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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Humor pervades our lives. It exists in almost every part of the
world. We can find humor almost ubiquitously in our daily
conversations, on televisions, in newspapers and so on. There exists
no subject that has not been joked about in one way or another. A
sense of humor is a unique feature, or to be more exact, a gift shared
by all normal human beings. Nonetheless, the animal kingdom can
only bemoan its inadequacy in the face of this challenge. Explanations
and studies of this intriguing human behavior have been recorded as
far back as the early Greeks, from Plato and Aristotle, through Kant,
to the more recent Bergerson and Freud, a history probably as long as
that of culture.

Overall, the study of humor is a fascinating area: not only
because its role is so crucial to our social communication in society;
but also because any achievement made by our research will provide us
with some glimpse of the interactive powers that we routinely employ
in order to communicate either humorously or non-humorously.

Humor is a multi-disciplinary field of research. A comprehensive
study would involve scholars from various fields like philosophy,
psychology, anthropology, sociology, linguistics, literature and so on
and so forth. However, in this book, what interests us most is a
exploration of humor from a linguistic perspective. Before the
publication of Raskin’s seminal book in 1985, the linguistic research
on humor remained in its infancy. It is his book that helps the
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linguistic study of humor enter its adolescence. Both. the Semantic
Script Theory of Humor (SSTH) proposed by Raskin and its extended
and revised version the General Theory of Verbal Humor (GTVH) will
be introduced at length in the following chapters. The original work:
A Graph-theoretic Account of Humor is to be done by embracing
some basic tenets of the above two theories.

Nonetheless, it is unrealistic at present for us to attempt a
complete and all-encompassing theory of humor, which will be a
gigantic task taking decades or even centuries to complete. Instead
the scope of enquiry will be restricted to merely a limited range of
data and the analyses will be framed in a more formal way. The formal
tool we adopt is Graph Theory borrowed from mathematics, which
offers a richer description of humor and opens up a line of research
which could profitably be 'pursued further. It is hoped that the
creative work in this book will represent one small step towards the
long-term goal of developing an integrated theory of humor.

The main body of this book comprises seven chapters. Chapter 2
is devoted to a general literature review of humor research throughout
history. Chapters 3 and 4 introduce the two most canonical theories
(SSTH and GTVH) in the province of the linguistic study of humor,
respectively. Chapter 5 provides a careful analysis of the first attempt
at modeling humor graphically. Chapters 6, 7, and 8 present the
original contribution, RGMJ, by incorporating jokes into the
framework of Graph Theory, and provide an in-depth exploration of
all related issues. The last chapter argues about both the strong and
the weak points of RGMJ and points out the fields for future
explorations.

In order to provide a rough idea of the territory of humor, it is
necessary to review some major related works in the literature in the
following chapter.



CHAPTER 2

A Survey of Literature

2.1 Definition of Humor

Humor, as a subject, has been studied for thousands of years.
The ability to appreciate and enjoy humor is universal and is shared by
all people. Yet, there is still quite a lot of controversy about what
humor is. There exists no single definition of humor that can satisfy
all researchers. Just as the three blind men who touched the various
parts of the elephant’ s body offered varying descriptions of it,
different scholars provide different definitions that account for certain
aspects of humor. Goldstein and McGhee do not even attempt to
define humor “for the simple reason that there is no single definition
of humor acceptable to all investigators in the area”." (Apte, 1985:13)

Though a formidable task it appears, we cannot avoid the
important issue of specifying what is meant by the key term “humor”
and how this category is determined since humor is the subject in this
book. '

As a starting point, let us first refer to the archaic origin of this
term. The term “humor” has its origin in Latin, meaning fluid or
moisture. According to ancient physiology, there were four basic
bodily humors or fluids: choler / yellow bile, melancholy / black
bile, blood, and phlegm. The four humors functioned in
determining one’ s mood or temperament. His “ temper” was
dependent on which of the four humors preponderated. A person in
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whom the four humors were in correct balance was thought of as being
in “good humor”; whereas a person with any kind of imbalance was
said to be “out of humor”, or eccentric. Through centuries of
changes, the meaning of the term gradually narrows down to a
specific mood or disposition, characterized by a sensitivity to, or
appreciation of ludicrous, absurd, or comical events.

To take a look at the more recent version, let us quote part of
Webster’ s 11th Collegiate Dictionary , which defines humor as:

a) that quality which appeals to a sense of the ludicrous or
absurdly incongruous;

b) the mental faculty of discovering, expressing, or appreciating
the ludicrous or absurdly incongruous;

€) something that is or is designed to be comical or amusing.

If we take a closer look at the above definitions offered by
Webster’s, it is fairly obvious to find that these definitions
emphasize several distinct aspects of the term. Some refer to the
thing, idea, or event per se as humor; .some regard the quality or
features of those as humor; some attribute humor as something
existing in our mind rather than in the real world; while others equate
humor as a human cognitive faculty which functions in the perception
of humor.

Similarly, different scholars, in their attempt at defining the
term, tend to emphasize different aspects of humor depending on their
varying purposes and orientations in research. In this book, we shall
follow the suit of two famous humor scholars by defining humor in a
very general sense.

One scholar is Attardo (1996), who defines humor as a technical
term covering anything that is (or may be) perceived as funny,
amusing, or laughable. Raskin (1985) proposes to consider “humor”
in the least restricted sense, which is interchangeable with “the
funny”.



As for our work, it suffices to adopt a general definition, taking
humor as an all-inclusive term, covering the types of stimulation that
are perceived as funny and can elicit laughter, or that at least intends
to do so. This definition will do for the time being.

2.2 Classification of Humor_

There has been a widespread disagreement about how many
different kinds of humor exist. Through centuries, efforts have been
devoted to providing a unifying classification of humor, but with no
exception, any such effort is doomed to fail in the end. Why? Just as
different people define the term “humor” from different perspectives,
they tend to categorize humor based on different criteria. Hence, it is
not really a meaningful question to debate over the dissimilarity in
categorizations offered by distinct scholars. Some classifications are
based on the structure of humor; whereas others are based on the
semantic content, style of expression, and a host of other qualities.
The conclusion reached depends on the specific criterion used in
conceptualizing humor.

If we take a stylistic or rhetorical approach, we will face a family
of related terms like satire, anecdote, irony, farce, parody, joke,
comedy, cartoon, pun, etc; if we select the semantic content (or
target) approach, we will have categories like political humor, sexual
humor, religious humor, Jewish humor, Clinton’ s humor, Bush’s
humor, etc. Luckily, it is not imperative at present to draw a precise
picture of all these terms, since a clear demarcation among them is
not regarded as ultimately pertinent to the major topic of this book.
Therefore, we would like to adopt a rather simplified approach, i.e.,
to be more general than specific.

To begin with, let us differentiate between humor produced with
language and humor produced without language.

If you are asked what makes you laugh quite often in everyday
life, what springs to your mind is probably a picture of someone
telling a joke or making some witty remarks in conversations or on
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televisions. What tools do people have to use when telling a joke?
Obviously, language—the most common means of communication in
both humorous and non-humorous ways.

Our lives thrive on uses of language with intent to create humor.
However, in some cases, humor can be achieved by non-verbal stimuli
as well, that is, without any resort to language. An amusing picture
of Charlie Chaplin’s oversized shoes, a ludicrous piece of furniture, or
a funny dress can all make people laugh. Besides those static stimuli,
there are dynamic ones—moving objects or physical actions—that can
yield humor as well. For instance, when you see a person who slips
on banana peels, slides around on slippery floors, falls into a water
trough accidentally, gets cakes in the face, or sits on the ground when
the chair is pulled away, you cannot help but be amused by these
stimuli. Similarly, when two clowns slap and kick each other, or
when they fall down or make funny faces, it surely is humorous too.
In most cases, a dynamic stimulus is more effective than a static one
in making people laugh. Compared with humor produced by linguistic
devices, nonverbally created humor travels farther and wider across
different times and cultures. They can readily surmount the barrier of
language, and easily overcome the discrepancies among societies,
races, and nationalities.

Thus we can make an accurate delineation of these two major
types of humor: one type can be termed as nonverbal humor, which
refers to a humorous situation that is not created or expressed by
language. The other is called verbal humor or verbally expressed
humor, which refers to humor “conveyed or expressed by means of a
linguistic system” (Ritchie, 2004). Nonverbal humor is not the focus
of this book; instead, verbal humor will be our primary concern.

Preliminary to detailed discussions, we must address another
issue, i.e., what specific genre of humor makes up the material of
study. At the offset of this section, we enumerate several types of
humer in terms of a stylistic classification, e. g. , genres like satire,
parody, comedy, joke, etc. Sometimes, one will be puzzled by these



terms, since there is not a clear-cut dichotomy between any two terms
and they overlap with each other in certain ways. Even worse, some
genres are used sometimes interchangeably with each other. This fact
has hampered many studies since consistency is a necessary condition
if one is to draw valid conclusions from the data.

In this book, another simplification is adopted by choosing jokes
as the major target of study. A joke, as is traditionally defined, is a
relatively short text characterized by a punchline at the end, and
deliberately designed to elicit humorous responses. Although there are
other forms of humorous materials, a joke is considered to have a
certain degree of prototypicality.

A joke gets passed around and repeated for quite a lot of times,
and is often isolated from a specific context of use, which makes it
fairly easy to study. Nonetheless, this does not mean that
comprehension of a joke is not dependent on contextual factors,
personal opinions, and the essential cultural background. The
advantage of this simplification lies in that we do not have to
investigate simultaneously all the contextual elements involved in a
complicated phenomenon.

Several other strong points are also intimately related with jokes
as the target of study. For instance, jokes are relatively short and
self-contained, and easy to reproduce in a wide range of contexts.
Jokes are short, which renders them more manageable for the analyst
(Ritchie, 2004). Moreover, when providing a formal graph-theoretic
account of humor, it is more likely to succeed in presenting a real
formal description of the restricted body of jokes. If success can be
made with jokes, the result of this study will potentially benefit
explorations of other more complex genres of verbal humor, and eventually
pave the way for a more comprehensive theory of humor at large.

Due to their simplicity and controllability, in fact many other
scholars give priority to jokes in their study as well. That is why
jokes, as a prototype of humor, have received the most attention in
linguistic studies of humor.
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2.3 Theories of Humor

Interests in humor date back to the classic antiquity. On the list
of famous theorists, we could find great names like Plato, Aristotle,
and Cicero. In the more recent literature are Beattie (1776) and Kant
(1790). The turn of the 20th century witnesses a burgeoning
literature on humor in the psychoanalytical discipline, marked by the
famous book written by Freud in 1905. From 1970s to 1980s, humor
research reached its heyday, particularly in the field of psychology,
sociology, anthropology, and also linguistics. Since ancient times, the
heterogeneous nature of humor research has complicated the matter of
classifying these theories. Traditionally, theeries concerning the
nature of humor are often clustered into a tripartite division of
incongruity, superiority, and release “theories” (Raskin, 1985).
Attardo (1994) generalizes these labels to cognitive, social, and
psychoanalytical (see Table 2-1, with slight changes). There, of
course, exist approaches to humor which cannot be easily subsumed
under any one of these labels.

Table 2-1 Three Families of Humor Theory ( Attardo, 1994)

Cognitive Social Psychoanalytical
Incongruity Superiority Release
Contrast Aggression Relief
Hostility Sublimation
Triumph Liberation
Derision
Disparagement

Now let us examine these theories one by one.
2.3.1 Superiority Theories

The assumption of the superiority theory is that we laugh at the
misfortunes of others; it reflects our own superiority. Plato suggests
that humor is some kind of malice toward people that are being



considered relatively powerless. Consistent with this view, Aristotle
suggests that the comedy is:an imitation of men worse than average;
worse, however, not as regards any and every sort of fault, but only
as regards one particular kind, the Ridiculous, which is a species of
the Ugly (De arte poetica, quoted after Raskin, 1985: 36).

Thomas Hobbes (1588 ~1679) makes most forcefully the claim
that laughter arises from a sense of superiority of the laugher towards
some object (what is commonly referred to as the “butt of the joke™).

He simply states:

The passion of 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. (Hobbes, 1651 ;: 46)

Hobbes further explains that humans are in constant competitions
with each other, and looking for shortcomings of other persons.
Laughing at the inferior builds our self-confidence and makes us feel
superior. Because of their emphasis on the interpersonal and social
aspect of humor, superiority theories are of considerable interest to

the sociolinguists of humor.

2.3.2 Release Theories

Release theories have a clear physiological or psycho-
physiological nature (Rutter, 1997). This kind of humor theory has
been advocated in various forms. The most influential proponent of a
release theory is the towering figure—Freud, whose psychoanalytical
work on humor forms the basis of psychological humor research.
Freud (1905) speaks of “the release of comic pleasure” and believes
that it is the release and the relief as well as the pleasure derived from
them that are characteristic of humor. ,

He also maintains that humor “releases” tensions, psychic
energy, or that humor releases one from inhibitions, conventions,
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