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“Funny” is a tricky thing. A quick online search will 
lead to a variety of opinions and definitions about what 
it means to be funny. One such hit led me to a definition 
stating that funny is anything which causes laughter or 
provides fun. Another led me to a “wikihow.com” essay 
that told me, “Being funny is not about mocking others 
or being disrespectful.” How can that be? Despite myself, 
I have laughed at mockery and disrespectful remarks. So 
have you, haven’t you? I can practically guarantee that you 
have if you have ever laughed while watching an episode 
of The Simpsons or Seinfeld. If the first definition tells us 
that “funny” is something that causes laughter, how can 
the second tell me that something that causes laughter, 
even inappropriate laughter, isn’t funny? This is where my 
co-guest editor, Matthew Ramsey, has clarified theory 
among the types and functions of humor. 

My family of origin employed teasing humor on a regu-
lar basis—with the understanding that the teaser must use 
the “magic touch” on the teased as if to say, “Hey, we still 
love you and this haptic expression is my proof of that, 
and this is just a joke.” I am momentarily funny with the 
occasional wry comment or witty observation. While I’m 
a terrible story-teller, I’m usually pretty good with a wry 
quip at the right moment (obviously that moment is not 
right now because I think you just yawned). My husband 
is more of the overt joker: pranks, stories, jokes, and gags 
in addition to teasing. My children desperately desire to 
achieve being funny and ask, “Was that funny?” when they 
tell a story or “Why was that funny?” when they make us 
laugh. They want to understand what funny is and how 
funny works. So do most of the rest of us.  

With all of the apparent contradictions, how does 
one learn what is funny? How does one become funny? 
Those distinctions between what is funny now and what is 
funny after some time has passed are incredibly difficult to 
comprehend. Additionally, the distinctions between who 
can or cannot be funny about certain subjects add to the 
difficulties. A recent imbroglio regarding rape jokes has 
enflamed the comedy world. While critics vocalized com-
plaints about Daniel Tosh’s remarks to a female heckler that 
suggested he would like for her to be raped, those voices 
were silent, perhaps even supportive, of Sarah Silverman’s 
jokes about rape. Why the seeming contradiction? In all 

actuality, this is not unlike jokes involving race, religion, 
sexuality, ability, etc.  Humor expert Gina Barreca suggests 
that it is all in the empowerment of the teller to tell the 
joke that leads to its acceptability as opposed to making 
a victim the butt of a joke. 

The importance of humor seems to be commonly 
accepted in our society. However, there is sometimes a 
societal pressure that tells us what is supposed to be funny 
and when we are allowed to laugh. From the sitcoms 
that direct us to laugh along with a pre-recorded track, 
to the “groaners” many of us read for years in Reader’s 
Digest, to the witticism behind the cartoons of the New 
Yorker, we want to be amused and we want to be told 
what should amuse us. For many years, television told 
us when to laugh—sometimes quite literally. For shows 
with live audiences during the early years of television, 
there were actual signs that told the audience members 
“laugh.” For at-home viewers, we were pressured to laugh 
by the influence of the canned laugh track. More recently, 
some sitcoms have taken to reducing or rejecting the use 
of pre-recorded laugh tracks preferring to let the humor 
stand on its own. As a child, I remember thinking that 
the only valid reason to subscribe to Reader’s Digest was 
for the “Laughter, the Best Medicine” and the “Humor 
in Uniform” columns and that these were the epitome of 
good humor. Sadly, I also tried to re-tell those jokes in 
my own attempts to be funny (sorry, world!). As a teen-
ager, I learned that a truly sophisticated view of humor 
was demonstrated in the often confusing New Yorker 
cartoons. Everyone seemed to read them, smile and nod 
knowingly, pretending that the humor was fulfilling and 
that, just by reading them, we were all a couple of IQ 
points smarter. We recognize humor is important (after 
all, it is the “Best Medicine,” right?), but we don’t always 
know exactly how or why it reaches us.

Why is it that the act of consuming the work of 
some writers, comedians, or actors will bring some of 
us to tears through uncontrollable gasping laughter and 
elicit a mere grin from others? I remember one particu-
lar instance while reading Mary Roach’s book, Spook, in 
which I couldn’t stop laughing about a scenario in which 
the author describes a misunderstanding that occurred 
when she was confused between an “elf ” and an “ELF,” 
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or extremely low frequency. When I attempted to read 
the segment to my husband, I laughed until I couldn’t 
breathe, much less continue to read. All the while, he sat 
and smiled pleasantly, but failed to see the same level of 
humor in the anecdote that so completely besieged me. 
Similarly, I encouraged him and others to read a number 
of books such as Christopher Moore’s Lamb: The Gospel 
According to Biff, Christ’s Childhood Pal, Jenny Lawson’s 
Let’s Pretend this Never Happened (A Mostly True Memoir), 
or Bill Bryson’s A Walk in the Woods: Rediscovering America 
on the Appalachian Trail that led me to convulsive bouts of 
incapacitating laughter but only bemused them.

All of these questions: What is humor?, Why is it so 
important?, and How does it work?, receive attention in 
the following essays. This issue of Proteus addresses the 
connection between humor and culture throughout the 
works contained herein. 

In Jennifer Martinsen’s “‘She remembered that he 
had yet to learn to be laught at’: Humor, Humility, and 
National Identity in Pride and Prejudice,” she investigates 
Jane Austen’s employment of both humor and shame as they 
develop a model of Britishness. Martinsen demonstrates 
that humor serves more than a function of entertainment, 
it can also be a teaching tool or mode of instruction to 
tell us what is or what should be. Beyond demonstrating 
nationality, humor can also be used to further political 
ideology as it relates to mockery or “riffing” on political 
issues. Matt Foy’s examination of humor as “Equipment 
for Riffing: Advanced Text-Reading Tactics and Polyva-
lent Constraints in Mystery Science Theater 3000” provides 
a consideration of audience agency and ridicule’s impact 
on understanding society. Next, “The Road to Excess 
Leads to The Magic Christian: Comedy, the Grotesque, 
and the Limits of the Body” offers another exploration of 
comedy employed as a lens to view British class, society, 
and culture. In his essay, Kevin Flanagan teases out the 
nuances of bawdy humor within his cinematic criticism 
of the 1969 version of The Magic Christian. 

Sandra Young draws from theoretical and pedagogical 
experiences in teaching humor as she develops her essay, 
“‘A horse walks into a bar…’: The Rhetoric of Humor as 
Consummate Communication Contrivance.” Her discus-
sion of the advanced composition course focused on the 
comprehension, writing, and performance of humor in the 
form of stand-up comedy allows readers to both learn more 
about the rhetoric of humor and enjoy learning about the 
path Young’s students traveled in their quest for success-
ful completion of the course’s assignments. The rhetorical 
emphasis of understanding humor continues in Steven 
Sherwood’s “Intersections of Wit and Classical Rhetoric: 
Humor as a Rhetorical Enterprise.” Like the author of 
the previous article, this writer also draws on pedagogical 
experience in explaining the connection between humor 
and rhetoric. Unlike Young’s focus on how students write 
about and perform humor, however, Sherwood begins 
with an explanation of how he uses humor as a method 
to establish credibility in the courses that he teaches. His 
explication provides a basis which allows him to connect 
with his students before helping them, and us as readers, 
understand the approach in classical rhetoric of whether 
or not it is appropriate to use humor.

 “This is NOT Funny: How Michael Haneke’s Funny 
Games Corrects its Audience,” by Janna Houwen, is our 
final essay in this collection. Houwen’s examination of this 
film explores the questions of how and when something 
crosses the threshold of funny and horrifying. To return 
to the definition of “funny” as described in the opening 
paragraph of this introduction, this film’s disturbing take 
on funny at the expense of others may lead us to realize 
the limits of humor. The articles contained within this 
issue of Proteus begin to scrutinize those nuanced layers of 
humor. What will you find in reading this issue? Explor-
ing what is “funny” is a very serious business. 
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