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Introduction

This set of seventeen articles discusses the different, but complementary areas of humor. Each of the three genres—verbal, visual, and physical—is expressed in a different language: verbal humor told orally but also expressed in writing; visual humor expressed in graphic drawings; and physical humor, expressed in body language. Despite the difference in their means of expression, all three belong to the family of humor. Each has a rich history. Verbal humor is the consequence of ancient, thousands-of-years old, folk humor that developed in various communities around the world as a response, among others, to socioeconomic, cultural, and political circumstances of these societies. The history of physical humor can be found in the fairs that characterized folk festivals in Medieval Europe and even earlier in comedic theater of classical Greece and Rome. Physical humor was also an integral part in the Italian “Commedia dell’arte” performances (sixteenth century–eighteenth century), in the circus art from the end of the eighteenth century and in the silent film era (1895–1927).

These three ancient humor genres, which are culture-based, still resist and flourish at the interpersonal exchange. Verbal humor such as jokes is told orally, printed in books or sent by email; graphic humor is transmitted through newspapers, magazines, books, and posters; physical comedy is encountered in popular forms of theater performances or via narrative performance in literature and eventually on film or television. All these modes have entered the New Media, through social networks in which they are generated, shared, and remixed.

The book has a dual purpose: (a) to better understand the language of each genre based on the theoretical, historical, and practical aspects, in order to deepen and expand the border of theoretical knowledge in each of the three genres; (b) to create a toolbox that can be used by students from diverse disciplines—such as psychology, sociology, cultural studies, cinema, and theater—lecturers, researchers, and professionals concerned with each of these areas, so as to learn and apply the conclusions in their areas of interest.

Combining articles about all three forms in one book is unique, and creates an opportunity to move from one genre to another and try to have a profound understanding of the language of humor and its roots, in an attempt to bringing together potentially competing perspectives within each area, and setting up the possibility of critical dialogue across them. What makes the book special is not only the combination of the three types together but also the wide range of disciplines by which they are examined: sociology, psychology, communication, philosophy, history, social science, linguistics, computer science, literature, theater, education, and culture studies. These disciplines that the authors come from provide a unique research approach to the three genres.

The search for the common foundation of humor, or in other words, one all-encompassing definition of humor is an old one, which continues to this day. Every discipline has researchers and definitions that suit their specific discipline. Plato, Aristotle, Spinoza, Hobbes, Descartes, Schopenhauer, Spencer, Bergson, Freud, Koestler, Raskin, and many others have searched for the original foundations of humor creation. However, answers so far are only partial. We do not intend to produce an overall definition for humor, which many scholars have tried and failed to achieve, but instead, we try from three different humorous expressions to get closer to their original foundations. The combination of the three genres, verbal, visual, and physical, in one book, is meant to create an internal dialogue between the findings deriving from the studies dealing with each of the three, enrich the knowledge in every one of them, and to create an inter-area dialogue between the findings, in order to find if possible their common denominator.

The first part of the book deals mainly with canned jokes that have a final structure based on verbal humor, which are told orally or are found in books, magazines, scripts, or internet sites and are discerned by content such as “elephant jokes,” “Polish jokes,” “Jewish jokes,” “disaster jokes,” which encompass all aspects of life: family, politics, religion, sexuality, social tensions, and more.1 We do not refer to spontaneous verbal humor, which arise in conversation which have no previous and fixed structure and which sometimes is named “jokes.”

Jokes tell the stories of the society that created or uses them. Sometimes they are borrowed from other places and undergo local adaptation. Jokes have many collectors, but have no known author. We cannot say when humans began to tell jokes. It is assumed that they were handed on by word of mouth over many years. The oldest-known collection of joke books is Philogelos (laughter Lover). The collection is written in Greek; it may have been written in the fourth century AD and attributed to Hierocles and Philagrios, about whom little is known. The collection contains 265 jokes categorized into subjects such as teachers and scholars, misers, wise guys and fools, cowards, envious people, fat people, and drunks. Some jokes target ethnic groups situated at three towns: Abdera, Kyme, and Sydon, located at the eastern part of Greece. Current editions of the Philogelos are compiled from various manuscripts. The earliest manuscript date from the tenth century, with the most complete version dating from the eleventh century.2 Printed jokes first appeared after the invention of the printing press in the fifteenth century. The first joke anthologies were printed in Italy. Facetiae by Poggio Braccioloini, the first known printed anthology, was published in 1470.3 It is possible that some jokes originated in the classical era.

Today many joke anthologies can be found in different languages. Even more can be found on internet websites, many of which are shared on social media and some of which undergo so many changes that one cannot identify their original. Jokes are a means of releasing pent-up stress, a means of expressing an opinion, and no less important, a means of producing laughter and enjoyment.

Jokes are a unique genre of humor. The joke constitutes a kind of “humor pill,” with a final structure, ready to be used. All one needs to do is to take it out of the virtual “pills’ box” and tell it to someone else or to a group of people. One can transmit it from person to person, from one society to another (with certain adjustments), and it will generally retain its comical essence. In order to laugh at a joke, it must be based on a known cultural reference shared by the joke teller and listener.

Jokes challenge the human brain. It forces it to think “outside the box.” Jokes challenge the brain’s cognitive ability in the sense that they constitute a cognitive exercise, much like a mathematical exercise that needs solving. Those who decode a joke will laugh and derive the pleasure accompanying the process. Not everyone exposed to a joke will laugh. Evaluating a joke as funny or not funny, or to what extent, depends on several factors such as: one’s personality traits, one’s culture, and one’s cognitive and intellectual abilities. The joke constitutes a means for social or political criticism. Jokes can be regarded as naïve or tendentious, as Freud stated. Jokes are the result of cultural development. Tendentious jokes convert physical aggression into humorous verbal aggression. A society that uses humor to express criticism is a developed society that knows how to respond nonviolently to social and political distress. In nondemocratic societies, jokes are “weapons” used by the weak citizen against ruling institutions. In these regimes, jokes are viewed as a threat, and therefore creators and tellers are persecuted by the authorities. This is how it was in Germany under Hitler’s regime, in the Soviet Union under Stalin, and the situation today in Iran and in other so-called democratic countries. One can learn about the role of political jokes in democratic societies in the article by Villy Tsakona, “Intertextuality and cultural literacy in contemporary political jokes.” From her article we learn that jokes being directly related to the sociopolitical community where they are created, and reflecting speakers’ perceptions and evaluations of that context, develop strong intertextual links with events, figures, and conditions that are well known in the community. In this context, her study aims at investigating how intertextuality works in contemporary political jokes concerning the current Greek debt crisis. Mary Ann Cassar, in her article “Humor and Liminality: A Case Study of the Maltese ‘Ġaħan’,” contends that jokes are essentially brief narratives with unexpected endings, usually identified by scholars of humor as an incongruity, the happy resolution of which provokes laughter. Through her study of a particular character in Maltese folklore, the much-loved wise fool Gahan, she reaffirms that jokes share many similarities with other forms of laughter provocation such as caricatures and slapstick. She argues that the ambiguous nature of the “incongruous” allows for the joke to be read in multiple ways; certainly, as a children’s tale intended to provoke laughter, but also as sociopolitical commentary, or as a tale of psychoanalytic depth.

The joke is an effective cognitive tool for responding to difficult situations and mental trauma, for people searching for emotional balance. One can read about this in Joseph Dorinson’s article, “God, Jokes, Parnusseh & Tsores: Jewish Humor,” which frames Jewish jokes in a historical as well as psychological context. He argues that at different times, jokes and caricatures reflected a people on the margins of society bereft of power. Therefore, many of the earlier jokes served a critical function to preserve order in a disorderly world. Jeffrey Scott Demsky and Liat Steir-Livny, in their article “Holocaust Jokes on American and Israeli Situational Comedies: Signaling Positions of Memory Intimacy and Distance,” describe how the second and third generations of Holocaust survivors deal with their Holocaust trauma using humor as a defense mechanism. Their article develops around the idea that Holocaust sitcom jokes have nuanced social meaning, possessing the sway to reshape remembrances.

The reaction to jokes is subjective. It depends on the personality of its teller and of the person who grasps it. The intention of the joke teller and the hearer’s interpretation will determine whether the joke is regarded as humorous or not. It can be considered as humorous by one person, whereas another may see it as meaningless or an aggressive expression devoid of humor. We learn about this in Christie Davies’s article “Jokes and insults: language and aggression,” which describes how jokes can be manipulated to appear either positive or negative in the eyes of the joke teller as well as in the ears of the hearer. He contends that jokes merely play with hostility for entertainment, much as a football match does. However, most jokes, even seemingly innocuous ones, can be rendered hostile by changing their tone, selecting an explosive context, and adding a gloss. This requires a skill with language. You can “tune” a joke to be benign or to be hostile. In contrast to the widespread theory, which originates from Freud’s doctrine, claiming that there are two types of humor, the one naïve and the other tendentious, Davies argues that tendentiousness, in jokes is a myth.

Arthur Asa Berger contributes, in an original way, his own theory in his article, “How Jokes Work?,” proposing forty-five techniques of creating humor that encompass all genres of texts that produce mirthful laughter. In addition, he describes how scholars in different disciplines would analyze the same joke. Nataliia Kravchenko and Tetiana Pasternak in their article “The Languages of Humor-Multifacet pragmatics of Russian post-Soviet jokes,” contribute to further understanding of correlations between the popular joke scripts’ opposition and its validating pragmatic tools. In their study they introduce new point of view regarding triggers and intensifiers contributing to popular joke’s contiguity, situational and linguistic ambiguity, “foregrounding,” subjective entropy, and comprehensive intertextuality (considering the latter as contextualization with cultural and social stereogenres and common life situations). Their study based on the corpus of Russian post-Soviet jokes, distinguish three main genres of pragmatic presuppositions for evaluation of the multifacet joke absurdity: ontological, communicative-conventional, and axiological.

The second part of the book refers mainly to caricatures. Caricature is a type of drawing, sometime accompanied by verbal text, that describe a person, situation, or object in an exaggerated fashion and in very few details. Aside from being means of entertainment and enjoyment, caricature is meant to pass on an idea or transmit a critical, social or political message. A caricature constitutes a cognitive and intellectual challenge. Those exposed to it must decode its meaning. Caricatures, unlike jokes, are dependent on the professional skills of their illustrators.

There are those who see the origins of caricature in ancient times, in places such as Egypt, Greece, and Rome. Images drawn or sculptured grotesquely or from a humorous point of view have been discovered, such as animals undertaking human activities or even a physical mixture of man and beast, which was, among others, the basis for the creation of the image of the Greek mythological satyr. Similar drawings were found on jugs and walls.4 Because caricatures are critical, sometimes grossly, there are those who view them as a remnant of ancient rituals in which a doll represented a tribe’s enemy and tribesmen would damage it physically by spearing it or using spells. This was meant to harm the enemy itself.5 In the Middle Ages, and particularly after the invention of the printing press, drawings (not yet caricatures) began to emerge and replace the ancient rituals. The church employed such drawings to mock “heathen” Jews and others despised by it, by depicting their “negative” traits.

Labor pains of modern caricatures are usually ascribed to Renaissance artists, including Michelangelo and Leonardo da Vinci, who drew grotesque images that were an antithesis of the classical accepted rules of drawing at that time. They were not drawn to entertain but to explore the structure of human body and as such, unintentionally, Italian Renaissance artists discovered, a yet unnamed, form of drawing.6 At the end of the sixteenth, century, the Italian brothers Agostino and Annibale Caracci began to scribble a new type of pencil drawing with two central features, few details, and a humorous look. Thus, the Caracci brothers broke accepted conventions of drawing. Contents drawn in the new style were from everyday life. A short time later, other artists began to try their hands at this new style. During most of the seventeenth century, caricatures were the legacy of Italian artists. The person who gave this new form a name was Mosini, who called it caricatura. This name is taken from the Italian word caricare, which means exaggerated or loaded.

In the eighteenth century the caricature became a legitimate art form and was seen as a means of socially meaningful communication. Despite the fact that caricature started in Italy, its position was established in England. The artist William Hogarth is considered the founder of English caricature. His caricatures presented the English society in a critical way. His drawings dealt with all aspects of life—fashion, theater, daily life, technological advances, and more.7

English caricature became a sought-after commodity. The public could see its flaws in a ridiculous and critical manner. English caricature developed and became more aggressive and critical toward ruling institutions. In the late eighteenth century, caricature became a weapon in the sociopolitical conflict in England and a most widespread form of social satire. This period is known as the “golden age” of caricature and signifies the birth of political caricature. Caricature was consumed by all people from all social statuses. As a result of their relatively low cost, caricatures were widely sought-after. There was mass distribution of caricatures in printed media—printed pages, newspapers, and magazines. Caricature art held a respectable place among other arts.8 In the nineteenth century political caricature was spread all over Europe and especially in France. In 1830 Charles Philipon, a caricaturist himself, founded in France the first humorous weekly, La Caricature. He recruited French caricaturists and painters, including the young and promising artist and sculptor Honoré Daumier, who would be considered the greatest caricaturist of his generation. Caricature became an integral part of nineteenth-century written press. Almost every newspaper published a daily caricature and it continues to our days.

In order to be understood by the widest range of readers, caricature employs agreed codes according to which readers can understand the idea. Thus, for example, sea is drawn as wavy lines, a Jew is symbolized by a Star of David, a Frenchman by the Eifel Tower, and an American by the Statue of Liberty.


There are two basic types of caricatures: serious caricature and humorous caricature. Serious caricature remains inextricably linked to ancient rituals and has no humor. Using graphic drawing, it represents rivals or enemies in a negative and aggressively rude light, for example as arrows piercing their bodies or rifles aimed at their heads. Humorous caricature is a more advanced and developed means of expression in the sense that it replaced the need for aggressive physical expression with more humorous, sophisticated, and refined criticism.

A newspaper’s daily caricature will be forgotten quickly, and a new one dealing with another topic or figure will appear the following day. However, it turns out that caricature has had and continues to have great influence on formulating public opinion and even motivating an audience to take action.

In the nineteenth century, anti-Semitic caricatures were published throughout Europe, which reflected and influenced public opinion toward Jews. This was seen in the increase of anti-Semitism, which resulted in physical confrontations and even pogroms. In the twentieth century during the period of the third Reich, caricature was part of the Nazi regime’s propaganda mechanism; Jews were presented as the enemy of mankind who had to be destroyed.9 On September 30, 2005, a series of twelve caricatures about the prophet Mohammed were published in the Danish newspaper Jyllands-Posten. The prophet was drawn in a critical manner and in humorous and, to some, humiliating situations. These caricatures were quoted and distributed in many newspapers around the world. As a consequence, at the beginning of 2006, demonstrations and serious riots erupted among Muslims around the world. Hundreds of people were killed and injured. In August 2007, the journalist Anna Karbehusa from the newspaper El Pais reported that Mbutu Mondondo, born in the Belgian Congo and a resident of Belgium, made a claim to the Belgian courts to forbid the sale and publication of the Tintin in Congo comic book from 1931 by Herge Remy. Tintin the journalist is drawn apparently traveling in the Belgian Congo. In some village Tintin’s dog growls at the village chief, “Come on, you lazy lot.” Mbuto Mondondo’s claim was that the book was racist and was representative of the Belgian government’s humiliating attitude toward black Congolese citizens during the colonial period.10

These cases teach us that caricature, in contrast to jokes and slapstick, can influence social and cultural changes that, currently, cannot be predicted.

Caricature, in addition to being critical, has an important secondary aim. She unites a virtual community made up of people who do not necessarily know one another, and who are exposed to her in newspapers or social networks. Those same members of the virtual community interpret similarly the message deriving from the caricature. Those community members have common social values expressed in decoding the caricature and by their reaction to it. In other words, on the one hand, caricatures serve the critical function, and on the other the social function of sharing and reinforcing social values. Unlike the jokes, caricatures can also be exploited to achieve other goals, such as propaganda serving a regime and spreading political, social, ideological, and racist ideas. In her article, “Caricature as a Weapon in Class Struggle: Soviet Graphic Satire 1917-1930,” Annie Gérin describes how caricatures were used for propaganda purposes. The overall goal of this text is to demonstrate the centrality of caricatures in early Soviet visual culture, and the complexity of the visual strategies deployed by the artists who produced them. Two “Hybrid” articles move between two of the three genres: physical and verbal. Carla Canestrari, in her study “The Interplay Between Visual and Verbal Language in ‘Famous Last Words’ Cartoons,” shed light on the language used in a form of joke which has never been explored before, namely cartoons based on incorrect predictions. The research’s focus is on the popular Italian cartoon series le ultime parole famose [famous last words]. A corpus of ninety-five randomly selected examples was analyzed, in order to ascertain the interplay between the visual and verbal language and thus identify the humorous category to which this form of joke belongs. Dafna Shahaf, Eric Horvitz and Robert Mankoff, in their article “Inside Jokes: Identifying Humorous Cartoon Captions Algorithmically,” deal with a relatively new field in humor research, which is named “computational humor.” Their article, which is based on computer analysis, studies the influence of the language of cartoon captions on the perceived humorousness of these cartoons. Khin-Wee Chen studies the caricatures through a relatively new form of verbal and visual humor that occurs via the internet. His article, “The Internet Political Meme: A Remediation of the Political Cartoon,” demonstrates that the political internet meme is not a displacement of the political cartoon but a shift in the protocol by which they are produced and consumed. The shift includes the easier access amateur cartoonists now have to its production by using online tools. Ayelet Lilti, in her article “Caricature as Desacralization of the Image: The Charlie Hebdo Case,” focuses on the prophet Mohammed cartoons presented in the French magazine Charlie Hebdo. She asks, “What could be so sacred in an image?” and analyzes several caricatures published in Charlie Hebdo that have produced in 2015 violent responses and heated debate. She wants to decode the language of those cartoons and the various interoperations that can be drawn out of them. Despite the requests to publish the Mohammed cartoons in the book, the Charlie Hebdo publisher and the caricaturists refrained to authorize it. Such reaction raises serious questions about freedom of expression. Instead, the article includes links that can help the reader reach the cartoons.

The third part of the book deals mainly with slapstick. The origin of the word slapstick is the Commedia dell’arte, a popular Italian theater from the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries. It refers to two thin slats of wood, which when struck lightly, produced a slapping sound. The tool was called a battacchio in Italian and slapstick in English. The tool enabled actors to hit one
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