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A good many studies of humour begin with the shamefaced 

acknowledgement that to analyse a joke is to kill it dead. This is 

not in fact true. It is true that if you want to raise a laugh it is 

unwise to joke and dissect your joke at the same time, rather as 

some US presidents are said to have been unable to walk and 

chew gum simultaneously; but there are not many comedians 

who come up with a theoretical inquiry into their wisecracks at 

the very moment they are delivering them. Those who do so are 

generally to be found in job centres, not in clubs and theatres. 

(There are, to be sure, exceptions, such as the brilliantly original 

comedian Stewart Lee, who deconstructs his own comedy as he 

goes along and analyses the audience’s response to it.) Otherwise, 

humour and the analysis of humour are perfectly capable of 

coexisting. Knowing how a joke works does not necessarily 

sabotage it, any more than knowing how a poem works ruins it. 
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In this as in other matters, theory and practice occupy different 

spheres. An anatomical acquaintance with the large intestine is 

no obstacle to enjoying a meal. Gynaecologists can lead fulfi lling 

sex lives, while obstetricians can coo over babies. Astronomers 

confronted every day with the utterly insignifi cant status of the 

Earth within the universe do not hit the bottle or leap off a cliff, 

or at least not for that reason.

There are, to be sure, a number of remarkably humourless 

accounts of humour on the library shelves. Some such studies 

come thickly furnished with graphs, charts, diagrams, statistics 

and reports of laboratory experiments.1 One glum trio of scien-

tifi c researchers even appear to cast doubt on whether jokes actu-

ally exist. There are, however, some illuminating commentaries 

as well, a range of which I have drawn upon in this book. 

Theories of humour can be as useful as theories of polygamy or 

paranoia as long as they are marked by a certain intellectual 

modesty. Like any fruitful hypothesis, they need to acknowledge 

their own limits. There will always be anomalous cases, unre-

solved puzzles, awkward consequences, inconvenient implica-

tions and the like. Theories can be riddled with discrepancies 

and still perform some productive work, rather as a fuzzy photo-

graph of someone can be better than no photograph at all, and a 

job worth doing is usually worth doing badly. The incomparable 

William Hazlitt quotes a fellow author, Isaac Barrow, as observing 

that humour is so ‘versatile and multiform’, a phenomenon of 

which any exhaustive defi nition is impossible to come by:
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Sometimes it is lodged in a sly question, in a smart answer, 

in a quirkish reason, in a shrewd intimation, in cunningly 

diverting or cleverly restoring an objection; sometimes it is 

couched in a bold scheme of speech, in a tart irony, in a 

lusty hyperbole, in a startling metaphor, in a plausible 

reconciliation of contradictions, or in acute nonsense . . . 

a mimical look or gesture passeth for it; sometimes an 

affected simplicity, sometimes a presumptuous bluntness 

giveth it being; sometimes it riseth only from a lucky 

hitting upon what is strange: sometimes from a crafty 

wresting obvious matter to the purpose; often it consisteth 

in one knows not what, and springeth up one can hardly 

tell how . . . It is, in short, a manner of speaking out of the 

simple and plain way . . . which by a pretty surprising 

uncouthness in conceit or expression doth affect and 

amuse the fancy, shewing in it some wonder and breathing 

some delight thereto.2

It would be a foolhardy theorist who would seek to cram 

all that into a single formula. Even so, humour is not simply 

an enigma, any more than poetry is. It is possible to say some-

thing relatively cogent and coherent about why we laugh, 

though whether I have done so in these pages is up to the 

reader to judge.
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