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Introduction

Anyone who has studied books on beauty and psychology regarding the nature of wit will agree that philosophers have not given it the importance it deserves in our mental lives. Only a few thinkers have studied the problems of wit with any real depth. It is true that famous names like the poet Jean Paul, also known as Friedrich Richter, and philosophers such as Theodor Vischer, Kuno Fischer, and Theodor Lipps have written about it. However, even these writers keep wit in the background, as their main interest remains focused on the broader and more attractive subject of the comic.

In general, these writings give the impression that it is not practical to study wit unless it is treated as a part of the comic.

According to Theodor Lipps, in his 1898 work on comedy and humor, wit is essentially the personal side of the comic. He argues that it is the part of the comic that we create ourselves, which influences our behavior, and where we always act as the superior subject rather than the object. We might add that, in general, we call any conscious and clever use of the comic “wit,” whether the comic element is found in the perspective or in the situation itself.

Kuno Fischer explains the relationship between wit and the comic by using caricature, which he places somewhere between the two in his 1889 study on wit. He suggests that the subject of the comic is the ugly element in any of its forms. Where this ugliness is hidden, it must be brought into the light of the comic perspective. Where it is not noticeable or only slightly visible, it must be made clear and easy to understand. That is how caricature is born. In his 1898 study on comedy and humor, Lipps describes wit as the personal side of the comic. He argues that it is the part of the comic we create ourselves, which shapes our behavior. In this role, we always act as the superior subject, never as the object, and certainly never as a willing object. We might also add that people generally call any clever and conscious use of the comic “wit,” whether the humor is found in the way we look at things or in the situation itself.

Kuno Fischer explains the connection between wit and the comic by looking at caricature, which he places somewhere between the two in his 1889 work. He suggests that the comic is always based on something ugly or unpleasant. When this ugliness is hidden, it must be brought into the light of the comic perspective. When it is not easy to see, it must be made clear and obvious so that it can be understood. That is how caricature is born. Our inner world of thoughts and ideas is not something we can see clearly at first. We cannot easily picture or understand it through simple feelings. Instead, it is full of hidden blocks, weaknesses, distortions, and many strange or funny contrasts.

To bring these things into the light for a closer look, we need a special power. This power must do more than just show us objects. It must reflect on our ideas and explain them. It is a power that makes our thinking clear.

That power is judgment. When judgment creates a funny contrast, we call it wit. In caricature, wit works quietly in the background. However, it only reaches its true form and freedom when it acts through judgment.

Lipps believes that wit is part of the comic because of how a person acts. Kuno Fischer defines wit by how it relates to its subject. He points out the hidden, ugly parts found inside our thoughts. It is hard to know if these ideas are correct. In fact, they are almost impossible to understand without reading the original books. You must study the long descriptions of the comic just to learn about wit. However, other parts of their work show that these authors give wit important qualities that have nothing to do with the comic.

The definition of wit by Kuno Fischer that seems most helpful to this author is simple: “Wit is a playful judgment.” To understand this idea better, we look at a comparison: “Aesthetic freedom is the playful way we look at objects.”

In another part of the work, the author explains that our aesthetic attitude toward an object means we expect nothing from it. We do not look for the satisfaction of our serious needs. Instead, we are happy just to look at it. Unlike hard work, this aesthetic attitude is playful.

“From this aesthetic freedom, a new kind of judgment may arise. It is free from normal rules and social habits. Because of how it begins, I call it the playful judgment. This idea provides the first condition and perhaps the entire answer to our problem. Freedom creates wit, and wit creates freedom, as Jean Paul once said. Wit is simply the free play of our ideas.”

For a long time, people defined wit as the ability to find hidden similarities between things that seem completely different. Jean Paul described this idea in a playful way. He said, “Wit is the disguised priest who unites every couple.”

Th. Vischer added a clever note to this. He said, “He likes best to unite those couples whose marriage the relatives refuse to allow.”

However, Vischer later argued against this definition. He pointed out that many witty remarks do not involve comparing things or finding similarities at all. Because of this, he slightly changed the idea from Jean Paul. He defined wit as the skill to combine many ideas together with surprising speed, even when those ideas seem to have nothing to do with each other. Fischer notes that many witty remarks do not rely on similarities at all. Instead, they rely on contrasts. Lipps adds that these older definitions describe the general talent of a humorous person. He believes they do not describe the specific act of creating wit itself.

Other ideas often used to explain wit include the contrast of ideas, the presence of sense within nonsense, and the movement between confusion and clarity. These concepts are all related to one another.

Some experts, like Kraepelin, focus heavily on the contrast of ideas. He defines wit as the voluntary act of linking two ideas that are contrasted in some way. This usually happens through the way we use language. While a critic like Lipps could easily show why this definition is not enough, he does not reject the role of contrast entirely. He simply believes it belongs in a different part of the process. “The contrast remains, but it does not come from connecting ideas to words. Instead, it shows a contradiction between the meaning and the lack of meaning in the words themselves,” the author notes. Examples help clarify this point. A contrast first appears when we give a meaning to words that, in reality, they cannot hold.

As this idea develops, the contrast of “sense in nonsense” becomes clear. What we accept as sensible one moment, we later see as complete nonsense. This is where the comic element begins to work. A statement seems witty when we feel a psychological need to give it a meaning, only to take that meaning back a moment later. It may even have several meanings. We assign a meaning to an expression, even though we know it does not logically belong there. We find a truth in it, but we soon lose that truth because it does not fit our usual way of thinking or our experience. We give the expression a logical or practical conclusion that goes beyond its real content, but we contradict that conclusion as soon as we understand the true nature of the words. The psychological process that creates a sense of the comic depends on this sudden shift. We move quickly from a feeling of truth and conviction to the realization that the statement is actually empty.

This explanation sounds impressive, but we must ask if the contrast between sense and nonsense—which is so important to the comic—also helps define wit. We must wonder how wit differs from the comic in this way. The idea of moving from confusion to clarity also brings us deep into the relationship between the two.

Kant noted that a remarkable quality of the comic is its ability to trick us for only a single moment. Heymans, writing in a psychology journal in 1896, explained how the mechanism of wit works through this same movement from confusion to clarity. He used a clever example from the writer Heine to show what he meant.

In the story, a poor lottery agent named Hirsch-Hyacinth brags about his relationship with the wealthy Baron Rothschild. He claims that the great man treated him as an equal, or quite “famillionaire.” In this case, the word that makes the joke first appears as a strange mistake. It seems impossible to understand and creates a puzzle. This is why it feels confusing. The humor comes from solving that puzzle and finally understanding what the word means. Lipps adds that the first step of clarity—realizing what the word actually stands for—is followed by a second step. In this second step, we see that the nonsense word tricked us before giving us its true meaning. Only this second realization, where we see that the word is actually meaningless in normal conversation, creates the true effect of the comic.

Whether one of these two ideas seems clearer than the other, we are certainly getting closer to a real understanding. By discussing these processes of confusion and clarity, we gain a much better insight into how it all works. If the humor in Heine’s word “famillionaire” comes from solving a puzzle that seems to make no sense, then the wit must exist within the creation of that word and the way it is built.

Beyond the ideas we have already discussed, there is another quality of wit that every writer recognizes as special. “Brevity alone is the body and soul of wit,” says Jean Paul in his book, Vorschule der Aesthetik. He supports this by quoting the talkative Polonius from Shakespeare’s Hamlet:


Therefore, since brevity is the soul of wit,
And tediousness the limbs and outward flourishes,
I will be brief.



The way Lipps describes this brevity in his own work is also very important. Lipps explains that wit does not always use a small number of words, but it always uses too few. It speaks in a way that ignores the rules of strict logic or normal conversation. In short, wit can express a point by leaving the most important part unsaid.

We have already learned from our study of caricatures that wit must uncover something hidden or concealed. I mention this point again because it is central to the nature of wit, even more than its connection to the comic.

I know that these brief quotes from other writers do not fully show the quality of their work. Because it is so difficult to explain such complex and subtle ideas clearly, I must suggest that curious readers look for the original books themselves to find the information they need. I am not sure if those readers will feel fully satisfied after reading those books. The qualities of wit described by these authors seem very important at first. These include active movement, the way wit relates to our thoughts, the nature of playful judgment, the joining of different ideas, the use of contrasts, and the presence of sense within nonsense. They also include the shift from confusion to clarity, the sudden reveal of hidden things, and the special brevity of wit. These points are easy to prove with examples, so we must be careful not to undervalue these ideas.

However, these points are only separate pieces. We want to see them joined together into one complete and living system. In the end, these fragments tell us no more about the true nature of wit than a few random stories tell us about the real character of a person whose life we wish to understand. We do not understand how these different conditions connect to one another. For example, it is unclear what the brevity of wit has to do with the side of wit shown in playful judgment. Furthermore, we do not know if a joke must satisfy all these conditions to be considered truly witty, or if only some are necessary. We also do not know which conditions can be replaced and which ones are essential.

We need a better way to group and classify wit based on its core qualities. The current classifications provided by other authors are based on two things: the technical methods used and how wit is applied in speech. These include sound-wit, wordplay, caricature, characterization, and witty replies.

Because of this, we should have no trouble finding clear goals for our future efforts to explain the true nature of wit. To succeed, we must bring fresh ideas to this work. We need to look much deeper by focusing our attention and broadening our interests. We must make sure we do not fail in these areas. It is strange how few examples of jokes most writers use for their studies. They often just repeat the same ones used by those who came before them. We will not avoid looking at the classic examples that others have studied, but we also plan to bring in new material to build a stronger foundation for our conclusions. Naturally, we should choose the jokes that have made the deepest impression on our own lives and those that have made us laugh the most.

“Some people might ask if the subject of wit is truly worth such an effort,” I thought. I am certain that this subject is worth our time. Even if I ignore the personal reasons that first led me to study the problem of wit, I can point to the deep connection between all mental events. This connection promises to give us a better understanding of a topic that, while distant, will be very useful for other areas of study.

We should also remember the strange and powerful charm that wit holds in our society. A new joke often feels like an event of great importance to everyone. People pass it from one person to another just like they share the news of the latest victory. Even famous men who write about their lives often take time to share the stories of their success, the places they have visited, and the important people they have met. They do not think it is beneath them to include a few excellent jokes they have heard along the way.




The Technique of Wit

We will follow where chance leads us and start our study with an example of wit that we mentioned in the last chapter.

In the book Reisebilder, specifically in the section called The Baths of Lucca, the author Heine introduces a colorful character named Hirsch-Hyacinth. He is a lottery agent from Hamburg and a man who treats feet. While he is bragging to the poet about his close friendship with the wealthy Baron Rothschild, he says: “And as true as I pray that the Lord may grant me all good things, I sat next to Solomon Rothschild, who treated me just as if I were his equal, quite famillionaire.”

Heymans and Lipps use this excellent and very funny example to show how wit creates a comic effect. They argue that it comes from a quick change between confusion and clarity. However, we will set that idea aside for a moment to ask a different question: What exactly makes the words of Hirsch-Hyacinth witty? It must be one of two things. Either the thought itself is inherently funny, or the humor comes from the specific way he chooses to express that thought. We will follow whichever path leads us to the truth and try to explain it clearly.

In general, a person can express the same thought using many different forms of speech. You can change the words while keeping the original meaning exactly the same. In the story of Hirsch-Hyacinth, we see a very specific way of speaking that feels strange and is not easy to understand at first. Let us try to say the same thing using different words. Lipps already did this, and his work helps us understand what the poet meant. He writes that we know Heine wants to say the meeting was friendly and informal. We do not change the meaning if we use a different explanation that fits the way Hirsch-Hyacinth speaks: “Rothschild treated me as his equal, in a very familiar way; that is, as far as a millionaire can do such a thing.” We might add that the kindness of a rich man always feels a bit strange to the person receiving it.

Whether we like this explanation or prefer another way to say the same thing, we can see that our question is already answered. The humor in this example does not come from the thought itself. Heine gives a clever and sharp observation to the character Hirsch-Hyacinth. It is a remark filled with bitterness, which is easy to understand when a poor man faces such great wealth. However, we would not call the thought itself witty. If someone insists that the idea is funny, we can point to a simple fact: the humor disappears the moment we try to explain the meaning in different words. The original speech by Hirsch-Hyacinth made us laugh out loud, but our clear explanation only makes us think. It does not make us laugh.

If the humor does not come from the thought itself, it must exist in the way the words are put together. We only need to study this unique style of speaking to understand what we call the technique of words or form. We can also find the things that are closely linked to the true nature of wit. This is because both the character and the effect of a joke disappear the moment we replace its original words with others. We certainly agree with the writers who place such high value on the way words are used in wit. As K. Fischer notes, the simple form is what creates the feeling of wit. He reminds us of a saying by Jean Paul, which proves this point perfectly: “The position is what conquers, whether it is the position of soldiers or the position of words.”




Formation of Mixed Words

Now, where exactly does the technique of this wit lie? What happened to the original thought that turned it into a joke and made us laugh so heartily? By comparing our understanding of the thought with the poet’s actual words, we can see that two specific processes took place. First, a significant shortening occurred. To fully explain the thought behind this joke, we must add a second part to the phrase “Rothschild treated me as an equal.” In its shortest form, this addition would be: “that is, as far as a millionaire can do that.” Even then, we feel that the idea needs more explanation. The writer uses much shorter terms: “Rothschild treated me just like an equal, quite famillionaire.”

The joke removes the restriction that the second sentence places on the first. However, it does not disappear completely; it leaves behind a clue that lets us rebuild the original meaning. A second change has also occurred. The word “familiar” from the plain version has been turned into “famillionaire” in the joke. There is no doubt that the humor and the funny effect of the joke depend entirely on this new word. The new word begins exactly like “familiar” from the first sentence. Its ending matches the word “millionaire” from the second. This structure lets us guess the second sentence, even though it is missing from the joke. We can think of it as a blend of two parts, “familiar” and “millionaire.” We can even show how it is made by looking at the words stacked together:


FAMILIAR
MILLIONAIRE
FAMILLIONAIRE



The process that turns a simple thought into a joke seems strange at first. However, it perfectly explains the final result: “Rothschild treated me quite familiarly, that is, as well as a millionaire can do that sort of thing.”

Now, imagine that a strong force is pressing these sentences together. Assume that, for some reason, the second sentence is weaker and easier to change. The second sentence moves toward a vanishing point. However, its most important part—the word “millionaire”—fights against this pressure. It is forced into the first sentence, where it merges with the similar word “familiar.” This lucky chance allows the core meaning of the second sentence to survive, even while the less important parts disappear. The joke then takes its final shape: “Rothschild treated me in a very famillionaire way.”

Beyond this mysterious compressing force, we can describe the technique used here as condensation with a substitute. In this example, the substitute is a new, mixed word created by combining two others.

This fused word, “famillionaire,” might seem strange on its own. Yet, within the context of the joke, it is instantly understood and recognized as meaningful. It becomes the source of the humor, even if the exact reason why this technique makes us laugh remains unclear. We must ask ourselves how a simple linguistic process of condensing words and creating a substitute can produce enough pleasure to force us to laugh. We will note this as a separate problem and set it aside until we can explore it further. For now, we will continue to focus on the techniques of wit.

Our belief that the technique of wit is important to understanding its true nature leads us to a new question. We must ask if there are other examples of wit that use the same structure as Heine’s “famillionaire.” The word “famillionaire” is hard to understand by itself. But when we see it in the story, it makes perfect sense. It carries the humor of the joke, even though we still do not fully understand why this specific method makes us laugh. We must ask how a simple change in language, like combining words, can create enough pleasure to make us laugh. We will set this question aside for now and return to it later. For the moment, we will continue to study the techniques of wit.

We believe that the technique of wit is very important to understanding its true nature. This leads us to ask if there are other examples of wit that use the same structure as the one Heine created. These examples are rare, but they form a small group that we can call blend-words or fusions. Heine created a second joke using the word “millionaire” by copying his own style. In his book, Ideas, he writes about a “millionarr.” This is a clear combination of “millionaire” and “narr,” which is the German word for fool. Like his first example, it expresses a hidden thought.

Other examples follow a similar pattern. During the war between Turkey and the Balkan states in 1912, the magazine Punch showed the role of Rumania by drawing it as a thief robbing the members of the Balkan alliance. The picture had the title: Kleptorumania. This word is a fusion of Kleptomania and Rumania.

A naughty joke in Europe gave a new name to a former ruler named Leopold. People called him Cleopold because of his relationship with a lady named Cleo. This is a clear form of condensation. By adding just one letter, the speaker preserves a scandalous memory forever.

In an excellent chapter on this same subject, Brill provides the following example:

“De Quincey once remarked that old people are likely to fall into anecdotage.”

The word anecdotage might seem strange at first, but we can easily break it down to understand its full meaning. We find that it is made of two words: anecdote and dotage. Instead of saying that old people often reach a state of dotage and that they also love to tell anecdotes, De Quincey combines the two into one new word. By doing this, he expresses both ideas at the same time.

The technique here is the fusion of two words. We call this process condensation. Condensation is a way of replacing words, meaning that we use anecdotage instead of saying anecdote and dotage separately.

In a short story I read recently, one of the characters calls the Christmas season the “alcoholidays.” We can easily see that this is a compound word. It combines “alcohol” and “holidays.” We can show it like this:

Alcohol plus holidays equals alcoholidays.

This condensation shows the idea that holidays often lead to drinking too much. Even though the word looks strange, it is easy to understand in the right context. We can call this kind of joke a condensation with substitution.

We find the same method in this next example. A drama critic wrote three paragraphs about how most plays in New York City are full of wild emotions and hysteria. He finished by saying, “Thespis has taken up his home in Dramatteawan.” The last word is a mix of “drama” and “Matteawan.”

This substitution does two things. First, it tells the reader that the critic thinks these plays are wild and hysterical, or in other words, insane. Second, it makes a clever reference to the real world. Matteawan is a state hospital for the criminally insane. The critic suggests that these plays are not just insane, but also criminal, because they focus on murders, divorces, robberies, and scandals.

When Flaubert published his famous novel Salammbo, which tells a story about life in ancient Carthage, the critic Sainte-Beuve made fun of it. He called the book Carthaginoiserie because of its long and boring descriptions.

This word is a mix of Carthage and chinoiserie. Chinoiserie is a term used for objects that are decorated in a style meant to look like Chinese art. By combining these, the critic suggested that Flaubert’s detailed writing was just as artificial and excessive as those decorative styles.

During a conversation with a lady, I accidentally created a joke myself. I was telling her about the great skills of a researcher who I felt was being unfairly ignored. She remarked, “That man really deserves a monument.” I answered, “Perhaps he will get one some day, but at the moment his success is very limited.”

The words monument and moment are opposites in this context. The lady then combined these two ideas and said, “Well, let us wish him a monumentary success.”

If you feel annoyed by this view, fearing it might ruin your fun without explaining where that pleasure comes from, I ask you to be patient. We are now looking at the technique of wit. This study promises to reveal much if we look closely enough. Beyond the examples we have already seen, which show a simple process of condensation, there are others where the changes appear in different ways.




Condensation with Modification and Substitution

The following jokes from Mr. N. will serve as examples.

“I was driving with him tête-à-bête.” It is very simple to break down this joke. It clearly means: “I was driving tête-à-tête with Mr. X, and Mr. X is a stupid beast.”

Neither of those two sentences is witty. There is also no wit if you combine them into one: “I was out driving tête-à-tête with that stupid beast.” The wit appears when the words “stupid ass” are removed. In their place, the first letter of the second word is changed from a “t” to a “b.” This small change brings the hidden word “bête” back into the sentence. We can describe the technique used in this group of jokes as “condensation with a slight modification.” It seems that the smaller and less important the change, the better the joke becomes.

A similar technique, though a bit more complex, appears in another type of joke. During a conversation about a man who had some good qualities but many faults, N. remarked, “Yes, vanity is one of his four heels of Achilles.” This joke works by changing the original story. While Achilles had only one weak heel, this man has four. Four heels mean four feet, and that is a trait found only in animals. The two ideas hidden within this joke are: “Except for his vanity, he is a fine man,” and “I do not like him because he acts more like an animal than a person.”

I heard a similar but simpler joke while sitting with a family. Two brothers were in college; one was a brilliant student, while the other was only average. When the star student suddenly struggled with his work, their mother worried that this might be the start of a permanent decline. The brother who had always lived in the shadow of the successful one quickly took his chance to speak.

“Yes, Carl is going backward on all-fours,” he said.

In this case, the joke relies on a small addition to show his opinion that his brother is regressing. This small change acts as a substitute for a long and angry argument. The brother is really saying: “Do not think he is smarter than me just because he gets better grades. He is actually a fool, and he is much less intelligent than I am.”

A clear example of this technique, which involves condensing an idea with a small change, comes from a famous joke by Mr. N. He once spoke about a man in public life by saying he had a “great future behind him.” The target of this joke was a young man who seemed destined for greatness. His family background, his education, and his personal skills all suggested he would one day lead a major political party. However, times changed and the party lost its influence. It became clear to everyone that the man who was supposed to be a great leader would never achieve anything at all. The shortest way to explain this joke is to say that the man had a great future ahead of him, but that time is now over. Instead of using many words to explain this, the speaker simply changes one word in the sentence. He replaces “ahead” with its opposite, “behind.”

Mr. N. used a similar trick when talking about a nobleman who became the Minister of Agriculture. The man was chosen only because he liked farming, but the public soon realized he was the most useless person ever given that job. After the man lost his position and went back to his farm, Mr. N. remarked: “Like the famous Cincinnatus of old, he has returned to his place in front of the plough.”

The Roman hero mentioned in the story was also called from his farm to lead the country, but he returned to his place behind the plough. In those days, just as today, the one who walked in front of the plough was the ox.

We could easily add many more examples, but I believe we have enough cases to fully understand the technique of this second group: condensation through modification. When we compare this second group to the first, which relied on mixing words together, we see that the differences are not very important. The lines between them are quite blurry. Mixing words, just like modification, is really a form of substituting one thing for another. If we want, we can even describe a mixed word as a modification of the original word by adding a second element.

We should pause here and ask ourselves which known idea in the study of wit matches our findings. It clearly agrees with the quality of brevity, which Jean Paul famously called the soul of wit. However, being brief is not enough to make something funny. If it were, every short sentence would be a joke. The brevity found in wit must be something special. We remember that Lipps tried to explain this unique quality in more detail. Our study started there and showed that the brevity of wit often comes from a specific process. This process leaves a second mark, a substitute formation, in the way the joke is told. By reversing the process of condensation, we find that the humor depends entirely on the final wording created by that change. Naturally, our interest now focuses on this unique and previously ignored mechanism. Furthermore, we do not yet understand how it creates the most valuable part of wit: the pleasure it gives us.




Condensation in Dreams

Have we seen processes like these, which we call the technique of wit, in other parts of our mental life? They certainly appear in one area that seems quite different. In 1900, I published a book titled The Interpretation of Dreams. In that work, I tried to solve the riddle of dreams and show how they relate to normal mental activity.

I had to compare the strange, visible content of a dream with the hidden but very real thoughts that created it. I studied the processes that turn those hidden thoughts into the dream we remember. I also looked at the mental forces that drive this change. I called the total collection of these transforming processes the dream-work, and I described the process of condensation as one important part of it. This process is very similar to the technique of wit. Like wit, it leads to shorter forms and creates substitutes that share the same nature.

If you look back at your own dreams, you will likely remember how people and objects often blend together. Dreams frequently combine words in ways that you can only understand through careful study. For example, a dream might create a word like “Autodidasker,” which is a mix of “Autodidakt” and “Lasker.”

Often, the condensation work in dreams does not create new combinations. Instead, it produces images that look almost exactly like a specific person or object, but with a small change or addition from another source. This is just like the changes we see in the jokes of Mr. N. There is no doubt that we are looking at the same mental process in both cases, as the results are clearly the same. The strong link between how we create jokes and how we build dreams is very interesting. It makes us want to learn more about jokes by comparing them to dreams. However, we must be careful. We have only looked at a few examples of jokes so far. We cannot be sure that this connection is true for every kind of joke. For now, we will stop comparing jokes to dreams. We will focus again on how jokes are made, but we will keep this idea in mind to look at again later.




Wit Formed by Worddivision

The next thing we must ask is whether this process of combining ideas and creating new words happens in all jokes. We want to know if this is a rule that applies to every single piece of wit. I remember a joke that stayed in my mind because of the strange situation. One of the great teachers from my youth was a man we thought could never enjoy humor. He had never told a joke himself. One day, he walked into the Institute laughing. With great speed, he explained why he was in such a good mood.

“I have read an excellent joke,” he said. “A young man who claimed to be a relative of the great J. J. Rousseau, and who carried his name, was brought into a Parisian living room. It is important to add that he had bright red hair. He acted in such an awkward way that the hostess said to the man who brought him, ‘You have introduced me to a young man who is red-headed and foolish, but he is certainly not a Rousseau.’”

At this point, our teacher started to laugh again. According to the labels used by our authors, this is wordplay based on sound. It is a simple kind of joke because it plays with a proper name.

But what is the technique behind this wit? It is clear that the method we hoped to find in every joke does not work for this new example. There is no missing information here, and the words are not shortened. In this joke, the lady says almost everything that we might expect from her thoughts. She essentially says, “You told me I would meet a relative of J. J. Rousseau, and I expected someone with his intelligence. Instead, I find this red-haired, foolish boy, a roux et sot.” Even though I tried to add or change words to explain the joke, the humor remained. It stays firmly attached to the similar sounds of the name:


Rousseau — roux sot



This proves that combining ideas or replacing words is not how this joke is made.

What else could be happening here? My attempts to simplify the joke showed me that the humor only works as long as the name Rousseau is used. If I replace it with another name, the joke disappears. If I replace the name with Racine, the lady’s criticism remains just as logical, but the humor vanishes instantly. I now see where the technique of this joke lies, even if I am still careful about how to describe it. I will try to explain it this way: the wit comes from using the same word—the name—in two different ways. It is used once as a whole and once broken into its parts, much like a riddle.

I can provide a few more examples of this same technique. One such joke was used by an Italian lady to get back at Napoleon after he made a rude comment to her. While pointing at her fellow countrymen at a dance, he said, “All Italians dance so badly.”

She quickly replied, “Not all, but a great many.”

In Italian, the phrase “a great many” is “buona parte.” This sounds exactly like the name “Buonaparte.”

Brill shares another example where the humor relies on using a name in two different ways. He notes that Hood once said he had to be a “lively Hood” to earn his “livelihood.”

When the play Antigone was performed in Berlin, a critic complained that the production did not feel ancient at all. The local wits turned this criticism into a joke by saying, “Antique? Oh, nay.”




Manifold Application of the Same Material

In these examples, the technique is consistent. A name is used twice: first as a complete word, and then broken into smaller parts that create a different meaning. This method of using the same word—once as a whole and once as separate syllables—was the first case we found where the technique differed from simple condensation. After thinking about this for a moment, we can see from our many examples that this new technique is not limited to just one method. Clearly, there are many ways to use the same words or the same material in different ways within a single sentence. It seems likely that all these possibilities provide technical ways to create wit, as we can see in the following examples.

Two witty statesmen, X and Y, met at a dinner. X was the toastmaster and introduced Y by saying:

“My friend, Y, is a very wonderful man. All you have to do is open his mouth, put in a dinner, and a speech appears.”

When it was his turn to speak, Y replied:

“My friend, the toastmaster, told you what a wonderful man I am. He said all you have to do is open my mouth, put in a dinner, and a speech appears. Now let me tell you what a wonderful man he is. All you have to do is open anybody’s mouth, put in his speech, and the dinner appears.”

In examples like these, one can use the same words and simply change their order. The smaller the change, the more it feels like the same words are expressing a completely different meaning. This is a very effective way to create wit. The method is actually quite simple. “Put in a dinner and a speech appears; put in a speech and a dinner appears.” This is just an exchange of two phrases, which makes the comment about Y different from the comment about X. Of course, this is not the only technique used in the joke.

The technique of wit becomes much broader if we expand the idea of using the same material. We can use a word or a group of words first in their original form, and then use them again with a slight change. We see this in another joke about Mr. N. He once heard a gentleman, who was born a Jew, make a very mean comment about the Jewish character. “Mr. Councilor,” he said, “I am familiar with your anti-Semitism, but your anti-Semitism is new to me.”

Only one letter changes here. The difference is so small that a person might not notice it if they were speaking quickly. This example reminds us of other jokes involving Mr. N., but it is different because it does not use condensation. The entire point is explained clearly within the joke itself. The meaning is simply: “I know you were once a Jew yourself, so I am surprised to hear you speak so poorly of the Jewish people.”

Another excellent example of this kind of wordplay is the familiar saying: “Translator—Traitor.”

The two words are so similar that they almost sound the same. This creates a powerful impression of how easily a translator can become a traitor in the eyes of an author.

The variety of small changes possible in these types of jokes is so great that no two are ever exactly the same. Think about a joke from a law school exam. A student was reading a legal text that started with the words, “Labeo ait.” The student confidently said, “I fail, says he.” The examiner answered, “You fail, says I,” and the exam ended right there. Anyone who confuses the name of a famous legal expert with a common verb deserves that result. The cleverness of this reply is that the examiner used the student’s own words to show him his mistake. This is a great example of a quick, witty response, which is a technique very similar to the wordplay we have already looked at.

Words are flexible and can be shaped into almost any form. Some words have lost their original, true meaning in certain situations, even while they are still used in other ways. Lichtenberg once shared a joke that perfectly shows how small changes in wording can strip a sentence of its original meaning.

“How are you doing?” asked the blind man of the man who could not walk.

“As you can see,” the man replied to the blind man.

Language is full of words that carry deep meaning in one context but feel empty or colorless in another. Sometimes, two different words come from the same root. One might keep a strong, clear meaning, while the other becomes a simple prefix or suffix. Even though they sound exactly the same, their roles are completely different. Sometimes, this similarity in sound is just a coincidence. In either case, the art of wit often uses these connections to create a clever effect. The following example shows how this works.

“Do you call a man kind if he sends no money home to his family while he is away?” asked an actor. “Do you call that kindness?” the actor asked.

“Yes, it is unremitting kindness,” Douglas Jerrold replied. The humor here depends on the prefix “un” in the word “unremitting.” Usually, “un” means “not,” but by attaching it to “remitting,” the speaker creates a new, unexpected relationship that changes the entire meaning of the conversation.

“An undertaker is a man who always carries out what he undertakes.” The cleverness of this remark depends on the different ways we can use the words “undertaker” and “carry out.” We usually think of an undertaker as someone who manages funerals. The sentence only becomes funny when we use that specific meaning and then interpret “carry out” in a literal, physical sense. The wit lies in using the same words in two different ways at once.




Double Meaning and Play on Words

When we look closely at the many ways a single word can be used, we find forms of wordplay that have been known for a long time. These techniques are widely recognized as the foundation of wit. You might wonder why we spent so much time trying to discover something new when we could have learned these facts from any simple book on the subject. We can only defend ourselves by saying that we are looking at these expressions from a different angle. While other writers focus on the playful nature of wit, we prefer to examine it through the lens of its many possible applications.

We can divide these examples of multiple meanings into several smaller groups. These groups are not truly different from one another, just as this entire category is not truly separate from the previous one. To begin, we have:

(a) Cases where a name is used for its literal meaning: For example, in the play Henry IV, a character says, “Discharge thyself of our company, Pistol.” In the same play, another line reads, “For Suffolk’s duke may he suffocate.” The writer Heine also used this technique when he wrote, “Here in Hamburg rules not the rascally Macbeth, but Banko.”

In situations where a name cannot be used directly—or perhaps misused—one can create a double meaning through slight changes to the word. Some time ago, someone asked why the French rejected the opera Lohengrin. The answer was, “On Elsa’s account,” which plays
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