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Note on the use of gender-biased pronouns

My treatment of everyday social interaction has required frequent references to
unspecified or hypothetical social actors. I have employed the masculine terms ‘he’
and 'his’ throughout to refer to such individuals, despite the gender bias inherent in
the convention, because I find the alternatives ("the person”, "he/she”, “s/he”...)
awkward and cumbersome when used frequently. Wherever ‘he’ or 'his' are used in

this way, therefore, the reader is asked to understand ‘he or she'.
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Situating Laughter:
Amusement, Laughter, and Humour in Everyday Life

PART ONE

In this introductory part of the thesis,
I introduce the subject and the field of study,
consider a number of traditional theoretical approaches,
propose an appropriate methodology,

and introduce a lesser-known contender to explanation.

Chapter One

Preliminaries

Chapter Two

Causal Theories of Amusement

Chapter Three
The Discrediting of Actors’ Self-Claims
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Chaopter One: Prelimingries Section |

1. Introduction i

Certain phenomena seem obstinately hidden from the lenses of scientific tools
and microscopes. Least visible of all, perhaps, lurks the man behind the lens; and
within him, behind his eye, his seeing, thinking, and feeling 'L’ In recent times, the
scientific (and social scientific) endeavour has been shaken by glimpses of self-
awareness, the deforming retina raised as gross evidence of the uncertain nature of all
its prized research results. This will not be my purpose.

I turn the mirror on the scientist to have him observe certain features shared
with other apes of his species, those features furthest removed from what he considers
the 'serious work' before the test tubes. (And I assume that such things can, after all,
be profitably studied). In this regard, it could be argued that the true ‘furthest reaches'’
of science are not to be found in outer space but bordering the chit-chat between these
men and women in the lab coats (or in the pin-striped suits, uniforms, aprons, and
overalls); in the bars, cars, and homes to which they retire after work; among the
gossip, temper tantrums, joking, and lust which colour their daily experience.

Laughter is something the reader will need little introduction to, as a human
being. Nevertheless, to the scientist it represents a baffling and objectionable intruder;
an embarrassing glimpse of himself. The emotions, less rational and less susceptible
to objective inspection than other aspects of human behaviour, have long been
shunned by Western science. Modern medicine ignores the person to hunt the
microbe; economics and other social sciences model humans as rational decision-
makers; psychology builds computerized ‘minds’ that can play chess but cannot judge
art.

Humorous amusement, however, holds a particularly accursed place among the
emotions. Unlike anger, happiness, or fear, it appears to lack a simple, commonsense
cause or purpose. An infinite miscellany of trivialities may trigger off this often
explosive and strongly pleasurable bodily reaction, confounding attempts to
understand its seeming unity at the subjective and physiological levels. Its
evolutionary significance for our laughing species appears equally mysterious. Its

association with all things unserious, moreover, relegates laughter to a uniquely

21
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Chapter One: Preliminaries Section 1

ignominious corner. The phenomenon has remained largely unstudied throughout the
development of the human and social sciences.

To be sure, laughter has been the subject of consideration by a long and
honourable list of thinkers, from the Greek philosophers to modem psychologists,
literary critics, and sociologists. In recent years, empirical research in the nascent field
of 'humour research’' has been growing at a considerable rate. Nevertheless, many of

the most basic questions remain unanswered, including the most basic question of all:
What does it take for something to be 'funny'?
This thesis will propose a tentative answer, deriving from it a general scheme
within which to classify the varied research findings of a currently scattered field. It is

hoped that the proposal will find resonance both among investigators in the humour

research field, and in all those who hold its mirror up to themselves with curiosity.
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Chapter One: Prelimingries Section 2

2. The Thesis

This section will introduce the subject of the dissertation, the aims it seeks to
pursue in relation to this subject, the scope of the study, the methodology that has
been employed, the rationale for undertaking such an endeavour, and a preview of the

work to be presented over nine chapters.
2.1. Subject

Most human beings laugh —smile, smirk, snicker, giggle, chuckle, cackle,
guffaw- almost every single day of their lives. Sometimes this laughter corresponds
to-some measure of real amusement —-an automatic bodily response to a 'funny'
perception, including a pleasant subjective sensation of 'funniness’ or ‘hilarity'--, while
other times the laughter may be relatively ‘hollow' —feigned or exaggerated at
something not truly considered amusing. On the other hand, humorous amusement
which arises may remain unexpressed, with laughter being actively suppressed where
it might have been more easily released. As for the things which may be considered
'funny,’ these include spontaneous, unintentional laughables such as harmless blunders
or deflated pretensions, but also words or actions openly intended to provoke
amusement, displays of humour.

Amusement, laughter, and humour together conform what I will refer to as the
laughter triad.' The phenomena corresponding to this set of closely interrelated terms

can be briefly summarized as:

(1) the pan-human emotion responsive to ‘funny' or ‘comical’ objects
(amusement);
(2) its visible and more-or-less faithful expression (laughter); and

(3) the atternpt to stimulate amusement (humour).

! Identifying the entire triad with the label of laughter’ is not entirely unjustified. In common speech, the
word laughter’ is often used to denote the expression of genuine amusement, or even a manifestation of
amusement itself which is not expressed or observable (ie, laughing up one's sleeve’), It is also
occasionally employed in reference to at least some types of humour --Taughing at' as a synonym for
satirizing or ridiculing-- when no actual laughter has been displayed.



Chapter One: Preliminaries Section 2

These three phenomena will be the subject matter of the present thesis.

2.2. Aims

As hinted in the title, the aim of these pages will be to 'situate’ the laughter
triad, in a number of senses. Firstly and most generally, I will attempt to provide a
collection of theoretical mappings of an area which has been long traveled but remains
largely uncharted. The history of what has come to be known as humour research’ can
be traced back at least to classical antiquity, when Plato and Aristotle left their
musings on comedy and the nature of ‘the ridiculous.’ The role-call of subsequent
distinguished pioneers includes Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, Immanuel Kant,
Herbert Spencer, Henri Bergson, Luigi Pirandello, Sigmund Freud, Arthur Koestler,
and Umberto Eco. In the present century, many areas have been explored in a more
empirically-minded fashion, culminating in the last two or three decades with an
unprecedented volume of research and a number of moves toward the
institutionalization of an interdisciplinary field.

Nevertheless, a generally accepted understanding of contours, features, and
relative position of specific points within the field has not yet arisen. Theoretical

disorientation has persisted throughout the centuries:
Neque hoc ab ullo satis explicari puto, licet multi tentaverint.?
(Quintillian, 1st Century AD)
There is remarkably little acknowledged agreement about the nature of

humour.

(Michael Mulkay, 1988)

2 *None have yet satisfactorily expressed what it [laughter] is, though many have tried." De Institutione
Oratoria, vi, 3. Cited in Grieg, 1923, p. 227.

24
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Chapter One: Preliminaries Section 2

With this thesis, I seek to ameliorate the situation. On the basis of certain rare
or misunderstood sketches by early theorists, the elaborate ground plan drawn up for
the study of the ‘interaction order’ by Erving Goffman, the reports of numerous
professional and lay observers, and my own surveys of the area, I have developed a
preliminary guide which may serve to orient current and future humour theory and
research. Through the use of this conceptual topology, it is hoped that investigators
originating in different disciplines or at work in distant arcas will obtain a more
accurate grasp of their shared interests and relative positions, and perhaps thereby
develop new channels of communication and the mutual interchange of tools and
ideas.

From the outset, I admit the tentative and incomplete nature of this theoretical
map, which is offered only in the hope that subsequent work will fill out gaps,
elaborate rough approximations, and cormrect distortions. Assuming only such
relatively minor adjustments will be necessary, its validity will be supported, and the
major aim of the thesis fulfilled.

A more literal take on the 'situating' metaphor is also intended. Too often, the
relevant phenomena in this field have been studied as abstractions, or in sterile
laboratory environments. There is no doubt that interesting research can be (and has
been) conducted by analyzing the structure of joke-book gags and by testing the
reactions of subjects exposed to humour under varying conditions. The ideas and
results of many such studies will be cited in later chapters. Nevertheless, it seems
likely that many of the most essential features of amusement, laughter, and humour
will be missing from this sort of work. Characteristics of the experimental laboratory,
such as the need for systematic procedure or the subject’s awareness of being under
surveillance, represent the antithesis of the informal, spontaneous, closed-off
environments where the phenomena in question tend to flourish. Anthony Chapman

(1983) provides one telling detail (p. 137):

An index as to the artificiality and sterility of much of the humor research to

date is that the majority of researchers do not incorporate any measure of



Chapter One: Prefiminaries Section 2

laughter in their work. One suspects that this is because they know from

experience that many of the persons they are observing will not actually laugh.

Laughter (and its kin) must be observed where they occur, in everyday situations: on
bus queues, in bars, across the sales counter, in comedy clubs, over the telephone
lines, and under the bedcovers. These phenomena should be, quite literally, situated --
placed back into the interactional space which provides their natural home: the face-
to-face encounter’.

Studies of a more naturalistic slant do exist, of course, including relatively
unobtrusive experimental observation, participant' observation in varied settings,
diaries recording self-observation, and analyses of accurately transcribed conversation.
Many Wwill be cited in the coming pages. Nevertheless, the emphasis --especially in the
more theoretical approaches to the laughter triad-- has generally been on data far
removed from real-life situations. The wide body of relevant empirical facts has rarely
been harnessed to support a general theory of amusement, laughter, and humour. In
this thesis, I have made every effort to maintain theorizing at ground level.

Finally, 'situating laughter’ will mean suggesting an essential, and not merely
contingent, relationship between the laughter triad and the characteristics of the social
situation. Here I refer to the features of 'situated interaction’ as analyzed by the
sociologist of everyday relations in public, Erving Goffman. It is not merely that
displays of laughter and humour fall under the category of situated behaviours, and
may be affected by situational factors even when performed in utter privacy. More
fundamentally, it will be suggested that amusement itself reacts to interactional .
failures, to the mismatch between someone's sclflprescntation and the attributes he
actually exhibits. Goffman's analysis of embarrassment will emerge as complementary
to the suggested analysis of amusement, and many of his key references --the self as a
ritual object, social life as drama, the insane asylum, frames of interpretation-- will be

drawn on as resources throughout the thesis.

? Greg Smith (1997, personal communication) deserves credit for this phrasing.
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Chapter One: Preliminaries Section 2

2.3. Scope and Method

The scope of the thesis has been dictated by the basic phenomena themselves. |
have attempted to refrain, as far as possible, from limiting my data by preconditioned
ideas and boundaries, secking to track amusement, laughter, and humour wherever
they might have taken me. The study has been guided by a set of basic questions,
pursued more-or-less systematically, in whichever domains they seemed to apply.
Some questions found ready answers or tentative solutions, some were rephrased or
led to further questions, and others proved unanswerable. Those which remained

consistently prominent throughout included:

1. What are amusement, laughter, and humour?

2. What causes or influences their manifestation?

3. What meanings are attributed to their observed manifestation?

4. What effects do they provoke in different circumstances?

5. To what uses can they be put?

6. What are the links between these varied features and the concerns of the
"social sciences?

7. What methods can be used in their study?

8. What are the limits of our knowledge regarding these phenomena?

The enterprise will be limited quite closely in scope to the laughter triad itself,
perhaps a minor concern of science, but one sufficiently demanding to merit exclusive
treatment on occasion. Admittedly, amusement should really be considered within a
more general context of psychological reactions. Though relevant to and oriented
towards the literature on the emotions —especially that other social emotion,
embarrassment--, this thesis will focus on the single case at hand. Similarly, laughter
and humour belong to wider fields of communication studies which will be only
alluded to in passing, not to mention the further connections to countless sociological
concerns. The sheer number and magnitude of potential ramifications forbid a general
treatment which devotes more than a minimal reference to each. The risk of

trivializing topics as enormous and controversial as 'social control' or ‘emotional
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expression’ has been taken in the interest of thesis size and complexity, leaving
remaining work of detail to more capable others.

Though most of the observations to which I have had access concern Westemn'
society, and particularly the United States and Britain, they range across numerous
cross-cutting planes of variation, each an immense and unique expanse: class, age,
occupation, ethnic background, geographical location, immediate context, type of
funny stimulus, goals of actors, distribution of power, and, of course, academic
background and research aims of the observer. Moreover, relevant ethnographic
fieldwork and historical fact from farther-flung comers of anthropological and
chronological inquiry have also been consulted and integrated into the analysis, from
classical Greece to present day African hunter-gatherers. The ideas proposed are in
principle intended to apply to the human race as a whole, however well or badly they
may fare in this ambitious intention.

The method employed could be described as an ongoing theoretical
experiment. The questions detailed above, together with certain initial hypotheses and
intuitions, were used to guide observation. Observations were compared against the
early hypotheses, with refinements and alterations being made to the developing
theory. This testing process was repeated, once and again, with new and ever more
varied sets of data. 'Observations’ included my own direct observation of both myself,
others, and products labeled humorous' or 'non-humorous,' second-hand reports found
in scholarly, joumnalistic, and other printed works, and in some cases ‘plausible’
fictional or hypothetical accounts. This admittedly unstructured and intuitive
procedure, which I have followed since an initial project in 1993 (Jauregui, 1993), has
resulted in the growth of a theoretical classification by no means complete or secure.
The distinctions and relations suggested in these pages will be validated or not
according to their usefulness in the context of further research in the field. I have
made every effort to present them as clearly as possible, with the aid of numerous
empirical illustrations, in order to facilitate this work.

As will be argued in a further chapter, this unorthodox but wide-spread
methodology --most notoriously and brilliantly exploited by Erving Goffman-- is

particularly suited to the study of emotional expression and other aspects of situated

interaction. Its main justification resides in the status of most adult human beings as
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‘experts’ in such matters. For example, though we may not be able to describe verbally
what funniness is, we intuitively ’know' and recognize such stimuli every day —how
else could we experience amusement at all? An accurate theoretical description of the
laughter triad, therefore, should be able to trigger off many moments of 'recognition’ in
the widest variety of readers. In this genre of theory, every reader is involved in the
'scientific’ process, becoming a sort of individual experimenter testing the validity of
the theory for himself. As no judgment is final, and results of each ‘test' are not fully
shareable, the theory will not be 'falsifiable’ in the general, objective, Popperian sense.
Nevertheless, this method delivers the best type of account which can be hoped for in

these areas of science: individually falsifiable theories.

2.4. Rationale

Before launching into the main body of the thesis, there is a final question to
be addressed: why laughter? The enterprise requires justification on a number of
levels. Most generally, it might be asked why should anyone devote substantial effort
to humour research in the first place. What purpose does it fulfill? What good might it
do? What is the point?

There exists a veritable sub-genre, in the field, of embarrassed prefatory
excuses provided to demonstrate the seriousness of a topic stigmatized by its
association with the unserious, This suggests that studying the laughter triad is
generally considered somewhat improper, somewhat ridiculous, a fact supported by
the teasing and laughter which humour researchers tend to suffer when divulging their
academic interests at dinner parties. Nevertheless, the amusement having subsided,
these same dinner guests tend to display a genuine interest in the subject, an interest
grounded in the surprising awareness that the most familiar of events can seem the
most foreign, even the most mysterious; an interest, moreover, shared by thinkers of
the stature of Aristotle, Plato, Hobbes, Kant, Bergson, and Freud. For this reason
alone, the enterprise seems worthwhile.

It is not merely, however, that the widespread curiosity about these curious

behaviours deserves feeding. The ubiquitousness of the laughter triad in the widest
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range of human environments makes it relevant to an unusual variety of disciplines.
Some of those which, at one time or another, have dabbled in and contributed to its
study include aesthetics, anthropology, computing science, ethology, history,
linguistics, medicine, philosophy, politics, psychology, and sociology. A better
understanding of amusement, laughter, and humouf, therefore, may contribute
indirectly to research and theory in many of these areas.

In the present study, my pursuit of the laughter triad has also forced me to
cross interdisciplinary borders. Nevertheless, the rooting of these phenomena in the

social situation seeks to demonstrate their special significance for the social sciences.

A second level of justification, tied to our spei:ific academic surroundings, can thus be :
addressed: Why laughter in 2 department of social and political sciences? It will be r |
argued that amusement, though itself a psychological mechanism, relates closely to
the self-claims which make up the social personas of individual actors. The
communication of alleged amusement by means of laughter and humour, in tum,
connects all three terms to central sociological concepts and to the realities behind

them: socialization and social control, group culture, identity, status, and power. An

underlying theme of the thesis will thus be to clarify in what precise sense laughter
might be considered 'social in nature’, as Henri Bergson and others have suggested.

A third question, concerning the reasons for choosing to develop a general
theory of the field rather than taking up a more manageable subtopic, has been
addressed briefly in the discussion of aims. Such a theory appears necessary both for
the undertaking of any single subtopic, and in general within a field characterized by
fragmentation and disorder. Humour research is presently conducted in the midst of an
evident theoretical maelstrom, within which specific ideas, findings, and pieces of
research float in isolated clusters, sometimes vainly grasping at each other in the hope
of coherence. Neither the four major ‘global theories' of amusement --superiority,
incongruity, tension-release, and play-, nor any of the ‘multicausal' theories proposéd
have succeeded in reconciling views over what causes this psychological reaction, or
how it relates to humour and laughter. Nevertheless, one or other of these is often
relied upon by investigators, who generally select the perspective most convenient for

their specific object of study.
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Until the early part of this century, theoretical approaches to the field were
common. Grieg in 1923 was able to list over 90 different views. On the other hand,
empirical research was rare, and theoretical works could not often be characterized as
empirically-grounded, systematic, thorough, and coherent: “The problem of humor has
always been a special field of play for the irresponsible essay writer, and the literature
that adoms it is notoriously inconsequential” (Eastman, 1921). In the past thirty years,
a contrary pattern has developed. Serious empirical humour research has increased at a
considerable pace, particularly in the United States. The creation of The International
Society for Humour Studies (ISHS), a jounal of Humour Studies (Humor), and a
humour research list on the internet (at the mailbase.uk server), all attest to the
growing interest and work in this field. Attempts to classify and interrelate this rapidly
expanding body of work have not followed suit, however. Indeed, it has become a
standard tenet of humour research that no general theory is attainable or even
necessary.

I will not contest the notion that specific research into joking relationships,
children’s play, or the deployment of humour cues can illuminate important aspects of
the laughter triad. I am skeptical, however, that the mere accumulation of facts will
result in a better understanding of the field as a whole or even in a full understanding
of any single observation. Finding the connections between isolated areas of research,
on the other hand, will allow such areas to benefit from the exchange of methods,
results, and ideas, and from an improved understanding of their location in various
theoretical spaces. It seems to me that narrowly-focused analyses conducted free from
any conceptual foundation will always remain superficial in some regard, blind to the
elements shared with closely-related cousins. The search for a general perspective
should not be wholly abandoned.

A final justification is required: how can the present writer presume to offer a
theory which has escaped the minds of weighty thinkers for centuries? Here I offer my
true reason for selecting the laughter triad as my object of analysis. In early 1993 1
began to test the idea, borrowed from Jose Antonio Jauregui's The Emotional

Computer (1990)!, that amusement was a response to the 'violation of social norms’

4 Jauregui treats amusement within the context of a general theory of human decision-making (with its
effects on both individual and social behaviour) which emphasizes the role of affect over cognition.
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(See Jauregui, 1993). Though the notion of 'social norm' had to be specified and
modified substantially, I discovered that the idea had a surprisingly wide applicability,
and that it seemed to clarify ever more numerous relevant phenomena. In subsequent
years, this impression has only grown, and I have found additional support from
thinkers who have proposed similar notions (Plato, Aristotle, Bergson, E.F. Carritt,
J.B. Baillie, Luigi Pirandello). Moreover, the rough ideas with which I began
flourished in the fertile ground prepared by Erving Goffman, which I found not only
uniquely suited to the task, but essential to its successful accomplishment. In short, the
theory proposed is neither essentially new, nor unrelated to existing social theory. I
have merely developed, as thoroughly as I have been able, an ancient but often
neglected conception of the laughter triad which has come of age with the advent of

Goffmanian sociology. It will be the charge of humour researchers, both professional

and lay, to judge its validity.
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2.5. Preview

The thesis is broadly divided into three main parts. PART ONE (Chapters
One to Three) presents essential introductory material.

Chapter One, the chapter in progress, introduces the thesis as a whole, as well
as the three basic terms of the laughter triad, which have not always been carefully
distinguished:

1. Amusement (the emotion reacting to funny stimuli).
2. Laughter (its visible and more-or-less faithful expression).

3. Humour (the attempt to stimulate amusement).

Chapter Two will provide a critical introduction to the most influential
theories of amusement, including the four main monocausal accounts ~superiority,
incongruity, teﬁsion-mlcasc, and play--, multicausal accounts, and agnostic stances. It
will argue that none of these approaches is satisfactory. It will then discuss the
possibility and character of a general amusement theory in the abstract, how such a
theory might be developed and validated, and what historical precedents could support
such an approach. Specifically, due to the nature and empirical location of the laughter
triad, a methodology similar to that employed by Erving Goffman in his analysis of
the interaction order will be suggested as the single viable alternative. In this
procedure, a continuous mutual comparison and adjustment of theory and data results
in an ordered and richly illustrated description, a structured classification of concepts
closely grounded in empirical detail, which if successful trigger off recognition and
identification in prospective readers.

Chapter Three will introduce the reader to the type of amusement theory to
be proposed, with a historical review of what will be called ‘claim-discredit
interpretations of amusement. Plato, Aristotle, William Moore, Luigi Pirandello, E.F.
Carritt, J.B. Baillie, Henri Bergson, Orrin Klapp, J.A. Jauregui, and others will be
credited with variations on the view that amusement reacts to the discredit of an
individual's claims about himself. A close kinship will then be noted between these
ideas and the themes elaborately developed by Erving Goffman regarding the
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'interaction order', the order which regulates human relations in public surroundings.

A brief introduction to Goffman'’s thought will be offered. L.

PART TWO (Chapters Four to Six) develops the central account of
amusement, expanding upon the ideas of the claim-discredit theorists.
Chapter Four presents the main idea, the necessary condition for amusement
(the sufficient conditions being reserved for Chapter Six):
!
1. Amusement is provoked only when a perceiver observes that a self-claim

put forward by a claimant has been discredited.

The Goffmanian notion of a self-claim --the attribution of some predicate by a claim-
maker to a claimant he represents, typically himself- will be specified in detail, and
classified according to two variables: origin (method of claim-making) and content.
An analysis of the requirements for perceiving the discredit of such a self-claim will
be undertaken. This analysis will engender a number of further variables related to the
circumstances of discredit, including its cause, the identity of the discredited
participant, and the location of the event among various levels of interpreted reality.

Chapter Five will apply this interpretation of amusement to hundreds of
‘funny stimuli'. The immense variety of amusing events can be derived from the single
definition of the necessary conditions proposed in the previous chapter. This single
‘claim-discredit' cause results in apparent differences on the basis of variables relevant
to the type of self-claim discredited and the circumstances of the discredit and its
observation. The distinctions already noted --origin and content of self-claim, cause of
discredit, identity of discredited participant, and location of event-- will be employed
to illustrate some of the possible dimensions of variability. Absent-minded errors,
irony, tickling, satire, practical jokes, and many other diverse examples of funny
stimuli will be related to each other along these axes.

In Chapter Six, the explanation of amusement will be elaborated with a
number of additions to the basic proposal. Firstly, two amendments are considered to

complete the set of necessary and sufficient conditions for amusement:
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2. The perceiver of discredit does not identify himself with the claimant at the

moment of perception.

3. The perceiver is sufficiently involved in a definition of events which places

the discrediting in the foreground.

If condition ‘2' does not hold, and the perceiver identifies himself with the claimant,
the former will experience embarrassment, unless condition '3’ additionally fails to
hold. If condition ‘3’ does not hold, the perceiver will experience the cognitive and/or
emotional processes stimulated by his dominant foci of attention.

Two further complications will be discussed: the possibility that several
emotional reactions may be stimulated simultaneously, and the possibility that a single
episode of observed activity, or even a single event, may include multiple potentially

amusing stimuli.

PART THREE (Chapters Seven to Nine) will broaden the focus to include
the whole of the laughter triad.
Chapter Seven will treat laughter and humour displays as communicative

expressions with closely synonymous meanings:

Laughter = "I am experiencing amusement at cause X"

Humour = "I can experience amusement at cause X (and so can you)"

The direct allusion to amusement in both of these basic meanings permits the
derivation of a number of additional submeanings associated with laughter and
humour displays. These connotations, arising from the features of amusement-

perception described in Part Two, include:

The ‘'discredit' connotation: "According to my current interpretation, claimant
C's self-claim § has been discredited by fact F*
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The 'knowledge' connotation: "I possess the knowledge necessary to appreciate

the amusing elements referred to by the laughter/humour”

The ‘identity’ connotation: "I do not feel identified as the claimant(s)

discredited”

The 'involvement' connotation: "I am (or could be) sufficiently involved in the

funny elements of the situation to enjoy amusement"”
Humour displays express an additional submeaning:

" The ‘entertainment’ connotation: "I am delivering a communication which can

produce amusement at cause Y in my target sharing audience”

These meanings provide the crucial link between laughter/humour displays on the one
hand, and amusement on the other, suggesting the futility of treating the former two
without some conception of the latter.

The process by which an actor displays laughter or humour to an audience of
observers will also be analyzed, with regard to the influence of physio-psychological
and situational pressures, individual aims and skills, and the distribution of power.

Chapter Eight will provide a lengthy though certainly not exhaustive list of
the effects which amusement, laughter, and humour may have on individual
experience and behaviour, the immediate situation, social relationships, and society at
large. In relevant cases, intentional uses of these phenomena to provoke particular
effects will be discussed.

Particularly attention will be paid to the effects and uses of laughter and
humour displays. As communications, their consequences depend on meanings
expressed, including those detailed in the previous chapter. This will permit the
organization of large bodies of research according to a single theoretical scheme,
simultaneously grounding such research in a unitary conception of amusement. Effects
of laughter and humour include the broadcasting of an actor's discredit to others; the

provocation of further amusement and/or laughter; the transmission and reproduction
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of social norms shared by a group or society; the creation of boundaries between and
around social groups; the creation or reinforcement of affiliation/disaffiliation
between two parties; the protection of an actor from discredit; the giving off of certain
impressions to others; etc. These effects, and their related uses, will be classified
according to the signification(s) from which they derive.

‘Functionalist’ approaches to these topics, which have been dominant until
recent times, will be criticized as methodologically careless and conceptually vague.

Chapter Nine will bring the thesis to its close by summarizing proposals,
considering their cross-cultural validity, and suggesting how they may be used to
situate the laughter triad and its field of study. Amusement will be presented as one of
the ‘basic’ and universal emotions of humankind, and an explanation will be given of
cross-cultural variability in the experience of this emotion, and in the display of
laughter and humour. Finally, I will offer a tentative classification of the humour

research field, based on the proposed account of the laughter triad.
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3. The Laughter Trad

Our everyday familiarity with the phenomena and vocabulary of laughter and
humour requires special care and attention in the definition of basic terms, often
overused, vague and/or ambiguous. In this section I will set out and delimit the three
fundamental concepts to be treated, justifying and making explicit any assumptions
made along the way. Some basic well-confirmed facts will be presented, along with

the major unanswered questions.
3.1. Amusement

— The spontaneous, unconscious behaviours of the human body --sensations,
reflexes, feelings, and emotions-- have a single nature but a double appearance. Each
event of this type is associated with two aspects which, though often separated
conceptually, linguistically, and methodologically, can be treated as referring to an
identical occurrence.

On the one hand, there exist the objectively observable signs of the event: the
knee spontaneously jerks up the lower leg when the hammer hits the right spot; the
eyes water and the comers of the mouth sag when a tragic situation is perceived.
Sophisticated instruments may permit the detection and monitoring of less obvious
physiological changes, such as alterations in brain and nervous system activity, skin
conductance, heart beat rate, and chemical composition of the blood.

On the other hand, the subject of consciousness encased in this altered physical
body can observe the phenomenon ‘from the inside.’ Having one's knee jerk ‘feels’
particular, while experiencing the dozens of physiological changes associated with
sadness is a qualitatively unique subjective experience.

I will assume that both of these perspectives —objective and subjective-- refer
to the same event. When a person 'feels sad,’ his subjective feelings are no more, and
no less, than the first-person perception of certain bodily processes brought about by
the tragic stimulus®.

5 I make a distinction here between the raw experience of emotion and subsequent cognitive
interpretations, which I take to be secondary,
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The Cartesian mind-body dualism widespread in Western society resists such
conclusions. Intuitively, it seems that we cry because we are sad, or that we draw back
because we feel pain. One reason is that there inevitably exist two languages
corresponding to the subjective and objective identification of bodily events.
Happenings and features in objective reality are describable by refe.rence to other
exterior happenings and features. The subjective characteristics of guilt, however,
(i.e., what it feels like to be guilty) can only be described in terms of other feelings.
There is an empathic or ‘internal’ understanding of such terms as pain or guilt which
is imreducible to and irreconcilable with observable ‘external’ physiological or
behavioural events. Moreover, many of the possible bodily correlates of affect —i.e.,
the release of endorphins into the blood, specific alterations in neurological activity--
are invisible to the naked eye, and others will continue to escape any conceivable
advances in medical technology. Finally, we are often aware of a dissociation between
feeling and its most evident bodily signs: we may ‘counterfeit' smiles or frowns. The
subjective aspects of emotion and feeling, therefore, appear much more salient or even
exhaust the attention of most actors when considering such events. Thus, it seems only
natural to believe that subjective feeling causes any observable bodily changes, or that
in any case the two are separate.

I will maintain, however, that crying is a constitutive part of the sadness
process, and that drawing back is a constitutive part of a defensive mechanism which

includes bodily occurrences perceived as pain. William James (1890) first proposed
this conception of affect (743-44):

Our natural way of thinking about these coarser emotions is that the mental
perception of some fact excites the mental affection called the emotion, and
that this latter state of mind gives rise to the bodily expression. My theory, on
the contrary, is that the bodily changes follow directly the perception of the
exciting fact, and that our feeling of the same changes as they occur 1S the
emotion. (...) If we fancy some strong emotion, and then try to abstract from
our consciousness of it all the feelings of its bodily symptoms, we find we have
nothing left behind, no ‘mind stuff' out of which the emotion can be constituted
and that a cold and neutral state of intellectual perception is all that remains.
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Within the set of spontaneous bodily reactions, emotions are distinguished by
the cognitive character of their stimuli. Sneezing, yawning, pain, or the taste bud
messages resulting in ‘sweetness' all react to physical, directly perceived stimuli of one
type or another. Fear, happiness, nostalgia, and regret, on the other hand, follow the
perception of events which normally require some interpretation. The concept that
"my house is burning” has to be cognitively processed and understood, its implications
assessed and valued, in order for emotions such as fear or sadness to arise. The
‘appraisal’ process leading to various emotional reactions has become a central issue in
recent theorizing about emotions (Oatley and Jenkins, 1996: 99-102). As will be
argued more fully in Chapter Nine, amusement® can be considered within the set of
basic human emotions.

Amusement is defined firstly as 2 unique bodily emotion, associated (in its
stronger manifestations) with the following characteristic bodily movements and

sounds:

...the mouth is opened more or less widely, with the comers drawn much
backwards, as well as a little upwards....the cheeks and upper lip are much
raised.... The sound of laughter is produced by a deep inspiration followed by
short, interrupted, spasmodic contractions of the chest, and especially of the
diaphragm. From the shaking of the body, the head nods to and fro. The lower
jaw often quivers up and down...

(Darwin, 1902: 211-215)

These observable signs, which I will refer to as laughter (See Section 3.2), are
merely the grossest physical manifestations of a much wider range of bodily events

constitutive of amusement, including epinephrine secretions and changes in heart rate,

€ There is no word in English which precisely and unambiguously covers the concept identified here. It
continues 10 be, as Hobbes pointed out, "a passion that hath no name,” (1640: 45). 'Laughter' has been
the most common label, but this term refers primarily to the observable signs of the emotion, which do
not always reflect the actual bodily state.

My usage of 'amusement’ will refer exclusively to humorous amusement, and in no case will be
intended in the sense of ‘enjoyment.’ Moreover, it is intended to cover the phenomenon as a whole, in its
observable bodily manifestations and interiorly felt dimensions.
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skin conductance, muscle tension, respiration, and patterns of brain activity (McGhee,
1983: 16-19).

The observable bodily process of amusement comesponds to a unique
subjective emotional experience, which I will refer to as the amusement
feeling/experience, or simply as funniness.

Funniness can be further described as pleasurable. Seemingly spontaneous
laughter which is experienced without pleasure is considered 'pathological' by medical
science and "results in management problems for friends, family, or caretakers [of the
patient] who are unable to comprehend the absence of inner well-being” (Duchowny,
1983: 91). It has been argued that other subjéctive feelings accompany amusement,
either always or in some cases: aggression, sexual arousal, general excitation, wonder,
a 'sense’ of the incongruous, relief, joy. None of these seems intuitively basic to
funniness itself, however (though 'joy' might be considered a close relative).

Amusement, as other emotions, varies in intensity. Graded scales for
measuring ‘felt funniness' in psychological experiments have been devised (La France,
1983: 2). Positive relationships have been found between variations in such funniness
ratings and variations in heart beat rate, galvanic skin response, and muscle tension
(McGhee 1983: 16-19). Fluctuations in perceived funniness also often correspond to
the directly observable expressions of laughter: “a graduated series can be followed
from violent to moderate laughter, to a broad smile, to a gentle smile” (Darwin, 1902:
216). This correlation is complicated by the ability of subjects to consciously control
the display of laughter (See Section 3.2). In many experimental studies of humour, for
instance, the two measures do not coincide, as the laboratory situation itself appears to
inhibit laughter (Chapman, 1983: 137). In 'naturalistic’ research, where observation is
less intrusive, a closer fit has been found between felt funniness and observed laughter
(ibid.).

Considerable evidence suggests that amusement is an involuntary, unlearned,
and innate behaviour. For example, stimulation of the hypothalamus and diencephalic
region of the brain has been repeatedly demonstrated to provoke "well-developed
laughter” (Duchowny, 1983: 97). Patients with Bell's Palsy, an affliction in which half

of the face becomes slack, can only smile voluntarily with one side of the face, but
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"once amused, then there is bilateral symmetry in their performance” (Miller, 1988:
8).

The possibility that infants learn to laugh through imitation seems unlikely:
“Laughing as well as joyful shouts appear at a time when the laughing of adults does
not facilitate the same behaviour in the baby but startles it more than anything else, or
can even cause the baby to cry when it has been laughing” (D.W. Ploog, in Eibl-
Eibesfeldt, 1975). It has been documented that deaf and dumb children, who could not
have learned the behaviour, exhibit laughter in what seem to be typically amusing
situations: .

Goodenough observed that on one occasion, a doll was dropped inside
the neck of a 10-year old child's dress: "When she got it out, she threw herself
back into her chair...There were peals of hearty laughter.”

(Black, 1984: 2995)

Amusement is commonly attributed universality throughout the human
species, and the facts seem to support this claim. Not only laughter but joking, clowns,
mimicry, and ridicule have been described in a wide range of societies (Apte, 1983).
In a review of the admittedly sparse anthropological literature on the subject, Mahadev
Apte concludes that "humour and its appreciation appear to be panhuman traits” (p.
194). Another question is whether all peoples are amused in the same situations, and
how such sameness or difference should be described. The answer to this remains
open, though the aforementioned evidence of recognizable humour in divergent
cultures suggests at least some similarities.

A related and equally common assertion holds that amusement is unique to
humanity. This claim, however, is less certain, in view of some of the literature on
primate behaviour. The “"relaxed open-mouth display” or "play face" of a number of

species closely related to Homo Sapiens is used during

the boisterous mock-fighting and chasing involved in social play.... It is often

accompanied by quick and shallow rather staccato breathing. In some species,
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the breathing may be vocalized (e.g. the chimpanzee). The vocalizations then
sound like 'ahh ahh ahh.’

(Van Hooff, 1972)

In the case of chimpanzees, this expression

can easily be elicited by tickling.... Many authors (e.g. Darwin, 1872; Foley
1935; Kohts, 1937; Grimek, 1941; Yerkes, 1943) were struck by its
resemblance both in form and context with our laughter.

(Van Hooff, 1972)

The precise relations, evolutionary or conceptual, between human amusement and
these animal behaviours remains unknown, and will probably continue to do so. 1t is
impossible to determine, for instance, if chimpanzees subjectively experience
funniness. Undoubtedly, Aristotle's ‘laughing animal' (de partibus animalium, 673a8)
reacts to a much wider range of stimuli. Nevertheless, the expressive and contextual
similarities of his laughter to that of apes suggests that the behaviour may not be
unique to humans.

Primate data does, however, support the common supposition that laughter and
smiling constitute distinct expressions. Ethologists have distinguished between the
“relaxed open-mouth display" and the “silent bared-teeth display” or "grin face." As in
the case of humans, the latter is used primarily in social situations of "affinity.” (Van
Hooff, 1972). Separate phylogenetic origins for the two are suggested by this
evidence. Subjective experience also confirms the notion that these behaviours differ,
particularly in their extreme forms: “Surely we can distinguish between a pure, intense
smile from pure, intense laughter, and the two expressions are then very different
indeed” (Eibl-Eibesfeldt, 1975).

As for the cause or causes of amusement, there is little agreement, as will be
seen in Chapter Two. The question "what provokes amusement?” has accounted for
much of the debate in the field.

One utterly basic point can advanced with some confidence: amusement

reacts to a definite stimulus. However heterogeneous the array of events that may
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provoke it generally, each specific case seems to have been triggered by some
specifiable event. Indeed, social actors must be able to account for outbursts of this
type, as unmotivated laughter is considered a symptom of mental illness (Duchowny,
1983: 92-93).

It has been occasionally argued that even this may not always be the case; for
example, that one may laugh with real amusement but ‘for no reason' or out of 'pure
joy' or ‘nervousness.’ However, actual examples of these phenomena are rare. Most of

the evidence is to be found in the literature on children;

A brief observation of three-year-olds at play suggests that laughter is a highly
contagious reaction that may suddenly erupt in the midst of rough and tumble
play, running, jumping, chasing and so forth. In these situations there is
nothing that is actually funny to the child.

(McGhee, 1979: 126-27)

Such interpretations are questionable, however, on grounds of both vagueness of the
description offered and a more essential methodological problem. How could it
possibly be determined whether nothing, or on the other hand something, may be
"actually funny to the child" in this case? Child’s play constitutes a complex
interpersonal activity presenting the individual participant with any number of
physiological, cognitive, and emotional contingencies. Without a detailed analysis of
‘rough and tumble play’ behaviour, we have no way of judging, independently of
McGhee's conclusion, how random or mirthless these instances of laughter might be.
Furthermore, the rudimentary communication and self-awareness skills of children
present obvious methodological difficulties to the researcher interested in unraveling
such psychological processes, as McGhee himself concedes’. Merely assuming away
the cause in this case seems a hasty procedure.

In one of the few naturalistic studies of actual amusement reactions as reported
by adult subjects (Kambouropoulou, 1930), the instances which appeared to lack a
definite cause made up only 1.3% of the total (p.24). An examination of these

7 *It is impossible to determine in any particular situation whether an event was perceived as humorous
by a young child.... We can only make an educated guess” (pp. 95-96).
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uncommon cases, furthermore, reveals that they either did not constitute amusement
("Laughed numerous times to be polite, but not because I was amused”, p.15) or, more
commonly, were vague or partial explanations of complex events remembered long
after the facts ("At a tea everybody talking and laughing,” p.15). Another telling detail
from the conclusions of this study is the finding that "a lower academic standing
accompanies the greater proportion of laughing with no objective cause” (p. 79).
Perhaps the subjects who provided more examples of 'unmotivated' laughter were
wanting in the types of skills or attitudes conducive to an accurate and detailed record
of events. _

The stimuli which provoke amusement can further be specified, at least in
most cases, as cognitive stimuli: perceptions or mental states of some type. Jokes,
puns, stage comedy, everyday mishaps and mistakes —these must be perceived and
mentally processed in some way by the subject of laughter to have been amused. On
this point, at least, the different schools of humour theory will agree®. Debate has
centered rather on whether it is a single cognitive elicitor or rather several which may
result in amusement -and what this/these elicitor(s) might be. A single appraisal
process for amusement has not yet been agreed upon, casting some doubt on the very
status of the phenomenon as an emotion.

The adjective 'funny’ will be used to characterize stimuli of amusement, with
the caveat that speaking in general of 'a funny story,’ indicates only that it is
potentially amusing, that it may provoke or may have provoked amusement in some
individual. 'A funny story' additionally indicates that the story in question is actually
amusing only when an actual or supposed instance of amusement has been explicitly
indicated (i.c., "It was sooo funny; we laughed all afternoon.”). Thus, 'funny X' refers
to the object or event in the world (X) to which an instance of actual, supposed, or

potential amusement is attributed by some actor.

* Outside of neuropsychological disturbances (brain damage, electrical stimulation, laughing gas),
‘tickling' is the only exception that occasionally appears, but not according to all interpretations (see
Koestler, 1964: 79-80; and this thesis, Chapter Five, 2.3.1).

46




Chapter One: Prefiminaries Section 3

3.2. Laughter (Display)

Amusement cannot be directly observed, or at least not by anyone other than
the subject of amusement who perceives the sensations of funniness. Only its outward
manifestation as the movements and sounds of laughter can be seen and heard by
other actors. These observable signs of apparent amusement I will refer to as a
laughter display or simply as laughter.

As I have already pointed out, laughter displays are not always or even

commonly equivalent to the spontaneous expression of actual amusement:

Although people laugh when they find something funny, they also
-~ laugh when a 'joke' is seen to be anything but funny. Moreover, people can be
very straight-faced in a truly humorous situation, giving little sign of felt
mirth.... The person laughing the loudest may be the least amused, while the
person smiling the least may be suppressing full-flow fun until a more
appropriate context can be found.
(La France, 1983: 2)

Laughter is, to some extent, subject to conscious control. This point, in its most
general form, is obvious from the performances of professional actors and from our
own subjective experience. The conclusions of researchers in the field of facial

displays of emotion will surprise nobody:

The facial nerve is connc;:ted to the very old and to the newer parts of
the brain. Facial expressions of emotion are at times an involuntary automatic
response, and at other times, a voluntary, well-managed response system....
Facial expressions are language-like in that they often are voluntary, and the
involuntary facial expressions are vulnerable to interference or modification by
customn, habit, or choice of the moment. People can and often do put on false
expressions to play with or seriously mislead another.

(Ekman, 1978: 141)
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Laughter can be consciously overstated or counterfeited on the one hand, understated
or suppressed on the other. And not only its intensity, but its form and timing can be
modified. Researchers in the field of conversation analysis have convincingly
demonstrated that speakers modify their productions of laughter in line with the
structural requirements of orderly talk (see, for example, Jefferson, Sacks, and
Schegloff, 1987). A display of laughter may therefore be more or less spontaneous --
i.e.,, corresponding more or less closely to the level of amusement actually
experienced. i .

A further complication has been suggested by Hochschild (1979), who
convincingly argues that not only do actors consciously modify the facial and bodily
expression of emotions with 'surface acting,’ but actually manage the emotions
themselves, with learned and practiced 'deep acting.’ Surprisingly familiar accounts are
related by Hochschild's interviewees: “I psyched myself up...I squashed my anger
down....I tried hard not to feel disappointed....] made myself have a good time....I tried
to feel grateful...I killed the hope I had buming..I let myself finally feel sad”
(Hochschild, 1979: 561). Thus, the relationship between a particular instance of
laughter and its supposed amusement becomes even more problematic: not only
laughter displays, but amusement itself may be more or less spontaneous. Even if, as
some have suggested (Ekman, 1978; La France, 1983), there may be ways of
discerning true from feigned emotional expressions through careful attention to facial
details, these may not necessarily distinguish between truly spontaneous reactions and
adulterated ones.

Two important consequences follow for observers of laughter. Firstly, social
actors can never be certain of the relationship between ‘real’ and ‘apparent’ amusement
in any observed other. Secondly, humour and laughter researchers can never be certain
of the relationship between amusement and laughter displays in their experimental
subjects or observed 'natives.' In both cases, specific circumstances or techniques may
increase the probability of accurate judgment (i.e., secret or unobtrusive observation, a
request for 'funniness ratings’), but doubts and conflicting opinions may always
remain. Again in both cases, some level of trust, based partly on subjective experience
of honest emotional expressions, must be adopted in order to consider others’

amusement at all.

48




Chagpter One; Prelimingries Section 3

The reality of conscious emotional display also has its consequences for the
behaviour of social actors and for the societies they populate. The various possibilities
of control over laughter permit, as with other emotions, both the influence of culture,
social structure, and interactional requirements on this behaviour, and its strategic use
by individuals. One striking example of the former is provided by crude cross-cultural

comparisons:

We know that some tribes are said to be dour and unlaughing. Others laugh

easily. Pygmies lie on the ground and kick their legs in the air, panting and

shaking in paroxysms of laughter.

{Douglas, 1971: 387)

As Douglas argues, there exist great differences in the extent to which societies inhibit
or stimulate bodily expression, perhaps related to the role played by individual bodies
in communicating social messages. The more ceremonial or ritualized the situation,
for instance, the heavier the expressive content of bodily movements, and the less
tolerance will exist for spontancous outbursts. Specific cultural meanings, ritual
practices, social hierarchies and structures of power, the requirements of conversation
and social interaction, all of these may affect the ways in which actors seek to manage

amusement and display laughter.
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3.3. Humour

‘Humour' (Humor to Americans) has been often used to denote all funny
things, all sources of amusement (for example, in the very label 'humour research’).
What is in practice often meant by 'humour,’ however, is rather communicative
presentations intended (by the communicator) to provoke amusement. 1 will,
accordingly, use the term to mean this and only this®.

Instances of humour can thus be categorized as examples of
artistic/communicative creation. A humorous piece can be regarded both as a piece of
individual workmanship and as an instance of a cultural form of expression. Trends,
styles, and genres of humour can be critiqued, analyzed, and compared across single
performers, historical periods, and cultural settings. The same variety of analytical
frames to which other cultural forms such as literary prose or table manners might be
subjected —aesthetic, historical, anthropological, moral, economic, political,
psychological, semiotic~ has also been applied to humour. Identifying the specific
‘techniques’ of humourists and comedians has been another major concern of
researchers: the question ‘what provokes amusement' becomes ‘how do they (try to)
provoke amusement'.

Humour, in this narrow sense, has been the main focus of 'humour research.’
Though often acknowledging and including unintentionally funny stimuli within the
bounds of this field, researchers have concentrated overwhelmingly on productions
intended to be amusing: i.c., jokes, puns, ironic remarks, comedy, wit, clowning,
mimicry, ridicule, satire. These humorous communications are both perceptually
salient and methodologically appealing: Salient because humour is consciously
created and discussed, culturally valued, and in Western society commercially
produced and advertised; methodologically appealing due to the ease which humour
can be reproduced or displayed in the experimental lab and written texts, or sought
and identified in naturalistic studies (i.e., of joking relationships, comedy shows,

children's play, etc...).

% The only exception will be the case of 'Humour research' itself, on the basis of the increasingly
established nature of the field and its label.
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Even in discussions of so-called 'unintentional’ humour, the very need to
specify a modifier implies that "humour’ by default refers to ‘intentional humour.’ The
bias is so strong that in many analyses which include clear examples of
unintentionally funny stimuli, the dominant wordings often continue to imply some
sort of conscious volition behind the source of amusement. For example, Zillmann
(1983: 87) mentions unwilled circumstances such as "misfortunes and
setbacks...ugliness, stupidity, and ineptness” among possible causes. But his general
description of this category is a festival of transitive verbs: “humor that disparages,
belittles, debases, demeans, humiliates, or otherwise victimizes” (ibid.: 85). Though
Zillman does not state tiaai it a person (but rather the humour’) which disparages or
belittles, the terminology is misleading in a way congruent with the general bias
towards humour. Can we say that a clumsy person is ‘belittled by the humour' of his
clumsiness in the same way a target of satire is belittled by a caricature? Perhaps, but a
distinction between accidental and willed disparagements is thereby fudged, in favour
of the latter. Zillman's description closely fits the majority of research in the area of
disparagement humour, which has tested reactions to disparaging cartoons and jokes,
but it seems less apt for unintentionally funny events, persons, and objects.

Moreover, several authors have explicitly relegated such potentially amusing
stimuli to the status of 'non-humour,’ as if placing them outside the bounds of study.
Chapman (1983: 151) speaks of “nonhumorous laughter" in his mention of episodes
when "people...Jaugh at others.” Koestler (1964: 60) similarly dismissed as "entirely
mirthless and humourless” laughter at mispronounced words, falls, poor dancing, and
various other events from Kambouropoulou's (1930) study. Some have even classified
such stimuli as provoking 'primitive’ laughter within an evolutionary scale, more

‘harmless’ or 'sympathetic’ wit and joking supposedly characterizing modem man:
The 'primitive’ person enjoys his aggression directly, the 'civilized'
individual enjoys his aggression indirectly,

(Feinberg, 1978)

The amusement that laughter has finally released from its ungracious

heritage of triumph, cruelty, and scorn marks a line of mental advance.
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(Gregory, 1923: 344)

The relegation of funny stimuli which do not classify as humour to an inferior
theoretical status has hardly been noticed by scholars, let alone justified or supported
by empirical evidence. The few facts collected regarding causes of amusement in
everyday life, however, reverses the scale of values. The category of events from
Kambouropoulou's study which Koestler dismisses as "entirely mirthless and
humourless” included 53% of the total instances of self-reported amusement and
laughter by 100 university students over a seven-day period, a category defined as
“instances where the cause is the inferiority or predicament of a person, the diary
author included; awkwardness, stupidity, mistakes, ignorance, absent-mindedness,
blunders, social breaks, unfortunate dilemmas, and calamities” (Kambouropoulou,
1930: 14). The next largest category, accounting for 28% of the total, included
unexpected and incongruous events or turns in the situation, whether "voluntary or
not” (pg. 14). These results were confirmed forty years later with a replication of the
procedure by two researchers (Graeven and Morris, 1972) who found “striking...the
similarity in the distribution of humorous incidents for the two time periods" (p. 409).
These studies indicate that the almost exclusive focus on intentional humour that has
characterized the study of amusement may exclude from analysis the majority of real-
life cases.

Such facts suggest that the 'humour’ question is not merely terminological. The
pervasive and rarely noticed bias against unintentionally funny stimuli has almost
certainly misled and distorted theoretical analysis in the field. A broader outlook that
encompasses not only the many varieties of humour but the wide range of naturally-
occurring funny stimuli must be adopted if any serious progress is to be made. Not

only empirically but also logically, the latter deserve an important role in the study of
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amusement and laughter (if not pride of place): The intentional provocation of an

emotion or reflex presupposes the workings of the bodily process itself™.

" It might be possible that amusement requires such interactional contingencies as perceived
provocation, but this cannot be merely (even if implicitly) assumed. Considering the aforementioned
empirical evidence, this possibility seems in any case highly unlikely.

53







Chapter One: Prefiminaries Section 4

4. Conclusions

In this preliminary chapter, I have introduced the aims, methods, scope, and
rationale of the thesis, anticipated its major points, and provided detailed definitions
for the three basic and interrelated objects of study.

The thesis seeks to situate the laughter triad, a set of three closely interrelated
phenomena familiar to all of us through everyday experience: amusement, laughter,
and humour. ’

Amusement is a mental and bodily process characterized by the feeling of
‘funniness’ and the production of certain movements and sounds. It is an involuntary,
unleamed, innate response to a cognitive stimulus or stimuli, as of yet unspecified by
humour theory. It seems universal to mankind, though perhaps not unique, as similar
behaviours have been observed in the closest simian relatives of Homo Sapiens. The
interactional situation appears to be an important effect on the likelihood and degree
of amusement. It can be classified as an emotion.

Laughter, or the laughter display, refers to the observable signs of apparent
amusement. These may or may not accurately reflect the true emotional state of the
individual producing them. In other words, laughter may be either relatively
spontaneous or otherwise overstated, counterfeited, understated, or suppressed. Its
form and timing may also be manipulated. Finally, ‘deep acting' may allow the
individual to intentionally modify amusement itself.

These possibilities present problems of interpretation for social actors and
humour researchers, and allow for the influence of culture, social structure, and
interactional requirements on laughter, as well as its strategic use by individuals.

Humour refers to productions intended by an actor to cause amusement,
which can be regarded as pieces of individual workmanship and instances of cultural
forms of expression.

The aim of the thesis will be to 'situate laughter.' This will mean first of all to
observe and analyze this triad in its natural home, the everyday interactional situation.
It will be argued, moreover, that the manifestation of amusement is itself essentially
contingent on fundamental features of situated interaction: the self-claims which make

up situated self-presentations, and related concepts. Finally, in its broadest sense,
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situating the laughter triad will involve developing a topology of the field within
which each member of the triad, their many varieties, and related phenomena will be
located in relation to each other, to the social sciences, and to existing humour
theories and research.

The scope, though narrowly focused on the laughter triad itself, will thus be
broad in the sense of encompassing all possible instances of amusement, laughter,
and humour in any human society. It will also span the interests of numerous
academic disciplines, with an emphasis on the social sciences resulting from the
pursuit of the phenomena themselves.

The method used has been an unorthodox and intuitive sort which nevertheless
represents the most viable alternative for the study of humour and other elements of
everyday behaviour resistant to objective observation. It consists of successive
comparisons of theoretical description with a growing body of empirical data gathered
from the most heterogeneous set of situations possible. Validation depends on the
recognition by other subjects of the features described from their own experience with
them, and on the general utility of the theory for specific projects within humour
research.

The topic of the thesis, which suffers from an evident whiff of impropriety, has
been justified by its inherent interest to all individuals, and by its relevance to a wide
range of areas within the social sciences and other disciplines. The thesis also answers
a need for general theorizing in the field of humour research, characterized by
fragmentation and diversity of approach. My confidence in proposing such an account
is rooted in my own experience with its application, in its complementarity with the
proposals of Erving Goffman's theory of the interaction order, and in its close kinship
with the ideas of numerous both well-known and less prominent humour theorists.

A brief preview of the proposals has also been provided. Amusement will be
portrayed as reacting to the perception that an actor's claim about himself has been
discredited, providing the perceiver attends sufficiently to the discrediting event and

does not feel identified with the discredited claimant. Laughter and humour will be
described as communicative signs whose meanings include a reference to amusement.

This reference will serve as the basis for an analysis of the effects and uses of laughter
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and humour. A general ordering and placement of the humour research field will

emerge from these considerations.
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Chapter Two: Causal Theories of Amusement Section 1

1. Introduction

The great and long-standing riddle in the field of laughter and humour research
concerns the 'spark’ or 'trigger’ of amusement. Known causes abound, of course: puns,
jokes, mishaps, absurdities, paradoxes, tickling, obscenities, silliness, and
rollercoasters, among others. What has evaded theorists is a general, formal, coherent
description of the stimulus (or stimuli): what makes something funny?

The question has been rightly treated as the question of amusement, laughter,
and humour; its solution, the key to a general theory of some type. Understanding
amusement is the first step towards understanding laughter and humour, for both of
these communicative displays refer back to the basal emotion. In subsequent chapters,
I will suggest an answer to the question of amusement (Chapters Four to Six), on
which a theoretical scheme integrating laughter and humour will be based (Chapters
Seven to Nine).

In this chapter, I will review the most common theoretical approaches to
amusement. The four most popular single causes attributed to amusement have been
'superiority,’ 'incongruity,’ tension-release,’ and ‘play.’ The failure of each of these to
account for all cases of funny event has led some authors to develop equally
unsatisfying multicausal theories, or even to abandon the search for any sort of
encompassing description. None of these approaches has been successful in
reconciling views on the subject.

I will also provide some suggestions regarding theory and methodology in the
search for the cause(s) of amusement. I will argue that the nature of the phenomena
under study, and specifically their opacity to objective observation, precludes the
application of conventional scientific paradigms (i.e., objective tests of hypotheses).
The methodology I will label ‘aggregate introspection’' represents the most promising
alternative, and indeed will be shown to have been tacitly adopted throughout the
history of humour theory. This procedure begins with a continuous process of testing
and reworking of the emerging theory with a growing body of empirical data from the
theorist's own experience and those of others. The applicability of the resulting
concepts and relations can then be tested by numerous others who are exposed to the

theory, who together provide a judgment (a kind of ‘aggregate test’) of its validity. A
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widely-acclaimed application of this unorthodox method will be described: Erving

Goffman's theory of the interaction order.

<%
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2. Traditions in Amusement Theory

2.1. Monistic Theories

The reflexlike character of amusement, and the apparent unity of both exterior
and interior manifestations, strongly suggests that the mechanism must be describable
in terms of a single stimulus-response model. Many authors have been driven by this
intuition to develop global monocausal theories. Though dozens could be listed, most
of them have traditionally been classified under one of four general categories:

aggression/superiority, incongruity, tension-release, and play.

2.1.1. Aggression/Superiority Theory

One common view presents laughter as an aggressive instinct which reacts to
the errors, deformities, or vices of others.

This school of thought is commonly traced back to the ancient Greek
philosophers. According to Plato, "when we laugh at what is ridiculous in our friends,
we are mixing pleasure...with malice” (Philebus, 50a). Aristotle identified "a mistake
or deformity not productive of pain or harm to others” as the source of amusement
(On Poetics, v, I). It was Thomas Hobbes, however, who stated the proposal most

directly:

Laughter is nothing else but sudden glory arising from some sudden
conception of some eminency in ourselves, by comparison with the infirmity of
others, or with our own formerly.

(1640: IX, 13; See also 1651: I, 6)

Hobbes' short words have been expanded upon by a number of 'superiority’ theorists
(see Bain, 1880; Carus, 1898, Dunlap, 1925; Leacock, 1935; Rapp, 1949; Sidis,
1913). Gruner (1979), a recent example, holds that the expression of amusement as
laughter represents a kind of survival of the atavistic ‘victory cry’ which early
hominids supposedly experienced after defeating their enemy. In the present day, any
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situation of felt superiority over another would provoke amusement. Other writers
have merely proposed an aggressive ‘spark’ in all funny stimuli: Whenever humor
occurs, an element of aggression is present —on a broad spectrum ranging from the
mild satisfaction of twisting the language out of shape to the malicious pleasure of
watching a humiliating practical joke” (Feinberg, 1978).

Superiority and aggression theories can be discounted as global explanations
of spontaneous laughter. One reason is that wit, puns, nonsense, and other-apparently
non-aggressive forms of humour cannot be plausibly accounted for by such a view. If
we consider the abovementioned claim by Feinberg, for instance, his use of the loaded
phrase "twisting the language out of shape" fails to convince the critical reader of any
obvious similarity between laughing derisively and laughing at a pun. Rather, what
seems twisted out of shape is the concept of ‘aggression.’ Without justification,
Feinberg has assumed that people universally personify lénguagc and/or bear ill will
towards the words they use. Moreover, verbal humour often provokes the most violent
and explosive extremes of laughter, not just Feinberg's "mild satisfaction."  ’

Gruner (1979) has proposed a more ingenious account of wit and incongruity :
its perceiver laughs at a victory over himself, a self which has been fooled by a verbal
ambiguity or trick. 'Victory,' or ‘superiority' seems an inappropriate description of the
relation between the amused self and the self to which the laughter responds, however.
Triumphs and victories in their purest forms, whether over exterior enemies or over
the self, do not necessarily or even usually result in amusement. Though derisive
laughter may not be absent from football grounds, military battlefields, and election
campaigns, victory in these arenas typically leads to expressions of shared joy:
cheering, applause, shouts of triumph, smiles, and the like. Similarly with moments of
great personal achievement, in which the victorious self will be able to perceive lesser
previous selves. Naturalistic studies have not been conducted to determine what
moments during a competitive or individual struggle may lead to amusement and
which to joy. Everyday observation and subjective experience, however, suggest that

the immediate reaction to victory, even sudden and unexpected victory, is other than
humorous amusement.

The superiority explanation contains additional embarrassing consequences.
For example, we may laugh at persons which we consider, despite their mistakes,

better than ourselves in the relevant characteristic. Laughter at an opera singer's
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missed note does not require the audience member to consider his own singing
abilities superior. Such a situation cannot be characterized as a 'victory.'

If not quite satisfying as general explanations of amusement,
aggression/superiority theories contain undeniable value, and have led to intriguing
experimental discoveries. Firstly, they draw attention to a set of stimuli which other
theories (i.e., incongruity) either ignore or struggle with: the mishaps, mistakes,
disparagements, defects, and blemishes of others. In these cases, the funny object is
another social actor, or in some cases the perceiver himself —we have seen that both
Hobbes and Gruner take this latter possibility into account. The casting of this
interpersonal relation as one of superiority/inferiority or aggressor/victim has proven
unsatisfactory, but the identification of such a relation at all continues to hold
theoretical promise. 7

Such hopes are grounded in some of the best-confirmed empirical evidence in
the humour research literature, what have been called 'dispositional' effects (see
Zillman, 1983, for a review). These effects are relevant to ‘disparagement humour,’
that is, "humour that disparages, belittles, debases, demeans, humiliates, or otherwise
victimizes" (ibid.: 85); in other words, funny stimuli which include a human object
that is 'disparaged’' in some way. In most of the studies, jokes which disparaged the
representative(s) of some social or ethnic group were presented to subjects who held
varying attitudes towards these groups. It has been repeatedly demonstrated that
amusement before such stimuli depends on the affective disposition towards the

object of disparagement, in the following manner:

1. The more intense the negative disposition toward the disparaged agent or
entity, the greater the magnitude of mirth.
2. The more intense the positive disposition toward the disparaged agent or
entity, the smaller the magnitude of mirth.

(ibid.: 91)

Additionally, similar effects have been found regarding the agent provoking the

disparagement:
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3. The more intense the negative disposition toward the disparaging agent or
entity, the smaller the magnitude of mirth.
4. The more intense the positive disposition toward the disparaging agent or

entity, the greater the magnitude of mirth.
(ibid.: 91-92)

The finding that the perceiver's attitude towards a human object of amusement varies
his overall level of amusement raises the question of how this perceiver-object
relation may fit within a general theory of amusement, if such a theory is possible.
Considering Hobbes' point that "men laugh at the follies of themselves past,” (1640:
IX, 13) and Gruner's analysis of wit, the possibility of ‘self-disparaging humour’

should also be taken into account.
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2.1.2. Incongruity Theory

Perhaps the most popular approach holds that amusement results from the
perception of an ‘appropriate’ incongruity, an unusual or surprising relation between
two contrary or unrelated phenomena. John Locke's discrimination between judgment
and wit represents the earliest statement:

For wit lying most in the assemblage of ideas, and putting these together with

quickness and variety, wherein can be found any resemblance or congruity,

thereby to make up pleasant pictures and agreeable visions in the fancy;

Judgment, on the contrary, lies quite on the other side, in separating carefully,

one from another, ideas wherein can be found the least difference, thereby to

avoid being misled by similitude, and by affinity to take one thing for another.
(1690: I, xi)

Locke refers here to wit, the creation of funny stimuli, but implies that amusement is
provoked when the perceiver of wit is "misled by similitude,” when incongruous
phenomena are joined in the mind by apparent congruity. This implication was
developed by a number of eighteenth-century writers (Addison, 1711 and Gerard,
1759, in Grieg, 1923), most elaborately by the Scottish philosopher and poet James
Beattie:

Laughter arises from the view of two or more inconsistent, unsuitable, or
incongruous parts of circumstances, considered as united in one complex
object or assemblage, or as acquiring a sort of mutual relation from the
peculiar manner in which the mind takes notice of them...unless when the
perception of it is attended with some other emotion of greater authority.

. (1776: 320/419)
Schopenhauer in 1819 issued an almost identical and influential restatement of the
proposal, and in the recent years it has been taken up and refreshed by cognitive
psychologists and linguists (Monro, 1951; Milner, 1972; Jones, 1970; Schultz, 1972;
Suls, 1972; Wilson, 1979; Raskin, 1985; Norrick, 1986).
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In line with current conceptions of cognitive interpretative mechanisms, the
latest versions describe the incongruity as taking place between two 'schemas,’
'scripts,’ or 'frames,’ mental classifications of real-world objects and events, rather than
between the real world phenomena themselves. Raskin (1985) claims that a text is a

joke-carrying text if it satisfies the following two conditions:

(i) the text is compatible, fully or in part, with two different scripts
(ii) the two scripts with which the text is compatible are opposing scripts
(p- 99)

For example in the one liner, “ I used to be an atheist but I gave up —-no holidays™
(Davis, 1993: 82), the 'script’' covering the reasons for identifying with a religious idea
is combined with an opposing script covering the reasons for holding a job.
Incongruity theories have been found most helpful in the understanding of
verbal and visual wit. Their proponents, however, have rarely intended them as
general explanations of amusement. Raskin attempts to put forward "a formal
semantic theory of verbal humour” (p. xiii). Beattie distinguished the laughter aroused
by ideas from that aroused by tickling, and both of these were contrasted with laughter
at the "ridiculous”. Suls admits that “the incongruity-resolution model is not a
complete account, it describes a part of the humor experience" (p. 55). I have included
incongruity accounts under the label of 'monocausal theories' firstly because in some
fields (i.e., in linguistics) they are often employed as such in practice, and secondly

because not all authors have been so modest:

All laughter is occasioned by a paradoxical, and hence unexpected
subsumption, it matters not whether this is expressed in words or in deeds.
This in brief is the correct explanation of the ludicrous (...) There will be no
question that here, after so many fruitless attempts, the true theory of the
ludicrous is given, and the problem propounded by and given up by Cicero
definitely solved.

(Schopenhauer, 1819; 1:58-59; 2:92)
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As a general explanation, ‘'appropriate incongruity' flags precisely where
'superiority/aggression’ excels. The interpersonal aspect of amusement has no place in
such theories, which consider the psychology of a single individual. Furthermore, they
ignore or fail to account properly for the ‘disparagement’ elements of humour, or for
funny events in which real or fictional actors make mistakes, display incompetence, or

suffer attacks by fate or other actors.
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2.1.3. Tension-Release Theory

Release theories propose that amusement is the body's way of discharging
excess nervous energy, aggression, sexual excitement, or any number of other
physiological emotions or tensions. The origins of this idea, though foreshadowed by
Kant", are normally attributed to Herbert Spencer: “Laughter is a form of muscular
excitement, and so illustrates the general law that feeling passing a certain pitch
habitually vents itself in bodily action...strong feeling of almost any kind produces this
result...joyous emotion...mental distress...tickling...cold, and some kinds of acute
pain” (1891: 458). The claim that strong feeling of ‘almost any kind' produces
amusement lacks detailed empirical support and is contradicted both by intuition and
by the paltry list of feelings enumerated by Spencer himself (i.e., where is fear?
anger?). Nevertheless, the subsequent account of funny stimuli of the incongruity type
has been influential. Spencer identified, "descending incongruities” as a major source
of amusement, events which defeat built-up expectations to which the body had been
emotionally attuned, such as a misbehaved goat that suddenly appears on stage and
sniffs at the actors during a climactically poignant theatrical love scene (p. 461-63).
The "large amount of nervous energy...suddenly checked in its flow" is released by
the "half-convulsive actions we term laughter” (p. 462).

A recent version of this idea was developed by Arthur Koestler in The Act of
Creation (1964). Koestler uses the metaphor of an inner 'pipeline' which carries
emotions as an individual interprets a given narrative: “When the pipe is punctured
[by a funny stimuli}, and our expectations are fooled, the now redundant tension
gushes out in laughter” (p. S1). Koestler is more specific than Spencer in the
identification of both the accumulated feeling and the triggering cognitive mechanism.
Though "a bewildering variety of moods” may be included in the emotional tension,

" In his Critique of Judgement (1790: 203), he states that

thoughts,...as far as they seek sensible expression, engage the body also. In the exhibition
invoved in jest, the understanding, failing to find what it expected, suddenly relaxes, so that we
feel the effect of this slackening in the body by the vibration of our organs, which helps to
restore their equilibrium and has a benefical influence on our health...Laughter is an affect that
arises if a tense expectation is transformed into nothing.
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"it must contain one ingredient whose presence is indispensable: an impulse, however
faint, of aggression or apprehension” (p. 51-52).

As for the 'spark’ that ignites laughter, it is bisociation, "the perceiving of a situation
or idea...in two self-consistent but habitually incomnpatible frames of reference” (p. 32-
37). In other words, clements of both aggression and incongruity theories are
ingeniously combined.

More in line with current conceptions of physiological processes, Daniel
Berlyne (1960, 1969, 1972) proposed that amusement results when an arousal boost’
that produces unpleasantly high levels of arousal, is followed by a sharp drop or 'jag.’

Relief theories have been popular with medical practitioners, child
psychologists, and some sociological fieldworkers. As we have seen earlier in this
chapter, substantial evidence suggests that amusement helps to reduce stress and
threat-induced anxiety, with consequent benefits to overall health. Furthermore,
laughter in early infancy typically follows the exposure to highly arousing stimuli,
previously found threatening, which are now judged to be 'safe': tickling, monster
masks, jumping off a ‘high' platform, etc... (Sroufe and Wunsch, 1972; Rothbart,
1973; McGhee, 1979: 127). A number of sociologists have also observed joking and
laughter being used by social actors in real-life situations to relieve tension and
anxieties. An example is the aforementioned study by Coser (1959), in which hospital
patients used “jocular griping” to strip risky or dangerous situations of their
threatening aspects.

Like other monocausal amusement theories, the 'relief explanation seems
more plausible in some cases than in others. Fear-related laughter of the type
commonly observed in children can also be observed in adults who watch horror
films, engage in 'danger sports' or ride rollercoasters. In these cases a truly strong
emotional state is followed by relief and amusement, once the situation is perceived as
safe. However, while 'nervous laughter,’ Coser’s ‘jocular griping,' or Spencer’s example
of tragedy upstaged by a goat might be included in such a category of events,
generalizing to other funny stimuli, such as jokes and puns, seems far-fetched. The
'tension’ that a short nonsensical phrase ('a knife without a blade that has no handle’)
can produce in a hearer must be minimal, yet the laughter produced by such stimuli
can be as explosive as any. In such cases, Koestler is forced to assume, ad hoc, the

existence of unconscious reserves of emotion: “a minute cause can open the tap of
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surprisingly large stores of energy from various sources: repressed sadism; repressed
sex; repressed fear; even repressed boredom™ (1964: 60). The only evidence provided
for such stores is the amusement itself.

It is also unclear how this type of theory might account for humorous
appreciation of the mistakes, slips, and blunders of the self or of others. As has been
pointed out above, Koestler excludes these from analysis as ‘entirely mirthless and
humorless.’

Unlike most other amusement theories, empirically testable physiological
claims are additionally made by relief explanations. These have failed to stand up to
experimental scrutiny. Deckers, J enkins and Gladfelter (1977) found that changes in
the difficulty of a test presented to subjects (presumably affecting tension) had no
effect on langhter at the incongruous resolution of the test. Moreover, it appears that
Berlyne's arousal ‘jag,’ or the reduction in nervous or emotional ‘tension,’ does not
occur with the onset of a punchline or with laughter itself. Measures of physiological
responses to humour have shown amusement to be correlated positively with increased
heart rate, increased skin conductance, increased muscle tension, altered respiratory
patterns, and characteristic EEG changes (McGhee, 1983: 16). The idea that the build-
up of an amusing narrative produces a tension ‘burst’ by its unexpected conclusion
seems implausible. Godkewitsch (1976) found that arousal was related mainly to the
punchline of a joke, rather than to its body.

Sigmund Freud proposed a slightly divergent ‘relief’ interpretation in his Jokes
and their Relation to the Unconscious (1905). Freud viewed 'tendentious wit' (i.e.,
disparagement, ‘'toilet, sexual, or ‘black’ humour) as a technique for liberating
repressed aggressive or sexual desires. Jokes were considered a socially acceptable
way of expressing certain taboo topics or sentiments, thus serving (like dreams) as a
kind of 'escape valve' for the unconscious.

Needless, to say, this theory cannot be applied to all types of funny stimuli. In
fact, Freud did not provide a global and consistent definition for the techniques of wit,
and admitted the existence of 'nontendentious humour'; this 'relief’ interpretation was
only meant as a part of a lesser-known theory encompassing what he called ‘wit,’
‘comedy,’ and 'humour.’ Nevertheless, a number of followers have taken its proposals

to implausible extremes:

72




Chapter Two; Causal Theories of Amusement Section2

Question: Why did the moron jump off the Empire State Building?

Answer: Because he wanted to make a smash hit on Broadway.

The huge phallic shape is the father’s penis, the sight of which impels the child
to competitive exhibition. He hopes to have a sensational success, but also
fears a catastrophic defeat. Unable to abandon his ambitions, he pays in
advance.
(Martha Wolfenstein, cited in
Gruner, 1979: 78)
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2.1.4. Play Theory

The fourth most commonly cited global explanation of amusement dates from
1902, when both M. Dugas (see Grieg, 1969: 271-72) and James Sully independently
proposed that it follows the adoption of a 'play-mood’ or playful point of view towards
a particular object: “Even if the laughable spectacle does not wear the look of a play-
challenge...it may so present its particular feature as to throw us off our-serious
balance, and by a sweet compulsion force us to play with it rather than to consider it
seriously” (Sully, 1902: 150).

A more fully developed statement of the theory was provided by Max Eastman
in his Sense of Humour (1921). Eastinan considers the ability to create humour to be a
human instinct in itself: “The sense of humor is a primary instinct of our nature...a
very inward indispensable little shock-absorber...for making the best of a bad thing”
(p. 226/21). According to Eastman, amusement reacts to the observation of failures,
disappointments, and other unpleasant stimuli, when they are viewed through the
playful lens of humour. This humorous interpretation of events supposedly allows
actors to ‘free’ themselves from the constraints of social norms and ‘serious’ thought
and behaviour, and to overcome anxiety by recasting threats as absurdities.

Gregory Bateson (1955), William Fry (1963) and Michael Mulkay (1988) have
recently revived interest in the 'play' interpretation. According to Mulkay, the play-

mode is characterized by an absurd multiplicity of meanings:

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 interpretative diversity are problems. In
contrast, humour depends on the active creation and display of interpretative
multiplicity. When people engage in humour, they are obliged to collaborate in
the production. They temporarily inhabit, not a single, coherent world, but a
world in which whatever is said and done necessarily has more than one

meaning.

(Mulkay, 1988: 3-4)
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To prompt the audience for such collaboration, it has been pointed out that comics and
humourists of every type provide humour ‘cues’ to signal that what is to take place is
‘not real’ or 'not serious’ (Fry, 1963, McGhee and Johnson, 1975).

‘Play’ theories reduce all funny stimuli to 'humour,’ in the sense I have defined
it --intentional provocations of amusement, whether created by others or by the
subject of laughter himself. Such a reduction strains credibility, however, in the case
of amusement at spontaneously occurring mishaps, incompetence, or discredited
claims. When laughter is directed at an individual, the laughter may sometimes be
taken as 'mot serious,’ as ‘just a tease/joke,' but other times may actually ‘hurt’ and be
taken very seriously indeed.

Such examples are rarely even considered by play theorists, attention being
almost exclusively focused on jokes, friendly teasing, comedy routines, and the like.
Mulkay does occasionally attempt an explanation, as with the following excerpt from

a political speech:

Conservative politician: The Labour Prime Minister and his colleagues are
boasting in this election campaign that they have brought inflation down from
the disastrous level of twenty-six per cent. But we are entitled to inquire who

put it up to twenty-six per cent?

Audience: (laughter and applause for 8 seconds)

(example from Atkinson, 1984;
cited in Mulkay, 1988: 207)

According to Mulkay, such attacks by politicians represent a competitors' "version of
the world as unreliable, illusory or not to be taken seriously.” It would be more
accurate to say, however, that the cited jibe presents the Labour Party's definition of
the situation ("Labour keeps inflation down') as unambiguously false —-indeed, Mulkay
later describes the quip as attempting to "reveal the ‘true character™ of Labour's claims
(p. 207). This type of discrediting move cannot be described as 'playful,’ and neither

can the victim's actions or words be seen as 'nonserious.’ The audience is not presented
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with a2 multiplicity of meanings but with a clarification of reality: a clarification which
to the right audience, nevertheless, is funny.

The specific trigger of amusement is never properly specified in 'play’
accounts. 'Entering into a playful/humorous mode,' in this context, provides not an
explanation but a tautology. Humour cues are not necessary to amusement; neither are
they sufficient for it. As for the switching of contexts and the creation of ambiguous or
multiple meanings, these are common occurrences in nonhumorous creative writing
and other expressive arts such as poetry or abstract painting. They are also
experienced in imaginative fancies and even true 'play’ which is non-amusing.

Nevertheless, ‘play’ theory calls attention to interesting phenomena. The -
distinction between 'serious’ and 'joking/play’ modes may be a valid and significant
one, even if we do not always laugh 'in jest.' How to characterize this binary contrast
becomes an additional problem for any account of amusement. Relatedly, attention is
drawn to the 'humour cues’ which indeed recur under various guises in performances
and presentations of humour. The play of children (and of adults) itself deserves more

detailed observation than it has received.
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2.2. Pluralistic Theories

The failure to achieve a single-cause explanation of amusement has driven

many researchers to abandon the possibility altogether:

It is interesting to notice how, in the literature of laughter, the more ambitious
contributors have vainly attempted to bring the varieties of forms of humorous
experiences under some definite laughter-causing principle... In order to bring
causes of laughter into the desired category attempts are made which are, in
themselves, frequently humorous... It is a hopeless task...to secure anything
approaching a2 common principle.

(Kimmins, 1928: 1)

In some cases, the diversity of causes posited is accompanied by the proposition that
the explanandum behind felt funniness and observed laughter, therefore, can be
divided into various essentially different phenomena.

It may be that, despite the apparent subjective and physiological unity of
‘amusement,’ and certain contextual similarities, various independent causes lead to its
occurrence or to several species of it. Unfortunately, however, there has been little
consensus regarding the classification of the various 'types' of amusement according to

stimuli. Here follows a partial list of lists:

Quintillian: (1) urbanitas, (2) venustum, (3) salsum, (4) facetum, (5) iocus, and (6)
dicacitas. (in Grieg, 1923: 227)

Hazlitt (1818): (1) the laughable —incongruous, (2) the risible --incongruous and
contrary to custom, and (3) the ridiculous -incongruous and contrary to sense and

r€ason.

Cordaveaux (1875): (1) slight imperfections, (2) slight annoyances, (3) the unexpected
or surprising, (4) the indecent or obscene (in Grieg, 1923: 259)




FEE————

Michiels (1886): (1) bodily vices or perturbations, (2) disrupted equilibrium among
human faculties, (3) disadjustments of a person to the world (4) disadjustments of a
person to his own society (in Grieg, 1923: 259).

Freud (1905): (1) wit (tendentious and nontendentious), (2) the comic, (3) humour.

Sidis (1913): (1) ascending laughter —difficult things become easy for the laugher, (2)
descending laughter —easy things become difficult for others.

Gregory (1923): evolutionary scale of increasing "humanization” of laughter, from

more aggressive to more sympathetic forms.

D.T. Wieck (1967): (1) laughter where there is no object, (2) laughter at someone, and
(3) laughter at something.

Giles and Oxford (1970): (1) humorous, (2) social, (3) ignorance, (4) tension-release,
(5) derision, (6) apologetic, (7) tickling.

Poyatos (1993): (1) affiliation, (2) aggression, (3) social, (4) anxiety, (5) fear, (6) joy,
(7) comicality and ludicrousness, (8) amusement, (9) self-directedness, (10) certain

random interactive occurrences.

Critical examination of any such list will find it no more adequate a description of the
facts than one of the monocausal theories. "A priori,” to Giles and Oxford "it would
appear that laughter principally occurs under seven mutually exclusive conditions” (p.
97), as enumerated above. Are they truly ‘'mutually exclusive'? Amusement at the
blunder of a long-standing enemy, for instance, might qual.ify as both 'derision’ and
‘tension-release.’ Would an ethnic joke be classified under "humour’ or 'derision'?

None of these typologies has proved particularly helpful in understanding the
phenomena. None has achieved general recognition. Most of them seem relatively
arbitrary, while the others discriminate according to either trivial or patently

misguided principles. However, at least they recognize the existence of real
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differences between funny stimuli which monocausal theorists have often ignored or

fail to treat convincingly.
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2.3. 'No Theory'

More prudent, and perhaps more popular today, is the agnostic stance, which
withholds judgment on general theories or classifications until more is known about
particular areas. Or rather, a pluralistic theory is generally assumed, without

commitment to any particular classification:

If we have leamed anythiné from the study of humor it is that oversimplified,
global explanations are inadequate to the task.... The focus on specific issues
within the broad area of humor, laughter, and comedy liberates the theorist and
basic researcher from premature and unwarranted generalizations. By
restricting their field of view, students of humor are better able to deal with the
~~ complexity of the phenomenon. o
(McGhee and Goldstein, 1983, vol. ], p. vii)

For many, such an attitude will suffice. One need not always see the wood if it
is a single tree that requires attention. Nevertheless, such statements seem post hoc
justifications for a situation into which humour researchers have been forced. A
general overview of the field would be of undeniable value, and such a perspective
must be possible. Though laughter may not be a simple stimulus-response reflex
describable in a single way, there must be some manner in which the various current
or perhaps future theories can be integrated to form a coherent field. The relationship
between incongruity and disparagement humour, for instance, must be clarified: are
they to be subsumed under a larger explanation, divided by some subtle boundary,
combined into a new structure, or fractionated into lesser elements along some
undiscovered plane?

The current situation can perhaps then be characterized as one of increasing
but disorganized or at least divided knowledge. Experimental and other types of data,
interesting in themselves, continue to grow, but there lacks an encompassing
framework within which to discuss the findings. Inevitably, without a coherent way to
express the relationships between different isolated fields, individual researchers tend
towards one or another of the general, outdated and unsatisfying old theories of

superiority, tension-release, incongruity, and the like. Or worse, they combine
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elements from each in a more or less unprincipled manner. There is no general
agreement as to what the best questions to ask are, how the basic phenomena should
be defined, or how the different types of stimuli should be classified. The search for a
general theory has been abandoned as unrealistic, but the existing subtheories cannot

be reconciled with each other.
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3. Amusement Theory and its Validation

The preceding discussion constitutes a typical example of a popular sub-genre
in the humour-research field, the critique of past and present causal theories
(especially in preparation for the unleashing on the reader of a new-and-improved
attempt). What has been less common, indeed rare, is the consideration of the general
criteria and methodologies that can, have, or should be used for assessing or validating
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