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The Talmudic sage, Rabbi Beroka, was accustomed to visiting the market place. One day, Elijah appeared to him. Rabbi Beroka asked the prophent, “Is there anyone in this market place who has a share in the world to come?” The prophet looked around and replied, “No.”

While they were talking, two men passed by and Elijah suddenly said, “Wait, these men will have a share in Heaven.” Rabbi Beroka then approached and asked them, “What is your occupation?” They explained, “We are jesters, and our job is to make men laugh, to cheer them up.”

Treatise Ta’anit, p. 22a




PREFACE

What distinguishes people from other animals is said to be people’s ability to laugh. If so, people spend considerable time distinguishing and differentiating themselves from the other members of the animal kingdom. Playwrights produce comedy. Comedians, standup and otherwise, tickle the funnybones of their audiences. Each year television bombards us with a new lineup of sitcoms. At parties, guests vie with each other in “Can you top this?” fashion to tell a better joke.

The general theorizing on humor is extensive, ranging back across the centuries through the philosophers, as well as more recently across the fields of anthropology, sociology, psychology, and psychiatry (Keith-Spiegel, 1972; Schmidt & Williams, 1971). Much of the literature treats humor as a “normal” but “pathological” phenomenon. We are told that humor is a form of regression in the service of the ego, that it conceals antisocial, sexual, and aggressive impulses. Some theorists frown upon its use in psychotherapy or advise extreme caution.

Hassett and Schwartz (1977) have observed that “Far more research has been devoted to the visual system of the frog than to what makes people laugh.” While the total literature on the use of humor is relatively slight, the Adlerian literature on humor is miniscule but growing. This monograph provides a partial remedy for the situation. It first describes a theory which not only views humor as nonpathological, but as contributing to the evolution of social interest. It then describes the structure of the joke and proceeds to elaborate the forms and goals humor takes in psychotherapy, in keeping with Adler’s dictum that in therapy a great advantage is when one is able “to keep the level of tension in the treatment as low as possible” (Adler, 1927b, p. 26).

My earliest academic training in psychotherapy was with Carl Rogers at the University of Chicago. Simultaneously I was serving an internship in a psychoanalytic setting. At the university I used “client” and at the hospital I had to use “patient.” I now use them interchangeably, although one reflects my theoretical position and the other my medical model training.

The monograph originated with an address which I delivered to the Individual Psychology Association of Chicago many years ago. Jo-Anne Hahn converted it from spoken English to written English and added material based upon her special interests. Neal Mosak explained to his father the nature of children’s humor, in which the structure of humor is more transparent than in adult humor, providing him with several insights into humor in general.
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Part A

HUMOR

Fun, Theories, and Structures





CHAPTER 1 WHAT MAKES THINGS FUNNY?

DOI: 10.4324/9781315801766-2



A jest’s prosperity lies in the ear

Of him that hears it, never in the tongue

Of him that makes it.

—Shakespeare, Love’s Labour’s Lost


Reading about humor is somewhat similar to inviting a well-known comedian to dinner in hopes that he/she regale the other guests with witticisms. The great expectations with which the unwary are likely to approach either situation are almost certain to be dashed. Traditionally, nothing is unfunnier than the explaining of a joke, and writing about the origins and mechanisms of humor tends to convey a heaviness akin to the pall cast over a dinner party by the comedian who likes to save all of his jokes for the stage. Although notable exceptions can be found, some of the world’s dullest and most abstruse papers are surely to be found focused upon the topic of wit and humor. This often ponderous empirical research and theorizing on humor is all the more strange if we consider the propensity of people to study and write on topics dear to their hearts, and the likelihood that authors of these studies consider themselves to have a sense of humor somewhat above that of the average wit.

While I cannot promise any greater levity than that provided by my more scholarly predecessors, if readers become desperate, they can turn for temporary relief to Chapter 6, which contains 150 jokes potentially useful in the practice of psychotherapy and in teaching about humor. Along with these are some that are just for fun. Meanwhile, the unfortunate experiences of the dinner host/hostess with the uncomical comic and of the neophyte student of wit can serve to direct our attention to some introductory observations on the question of what makes things funny?

Without question, expectation plays a part. Humorous content of the material would seem to be an obvious factor in bringing about laughter, but it is by no means essential. We approach a situation or an individual seen as potentially entertaining with a mind-set to laugh and enjoy. When a readiness to laugh is present, even the most minimal stimuli can spark it—most people, not only schoolgirls, laugh about “nothing.” And when we have built up expectations to laugh, what Goldstein, Suls, and Anthony (1972) call “salience,’’ we may experience disappointment and anger when these expectations are not met.

For most of us, we identify certain people in our lives as amusing or comical; these individuals arouse an anticipatory response in us and almost anything they say may be automatically laughed at. We know that certain professional comedians are “funny,” and our expectations will be that they will make us laugh. “So-and-so really cracks me up!” A gesture, a phrase, a costume will set us up to laugh. We expect that other comedians will not, and we do not laugh. We make them work hard and often give them little reward in terms of laughter and applause. We may expect and are prepared to laugh at a night club but “Never on Sunday” in church.

Which of the comics among us has not had the puzzling but pleasurable experience of having even our most banal and inane remarks responded to with a barrage of laughter from those disposed to see us as funny? Incidentally, in this society, where having a good sense of humor is valued so highly that few people would admit to not having one (Treadwell, 1970), we gain an extreme gratification from being seen as the source of humor-arousal for others. Hence, when we encounter someone who enjoys our brand of humor, we are likely to find ourselves swelling up, rising to the occasion no matter what our previous mood, and becoming funnier in front of this receptive audience. Those who permit us to see ourselves as humorous are likely, in fact, to become among our most valued friends. (We tend to rate others as having a “good sense of humor’’ if they enjoy our jokes or find the same things funny that we do, i.e., a good sense of humor is like mine,)

In contrast to the natural wits, some of us seem forever doomed to be “straight people” for our more comic brothers/sisters. We are the ones who sometimes think of a superb bon mot—and during the occasion for once rather than as l’esprit d’escalier—but when we utter it to the assembled company, we find to our frustration that it falls, sometimes repeatedly, “flat as a pancake.” A moment later our comic, who knows a good line when he/she hears it, picks up the remark, repeats it, and the company falls on the floor laughing at the previously ignored witticism.

If we laugh when we expect to be amused, as Shakespeare suggested, what about the person or the situation predisposes us to laugh? In addition to comic reputation, an empirically demonstrated influence on our readiness to laugh (Mettee, Hrelec, & Wilkins, 1971), the state of our interpersonal relations plays a part—we laugh at a joke when someone we like tells it. “Laughter at wit implies compliment,” G. Stanley Hall and A. Allin (1897) observed, and, beyond friendship, may imply love, since “one of the earliest signs of love is sometimes the disposition to laugh at even the puerilities of the object of affection” (p. 29). As the popular song from Oklahoma! expressed it, “Don’t laugh at my jokes too much; people will say we’re in love.”

True, we sometimes laugh “against our will.” But that only demonstrates the potency of laughter and the fact that often a sense of power comes from getting others to laugh. One of the personality attributes of a joke-teller is that he/she is likely to be one who enjoys this sense of power. Perhaps this is why Mindess (Ansell, Mindess, Stern, & Stern, 1981) can make the statement that “My sense is that any therapist who uses humor in therapy likes to tell jokes and considers himself a funny person” (p. 19). Lenzberg (1937), noting that “wit may be used to strengthen a person’s power,” cited with some chagrin the case of students who “exhibit their witty repartee in a classroom demonstration and with it dominate the entire situation including the instructor” (p. 82). This power over others need not be exercised on the useless side of life through depreciating or hurting others, however. The therapist, for example, shares this enjoyment of power when he/she is able to turn the depressive around by making the client laugh1 (See later).

Similarly, the joke-teller must be one who does not mind being the center of attention. The person need not be a chronic “attention-getter,” but must be one who does not mind being in the spotlight. Often the person is one who actively enjoys being center-stage. In addition to a personality which enjoys attention and power, certainly the would-be comic could be helped by having some skill in the art of being amusing. At a minimum, a good joke-teller must have confidence in his/her ability to tell a joke. The person is not the one whose memory fails abruptly at the punchline or who says, “I can never remember jokes” (generally a self-fulfilling prophecy). A successful joke-teller has an implicit understanding of what is funny—which has nothing to do with knowing the theories of humor—and, in addition, knows how to tell a joke well. Some people have trained themselves lifelong to tell jokes, and they do it well out of accumulated experience.

Sometimes joking is a circular process in that the more the audience laughs, the more incentive for the joke-teller to continue. Often joking is a spiralling process in that the telling of a joke invites others to participate (“That reminds me of the one about…”). Sharing jokes and laughing together accomplishes two objectives—it serves as a social lubricant (Moody, 1978), and it enhances what Adler (1964b) called “social interest.”

Professionals and amateurs may use different techniques to accomplish it, but both project an aura of funniness in order to arouse anticipatory responses in others (Lenzberg, 1937). Professional comics use posture, gait, clothing, accents, and props, as well as reputation, to create this readiness to laugh. In social situations, the wit may start off with a smile on his/her face or a characteristic twinkle of the eyes which proclaims, “Hey, I’m going to tell a joke,” and people become prepared to laugh. The joke teller also may use certain opening cliches (“Have you heard the one about…?”) to evoke the same anticipatory responses. This creates a preparatory mental set in the audience. These “play signals” (McGhee, 1979) invite the audience to adopt a laughing mood.

A good sense of timing is surely the most essential technique in successful joke-telling; timing involves reading the small cues from the audience, watching the build-up of their anticipatory expectations, maintaining their interest, and letting them hang, but not too long. A good sense of timing also means knowing how long to allow before starting the next joke, and how long to milk an old joke with creative new twists on it before going on to an entirely new line. While joking is always interpersonal (the only way you can tell yourself a joke and laugh is by imagining somebody else’s response), timing is especially interpersonal, depending as it does on feedback from the audience, which is why reading a joke book or taping a joke session without an audience can be somewhat flat at best, and oftentimes notably unfunny.

1 That wit has considerable objective power as a social weapon has been demonstrated in the modern studies of humor as a “conflict-control” mechanism which functions either to “keep people in their place” or help them survive or escape from that place (Arnez & Anthony, 1968; Burma, 1946; Rinder, 1965; Stephenson, 1951); as well as in the changes wrought in history via satirists and caricaturists (Coser, 1959; Gray, 1966; Priest, 1966); and recently by the fact that several politically-oriented humorists achieved the high honor of inclusion on Nixon’s “White House Enemies List.”
Asimov (1971) added another variable in making a joke funny, cautioning and reassuring his readers that



to be told effectively, a joke must be told well, and talents in that respect vary. In general, even those who tell jokes well are quite apt to find that their talent is not universal. …If, then, you can’t handle the necessary prose spontaneously, don’t tell the joke. There are always many that will suit your particular bent, and since nobody is all-talented you need not feel cheated or deprived,

(p. 3)


The audience composes still another major variable. Many avenues to that bit of knowledge exist. People speak of gallows humor (Freud, 1960; O’Connell, 1966), that “one does not joke about the gallows in the house of one who has been hanged.” Professional comedians wince at appearing and perhaps “bombing” in front of a “tough audience” and delight in performing before an audience who, perhaps through anticipation, are convulsed with laughter even before the comedian has begun his/her monologue. Audiences who “sit on their hands” may create panic in the comic. The hostile audience provides a greater challenge yet with its “I paid my money. Let’s see you make me laugh.” The hostile audience may do such things as give away the punchline prematurely and destroy the “play signal” with “Not that old chestnut!” This audience behaves like a sulking child. While it refuses to laugh, it often can be cajoled into laughter, as Johnny Carson, for example, demonstrates on occasion. (“Come on, gang, I’m a veteran!”) Other audiences are friendly, laugh easily, and even help the comic along by reciting the lines with the comic. Stereotypically some national groups are portrayed as easy laughers and others as laugh-resisters. The British are often depicted in movies as emitting a polite titter while the remainder of the audience may be rolling in the aisles.

Also to certain audiences we do not express humor or certain kinds of humor. Although with the advent of the women’s movement circumstances are changing somewhat and some men feel free to tell risque jokes to some women, it is still considered in many circles inapropos to do so. Similarly a hush falls over the locker room when the clergyman enters after a round of golf. Adult joking also ceases amidst “sh-sh”ing when a child enters the room. In contrast, to some audiences we only tell certain jokes. These jokes, commonly referred to as “in-jokes” are understood by and intended to be understood by a restricted audience. “In-jokes’’ have been Bob Hope’s forte. For nearly half a century Hope’s peregrinations from one military base to another have been to present this form of humor—references to the military service, the base commander, Army food, and leering at women. To the extent that the non-military viewing audience shares the understanding, as for example the last mentioned topic, it may also share the laughter; other topics may leave the audience “cold.”

Ethnic humor is often based upon the “in-joke.” Others would not understand the joke unless it were explained, and when a joke is explained, it stops being funny. What complicates matters more is that certain ethnic concepts are not translatable into English. Examples of this are provided in the next chapter and others in Chapter 9.

One function that the “in-joke” performs is to create or reinforce a certain group cohesion or solidarity between the members of the “in” group, i.e., “Me and you are the same kind of guys, Archie.” Thus, in ethnic humor we may tell jokes about ourselves that if “outsiders” told about us, we would find offensive. One Black may address another as “nigger” without any backlash. To call an adult Jew a “momzer” (bastard) constitutes provocation and invites retaliation; to call a Jewish youngster a “momzer” is a term of endearment characterizing the youngster as being cute and having a bit of the devil in him (Rosten, 1968). Similar “rules” apply to joke-telling. The same joke, depending upon who is the teller and who is the audience, may either be a funny “in-joke” or an offensive put-down. Lawyers hate the following story; others love it.



“A small boat capsized and a shark ate all the occupants but one. The survivor was a lawyer.”

“Why didn’t he eat the lawyer?”

“Professional courtesy.”



Psychological factors such as the character and skill of the would-be humorist interweave with those of the listeners, with the context of the situation and the content of the humor, and all of these factors must be considered in any assessment of what tickles the funnybone and why. The boss’ jokes, for example, are somehow funnier—at least we tend to laugh more readily and more heartily at them—than those told by someone below us in the status hierarchy. Other important sociological factors which influence our propensity to laugh include the size of the group (laughter in a crowd is more contagious than the Asian flu), the purpose of the group, and the age, sex, and status of those who comprise it or who constitute the target for laughter (Chapman, 1975; Dailey, 1966; Goodrich, 1954; Lundberg, 1969; Martineau, 1972; Murphy & Pollio, 1973; O’Connell, 1960; Wolff, Smith, & Murray, 1934; Young & Frye, 1966; Zijderveld, 1968; Zillmann & Cantor, 1972).

A few of these and other variables will be further touched upon in this section, but we do not intend to review the literature on humor. Such a survey would not be so much exhaustive as exhausting, since in addition to the scientific literature (Treadwell, 1967), a plethora of philosophers from Plato and Aristotle to Schopenhauer and Kant have written on wit and humor. An ungodly number of clergymen also have offered their observations and speculations on the topic,2 as have numerous drama and literary critics (Fadiman, 1972) and even the comics and humorists themselves (Allen, 1972; Pirandello, 1965; Potter, 1951). Many of these offerings are repetitious, since most authors, like the present one, find reading their predecessors tedious, and after recapitulating a few major theories quickly abandon research citation in favor of expressing their own views. Here I will offer only a few gleanings from the general and scientific literature and will concentrate on the Adlerian viewpoint. Chapters 4 and 5 of this book will focus on the use of humor in therapy, with particular emphasis on contrasting the Adlerian point of view with that of other approaches. The reader who is interested in becoming acquainted with Adlerian psychotherapy can find a description in Mosak (1984).

2 With apologies for the pun—which reminds us that the pun, as “the lowest form of humor,” always requires forgiveness, but also that the apology functions as a means of directing the listener’s attention to the pun, lest he/she overlook it—a danger only when the pun is a good bit more subtle and sophisticated than the present one.
We must distinguish between joking, defined here as something said or done deliberately to cause laughter, and a sense of humor. A joke is always made, while the sense of humor is usually thought of as an attribute that someone has (Levine & Rakusin, 1959). The sense of humor encompasses the ability to amuse others and/or the readiness to laugh, both of which may or may not involve joking. Both joking and the sense of humor involve laughter, and we shall explore the interrelationships among the three.

We can begin by noting that while jokes and a sense of humor are always socially defined, laughter is most often both a physiological and a social event. Moody (1978) presented an extended description of these events. Occasionally laughter is almost purely a social event, as “polite laughter,” which takes no more physiological involvement than is required for speech; at other times we experience laughter as primarily physiological, as in the “laughter of relief,’’ but most often both aspects are interwoven. For example, although funniness is variously defined by different persons and is bound rather tightly by our memberships in various cultures or groups (Arnez & Anthony, 1968; Buckham, 1946; Dreikurs, 1951; Jason, 1967), a subjective evaluation that something is “funny” is nearly always accompanied by laughter or one of its variations, such as smiling or chuckling. Laughter, however, also may occur without humor, when nothing at all is funny in a situation. When it does, we generally call it “hysterical” or “bizarre,” labels which imply disapproval and deviance from the social norms, thus reminding us that the physiological act of laughter is carefully regulated and controlled by society (Coser, 1959). Moody (1978) noted that “Ages ago, just as today, inappropriate or excessive laughter was regarded as a sign of madness” (p. 59). Such aberrant laughter is also symptomatic of physical disease, occurring in pseudobulbar palsy, amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, Nelson’s disease, poisoning and intoxication, the pre-senile dementias, and multiple sclerosis (Moody, 1978). (This writer recalls the discomfort he felt 40 years ago when he, as an intern, was assigned a multiple sclerosis patient. Patient statements such as “I’m young and I’m dying and I don’t want to die” were accompanied by outbursts of laughter.) In the psychological area hysterical laughter, hebephrenic laughter, and the lack of laughter in the depressed are labeled pathological. The lack of sense of humor in the paranoid and obsessive-compulsive patients is also well-known.
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