the implicit message of this humour is
that the visiting psychiatrists, despite any appearances to the contrary, are
not responsible for what has happened. In short, this joke in the structure of
discourse, this potential challenge to the established pattern of professional
dominance, is persistently resolved in a manner which dissipates that
chalienge and sustains the visitors’ appearance of professional competence
at the staff meetings.

The structural joke with which junior staff have to deal at the meetings is
perhaps the most blatant. In Coser’s words: ‘Junior members . . . find
themselvesina contradictory status positior, In relation to patients they act
88 practising psychiatrists. Actually, however, they are still in training; in
relation to senior members, they are advanced graduate students’ (1960,
P. 92). Thus at meetings, junior staff have to speak as students about things
they have done and said elsewhere when they were acting as ‘practising
psychiatrists’. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that much of their humour is
self-deprecatory, taking the form of joking denials of the legitimacy of their
actions and discourse in the hospital wards: ‘At the meetings, the junior
members must show their seniors that they are good psychiatrists and good
students, but these two roles are paradoxical - and the paradox may seek its

Y\ solution in self-aggressive humor’ (1960, P. 93). In making fun of them-

selves when reporting to their seniors, junior staff represent their profes-
sional discourse and actions as something that should not be taken entirely

seriously. Thus it seems that the joke in the social structure to which junjor .

members have to respond is normally resolved to their disadvantage in the
sense that, at the meetings, their own humour operates to confirm their
fermal subordination.

In this respect, junior staff’s humour converges with that of senjor staff,
Whereas senior staff are particularly likely to direct their humour at junior
staff, the latter are strongly inclined to focus their humour on themselves.
Although four out of every ten jokes by senior members deal with the actions
of one or more juniors at the meeting, Coser reports that not once in twenty
meetings ‘was a senior staff member present a target of a junior member’s
humor’ (1960, p. 85). Similarly the anciliary staff, who occupied the lowest
formal status at the meetings and all of whom were women, virtually never
joked. Their contribution to the operation of the humorous mode was to
laugh enthusiasticaily in support of their seniors’ witticisms (1960, p. 85).

In our examination of humour at the Nobel ceremonies, we saw that it was
never employed to chailenge the dominant social pattern. The same is
clearly true of the departmental meetings studied by Coser. Indeed, she
stresses that humour is no different from any other interpretative resource in
this kind of hierarchically structured setting; that is, it is employed strictly
in accordance with participants’ location in the formal hierarchy. In so far as
these meetings are typical of other hierarchical settings, it appears that
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humour is overwhelmingly directed down the hierarchy. (For a review of
supporting evidence, see Wilson, 1979, chapter 12.) For not only do senior
members focus their joking upon juniors, who in contrast tend to make fun
of themselves or of outsiders, but senior staff are much more likely than their
subordinates to make use of humour. ‘Thus it would seem that not only the
frequency with which humor occurs, but the direction which it takes, tends
to meet the requirements of the authority structure. Humor tends to be
directed against those w i the initiator’ (Coser, 1960,

In highly formalized ceremonial situations, the formality of the discourse
€asures that humour is seldom, if ever, allowed to be disruptive. In some-

- What Iess formal settings, the disruptive potential of humour may appear to

be greater. For the interaction characteristic of such settings is more open-

ended and nvolves a more variable pattern of discursive exchange.
Howeveninsinmﬁonsr;l_lsrs_thﬂi&e_feﬁa!h@ysh"msiwhe.{cpw-
ings are guided by participants occupying positions of authority, it seems

likely that humour wili be employed routiniely to support the authority
strueture, in a way which maintains the dominant social pattern. Humour

‘will be steered towards what those in control regard as the proper concerns of

the group, and will, on the whole, take the form of fairly standardized
solutions to the recurrent interpretative problems generated by the strue-
tured discourse of the group.

In such hierarchically regulated situations, much of the humour that
occurs can be said to be already available in the social structure, in the sense
that participants seldom draw upon discourse external to the setting in order
to create humorous incongruity. Humour js produced primarily out of
ambiguities, contradictions and interpretative difficulties that oceur reg-
ularly in the particular context, What we may call ‘non-structural’ humour,
that is, humour that is not directly linked to the group’s normal discourse,
does take place occasionally in such settings, as Coser illustrates (1960,
p- 88). But such playful departures from the customary concerns of the
group are infrequent, and are available almost exclusively to those in
positions of authority (1960, p. 86). In short, their exploitation is subject to
contro] by those participants who are dominant within the serious domain, .
As Coser concludes: ‘humor helps . . . to overcome the contradictions and
ambiguities inherent in the complex social structure, and thereby to contri-
bute to its maintenance’ (1960, p. 95). —

In the light of the discussion so far, we might infer that, in order to find
humour which operates to challenge and confront the dominant patterns of
social life, we need only turn to situations where social organization is much
less formal and where participants are less subject to direct structural
constraints. We might expect that, in such relatively unstructured settings,
people are not only more humorously playful, but also more humorously
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critical and disruptive. In practice, it seems, this expectation is only partly

fulfilled.

Humour in unstructured situations

In order to compare the social production of humour in ceremonial and
hierarchically structured situations with the processes operating in less
structured settings, let us return to Tannen’s dinner party, with which we
are already familiar from the discussion in chapter 4. One very obvious
difference is that the rate of humorous production is so much higher at the
dinner party. During this meal, the six participants uttered 2 total of 202
remarks that were taken by Tannen to be humorous or ironic (1984, p. 131},
Her figures show that about 7 per cent of the total recorded utterances were
recognizably humorous. We cannot conclude, of course, that all informal
interaction involves such a high output of humour. A dinner party is likely to
be exceptional in this respect. Nevertheless, the contrast with our two
previous examples is dramatic. Moreover, it seems clear from Tannen’s
account that this high level of humorous production was made possible by
the relative informality of the occasion. In other words, it was possible
because there was no pre-established agenda, no formal pattern of interac-
tion, and no specific, serious objective to be attained. Accordingly, partici-
pants were able to enter the humorous mode at will, in pursuit of any
potential interpretative reversal that became available.

We have seen earlier in this chapter that the humour occurring in struc-
tured contexts tends to be applied: that is, it merges with the dominant
patterns of serious discourse and contributes significantly to participants’
serious interaction. In informal settings, such as Tannen’s dinner party,
there tends to be much more pure humour, which seems to be generated for

_itsown sake and makes no direct cantribution to serious interactional work.

! The pursuit of pure humour is more prominent in informal settings because

i there are few direct structiral constraints on participants’ discourse.

™ At the dinner party, the only two identifiable roles in operation seem to
have been those of ‘host’ and ‘guest’. The formal requirements of these roles
are relatively vague within the social milieu of middle-class American society
inhabited by Tannen and her friends. There is, therefore, much more room
for individual variation in conduct in such a setting than there is at the Nobel
ceremonies or at the hierarchically organized staff meetings. Nevertheless,
even an informal dinner party requires a certain minimum of structured
interaction and discourse. Here this residual social structure consists mainly
of interchange between the host and his or her guests. As we would expect,
some of the humour observed by Tannen appears to have grown out of this
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interchange and, in particular, out of interactional difficulties experienced
by the host.

Tannen reports that the host, Steve, persistently adopted the humorous
mode when he was speaking as host. For example, sometimes he ‘ordered’
his guests to do things in a ‘clipped, tough guy manner’ whilst at other times
he assumed a mock Jewish accent and, in an obviously exaggerated fashion,
displayed an abject concern to cater for their every need (Tannen, 1984,
pp. 132-6). Tannen summarizes his behaviour: ‘In addition to affecting
exaggerated hosting style, Steve stylizes the bossiness that his host role
entails’ (1984, p. 133). It secems likely that this use of humour is linked to a
basic contradiction in the pattern of discourse required of the host in such a
setting. This contradiction resembles that experienced by the senior
psychiatrists studied by Coser. For the host must maintain a minimal level of
control over the conduct of his guests in accordance with his own conception
of how the meal should proceed, whilst appearing not to dominate them but
rather to be entirely responsive to their wishes. The contradiction facing the
host is essentially that between dominance, or what Tannen calls *bossiness’,
and subjection.

If we accept that this interactional problem is built into the structure of
informal dinner parties, Steve’s use of the humorous mode can be seen to
provide a reasonably effective solution. For it enables him constantly to
influence what his guests say and do during the dinner without seeming,
seriously, to be interfering with their inclinations. By acting the role of ‘host’
in a humorous, and frequently self-mocking, fashion Steve can exercise a
degree of control over his guests whilst appearing to be, or at least being able
to claim to be, merely playing the fool and doing nothing serious at all. His
complaints about the tape recorder and the bottle of salad dressing that were
discussed in chapter 4 clearty illustrate this use of humour. On this occasion,
at least one of the guests was not convinced by Steve’s humorous ‘perform-
ance’ and maintained that Steve was really angry at the guests’ refusal to
comply with his wishes. Steve’s use of the humorous mode, however,
enabled him to insist that he was ‘just picking up on a fleeting impression he
got and exaggerating it for comic effect’ (see pp. 69-71). Whatever Steve’s
motives, it is clear from Tannen’s text that his regular use of humour during
the dinner party made it possible for him to direct the proceedings more than
any other participant, yet to do so in a way which fostered amusement and
which was accepted, on the whole, as an expression of good fellowship
(Tannen, 1984, pp. 132-6).

It is clear, then, that some of the humour occurring at Tannen’s dinner
party was structurally generated; that is, it arose cut of attempts to deal with
contradictions that are implicit in the patterns of discourse required on such
occasions. Although the solutions devised by Steve were undoubtediy
idiosyncratic in certain respects, they originated in an interpretative diffi-
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cultythatisstmcturalinthesensethatitispresentinthebasicformsof

iscourse routinely adopted by participants at informal dinner partiés of this
kind. However, it is important to note that the great majority of humorous
utterances produced during the dinner party appear to have been unrelated

means that humour can become more inventive, fantastic, and — as we all
know — on some occasions, ‘plain silly’. We have already examined ‘the
Pope’s nose?, ‘smoking after sex’, and the spontaneous joke about the
absence of misunderstandings, which illustrate how participants at the
i party were able to engage in various forms of pure humour (sce
chapter 4). Humour of this kind appears to have no serious interactional
consequences nor to grow out of patterns of discourse required by the
occasion. To take another example provided by Tannen, at one point in the
dinner party David spoke about a fictitious organization that he and his
friends had invented, called NORCLOD (Northern California Lovers of
the Deaf). This fantasy generated much amusement, and the humorous
possibilities initiated by David were taken up and elaborated by other
Buests, as in the following fragment:
David: wm...and. .. um the way we were gonna have the uh the
officers of the organization the higher up you go . . . the more
‘ hearingpeoplet.herewouldbeand thenthe . . . the. . . the:
chairperson of the organization was gonna be a hearing person.
Deborah: That didn’t know sign language.
David: Thatdidn’t. . . Yeah. That didn’t know sign language.
(laughter)
(Tannen, 1984, p. 137}

Most of the humour at the dinner party was of this kind; that is, it was
unconnected with any specific patterns of discourse required of participants
as host or guest. It makes no sense 10 treat such humorous make-believe as 3
fesponse to contradictions in the social structure.

If Tannen’s dinner party is representative of other relatively unstructured
Contexts, we can conclude that the Jess structured the social situation, the

less frequently will humour be enerated by jokes in the social structure,
mﬂﬁﬁﬁ@ﬁp may appear self-evident. For it
secms obvious that, where social struﬂc;is ata minimum, there will be few
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or no structural jokes present to set humour in motion. However, this

idea that humour varies inversely with the degree of structiral formality was
not obvious to Douglss, nor to other social analysts of humour. It has,
perkaps, only come to appear self-evident as a result of the detailed compari-

son of specific cases that
have also observed that
higher in unstruc

has been presented in this chapter. Moreover, we
the level of rous production may be much
- If this is generally the case, and if levels of

humorous output are lower in formally structured contexts, it follows that

Douglas’s concentration
rather misleading. For

on social structure as the source of humour was[
it seems fikely that njg?b:.ﬁﬂhﬂps.moskﬂ@!!:'

professional humour will be generated in circumstances where structural

constraints arg__w_egk_gn%qﬁofessional humour will be considered

in the next chapter.)

Douglas maintained that the ‘one social condition necessary for a joke to
be enjoyed is that the social group in which it is received should develop the
formal characteristics of a ‘told’ joke . . . If there is no joke in the social
structure, no other joking can appear’ (1975, p. 98). This claim does seem to
apply to formally structured groupings. But in those relatively unstructured
settings where humour occurs much more frequently and where the humor-
ous mode is much more prominent, structural factors appear to be less
relevant. In such settings, humour is not only too frequent, but also too
variable, idqu};gg:ati_c,,widc-ranging, and sometimes too fantastical, to be
explained solely by reference tostructural contradictions. Thus, it was only
when we came to examine the informal setting of Tannen’s dinuer party that
a wide range of humorous forms, varying from standardized jokes to witty

remarks and extended h

umorous fictions, began to appear. Highly struc-

tured situations restrict and confine humour, both in scope and quantity.

'Hﬁmmﬁs_ﬁ‘t‘seem"“ﬁ when the course of social ‘interaction is neither
prescribed by convention nor regulated from above. I suggest, therefore,

that most informal humo

ur has its origin, not in structurally pre-established

contradictions, but in creative interpretative work that is possible in situa-
tions where participants are relatively free from structural constraint, _

Humour and structural critique

One important implication of Douglas’s original idea about bumour and

social structure was that

humour would necessarily tend to challenge and

disrupt the dominant patterns of social life. We have not found this to be so
in the case of humour in structured situations, It seems that when bhumouris
located within a context of formal interaction, participants’ inclination and

expect, therefore, that h

disruptive manner is severely limited. We might *
umour produced in unstructiured contexts, in the
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course of unregulated interaction, would tend to be more critical of the
‘dominant patterns of social life. This may well be so under certain circumst-
ances. There can be no doubt, for example, that when presidents run into
trouble or when prime ministers become unpopular, there is often a surge of
informal humour in which the offending parties are ridiculed mercilessly.
But on the whole, I suggest, the humour that is produced in unstructured
situations is predominantly mild and playful rather than critical and subver-
sive. Let me substantiate this claim.

There is one particular form of humour that is produced in a situation
where the direct impact of social relationships is at an absolute minimum —
namely, that of humorous graffiti. Many, perhaps most, graffiti are pro-
duced by individuals acting in isolation or, at least, in very small groups.
This is obviously so of those found in toilets (Bruner and Kelso, 1980), butis
probably also the case with other kinds of graffiti. On this assumption, we
can take graffiti to represent a form of humour that occurs inacontext where
producers, and indeed recipients, are not directly involved in a social
structure.

Graffiti are, by their very nature, widely dispersed geographically and, for
that reason, rather difficult to collect. On the other hand, they are written
down in public or semi-public settings and are potentially available for
collection. Fortunately, since 1979 Nigel Rees has amassed and published
five collections of graffiti (so far) from around the world, but particularly
from English-speaking countries (Rees, 1979, 1980, 1981, 1983, 1986).
These volumes contain over six hundred pages of humorous material. I do
not intend to offer a detailed analysis of this mass of data, but rather, to
make one major point based on a careful examination of these items: namely,
that there are remarkably few which seem to express any significant chal-
lenge to the dominant forms of social life. The vast majority seem to me to
resemble closely the kind of playful creation of incongruity that pervaded
Tannen’s dinner party. The following examples are, in this respect, typical:

1 Give masochists a fair crack of the whip. (Rees, 1979)
2 Keep incest in the family. (Rees, 1980)
3 Todois to be — Rousseau.

To be s to do — Sartre.

Dobedobedo - Sinatra. (Rees, 1979)

These humorous quips differ from ordinary informal humour in being more

epigrammatic and self-contained. But they resemble such humour in that

" they create a playfully humorous reversal of meanings out of commonly
available cultural resources. I describe them as ‘playful’ because, in my
view, it requires a wilfully perverse reading of these texts to interpret
numbers 1 and 2 as genuinely endorsing masochism and incest respectively,
or number 3 as proposing any kind of serious point. Itis, in fact, remarkably
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difficult to discover graffiti in Rees’s wide collection that seem 10 express a
powerful rejection of society or of any of its major institutions. The three
following examples seem to me to be as socially relevant as one can find:

4 Don't vote. The government will get in. (Rees, 1979)
5 Military intelligence is a contradiction in terms. (Rees, 1979)
6 Keep Britain tidy — kill a tourist., (Rees, 1979)

These items could be taken to convey a more serious message than the
previous examples and to contain a more effective challenge to government,
the military and tourism. It might well be that number 6 in particular,
because it is both clever and unexpected, could briefly shock an unsuspect-
ing tourist or bring a grim smile of satisfaction to the lips of long-suffering
natives of one of Britain’s cathedral towns. But do such humorcus formula-
tions amount to a challenge to or a confrontation with the established
patterns of social life? I suggest that they do not, and cannot, for the
following reasons.

In the first place, any serious message implicit within a humorous graffito
is bound to remain uncertain as a result of the interpretative duality of the
humerous mode. Self-contained humorous statements are inherently ambi-
guous. They play with meanings, and with the boundary between reality
and unreality. Isolated fragments of humour, such as graffiti, can be made
clearly relevant to structural issues only if they can be placed within a serious
social context. But, for the great majority of graffiti, this is made impossible
by the very nature of their production — that is, by their removal from any
discernible context of social interaction. The separation of humour from any
specific social location removes the interpretative context without which
humour cannot be given serious meaning and cannot be used to exert an
effective challenge to dominant social patterns. Any serious intent or import
that may lie behind an ordinary graffito is heavily obscured by the anonym-
ity of the speaker, the fragmentary nature of the discourse and the lack of a
context within which to give it meaning. Unless we know who is speaking
and why, and unless we can locate an utterance in some wider framework of
discourse, the humorous epigram is doomed to remain inert except as a
source of fleeting amusement.

It follows from this line of argument that graffiti will acquire serious
significance only in so far as they can be linked, despite their anonymity, to
specific social categories and to social confrontations that are operative in the
realm of serious action. It is for this reason, I suggest, that anti- German
graffiti were washed from the walls by the occupying troops after the
invasion of Czechoslovakia at the start of the Second World War (Obrdlik,
1942). Similarly, it is for this reason that feminist graffiti have become
distinctly more influential in recent years than other items in this genre.
Their challenge to the existing structure of social relations has become



176 Humour and Social Structure

recognized as such because they have becn incorporated into 2 wider
programme of critical discourse and organized action. There s, for example,
the by now famous graffito added to an advertisement for a well known make
of car: :

7 If this car was a lady it would get its bottom pinched.
If this lady was a car she would run him down!

Itisnot that this clever semantic reversal has an obvious and inherent serious
message. Viewed as an isolated fragment of discourse, as are most graffiti, it
is potentially amusing, but it need not necessarily be taken as a genuine
expression of resentment about the relationships between women and men
in our society. However, the visual version of this item has been reproduced
in large numbers as a postcard and widely distributed by those with feminist
commitments. It has also been included in a book entitled Off the Wall: A
Collection of Feminist Graffiti (Bartlett, 1982). In this latter context we know
that this graffito, and the others in the collection, are to be given a feminist,
that is, a serious, interpretation as well as a humorous one. No longer are we
dealing with an isolated, anonymous, possibly merely playful, comment.
We are back in the world of structured social relationships. We are being
addressed by a representative of an identifiable social category. The provi-
sion of this context has made it clear that these graffiti are being used to
display, from a variety of perspectives, one of the most fundamental ‘jokes’
in the social structure of our society:

8 Every mother is a working mother.
9 Mummy, mummy, what’s an orgasm?
1 dunno, ask your father.
10 Behind every great woman there’s a man — who tried to stop her.
11 When God created man she was only experimenting.
12 To be successful at anything a woman has to be twice as good asa man
. . . luckily this is not difficult. (Bartlett, 1982)

The cumulative impact of this discourse is unequivocal. Its underlying
serious message offers a clear challenge to one of the dominant patterns of
our social world. However, this challenge has been made effective, not by
leaving these unconnected speakers to operate alone beyond the margin of
organized social life, but by bringing them together to speak asa collective
female voice and by linking that voice’s humour to the serious struggle of the
women’s movement within the established social structure.

One conclusion to emerge from this chapter is that much humour is directly
linked to the social structure; but that even more is not. The humour that
occurs in formal structures is closely linked to their inherent contradictions.
Overwhelmingly, however, this humour is employed in accordance with the
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requirements

,and in a way which supports that

;syg'gggl_:;l'_hc_lackuof_formal-restmint-that«is-eha:acterist_.ic of unstructured
situations allows participants to be humorous more frequently and to be

more humoronsly imaginative and fanciful, But this interpretative freedom

in informa] settings does not enable participan(s to use “Hheir_humour to
Gonfoont and contradict the dominant structure more effectively. For thé
{&5s strucrured the social Situation in which RUmouf OCCurs, the more
ambiguous does its message become and the more uncertain its interpreta-
tion. In completely unstructured situations, the only unambiguous charac-
teristic of humorous discourse is that it is not part of the serious domain.
Thus humour can be used effectively to perform serious work only within

reasonably well defined social contexts. However, within such contexts,
humour notmally comes to be iised fo conserve the dominant pattern of
social relationships. Humour can be used to challenge the existing pattern,
45'Wé saw in the case of the women’s movement — but only when itis given
‘meaning in relation to criticism and confrontation that is already under way
_within the serious realm. It is yet another ‘paradox of the humorous mode’
that, although semantically humour involves confrontation with and sub-
Vérsion of a dominant pattern, itisused most effectivey for serious purposes
@y in structured situations where it works to maintain that pattern.
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