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SIGNS OF HUMOR: ON THE STRUCTURE OF LAUGHTER


Semiotics, the science of signs, has some interesting insights to offer about humor. A sign, the semioticians tell us, is anything that can be used to stand for or substitute for something else.  What semiotics concerns itself with, in essence, is how meaning is produced.  In linguistic parlance, at the most elementary level of analysis, we have senders who create texts that are decoded by addressees, those who receive the texts.  When we come to humor, semiotics provides means for analyzing humorous texts that reveal, we might say, humor as a sign system or the structure of laughter.

Humor as Code Violations


Saussure, one of the founding fathers of the science of signs (he called his version of it semiology) reminds us that signs are made up of two parts: a sound-image or signifier and a concept or signified.  The relation between the signifier and signified is arbitrary, a matter of convention, which means that we all have to learn what signs mean.  In essence, we learn a number of codes, which can be thought of as rules that tell us how to interpret signs.  Saussure called his science of signs semiology in contrast to C.S. Peirce, another important theorist of signs, who called his science semiotics.  He argued that there are three kinds of signs: icons, which signify by resemblance; indexes, which signify by cause and effect; and symbols, whose meaning must be learned.  The term semiotics is the one most commonly used now for the study of signs and I will use the term for either perspective on signs.


From a semiotic point of view,  humor can be thought of as often involving some kind of a code violation.  This notion can be thought of as a semiotic variation on the concept of incongruity.  According to incongruity theorists, humor is based on some kind of a surprise, in which what you get is not what you anticipate.  In jokes, when you reach the punch line, there is a resolution of the story that is surprising and it is this unexpected resolution that generates the laughter.  Logic would dictate that a text should end in a certain way, that is tied, somehow, to the events told in the text.  But in joke texts, punch lines always confound us and offer resolutions of situations (created in the narrative of the joke) that are unanticipated.  Jokes, let us remember, are defined as stories meant to amuse that have punch lines.


In an article "Jokes as text types" in Humor (1992, vol. 5, No. 1/2), Salvatore Attardo and Jean-Charles Chabanne argue that jokes satisfy the requirements that various semioticians have elaborated to qualify as texts.  They define jokes as follows: (1992, 172)


a joke is an anonymous, partially or completely recycled text that contains a non-bona fide linguistic/cognitive disturbance (the punch line) that "closes" the previous text.  The text itself is tendentially short and contains the basic features of a narrative.

The consider jokes to be "micro-narratives" that contain all the features of texts, along with the necessary punch lines.  


This "punch line" is also found in other kinds of humorous texts, such as comic poetry.  For example, consider the following poem:



On a Politician


Here, richly, with ridiculous display,



The Politician's corpse was laid away.



While all of his acquaintance sneered and slanged,



I wept: for I had longed to see him hanged.





Hilaire Belloc

The last line, here, about the man weeping turns into a surprise: he was weeping not because he is sad about the politician's death but because the politician had died a natural death and escaped what he really deserved, according to the weeping man--hanging.


The notion of humor as a kind of code violation is also close to Bergson's view that humor involves the mechanical encrusted on the living.  Comedy, as has been pointed out, is often based on bizarre types--characters who are monomaniacs, fixated on one particular passion, dominated by a humour: some are misers, some are hypochondriacs, some are boasters, and so on.  This, we can say, represents a violation of the code that humans are supposed to be reasonable individuals, that we should be flexible and fit in with others, not cause all kinds of complications by being so one-dimensional, so rigid.  The following joke deals with rigidity and uses it as a source of amusement.


A man is at his club and notices an elderly gentlemen who seems ill at ease.  The man decides to see whether he can be of assistance.  "Would you be interested in playing a game of cards?" he asks the old man."  "No," says the old man.  "Tried it once and didn't like it."  The man then says, "Would you 
like to play some billiards?"  "No," says the old man.

 
"Tried it once and didn't like it!"  The man decides to make one last try.  "Can I get you a drink?" he asks.  "No," says the old man.  "Tried it once and didn't like it!  Besides, my son will be coming to get me soon."  "Your only son, I imagine!" replies the man.



Here, the rigidity of the old man, who has tried various things once and didn't like them, is turned into something comic.  It is suggested that, like everything else, he probably tried sex only once and "didn't like it" either.

The Narrative Structure and Ideational Content of Jokes

I am using jokes here because they are relatively simple to deal with, but they aren't different in nature, we may say, from other kinds of humor--except that jokes have punch lines while other kinds of humor may be based on insult, satire, parody and so on.  Semioticians distinguish between the syntagmatic and paradigmatic analysis of texts.  The syntagmatic perspective looks at the narrative structure of the text, how it proceeds from one event to the next.  A syntagm is a chain.  The paradigmatic perspective, as I will use the term, examines texts in terms of the pattern of oppositions in the text that reveals its true (and hidden) meaning.  A paradigmatic analysis, we might say, is based on taking Saussure's notion that concepts are defined differentially and applying it to texts.


A syntagmatic analysis of the joke about the old man would go as follows:


A
B
C
D
E
F (syntagmatic)







G (paradigmatic)

A through E represent the various parts of the joke and F represents the punch line, where the club member says "your only son."  This generates the laughter and establishes the paradigmatic meaning of the text, the basic opposition: rigid versus flexible.  Other oppositions implied in the joke are things like: open to experience versus closed to experience, hedonistic versus ascetic, friendly versus distant, etc.  


I should point out that in jokes we usually find a number of different humorous techniques at play.  This joke is based on rigidity but it also involves repartee (a good comeback to the "tried it once and didn't like it" response of the old man), and, perhaps sarcasm (the punch line is somewhat snide).

Signs and Punch Lines

It is also conceivable that there is a structural correspondence between signs and punch lines.  The relation between a signifier and a signified is conventional (not natural, not fixed, not based on logic) and the relation between the events in a joke and the punch line is also not natural or logical.  It is that very relationship, the fact that the punch line cannot be inferred from the events in the joke that precede it, that allows the punch line to generate laughter.  The chart that follows shows this visually.

SIGN



JOKE

Signifier/Signified

Events in joke before punch line

Arbitrary relationship  
Unanticipated resolution
Sign



Punch line and laughter

Perhaps the arbitrary nature of the sign has something to do with the unanticipated resolution generated by the punch line--a resolution that causes laughter.

Puns: Not The Lowest Form of Wit

Puns are often attacked as being "the lowest form of wit."  This is not true; good puns are excellent examples of wit;  it is only when the pun stretches too far or is too far off base that puns elicit the customary groan from people--a "coded" response we all learn as proper when dealing with a pun that doesn't work.


From a semiotic perspective, a pun is an auditory signifier that has two signifieds.   Let me offer an example and explain it in semiotic terms.


An English wit couldn't help himself but made puns on all occasions.  On being taken to see an orphanage he said "this far and no father."  The next morning, he declared, biting into a roll, "the bun is the lowest form of wheat."

The first pun involves a play on the phrase "no father." The phrase means either of two things: no father (in terms of distance) or no father (in terms of being orphans).  The second pun plays on the notion that the "pun is the lowest for of wit" and substitutes "bun" for "pun" and uses "wheat" to stand for "wit."  Let me diagram the first pun below.




Signifier: Orphan Asylum

    Signified 1: No father (distance)  Signified 2: No father (orphan)


Diagram of Pun and Signifier/Signified Relationship
The difference between a good pun and a poor pun is now evident.  A good pun involves a play on sound as well as a play on meaning, while a poor pun essentially involves a play on sound.

Metaphor and Humor of Analogy

Metaphor is a literary device that relates two things by analogy.  "My love is a rose" is a metaphor;  the two parts of the metaphor are equated: my love and a rose.  As such, it is a stronger form of analogy than a similie, which uses a "like" or "as" to soften the connection.  "My love is like a rose" is a simile;  you can see that it isn't as powerful a figure as a metaphor.


Metaphors and similes are often used to create humor.  For example, one of the more common techniques of humor involves insult, and it is relatively easy to insult a person using metaphors and similes.  If we were to say about someone, "He's a big jackass," we are offering an insulting metaphor, equating the person with a jackass (a dumb beast with a reputation for being ornery).  When we call people names, we are using metaphor:




He's a nerd.




She's a yuppie.




He's a creep.




He's an asshole.

All of these terms are ones that poke fun (or worse) at people and are terms that we use to put people down, since we identify them with types of people who are often ridiculed or parts of the body that are not considered beautiful or nice.


When I was in the Army there was a vulgar riddle that people used to amuse themselves with that was metaphoric in structure.


Question: Name two things that look the same.


Answer:   Your face and my ass.

That is, the joke asserts "you face is like my ass."  I would describe this riddle as very high on aggressive content and quite low on comic value.

Metonymy

Metonymy is a figure of speech that uses association to generate meaning.  For example of metonymy, consider a large mansion.  Large mansions tend to be assocated with great wealth in people's minds--in part because it costs a great deal of money to build a large mansion and because of the expense of running it: keeping it clean, paying for the fuel to keep it warm or cool, and so on.


Synecdoche is a weaker form of metonymy.  In synecdoche, a part can be used to stand for a whole, or vice versa.  It seems likely that synecdoche is the mechanism that is basic to stereotyping, one of the most important techniques of humor.  A stereotype is a generalization about some group of people (Jews, African-Americans, Scots, Englishmen, Southerners, WASPs, etc.) based on acquaintance with a relatively limited number of people from the group.  What we think of some, we apply to all.


Consider the following joke about Jewish American Princesses or JAPS.  Actually the JAP jokes are riddles, in which a question is asked and then the answer is given.  And they, from a technical point of view, based on synecdoche.


Question:
How do you tickle a JAP?


Answer:   
Gucci, Gucci, cooh.

I've seen this joke also told about Nancy Reagan, as a matter of fact, so it isn't limited to JAPS.  But Nancy Reagan is known as a person overly concerned with fashion, so it is understandble why the joke might be applied to her.  The stereotype here is that JAPS are materialistic, overly fashion conscious, and like expensive clothes.  Hence the use of "Gucci" instead of "coochy."

A Note on Clowns

Clowns are comic figures found in circuses and other similar entertainments such as ice shows and carnivals.  The very look of clowns, with their exaggerated makeup (red bulbous noses, etc.) and their costumes (baggy pants, tiny derbies, big feet, etc.) announces that they are comic figures.  We wouldn't necessarily interpret these phenomena as funny on our own, but after seeing clowns horsing around and people responding with laughter, we see them as funny.  Semiotically speaking a clown can be thought of as a system of exaggerated signs. All of these signs suggest, by their extreme nature, that we are seeing characters who look funny and will act funny.


And clowns engage in exaggerated behavior to match their costumes: they hit each other over the head with huge mallets, they trip over things and tumble around, they have objects that make funny noises or are absurd--the humor is very broad and often full of physical activity and slapstick.  In this respect they take ordinary behavior--certain facial expressions we make, our body language, speech patterns, dialects, and absurd logic that we sometimes follow, and blow it up to ridiculous proportions.  Clowns, then, take signs and push them to their extreme limits.  


In an essay "A Semiotic Approach to Nonsense: Clowns and Limericks," (published in Thomas A. Sebeok, ed. Sight, Sound and Sense, 1978, Indiana University Press), Paul Bouissac discusses limericks and clowns.  After expressing a sense of bewilderment about the existence of limericks, he moves on to clowns and writes: (1978, 244-245)


The existence of clowns is equally puzzling; their performances comprise manipulation of special artifacts, stereotyped "illogical" behavior, distinctive garments and make-up, and diaglogues that are spoken or mimed.  Their tradition is transmitted mainly through observational learning, either in a family context or by individual apprenticeship, or even in official institutions such as the Clown College set up by Ringling Brothers Barnum and Bailey Circus in Venice, Florida, or the State School for circus performers in the Soviet Union.

The outcome of all this training is the basic routine of clowns, which Bouissac suggests involves "apparently inadequate conduct, intellectual or physical shortcomings, impossible situations, and irrational artifacts." (1978, 245)


What is important to recognize about clowns (and limericks as well) Bouissac points out is that performances by clowns (and those who make limericks) are not haphazard by any means, but are governed strictly by rules.  These rules, he suggests, are not rigidly formalized but we recognize that they are lacking when we see a poor performance by clowns.  In this respect he describes a clown act performed by two French clowns--a white clown (with white makeup) and another clown who continually interrupts and disrupts the white clown.  The white clown is elegant and articulate but the other clown is just the opposite: he has an awkward gait, he wears crazy clothes and make-up, and engages in non-sensical behavior.


These two clowns can be seen, Bouissac suggests, as embodiments of the opposition between culture and nature--one of the primary oppositions that we make.  His reasoning that leads to this conclusion is too complicated to be dealt with here, but the fact that these clowns do stand for a set of basic polar oppositions is important.  


What is significant about clowns, Bouissac concludes, is that ultimately they deal with very sensitive matters, they touch upon taboo topics and manipulate "delicate logical constructs that are the very foundations of our sense of rational reality." (1978, 256)  Thus, though clowns engage in certain kinds of behaviors that seem relatively simple and crude, in reality, what clowns do is much more complicated than we recognize and clowns pose difficult problems for semioticians who want to decode their actions and understanding how and what they signify.

Parody and Intertextuality

Intertextuality occurs when a text makes reference to another text.  As Neal R. Norrick defines it in his essay "Intertextuality in Humor" (Humor, 1989, Vol 2, No.2):


Intertextuality occurs any time one text suggests or requires reference to some other identifiable text or stretch of discourse, spoken or written.  Scholarly writing seems to make its intertextual references as accurate and conspicuous as possible through documentation, while everyday conversation borrows freely from sources often left unnamed, and literature delights in disguise, obscure allusion, and parody. (1989, 117-118)
Parody is often cited as one of the most frequently used examples of intertextuality.  Parody relies on the addressee recognizing the original text in order to get the most out of the humor, though in some parodies, the exaggeration and absurdity of the text itself is enough to please audiences.


I think of parody as a technique of humor, which is based on the category of humor identity.  I suggest there are three kinds of parody: ridiculing a style of authorship (including visual arts), a genre (such as a soap opera) or a specific text (such as Star Wars).  Let me offer some examples, with the caveat that in some cases, genres have a particular style so the separation between genre and style is not always easy to make.  In addition to ridiculous imitation, parodies often use other techniques of humor such as exaggeration, definition, and absurdity. 

Parody of Style

In "Spring Bulletin" Woody Allen parodies the style of writing found in college bulletins.
 

Introduction to Psychology:

The theory of human behavior.  Why some men are called "lovely individuals" and why there are others you just want to pinch.  Is there a split between mind and body, and, if so, which is better to have?  Aggression and rebellion are discussed.  (Students particularly interested in these aspects of psychology are advised to take one of the Winter Term courses: Introduction to Hostility; Intermediate Hostility; Advanced Hatred; Theoretical Foundations of Loathing.)  Special consideration is given to a study of consciousness as opposed to unconsciousness, with many helpful hints on how to remain conscious.

Allen, who claims never to have read anything except comic books in his formative years, offers a real send-up of the style of writing found in college bulletins--a style characterized by brevity and solemnity, as a rule.

Parody of a Genre

Bob and Ray, the celebrated radio comedians, are to a large degree parodists, spoofing news commentators, commercials and soap operas, among other things.  The selection below is from "Garish Summit," their parody of the soap opera genre.



MAN


Quite a place you've got here.



RODNEY


Thank you.  We like it.  We have forty-six thousand, two 
hundred square feet here in the main house.  Then, the twins 
live over in the annex, which has...



AGATHA


Oh, shut up, Rodney.  Whoever this man is, I'm sure he
 
doesn't want to hear you recite a lot of boring figures.



RODNEY


You're quite right, Mother.  Perhaps introductions would be more in order.  I'm the wealthy but spineless young executive, Rodney Murchfield.  And this is my dowager mother, Agatha.



MAN


Pleased to meet you, Miss Agatha.  I've been looking forward 
to this moment.  You see, I'm your long-lost elder son, 
Skippy.



(Organ: musical sting)
You can see, from the type of characters involved and the plot line, that this selection spoofs the conventions of the soap opera.  Audiences in America who are not familiar with soap operas as a genre (if such people exist here) would still find the script amusing, but wouldn't appreciate it as much, I would suggest, as those who recognize the intertextual aspects of the script.

Parody of a Text

A text, such as a short story, a film, a novel or a poem has to be famous and familiar to large numbers of people to be susceptible to parody.  It also has to have a distinctive identity: characters who have peculiarities, certain kinds of events, and so on.  And the parody must play with these characters and stay close to them.  For example, James Bond novels, in general, and specific works such as Dr. No, lend themselves to parody.  


The same applies to familiar poems, such as Trees and Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.  A parody of this "Twinkle, twinkle" poem follows:


Scintillate, scintillate, globule vivific,


Fain would I fathom thy nature specific.


Loftily poised in either capacious,


Strongly resembling a a gem carbonaceous.

The humor stems from the "citation" aspects of the poem and the use of esoteric (technical, scientific) language.


Parody has a long history; as Bakhtin points out in his book on Rabelais, during the middle ages there were numerouos parodies of religious writings and other texts.  As he writes in Rabelais and His World: (1984, 84)


Medieval parody, especially before the twelfth century, was not concerned with the negative, the imperfections of specific cults, ecclesiastic orders, or scholars which could be the object of derision and destruction.  For the medieval parodist everything was without exception comic.  Laughter was as universal as seriousness; it was directed at the whole world, at history, at all societies, at ideology.  It was the world's second truth extended to everything and from which nothing is taken away.  It was, as it were, the festive aspect of the whole world in all its elements, the second revelation of the world in play and laughter.

There were parodies, he adds, of church dramas, fairy tales, debates, animal epics, etc. and the carnival rituals and spectacles were also parodic in nature.  All of this was in opposition to official Christian church culture and doctrine and was, interestingly enough, officially sanctioned.  


And, of course, there were parodies from ancient times, as well.  So parody is nothing new and parodists have been among our most important humorists.

Humorous Signs

A great deal of humor, we must recognize, is not transmitted verbally (as in jokes and witticisms) but physically--by facial expression, body language, crazy noises, and ridiculous props.  Clowns are case studies in semiotic excess: they push all signs to their very limits.  They violate the codes of normalcy and flexibility just the way comic types such as misers, hypochondriacs and blusterers do.  


In the case of jokes, a semiotic perspective yields two kinds of analysis.  A syntagmatic analysis examines the narrative structure of the joke and shows how the punch line leads to a new meaning being placed on the events that preceded the punch line.  An opposition of sorts is set up between what we might have anticipated and the incongruous outcome we get.  Here we are violating the code of logic.  A paradigmatic analysis examines a joke text in terms of the paired oppositions implicit in the text that give it meaning.


Figurative devices such as metaphor and metonymy also play a role in humor, being the mechanisms behind several important techniques of humor: analogy and stereotyping.  It was suggested that the arbitrary relation between the signifier and signified may be analogous to the arbitrary relation between the narrative events in a joke and its incongrous punch line.  And puns, from a semiotic perspective, can be seen as a form of wordplay in which a signifier can be used, on the basis of sound, to stand for either or two signifieds.  It is this ambivalence that is the basis of good puns; if there is only a play on sound, the pun is not a good one and deserves the customary groan--which is a coded response that we learn is the proper way to respond to poor puns.  Finally, the role of parody was discussed, with reference to its long history and to its various forms: parodies of authorial style, parodies of genres and parodies of well known texts.  Parody violates the code of authorial identity, taking a person's style of writing or a text's characters or a genre's conventions and ridiculing them, among other things.


Humor is an enigma and humorous texts and performances are extremely complicated.  Semiotics plays an important role in helping us make sense of humorous texts and performances and seeing the mechanisms they use to obtain their ends.

Eight Scholars In Search of an Interpretation

In order to see how semiotic interpretations of a joke differ from other kinds of interpretation, I will take a joke and analyze it a number of different ways, with each analysis based on a particular discipline or perspective.


A man walks into a bar.  "I'm Jim," he says to the bartender.  "I'm gay.  Will you serve me?"  "Sure," says the bartender.  "What will you have?"  "A beer," says Jim.  The next day Jim walks into the beer, with another man.  "This is my brother Bob," he says to the bartender.  "He's gay.  Will you serve us?"  "Of course," says the bartender.  "What'll you guys have?"  "Two beers," says Jim.  The next day Jim and Bob walk into the bar accompanied by another man.  "This is my brother Sam," says Jim.  "He's gay.  Will you serve us?" "Yes," says the bartender.  "What do you guys want?"  "Three beers" says Jim.  After the bartender serves the men the beers he asks "Does anyone in your family like women?"  "Of course," says Jim.  "Our sister Sally does, but she doesn't drink."

Let's see, now, how each of our scholars analyzes this joke.  These analyses will be brief and are meant to suggest the kinds of thing people with different perspectives concern themselves with when dealing with a joke or any text (the term conventionally used in literary studies for any work, such as a story, novel, poem, television program, and so on).  

Semiotic Analysis

One of the important techniques semioticians use, when they deal with texts, is to consider their paradigmatic structure--the set of oppositions found in them (some would say read into them) that give them meaning.  Concepts have meaning, Saussure argued, due to their relationships with other concepts; nothing has meaning in itself.  Thus, a paradigmatic analysis of this joke would yield the following set of oppositions:

NORMAL



DEVIANT

Heterosexuality


Homosexuality

Bartender



Brothers and Sister

Males like Women


Females like Women



The joke is based on this set of linked notions that are found under each main concept.  Listeners to the joke don't necessarily bring this set of oppositions to mind, but they must recognize it if the joke is to make any sense and the punch line is to be effective.  When the bartender asks whether anyone in the family likes women, the question assumes the polarity between normal and deviant (we cannot use negations in making our oppositions because they don't tell us enough).  The bartender assumed he was asking about males in the family who liked women, about people who were "normal."  The punch line only makes sense in that context, and its humor comes from the way it defeats our expectation of normalcy.
The Rhetorician

For our purposes, the rhetorician will focus on the techniques used to generate the humor in this text.  The most important technique, I would suggest, is one I call "Disappointment and Defeated Expectations."  The punch line in this joke, "Of course," suggests that at least one member of the family is heterosexual, but it turns out not to be the case, for the member of the family that likes women is a woman, and thus the family remains firmly homosexual.  In this respect, it is most unusual and thus we find the technique of eccentricity, comic types and that kind of thing, at work, also.  In addition, there is the repetition, in which we are introduced to the first, second and third brother, thus heightening the significance of the question by the bartender ("Doesn't anyone like women?") and of the punch line ("Of course...our sister Sally does...").

Communications Theory

Communications theory is a very broad field.  In this book I deal with Roman Jakobson's model, which involves an addresser, an addressee, coding and decoding of a message, etc.  I point out that according to some communications theorists, a message has information to the extent that it has a surprise.  Thus, all jokes, since they have punch lines, contain information.  In this joke, the information conveyed by the punch line is that the sister of the gay brothers is a lesbian and thus, everyone in the family is gay.


I also deal with the matter of aberrant decoding, a situation in which a person does not interpet a message the way the sender wants the message to be interpreted.  For a joke to work, the addresse must understand the message and have the same assumptions the sender has.  Thus, when the bartender asks "Does anyone in your family like women?" the addressee must interpret that question correctly and assume, correctly, that the bartender is talking about heterosexual relationships.  That is what sets up the punch line, "Of course.  Our sister Sally does...but she doesn't drink."  That's why she hasn't come to the bar.  

Psychoanalytic

From the psychological and psychoanalytic perspective, it is the sexuality of the members of the family that is of paramount importance.  The heroes of this little story are gay men, all of whom are members of the same family.  The psychoanalytic perspective on homosexuality, as explained in Hinsie and Campbell's Psychiatric Dictionary (Fourth Edition) is as follows:


Freud pointed out that fear of castration, intense Oedipal attachment to the mother, narcissism and narcissistic object choice, and identification with sibling rivals with secondary overcompensatory love for them are important etiological factors in male homosexuality. (1970, 350)

The authors point out that some believe this behavior is genetically determined, though most researchers do not.


In any case, this joke would suggest that at the heart of the family is a very strong mother who has been, the theory outlined above suggests, the major factor in shaping the behavior of the sons.  What this joke does, however, is place homosexuality in a different light, as something relatively normal.  It plays with the listener, who is tricked by the punch line.  The bartendeer has really asked, in a roundabout way, isn't anyone in your family normal?  What's normal in one family is not normal in another.  Seen this way, the joke is liberating and frees us from being bound by conventional ideas and beliefs.


This notion that humor can be "liberating" is a very important one, for it suggests that humor has intrinsic therapeutic value, which may explain why so many people feel the need to experience humor on a daily basis.


Sociological Analysis

In my chapter I focus on functionalism and related concerns:  phenomena that are disfunctional, that are non-functional, that have manifest functions, that have latent functions, and so on.  What are the functions of this joke for the teller and the listener?

First, telling the joke helps build a sense of togetherness, helps integrate the teller and the listener into a group (those listening to the joke).  


The manifest function of telling the joke is to amuse others, to be looked upon favorably as someone who has a sense of humor, who is amusing and entertaining.  We can say this about joke telling in general.  But the latent function of the joke is to establish more strongly, to firm up the teller's (and listener's) heterosexual identity, to demonstrate that one is "normal" by laughing at those who are supposedly not normal, who are deviant.  But the joke is not really a hostile one; it is amusing and tricks the listener, whose assumptions are shown to be fals.  So the joke demonstrates that one is not a hater of gay people but, instead, one who might be seen as somewhat sympathetic to them.



Finally, telling this joke can be seen as a functional alternative to hostile and perhaps even violent behavior.  Humor is a means of dealing with aggressive tendencies a person might have verbally rather than physically and telling jokes is a way of dealing with hostility in an acceptable, relatively speaking, manner.

Philosophy

Philosophers, as I point out in my chapter on philosophical approaches to humor, have generally concerned themselves with the nature of humor in general, its ontological status, and that kind of thing.  Aristotle argued that we laugh at people we see as ridiculous, as inferior to ourselves.  He is one of the fathers of the "superiority" theory of humor.  From this perspective, the humor in the joke comes from our being able to feel superior to the gay brothers and their lesbian sister.


Bergson argued that humor involves "the mechanical encrusted on the living" and suggested that this manifests itself in many ways, one of which was comic types.  By this he meant people who are fixated, rigid, inflexible...such as misers, misanthropes, etc. Wherever you have a type, he wrote, you have humor.   The gay brothers in this joke represent comic types; there's something mechanical and rigid here (all members of the family are gay) where there should be flexibility and variety.  The question the bartender asks, as a matter of fact, is based on this notion of flexibility and variety.  But the punch line shows that the family is all gay, thus defeating our expectations of normalcy, flexibility and so on.

Political Science

In my chapter on the politics and humor, I have a section dealing with political cultures and the work of Aaron Wildavsky.  He has suggested, in a number of essays and books, that there are four political cultures found in democratic societies (he actually has revised things and added a fifth one, but it is small and not significant for our purposes).  These culture are formed due to the nature of the prescriptions groups placed on members of groups and the boundaries that exist among groups.  We end up with four political cultures: egalitarians, (hierarchical) elitists, (competitive) individualists and fatalists.  People sometimes change political cultures and are not locked into a given group for life, though fatalists generally find it difficult to escape from that position.


I argue, pushing things to extremes perhaps, that a given joke, based on the values it supports or attacks, should appeal primarily to one of these political cultures (or people moving toward a given political culture), since it reinforces their beliefs.  Conversely, it should not appeal to the other groups since it attacks their values.



In this context, the joke would be seen as essentially an egalitarian one, since it presents homosexuality in a relatively benign manner.  The joke, we might say, "normalizes" homosexuality and, by doing so, appeals to egalitarian values, which stress the things that unite people rather than those that divide them, and the equality of needs we all have.  An elitist joke would have made gays objects of ridicule and suggested that gays are inferior to heterosexuals.  A fatalist joke would have suggested that being gay was a matter of bad luck or something like that, and that there was nothing for gays to do except resign themselves to their fate, to persecution and that kind of thing.  And a competitive individualist joke might involve something like seeing who could bash gays more.


We might also remember that humor can be used to control people (especially in small groups) or to resist control.  The joke might be seen as a means of resisting control.  The gays, who are the heroes of the joke, show a bit of anxiety about their marginal status ("We're gay.  Will you serve us?") but also feel at ease, since each member of the family is gay.  Gay bashing jokes are attempts to stigmatize homosexuals and isolate them and, in doing so, control them.  Jokes which treat gays as relatively ordinary members of society, as no more eccentric or weird than others, have the opposite effect and are a form of resistance.

A Feminist Perspective

Finally, let me offer what I think would be a feminist perspective.  The joke assumes a phallocentric world--one in which normalcy involves men liking women.  Remember that the punch line is based on a question the bartender asks the brothers.  "Doesn't anyone in your family like women?"  This question, as I've indicated earlier, assumes a heterosexual orientation in contrast to the three brothers, each of whom is gay.  When the bartender asked this question, he thought he was asking whether there were any males in the family who were heterosexual.  Asking this question privileges the phallus and, in addition, focuses attention on male sexuality.  It indicates the existence of a patriarchal society in which women are of secondary importance in the scheme of things.  This is the case even though all the children in the family (that we are told about) are homosexuals.


We might note, also, that Sally, the sister, is only mentioned; she is not actually brought into the bar, like each of the three brothers.  Thus, she ends up playing the traditional feminine role: she is a bystander, a person on the sidelines, who is talked about but who does not actually participate in the action in the joke. This is so even though her lesbianism is the basis for the punch line.


This brings us to the end of our survey.  I have tried to suggest how each perspective, discipline, methodology (or whatever) might make sense of the joke about the three brothers in the bar.  Each perspective examines a different facet of the joke, and while a joke may not be completely illuminated by a given perspective, it does offer important insights that, when put together with other ones, does a good job of explaining and interpreting the joke in a relatively complete and interesting manner.


For those interested in analyzing the joke focusing on the techniques of humor found in the joke should consult my book An Anatomy of Humor, published in June, 1993 by Transaction Books, Rutgers: The State University, New Brunswick, NJ 08903.   In this book I suggest that telling jokes is not the best way for a person to amuse others, be funny...but jokes are convenient texts to analyze because they are short and one can see the techniques of humor in them relatively easily.


Semioticians looks at texts as sign systems, but this is not too different from what scholars in other disciplines do; these scholars, semioticians would tell you, are like the character in one of Moliere's play who didn't realize he was speaking prose.  We are all semioticians, semioticians will tell you, whether we realize it or not, and use many of the concepts and assumptions of semioticians even though we many not make formal semiotic analyses. 
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