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Humor theory, arising from capitalist, consumer culture, has unwittingly fallen into and reinforced a model of humor as commodity. Whether or not we label the processes as such, we tend to view humor in terms of production, consumption, and exchange. A humor initiator crafts a product for an audience. The audience consumes the product and grants some kind of payment in return. 

Any theory of humor that identifies processes of initiation and appreciation perpetuates the notion that humor’s production and consumption are separate phenomena, and that humor is a commodity exchanged for social capital. A fatal problem with this model is that it fails to recognize the complexity and the importance of the social functions of humor. The authors, an organizational communication scholar and a consumer behavior scholar, examine the functional, economic perspectives underlying traditional humor theories.  

From a communication standpoint, the commodity model fails to recognize humor as a collaborative act of shared language and meanings. In such speech acts, according to current communication theory, inheres the power to organize communities. Advances in the study of organizational communication stress the role of humor as a force for uniting and dividing subcultures. Occurring in the context of organizational life, the sharing of humor provides the means of resistance to and within traditional power structures. By viewing humor as a communal organizing process rather than a commodity, we can better understand how people make sense of their lives within organizations, and how they co-create meaning and moments of transcendence in the otherwise mundane activities of work. 

In terms of consumer behavior, the humor-as-commodity model suggests that the producers of humor do not take part in its consumption, and that its consumers are not complicit in its production. Recent consumer behavior theory grants consumers a more active part in the meaning-making process. We have begun to acknowledge that all meaning, whether it be of a joke or a brand, is co-created in the context of its production, communication, and consumption. Blurring, or even erasing, the lines between production and consumption liberates both the producer, who in the act of producing also may engage in hedonic consumption, and the consumer, who in the acts of consumption both establishes the context for and the meaning of the product.

