
INTRODUCTION 

• Comedy on television 

• Humour theories and ideas discussed

• Little Britain and The Office and South Park in the seminar

• Realistic

• Minority ethnics

• Face value

• Some analysis of the programme 

• Humour theory applied 

• Learning outcome 3 –critically apply theoretical considerations to generic 
popular texts 

• Assignment  – textual analysis of a programme in relation to humour 
theory

• Applying this to TV channel e.g. Dave
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HUMOUR AND COMEDY 

• Vast field  

• Sketch shows, narrative, cartoons, sitcoms, stand up (2.53)

• Origins in theatre

• Relationship with the audience – surrogate audience

• Parody (2.23)

• Comic imitation (Bakhtin)

• Parody (The Day Today 28.54 mins) 

• Satire (3.29)

• Comic treatment but not imitation per se
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https://youtu.be/4JgbOkLdRaE
https://youtu.be/3Ud6B_NXoNc
https://youtu.be/eTGE9153VFE
https://youtu.be/zmIUm1E4OcI


HUMOUR THEORY
• Three areas

• Superiority – Plato and Aristotle (Hobbes)

• Laughter reinforces power positions e.g. https://youtu.be/qSNK-
9v7_JI (1.43)

• Incongruity  - Kant 

• Clash of incompatible discourses e.g. Terry Pratchett ‘Pets are always 
a help in times of stress. And in times of starvation, too, of course ‘

• Relief theory – Freud

• Humour functions socially and psychologically as a vent for 
repression and hence questions social norm 

• e.g. Words of executed John Spenkelink May 25 (1979) ‘Capital 
punishment: them without the capital get the punishment.’
Executed in electric chair, Florida.
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https://youtu.be/qSNK-9v7_JI


OTHER THEORIES

• Trait perspective

• Related to personality 

• Evaluation of humour

• Comprehension-elaboration 

• Motives, appropriateness, offensiveness to themselves and or 
others (or not)

• Why some people find the same thing funny or offensive
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LITTLE BRITAIN 

• Hegemony 

• Ordinariness and otherness

• Surface realism – impression of being 
authentic/familiar to the audience

• Incongruity – people not acting in the 
way we expect (0.57)

• (Lou and Andy) (0.57)
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http://youtu.be/WGNHrJK8KYU
http://youtu.be/eMyTs6H2__4


RELIEF THEORY: LITTLE BRITAIN
• Nothing taken at face value

• Parallels between Little Britain and Great Britain

• Implications about British society 

• Relief theory- Showing the unacceptable

• Voicing what some people think in private

• The otherness hidden beneath the surface – in all social classes 
e.g. Prime Minister and Sebastian (politics) 

• The otherness is all about us 

• See The Thick of It and the Day today regarding politics. 
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https://youtu.be/ZiDTtRBUmUc
https://youtu.be/K_FrQnQv0Vw


LITTLE BRITAIN 

• Class and representation (superiority) 

• (Vicky Pollard) (2.40) and Vicky Pollard meets her Dad
(3.27)

• Fears about the other – working class, homosexuals and weak 
groups

• Laughing at entire groups of people

• But some jokes on the powerful groups e.g. Lauren French 
lesson (3.06)
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https://youtu.be/nGcRo2ZvKNc
https://youtu.be/SyI1gxQU17I
https://youtu.be/zV1zK8zRCPo


THE OFFICE

• Appropriateness of humour

• Does the Office go beyond the bounds of what is acceptable?

• David Brent – no sense of shame (3.58)

• Gareth https://youtu.be/U1PHpkdvNOs (2.36)

• Aristotle: The ridiculous side of things is not far to seek
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https://youtu.be/rPu_d4SSOPk
https://youtu.be/U1PHpkdvNOs


THE SIMPSONS

• Incongruity 

• Elements outside of their normal world

• Have to adapt or deal with the new situation 

• E.g. https://youtu.be/s0Q9C-ELSxo (1.54)

• Can be 

• self-reflexive (Homer phoning Fox)

• Illogical – doesn’t make sense  e.g. Homer marrying Reverend to his 
Bible (0.8) 

• Exaggerated

• Stereotypes 
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https://youtu.be/s0Q9C-ELSxo
https://youtu.be/zVzD-XwMNQ4


THE SIMPSONS 

• Superiority –better than, feel superior to others

• The Simpsons

• May feel superior to Homer (0.15)

• Characters more intelligent than others (Lisa) (0.16)

• Dialogue and action reinforce these 

• Aggression and violence may be involved
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https://youtu.be/EoF1zKimXHY
https://youtu.be/BbeilmP2wY8


THE SIMPSONS

• Relief theory (Psychoanalytic Theory)

• Nervous energy, forbidden feelings

• Repressed desires or hostilities – release

• The Simpsons have themes such as this. 

• Example (1.58)
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https://youtu.be/gDTeXuxwH80


HEGEMONY
• Hegemony – way the media encourages people to consent to status 

quo power structures E.g. Little Britain representations of class. 

• Ideological domination enables class inequalities to remain

• Theories  - see how much you remember

• Superiority 
• Laughter reinforces power positions

• Aristotle

• Plato

• Hobbes

• Incongruity 
• Clash of incompatible discourses

• Kant

• Relief theory
• Vent for repression 

• release

• Freud
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SUMMARY OF KEY IDEAS 

• Assignment  – textual analysis of a series of programming in relation to 

humour theory. (Could be Little Britain, League of Gentlemen, The Simpsons, 

Family Guy, South Park, Comic Relief etc.). 

• Harder to apply to television generally but maybe applies to Dave channel 

for example. 

• You could see if one theory tends to dominate in a particular programme –

or whether the personality is the source of humour 

• The theory really depends on the programme you choose to analyse e.g. if it 

is situated somewhere you might think about the representations of society

• You could look at whether ideology is challenged or reinforced through 

humour in the programme(s).

• For the seminar https://youtu.be/TJLKkz7eVjg (Top 10 Comedy TV shows 

14.23) 
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https://youtu.be/TJLKkz7eVjg
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