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Abstract
In this paper I will explore the reception of jokes. I will use practical jokes as examples but my intent is to make claims about the reception of verbal jokes as well. I contend that joke reception arises from the interplay of three essential characteristics of jokes, namely their nature as aesthetic objects; their transgressive nature, and their playful essence. Jokes are artistic; jokes are bad if they are any good, and jokes belong to the realm of play.  


Some jokes are beautiful
Elliott Oring once explained his lifelong interest in humor study by saying that "some jokes are truly beautiful" (Oring 2003, ix), but to most people this is a very surprising (even incongruous!) thing to say. Beauty is not a characteristic that is usually applied to jokes, even though a number of scholars-most recently John Morreall—have argued persuasively that humor is a variety of aesthetic experience akin to play but also akin to art (Morreall 2009). Some aestheticians are in agreement, although many have difficulty putting the humble joke in the same category as a Rembrandt. “Jokes are at best a borderline case of art” according to philosopher Berys Gaut, grudgingly admitting that ‘perhaps a few jokes are works of art, but most are not" (Gaut 1998, 65). 
There are several reasons for this undervaluation of the humble joke.[endnoteRef:1]  One reason is that jokes are too small, too simple, too unoriginal, too ephemeral to qualify as works of art.  "Jokes…. do not repay the detailed analysis and attention we give to works of art, and they do not usually support the multiplicity of interpretations which works of art generally allow. “One listens to jokes, gets them, and that's that. … one does not normally contemplate them, seized by their structural complexity and ingenuity, or intrigued by their perspective on the human condition” (Carroll 2003, 358). Mordechai Gordon’s reply to John Morreall exemplifies the aesthetician’s prejudices well. "Treating humor as simply a kind of aesthetic experience is not entirely accurate,” he concludes; because it “does not do justice to the rich and diverse array of experiences we consider aesthetic.” Where a joke offers "a modest psychological shift" a Van Gogh produces "an existential transformation of our entire being" (Gordon 2012, 120).   [1:  In his plenary address to the International Society for Humor Studies in 20011, Elliott Oring gave a lengthy discussion of the antipathy toward jokes among aestheticians (Oring 2011).  ] 

Gordon and others all point out—correctly—that there is something about jokes that separates them from works of art as usually conceived. Some explain the difference as funniness—that is, jokes are intended to be funny, and funniness is their raison d’être. Some artworks are comic, but humorousness is not a necessary or defining characteristic of art. It follows from this definition of jokes that the usual way of evaluating them is by measuring how funny they are.  I submit to you that judging a joke by how funny it is, is like judging a wine by how quickly it gets you drunk.  There are other aesthetic dimensions to a joke besides funniness, and my argument today is that these are not optional frills, but are centrally involved in the complex process of humor reception that produces amusement. What we call “funniness” is the summation of that process, one in which aesthetics, ethics, and play are all involved. 
A second significant cause for the aestheticians’ denigration of jokes is that jokes are too vernacular.  The philosophical approach to art (and humor) is based on a universalizing assumption in which one kind of art—the kind favored by modern western canons—is the touchstone for passing judgment on all aesthetic forms.  An ethnographic approach, in contrast, recognizes and seeks to describe multiple aesthetics, including vernacular, native, folk, and popular aesthetics that do not conform to the standards of the artistic academy. Giselinde Kuipers use the term “humor styles” to refer to the contrasting aesthetic standards held by educated Netherlanders and their lowbrow countrymen. The aesthetics of humor includes beliefs about which genres are valued, which topics are appropriate for joking about, the preferred social effects of joking, and so on (Kuipers 2006). 
Folklorists approach the subject of aesthetics through the lens of performance theory. In performance, speakers assume accountability to an audience for the relative skill and effectiveness with which they speak. Audiences, for their part, subject performances to sustained critical attention, and performers themselves critique their own work as well. When speech reaches the level of verbal art it is elaborated and stylized above and beyond what is needed to convey information—and it is this elaboration that attracts special attention. Jokes, both verbal and practical, are performances in this sense. 
To look more closely at the way joke performances are elaborated and evaluated, let us consider the tin-foiled desk. 
(Figure 1)
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Figure 1. Tin Foiled Cubicle. http://www.modelboatmayhem.co.uk/Common/Images_Jokes/foil%20cubicle.JPG
If an office worker goes on vacation or takes a day off, he or she might return to find that their desk and cubicle have been lovingly wrapped in aluminum foil by their office mates.  This is not an original joke—videos, images, and instructions are readily available on the Internet—but nevertheless it offers room for variation, style, and creative elaboration. 
It is relatively easy to achieve minimal competence in this prank.  All you need is some foil, some time, and a little tape. An efficient approach would be to wrap only the big items—the computer monitor, and keyboard, the lamp, the chair.  Some jokers leave the more difficult things unwrapped—electrical wires, and so on.  
 (Figure 2)

Figure 2.
[image: ]But to judge from the pictures and video versions of tin foiled desks posted on the Internet, most jokers go above and beyond the minimum.  Cables and headphones are individually wrapped, the floor and walls get foiled, and sometimes even light fixtures in the ceiling and individual pictures hanging on the bulletin board too.  A cluttered desk is especially challenging, but jokrers rise to the occasion by wrapping every individual book, pencil, nick-knack, teabag, and bottle cap, and returning it to its original place. Attention to tiny details is considered important—in one video, the jokers had wrapped the computer keyboard so tightly that the DELL logo was clearly imprinted on the foil.  In another case, the jokers added a smiley face to the foiled computer monitor.
If we apply Jacobsen’s principles of artistic communication to these examples, there can be no doubt that what is going on is artistic elaboration.  Jokers themselves aestheticize their fabrications, for example by stressing how much time and foil they spent to accomplish it:
500 sq. feet of tin foil? About 10 bucks. Tom's reaction to every inch of his cube being covered in it after his week-long vacation? Priceless.  (mnd5021 2011)
Jokers also record of their backstage work,[endnoteRef:2] and sometimes they stop to admire their own handiwork, as can be seen in this transcript of a YouTube video posted in 2008: [2:   Computer programmers in Ljubljana, Slovenia, posted a YouTube video of them wrapping the boss’s desk and contents in newspaper while he was away on an overseas trip. Aestheticizing moves included a title sequence modeled after Star Wars (with the Imperial March from the movie soundtrack) and speeding up the video to the accompaniment of a comic soundtrack from the Benny Hill Show. (Looooooka 2010)] 

0:01	-- Alright this the big day 
[Camera zooms in on statuettes, ping-pong paddle, mouse, a large box of bottle caps (individually wrapped)]
1:22	 -- That's just beautiful, man (laughs)
-- Yeah; that’s the only way to describe it. 
(laughter)
1:31	-- And I like the partially recognizable things. Like…the Transformer--transformed; you can see its little wings off to the side. 
(laughter)
-- Look at the wires.
-- Look at that
 		(Galagoush 2008)  

It is all very well for practical jokers to crow about their artistry, but what about their targets? Consider this transcript carefully. Tom has just returned to his cubicle from vacation:[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Statements by people other than the target are in parentheses.] 

0:08 	(It’s Vacation Dude.)
0:10 	Oh dear Jesus (laughs)
0:15 	Oh my GOD (laughing, hand over mouth)
0:21 	HOLY SHIT
0:27 	Oh, God
0:30 	(Looks at camera:) Well, you all outdid yourselves; you really did (laughs)
0:37 	This is....
Bravo (applauds), bravo; well done. (Group laughter)
0:45 	Oh my God...I'm getting a sunburn over here, I swear to God
(--You might need sunglasses by the end of the day)
….
1:30 	(It was a group effort.)
Oh it would HAVE to be; it would take you all WEEK to do this.
1:33 	I don't, I don't wanna touch this; this is a masterpiece.
….
1:54 	This, this is….
Bravo...bravo (applauds). (Loud group laughter)
2:16 	I don't want to touch this; I just don't
I'm gonna work in someone else's cube; this is GREAT
2:24 	Oh...my God
2:31 	I have to use your hanger
	(mnd5021 2011)  

This is an example of what Jennifer Hay calls humor support. Her 2001 theory of the pragmatics of humor support has significantly improved our understanding of humor reception. This video illustrates one of the significance points in her theory—the notion that laughter is not the only way for people to signal appreciation of a joke.  There is laughter in Tom’s response to his tin foiled desk, certainly—but there is also aestheticization.  He treats his foiled cubicle as the work of art the jokers intended it to be—he applauds it—using a culturally-recognized signal of appreciation for an elite artistic performance.  He calls it a masterpiece, and pronounces it too good to touch, as if it were an installation in a gallery. The strong echoing laughter from his coworkers after his “Bravo” confirms that they read it as humor support.[endnoteRef:3]  Hay’s model divides humor reception into stages of recognition, understanding, appreciation, and agreement. In this model “appreciation” means amusement, but in the film we have just seen aesthetic evaluations occur in the same slot as the laughter—suggesting that they do the same work.  Examples like these confirm the claims made by Gary Alan Fine, John Morreall, Elliot Oring and others about jokes being a form of aesthetic experience. [3:  Another possible approach he might have used would have been to offer a critique of the joke on aesthetic grounds—“you missed this tea bag,” for example. Offered with the right tone to signal play or humor, such a response would be another way to signal humor support.   ] 

Hay suggests that one way to offer humor support is to extend the humorous atmosphere either by building on the first joke, or telling more jokes. Similarly, the target of an aestheticized practical joke can respond with even more aestheticization. In the example above,Tom’s “Bravo!” was rendered in a deliberate, exaggerated fashion—not so much applause as a playful imitation of applause. In another example, Canadian office worker Dorothy Piotrowski returned from vacation to find her cubicle had been foiled in honor of her 40th birthday—“an amazing sight,” as she described it. That day, she posted several pictures of her “Amazing Tin Foil Desk” on her blog—but a week later she posted a picture of an “Amazing Tin Foil Ball”—she had unwrapped all the foil on her desk and turned them into a large ball of foil—a process that she reports took a week, with help from some coworkers (Piotrowski 1996). She answered one work of art with another. 
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(Piotrowski 1996)
Significantly, aestheticization also plays a part in cueing the joking frame in the first place.  In the following example, the apparent failure of a practical joke may be linked to the relative lack of artistic elaboration in the way it was carried out. The target is videoed as she returned to work after taking the previous day off for her birthday:[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Statements by people other than the target are in parentheses. ] 

0:1 	Hi!  
[Enters cubicle; open-mouthed stare]
0:07 	What the HELL
0:15 	What the…
0:18	 [Someone starts quietly singing "Happy Birthday to You"]
0:20 	What's wrong? 
0:25 	Ah, there's aluminum all over everything
(Have a nice day [walking away])
0:37 	(Happy birthday)
	[Points accusatory finger] You did this.
(It was all Phil's idea)
0:44 	You did it though
0:50 	Why would you do this to me?
0:53 	(Why? Because we like you. [Sarcastic tone, mimicking a tag line from television’s Mickey Mouse Club])
0:55 	Yeah, I get…
0:59 	(Smile! You're on Candid Camera!)
1:06 	(Open your birthday card)
1:07 	I hate you guys!
[Opens card, reacts]
1:25 	(Look at your pretty new hair! That looks good!
(It reflects good in the tin foil)
1:30 	THIS IS NOT FUNNY!
1:33 	[Someone makes wah-wah-wah trumpet noise]
(You're right, you're right; it's hilarious.)
You had something to do with this [inaudible]
1:44 	Have I gotta clock on?
(Clock on? How about log in.)
OK.  
(ford4x4chik27 2009) 

"Unqualified support of humor implicates agreement with the message,” according to Hay, “including any attitudes, presuppositions or implicatures contained in the humor" (Hay 2001, 72).  For practical joke targets, every practical joke contains one key message: "The victim ... must take seriously the fact that those who played him the fool thought it allowable and even appropriate to do so" (Goffman 1974, 89).  Try as she might, the target in this video cannot find it in herself to agree with her victimization. Her coworkers try several standard humor cues to prompt support, but in vain (perhaps because others present undercut these attempts). 
I find it very telling that the tin foiled desk in this case is not as carefully and thoroughly wrapped as in many of the other examples we have seen. This relative lack of aestheticization may signal that the jokers in this case were not fully behind the idea, or not sincere in wanting to win the target’s humor support.  There are a number of other signals—mostly from the men—to suggest that they really do not like her.  In any case, there is no aestheticization of the prank by the victim, and no laughter either.

All jokes are bad, if they are any good

Agreement is essential to humor support, and it is here that I would suggest a modification of Hay’s model.  Her original 4 implicatures were recognition, understanding, appreciation, and agreement.  I would argue that agreement must cme before appreciation, and the “appreciation” should be broken into two responses, namely aesthetic appreciation and finally, amusement (humor support):
1. Recognition
2. Understanding
3. Agreement + aesthetic appreciation
4. humor support 
5. Agreement “cancellation”
Hay made agreement the final stage in humor response, but I think it needs to come before appreciation. I am using “agreement” here to mean permission.  Every joke requires permission because of its inherent transgression. Even at their mildest, as non-bona fide communication (Raskin 1985), jokes still require permission. I also argue that this agreement must also be understood in a somewhat less than literal sense—of which more below.
I also suggest using “appreciation” more narrowly to refer to the aestheticization of the joke—a move that accompanies agreement and is intertwined with it in complex ways. Hay equates “appreciation” with amusement, which is certainly one way that this term can be applied to the reception of jokes, but this usage is confusing because appreciation can also mean positive aesthetic evaluation. For Hay’s “appreciation” stage, I suggest humor support. I will come back to this point briefly at the end of the paper. 
Ethical and aesthetic judgments—agreement and appreciation—both figure in the process that leads to amusement. Do ethics always trump aesthetics? Not when it comes to jokes. All jokes are bad, if they are any good. That is, the funniest jokes are often those that are the most transgressive—those that tread the line between smashing taboos and correctly gauging the limits of the recipients' tolerance. Thus, joke reception involves both aesthetic and ethical considerations. Can a good joke be bad? Yes.  Can a bad joke be good? The answer to both questions is, yes, sometimes. 
 If a joke is deemed to be offensive, does an outstanding script opposition or a particularly accomplished delivery mitigate the offence?  Folklorist Carol Mitchell found that even for jokes that most people find offensive, exceptions are sometimes made if the punch line is especially clever (Mitchell 1977).  In these cases, it is important to note that the offensiveness is not completely cancelled--it is still present, but is, as it were, tamed by the joking frame. This is the difference between finding a joke truly revolting--therefore not funny--and both funny and "gross”(Mitchell 1977). The offensiveness does not vanish, but it is rendered more or less harmless, at least for a while. 
Jennifer Hay suggests that it is possible to be offended and amused by a joke at the same time (Hay 2001, 72). In these cases, people may signal amusement (say through laughter), then explicitly state that the joke is offensive. If you have already laughed, 'that's not funny' doesn't negate appreciation; rather it serves to cancel agreement" (Hay 2001, 76).  Similarly, Willibald Ruch and Sigrid Rath (1993) found that indignation can accompany amusement. I think these observations are accurate, but we need to think more carefully about what indignation/being offended mean in the context of humor response. 
People certainly do respond to jokes in this way, but I do not think it is possible to be simultaneously amused and offended by the same joke.  To be genuinely amused, one must be able to find a way to get over its offensiveness, even if only temporarily.  This is what Mannell and La Fave called a temporary suspension of one's norms and values--in other words, taking a playful attitude toward the violations in the joke (1976). If I were to modify Hay’s model further, I would put more emphasis on the playful essence of jokes. The transgression in the joke is framed as play, but so is the recipient’s “permission” or “agreement.”  We do not permanently alter our norms and values to see the funny side of a joke, we find some way to temporarily suspend them.  It is understood that this suspension is temporary and does not have any lasting effect on or true reflection of the world outside of the joke. 
Agreement cancellation moves—whereby a joke recipient can laugh but then deny agreement with any message that the joke might contain— may be a relatively recent phenomenon.  Today, the playfulness of jokes is hardly recognized.  This move is the audience’s way of having it both ways—underscoring that the “agreement” to the “message” contained in the joke is playful and temporary, and does not represent the person’s actual attitudes.  Jokes are non bona fide communications, and so the amused audience’s support is also non-bona fide.  We are, in other words, in the realm of play. This move is necessary in the present age (since the 1970s or so), because vernacular discourse about humor today takes it for granted that humor support reveals a person’s true attitudes, and play has become suspect.  Sometimes this hypothesis is true—but there is no necessity to the idea that one’s support for a joke implies real agreement with it.

Conclusion 
 “Funniness” is not a simple response.  The term covers a complex mixture of aesthetic and ethical judgments and emotional reactions, all wrapped up in a mystification mantle of playfulness. To learn how jokes are received, we must observe particular jokes told by particular people in particular settings (Leary 1984, 1).  Jokes in the wild retain their full color and glory; reduced to texts on a page or in a laboratory, they are pale specters of the originals. 
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