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People always enjoy telling the latest joke. Despite the considerable popularity and apparent ease of producing jokes and other forms of humor, the mechanisms involve complex cognitive, social, and linguistic phenomena. A number of theories of humor have been proposed to account for these mechanisms. For example, the arousal-relief theories of humor (such as Freud’s psychoanalytic theory, 1960) propose that humor alleviates stress with a mirthful response. Disparagement theories (such as Zillman & Cantor, 1976) suggest that humor is the result of the superiority one feels when favorably compared to the joke target. Finally, incongruity/resolution theories (Suls, 1972, 1977) and script-based semantic theories (SSTH) (Raskin, 1985; Attardo & Raskin, 1991) focus on cognitive components involved in the comprehension of jokes with a punchline. When the punchline is comprehended, it is initially difficult to fit with the previous context, so there is a shift in the interpretive framework (namely the script shifts) that somehow is humorous. All of these theories help us to better understand the psychological processes involved in joke comprehension. 

However, there exists a remaining question of where aesthetics fits into this picture of humor. Some jokes are better than others, and we need an understanding of why this is the case. The world of aesthetics in general is complex and untidy; therefore, we can only expect complexity in the aesthetics of jokes. It has been argued that there is no single essence shared by all instances of aesthetically pleasing literature, paintings, theatre and so on (Graesser, Person & Johnston, 1996), and we argue the same is true for jokes. Seven mechanisms have been proposed as characteristic properties of aesthetic appreciation: good form, prototypes, novelty, literary and aesthetic devices, unity in diversity, dynamic cognitive and emotional activities, and psychoanalytic themes and content (Graesser et al., 1996).  

In this presentation, these seven components of aesthetic appreciation in general will be considered as they relate to the aesthetics of jokes with punchlines. Specifically, these components will be presented in relation to the purposes they might serve in the SSTH. For example, the components of good form and prototype seem essential in the activation of the original script (i.e. setting up the joke) so that the script switch trigger (i.e. punchline) creates an optimal contrast between the prototypical original script and the novel second script needed to get the joke. Furthermore, psychoanalytic themes have an interesting role in the SSTH. Jokes often have an ordinary subject domain in the original script, whereas the second script theme becomes more intense (e.g. sex or death) creating greater incongruity and thus greater arousal. Interestingly, these themes and their associations with the scripts typically cannot be reversed. That is, a joke with an original death or sex theme and a second theme of eating at a restaurant is not perceived as funny as in the reverse order. These are just a few examples of how aesthetic components may shed new light on a particular theory of humor.

