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ABSTRACT

The reliability of a taxonomy of humor was tested in
two studies. The first study involved rater identification of nine
categories for humorous incidents excerpted from television comedy
programs (wordplay, exaggeration/understatement, contrast, audience
Knowledge, aggression, emotion, taboo, pratfall/slapstick, and
repetition). The second study, undertaken to remedy shortcomings of
the first, involved refinement of the followiny categories resulting
from the first study (exaggeration/understatement, contrast, audience
knowledge, emotion, taboo, aggression, and repetition). Thesa
categories were tested for interrater agreement using undergraduate
participants trained to recognize the categories. Definitions of the
categories were developed. Further refinement of the typology should
result in subsuming repetition under exaggeration/understatement. A
test will be developed to provide a profile of an individual's sense
of humor based on their preference for humor of particular
categories. (TJH)
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The pevchelogice]l z%udy of humor began with Freud':
>pplicaticr. of psychoaralytic theory to the question cf the
impnrtance of joring to the perzonalit; . Humer rezearch
wace then largelv at:zndenzd antil the recent uptsurge of
interezt in the 3pplicztion of Humer to health and
p-vchetheraprr. Houewer, thisz recent emphasic on applied
himor rezearch 4aez neot zeem to be bacsed upon 3 founda-

1.

cae

cn of basic recear

(]

h. The primary mechanisms of humor

h2re '2t to he explicated dezpite Freud's preliminary

attemptz at a comprehensive thecry of humor. In order to
understand the mechanizme of humar, it ic neceszary to
begin nith description and clazs:ification.

The éeliahi!itv of 3 tavonomy of humor wacs tested in
tuo studies. In the fir:t study, humorous incidents
avcerpted from televisicn comedy programs were judged to
belorg to ane of nine different categoriez of humor:
bbréplay, Fxaggeration/ 'Indercstatement, Contrazt, Audience

e
¥nasiledge, Aggrecssion, Ematian, Taboc, Pratfall/ Slapstick,

and Pepetition. One rater cztejorized 2;3ht hours of

evcerpted humorous incident: and then repeated the process
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approximately three weeks later in order to determine 14
the categories uere defined well enocugh to allou for
incidents to he correctly clazzified in the same way tuo
separate times. Overall intrarater agreement percentages
for correct metches was 72%.

A second z*udy w3s undertaken in order tc remedy zome
of the shortcoming:z of the firzt z+udy. First, many
humerous incident:z use multiple humor mechanisms. In cazes
uhere more *han ane cztegor: uzc reprezented in a single
humrrouz incident, the rater had to datermine which
~ategrry achieved 2 plurality in terme of importance of the
mechanizm 42 +he humor of +he ircident.

Second, the tavoroms jtecelf was in need of
modificatirn duye to the fact that zome of the categories
~euld he combined +o make the taxonomy more parzimonious.
Elemente of the hybrid llerdplay category uwere dispersed +o
sther categories uhich uere mcre dezcriptive of the
mechanizms invaluved, Pratfall/SlapsticK waz subsumed hy
Evagger2ticn - !Inderztatement zince such =ctions use
evyzggerated movewrentz ts produre humor.

The rem2ining zeven categories were tested for
interrater agreement 1zing underjraduate participants
tra2inad to recognize the categoriez. One set of videotaped

evrarpte frhe recifiz=zl1lv fcr +their categorical purity
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were used to train participants to recognize the categor jes
and a ceparate cet of excerpts (alco selected for
categerical purity) were categorized. All incidents uere
clearly marxed on the wideotapez. Percentages of agreement
on the clazzificatiorn of individual evcerpts ranged from
32% to 27% with ar 3verage of S54%. Since there uwere sewven
categeries, chance level for agreement would be 14% (one in
ceven,?

The zeven categories are defined as follous @

AGGRESSION - Beth verbal and phvesical aggressive acts
rhich invelve either phyvesical contact with a person in an
intentionally aggrezczive manner or werbal aggrezsion.
Includee ra-isl inzults, percons!l put downs and physical
3attacy:,

AUDIEMCE KMUMEPGE - Anvthing which causecz the
audience to feel that they Know more than the character.
Includes mizunderctandinge betueen characters, azudience
evpectetions of ar imminent cenfreontation, audience
rezlization cof the truth being hidden by a cstztement with a
druhle meaning f‘double ertendred, a secret zigznal frer one
chzracter 4o ancther, audience vn-uledge ¢f a character's
true motivation wbich iz unknourn to other charzcterz, one
rharacter heing foole?d by another, arn action that ic
cigrifi~ant tc the szudiernce but nol to at leazt one of the

cherarter:, mispronunciationz and ¢lipz of the tonzue.

—




O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

K|
CONTRAST - All tvpes of phveiczl ard verbal contrasts

Ci.e., cilly with cericucs, e pected image uwith actual

imageY. Include:z pun:, metaphars, colloquialisme involving

ridiculcucs coampzrizonz, cwitches 7from uhat what wac
atniously heing implied toc uhet actually happened),
revercalz ‘of rclec or zttitudes cr any other Kind cf
turnzheuty, i1lagical ctztements, surprisez (plot tuizts,,
nen zequiture, actiorns oppocite of uecrds, animale cor
machinez being *reated like humane or vice verca.

FMOTIOM - Al! em-+ion: e<hihited bky the characters,
Inclydes: emharra2zement, rer.onys laughter, apprehenzicn,
anvietv, =alf-abazement, benilderment, crving, disguzt,
cont2gqious lzughter and s-zzperation.

EMAGREPATION - '"DEPSTATEMENT - Any physical or verbal
evaggerstiar. Includes evwclamaticonz, unintentional
nhveiral contact, accidertly breaving, dropping or hitting
thirge, being hit by comething, making a mizstep or
prztfall, any cererpenditure of energy, a phvsical
reference +n 3 verhalization, mechanization of human
ac*+ijrn, delay in rezpcsnze, use of rhvthm, zarcasm,
ynderztatement, statement of the obwicusz, and any humor
arizing from 3n evaggerated cheracterizstion.

PEPETITIOMN - All aspecte ¢f ghv:zical and wverhbal
repetition. Includes alliterationz and repetitions of

earlijer c+atementz ar actinne. Thiz category can he




difficult to identify becauze there iz often at leact ane

other category of humor evident in an incident that y:es
repetition,

TAROO - Anvthing that iz concidered cff-limite in
erdinarvy canversatisn. Includes any zcztclogical
referencesz, referencec %z ar body parts or body functions,
321leuws Fumer, cevual humor or any humer involuing
refevrenre *2 3 other secially tateo topic.

There were 2 number ¢f difficulties which made it
Aiffizult teo g2in 2 true irdev cof agreement for the various
cztegcriez, Firs*, % proved wery difficult, especially in
the medium of *elevizicrn to £ind ircidentz that were pure

wmplez ¢f cnl' nane ~atecory, Tt ceem: Jirel, that
“artnen: or writtan joke: uould provide a greater potential
for categrric:l purit: . Second, there uere very
nectrictive time corztrainte placed on the participante.
The yere reqiired *2 learn the tavonomic distinctionz and
rz*s the incidentc 2311 in *he courze cf cne hour.

Dne *fur+her imprivemznt in the tasoncmy was suggested
after further wery with the categoriez. It zeem: obwious
tr:t Pepetitirn iz zimply 2 cpecizl caze of Evaggerziion so
Pepetitinr zhould he cutzumed b+ E aggerztirn -
IInderstatement,

M~ze +he *aanom haz bteen fully refised, it will be

uceful *+o ta*t recearchers snd cliricizns. A test will be
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develcped to provide x profile of arn individual's zarnze of
humor baced on their preference for humor of particular
~3tegeriez. Both the tzxvonon: itzelf and the tect could be
useful for develecping a greater urderztanding of the
conne~tion betueer phyvsicsl and mental heslth arnd variocus
tvpes of humer. Mumor rezearcherz may be able to explain

ome of the contradictory findinge in their recearch a:z

n

e

eins the rez11t cof indiuidyz]l differenzec in patterns of
humer eriavment. This +2vorncm zheuld provide the basic
feundatiar upen which further applicztions of humor thecry

c>n he Adeviglaped.




