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Recent interest among humor scholars (e.g., the 2001 HUMOR Conference) has raised the question of function – is there a closed set of functions that humor can perform (in a given culture), and if so, of what does the set consist?  While some scholars are inclined to focus on the speech act as the unit of functional analysis, interactional sociolinguistic discourse analysts would hasten to offer that there are many larger level discourse processes accomplished by humor that qualify as functions and may be both more proliferate and more significant in terms of their effect on interactional outcomes than are traditionally defined speech acts themselves.

The facts that a single utterance can perform several functions simultaneously, and that a single utterance may have its function only as it serves the function of the larger discursive genre (e.g., narrative) in which it appears, shed the first light on the insufficiency of the speech act as a unit of analysis in identifying the functions of humor in spoken discourse. As Schiffrin (1994) points out, Searle himself (1989) has observed that “discourse is more readily viewed in terms of speaker goals than felicity conditions and rules.” Thus other discourse functions that must be taken into account include the distribution of power and solidarity in the participation framework of a conversation, management of face threat and maintenance, alignments between participants both locally and globally, and the individual and collaborative construction of personal and social identity. Moreover, a crucial element that interactional sociolinguistics brings to the analysis of humor in spoken discourse is that of framing theory, a factor which figures highly in the potential interpretations of the function of a single utterance. 

As a sight for the investigation of interactive functions of humor I have chosen the discourse of a blind woman and her sighted friends and family with a particular focus on the discursive management of a ‘spoiled identity’ (Goffman 1963). How does a blind person, clearly dependent in many ways on her sighted companions, acquire interactive power and independence in a sighted community? How are face threatening acts managed bi-directionally between blind and sighted interlocutors? How are goals of  alignment and solidarity accomplished? My data show that humor figures prominently in the cache of discursive resources exploited to these ends. 

This study is not a taxonomy of the interactive functions of humor, but rather, preliminary to such a taxonomy, explores the problem of identifying the optimal unit of analysis for investigating discursive functions of humor, suggesting that the speech act as proposed by Austin and Searle is too discrete and too static. Higher level discursive functions of humor must be identified, of which speech acts are a subset. Moreover, the study illuminates some of the important functions that humor can serve in managing identity in the context of disability. 

