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Superiority, control, and dominance theories of dis-

paraging humor were reviewed, and sexist humor was studied as

representative of the field. The effects of educational

level and sex of subject on the judgment of humor in sexist

material were investigated, utilizing a set of 50 cartoons

and jokes devised to approximate overlapping standard curves

on the dimensions sexist content and humor. Subjects were

71 males and 73 females, comprising 84 undergraduates and

60 doctoral graduate students. Each subject performed a

forced Q sort of the jokes, with 104 rating for humor and

40 rating for sexism to establish content weights. Subjects'

rankings, age, sex, and educational level were recorded upon

completion of the task. Significant negative correlations

were found between educational level and judgment of humor in

sexist material, and female subjects judged sexist material

to be significantly less funny than males. Some support was

indicated for existing theories.
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THE EFFECTS OF EDUCATIONAL LEVEL ON THE

APPRECIATION OF SEXIST HUMOR

There has been conjecture about the uses and purposes of

disparaging humor, dating back to Plato, Aristotle, and

Cicero (Wolff, Smith, & Murray, 1934). In the last century,

Thomas Hobbes characterized laughter as "sudden glory arising

from some eminency in ourselves by comparison with the

infirmity of others" (cited in Krech, Crutchfield, & Livson,

1974, p. 481). Freud (1905/1960) discussed tendentious

jokes--jokes with a purpose or aim--and noted that by making

our enemy small, inferior, despicable, or comic, we achieve

in a roundabout way the enjoyment of overcoming him or her.

Freud further suggested, in discussing the part played by

jokes in hostile aggressiveness, that a joke allows us to

exploit something ridiculous in our enemy which we could not,

on account of obstacles in the way, bring forward openly or

consciously.

Burma (1946) stated that humor is frequently used as a

conflict device and lends itself particularly well to such

use because of its capacity to contain more or less well

concealed malice. In any conflict, humor can cause one's

adversary to appear ludicrous in his or her own eyes and in

the eyes of others. Stephenson (1951) confirmed this conflict

function of humor and its concealment of malice, adding that

I



2

it allows the expression of aggression without the conse-

quences of other overt behavior, serves to strengthen the

morale of those who use it, and serves to undermine the

morale of those at whom it is aimed. Wolff et al. (1934)

pointed out that such humor is analogous to a statement that

those being derided are ridiculous and, hence, the instigator

of the derision is superior.

Rapp (1951) proposed that the single source from which

all modern forms of wit and humor have developed is the roar

of triumph in an ancient jungle duel and indicated that the

spectators repeat the reaction of the winner or loser to the

degree that each has identified with one or the other. He

traced a transition to current forms of humor which involve

ridicule and stated that an individual feels weak, unequal,

and incompetent when laughed at. Such responses would seem

to occur, not only because of the content of the ridicule,

but because of the laughter itself. Klapp (1950) suggested

that fear of ridicule may be as strong as fear of punishment

or death.

J. Levine (1969) discussed the effects of the use of

aggressive or disparaging humor, mentioning that several

investigators have indicated that the use of such humor

disinhibits, and therefore may lead to increases in, overt

behavior. Martineau (1972) stated that continued bombard-

ment of abrasive humor has a destructive effect upon the

recipient. Berkowitz (1970) has suggested that aggressive
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humor will function as a stimulus to aggressive responses,

much as film violence often does, while Burma (1946) proposed

that any persons or groups who are the butt of jokes thereby

suffer discriminatory treatment and are indirectly being

relegated to an inferior status. In reviewing studies of

satire as persuasion, Gruner (1976) cited results showing

effects on attitude change.

Certainly, humor is part of every social system and

can be analyzed as one process affecting the system

(Martineau, 1972). LaFave (1972) presented evidence toward

a superiority theory in which jokes are used to facilitate

or maintain the superiority of one group over another. The

group may consist of a reference group or identification

class with which the individual identifies or to which he or

she aspires andinvolves attitude and belief systems. In

reviewing humor experiments concerned with superiority, ego

enhancement, and depreciation, LaFave (1972) and LaFave,

Haddad, and Maesen (1976) cited support for the concept of

vicarious superiority in which humor judgments prove a

function of reference groups and identification classes. In

a similar vein, Zillman and Cantor (1976) proposed a disposi-

tional theory, illustrating an apparent dependency of mirth

upon the individual's affective and affiliative disposition

toward the object of mirth. They proposed that humor appre-

ciation varies inversely with the favorableness of the

disposition toward the agent or entity being disparaged and
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varies directly with the favorableness of the disposition

toward the agent or entity which does the disparaging. These

results are consistent with an earlier (1972) study by these

same researchers, which indicates that the direction of the

disparagement and the degree to which the outcome of a

humorous communication is favorable to the receiver, or to

those with whom he or she feels affiliation, determines the

intensity of the mirth response.

Other researchers and writers have affirmed similar

utilizations of humor within social, affiliative, and group

contexts, functioning in the areas of superiority and dero-

gation, social control, conflict, and consensus (Fine, 1977;

Giles, Bourhis, Gadfield, Davies, & Davies, 1976; McGhee,

1979; Middleton & Moland, 1959; Wicker, Barron, & Willis,

1980; Wolff et al., 1934). Martineau (1972), in elaborating

his model of the social functions of humor in intergroup

situations, proposed that the status and past history of the

participating groups in the social order, relative to one

another, form the relationship in which the humor takes place.

Previously developed norms of the relationship determine the

amount of license in humor exchange and who may exercise it.

Eysenck (1972) said that the humor of an individual or group

reflects not repressed tendencies, but rather the typical

viewpoint and behavior of the particular individual or group.

Klapp (1950) proposed that there is a continuous social

process of ascribing the role of fool to certain people
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through the use of popular humor, derision, and belittlement.

Such a process provides a means of enforcing propriety,

status reduction or adjustment, and social control, as well

as acting as a purging device, eliminating upstarts from

positions of influence. In discussion of humor as a means of

social control, Stephenson (1951) pointed out that humor may

function to express approval or disapproval of social form

and action, express common group sentiments, develop and

perpetuate stereotypes, and express collective approbation

of action not explicitly approved.

Sexist humor--disparaging jokes with content expressing

sexism toward females--as representative of the field of

disparaging humor, has been chosen for exploration. Allport

(cited in Frieze, Parsons, Johnson, Ruble, & Zellman, 1978)

defines sexism as "prejudice against one sex" (p. 17).

Frieze et al. (1978) further elaborated that sexism can take

many forms, including social behavior, verbal abuse, and

discrimination; it need not necessarily imply any conscious

maliciousness, rather it may reflect a nonconscious assump-

tion that women are less able human beings, a nonconscious

ideology stemming from socialization and acculturation.

There is a consistent common expression of sexist humor

in our society, evidenced not only by professional studies,

but also in general media sources. For example, in the course

of the current research, jokes and cartoons appearing in the

July, 1981, issue of Playboy magazine were judged by three
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independent raters (two males and one female) respectively at

40%, 42%, and 40% for their sexist content toward females.

This type of humor is by no means confined to publications

such as Playboy, however. The greater portion of the sexist

materials gathered for presentation in the present study were

readily gleaned from such sources as "family" magazines, news-

papers, popular television shows and comedians, general topic

joke books, and jokes told by individuals.

In illustrating types of derisive humor and the "affec-

tionate ridicule" evolving from it, Rapp (1951) pointed out

that women do not fare so well, giving examples of common

stereotypical jokes about women. He suggested that, even

though such jokes may be mild and not openly reflecting

aggressiveness, nonetheless it is there, and the element of

superiority plays a role in such humor, even the most loving

and most tolerant variety. Ridicule, he declared, is savage

in origin, and the person who is being laughed at feels it,

no matter how gentle the laughter.

In portraying humor as a tool for attempting to control

thought processes and environment, Powell (1977) maintains

that humor is quite regularly used in a generally unsystematic,

routine manner to reinforce the values and norms of the

dominant members of the establishment and to ridicule and

invalidate the unconventional and those who would constitute

a threat. On the topic of feminism, for example, she notes

that humor has been utilized to reinforce an attitude that
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feminists deviate from normal women, thereby reducing polit-

ical demands to an irrelevant gesture.

In several studies into sex-related humor which evaluated

several classes of sexist jokes, Fry (1972) attempted to

determine what male humor about females reveals about men's

attitudes toward women. He labeled such sexist humor as an

attempt by men to diffuse the female image and to reassure

men regarding their masculinity and its superiority. He

proposes that their sexist jokes reveal their antagonism

toward women and suggests there is evidence that this antag-

onism may result from a fear that they are inferior to females.

Gravley (1978), in discussion of the social functions of

humor, proposed that joking serves to reduce fear responses

and threats to one's self-esteem, superiority, and power.

She explored the possibility that sexist humor may function

to counteract the perceived threat implied in the autonomy,

assertiveness, and independence of females, serving in the

socialization process of both sexes, the development and

maintenance of stereotypical sex roles, and the blocking of

female aspirations toward nontraditional roles.

Considering the persistent portrayal of disparaging

humor as a tool of social control, the present study seeks to

examine the representative area of sexist humor. It is

postulated that increasing levels of education may serve to

heighten self-esteem, self-confidence, and personal feelings

of superiority, thereby reducing the tendency to perceive
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threat as a result of the behavior of others and the

consequent use or appreciation of sexist humor to combat

such threat or to maintain feelings of superiority. Spence

and Helmreich (1978) found that graduate students scored

higher than undergraduates on their Attitudes toward Women

Scale, with the higher scores indicating a more profeminist,

egalitarian attitude. A significant positive relationship

between educational level and self-esteem was found by

Outland, Gravley, and Van Buskirk (1982), using the Texas

Social Behavior Inventory published by Spence et al. (1978).

Specifically, it is hypothesized that the perception of

humor in sexist jokes and cartoons will decrease with

increasing educational levels.

Various researchers have investigated gender differences

in humor preference, with varying results across studies.

These studies have involved such factors as hostile .and

aggressive humor, some varying the sex of the antagonist and

the victim, self-derision versus derision of others, sexism

in sexual humor, and sex differences in humor under varying

experimental conditions (Cantor, 1976; Chapman & Gadfield,

1976; J. B. Levine, 1976; Priest & Wilhelm, 1974; Wilson &

Molleston, 1981; Wolff et al., 1934; Zillman & Cantor, 1972;

Zillman & Stocking, 1976). In view of this lack of consistency

in observed gender differences, the present study evaluates the

relative perception of humor in sexist jokes and cartoons by

males and females. It is predicted that sexist material will

be rated lower in funniness by females than by males.
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Method

Subjects

Subjects were 71 male and 73 female students at North

Texas State University, comprising two general educational

levels. Undergraduates from psychology classes numbered 84,

as opposed to 60 psychology graduate students enrolled in

doctoral programs. Subjects were selected from volunteers

within the two categories on a first-come basis and were

randomly assigned to conditions, keeping sex and educational

level factors balanced within each condition. While equal

numbers of subjects were not required for each cell, a min-

imum of at least 15 persons was required for the smaller

category of each of the subject variables. Undergraduate

subjects were offered extra class credit, where applicable,

for their participation.

Materi Lls

The material for evaluation by subjects consisted of an

assortment of 50 cartoons and typewritten jokes, coded by

number on the back, initially chosen by the experimenter and

four independent judges to form approximate ranges, from

low to high, on two factors--sexism toward females and humor.

Five levels of sexist content were established, ranging from

nonsexist to extremely sexist, with (as nearly as possible)

five levels of humor, ranging from not funny to extremely

funny, represented across each level of sexism, approximating

standard curves on each dimension.
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From an original sampling of approximately 500 cartoons

and jokes, material which could be construed as containing

sexual, antisexist, or anti-male content was ruled out, as

was material of excessive length. The remaining 272 cartoons

or jokes were rated by the experimenter and judges. Materials

with discrepant ratings and duplications of theme were then

discarded, and final selection was based on attaining the

appropriate levels of each factor. Ratings of sexist content

by a representative group of each type of subject were

considered in establishing the final rankings of sexism

determined for comparison with humor rankings by subjects.

Procedure

All subjects read and signed a standard consent for

participation which includes the assurance of an explanation

of the experimental procedure (see Appendix A). Male and

female subjects at each educational level were randomly

assigned to one of two groups. One group, consisting of

15 graduate students and 25 undergraduates, including 20

males and 20 females, evaluated the material for sexism.

The other group, consisting of 45 graduate students and 59

undergraduates, including 51 males and 53 females, rated the

material for humor. In each of the conditions, subjects were

seen in groups varying in size. The order of presentation of

the material to each subject was randomized by "shuffling"

before each presentation. Subjects were seated in such a

way as to provide adequate work space and were asked to read
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along with the experimenter a standard set of instructions,

varying only by condition (see Appendices B and C). The

instructions indicated that the subjects were to perform a

forced Q sort of the jokes into the five levels indicated,

sorting five into each of the extreme categories and 10 into

each of the intermediate categories, leaving 20 in the middle

point. Upon completion of the Q-sort task, the subjects were

instructed to indicate their age, sex, and academic level on

an information sheet (Appendix D) and were dismissed. The

experimenter then recorded on a data sheet the rankings and

demographic variables from each subject and restored the

materials.

Given the bell-shaped l0%-20%-40%-20%-l0% categories,

the rating given each joke by the subjects' sorting of it

was scored by rescaling it into standard scores (z scores).

The midpoint of the percentile for each category (5%, 20%,

50%, 80%, or 95%) was scored following the percentage of area

expected under the normal curve (-1.65, -.84, 0, -.84, or

-1.65).

The hypothesis that perception of humor in sexist

material would decrease with increasing educational level

was examined, using the correlation between the educational

level of the subjects and their ratings of jokes weighted for

the degree of sexist content. Rating a joke as very funny,

for example, contributed more to this score if the joke had

been judged as sexist than if it had not. Further, the
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prediction that the perception of humor in sexist material

would be less in women than in men was examined by computing

the correlation between judged sexist content of the joke and

its rated humor for the male and female subgroups. The

expectation was that this relationship would be less positive

in females when both sexism and humor were scored as

increasing variables.

Results

Mean subject rankings of sexism on the 50 jokes and

cartoons sum to .0071, whereas humor rankings sum:to .0073,

indicating that each factor is appropriately represented

across the other.

In order to factor the perception of humor in sexist

material (Sexist Humor) from general perception of humor,

the humor ratings of the 104 subjects are weighted by

multiplication with the mean sexism rating from the 40-subject

group. This tranformation makes strongly sexist and non-

sexist content jokes contribute proportionately more positive

and negative variance, respectively, than jokes of average

sexist content. For example, a joke with a high mean sexism

rating, if rated as highly humorous, would produce the

largest positive contribution to the summed score, whereas

if rated negatively for humor, it would produce a large

negative contribution. Another joke, with a negative mean

for sexist content, would produce a negative contribution to

the summed Sexist Humor score if rated as highly humorous.
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Since the humor ratings are forced choice Q-sort rankings,

in order for a low-sexism joke to be rated highly humorous,

high-sexism jokes would have to be rated lower.

To provide a differential score for the general perception

of humor (General Humor), the ipsative Q-sort ratings of the

humor of the jokes are weighted by multiplying them with the

mean humor rating for each item. As an example, when a

subject rated an item with a high-mean-humor rating

as being highly humorous, then the resulting contribution to

the summed General Humor score is positive, showing a

congruence with this population's general definition of

humor. Rating such an item with positive-mean-humor rating

as having lower humor produces a negative contribution to the

summed score. The items with negative-mean-humor ratings

produce positive contributions to the summed score when a

subject was congruent with this population and rated these

negatively.

The Pearson product-moment correlation between educa-

tional level and sexist humor (r = -.19, < .05) indicates

that the perception of humor in sexist material decreases

with increasing levels of education. Not surprisingly,

further emphasis for this relationship is found by comparing

only the extremes of educational level (data only from sub-

jects in the first 2 years of undergraduate study and the

final 2 years of doctoral work), yielding an r of -.25

(p < .03). Relationships between educational level and
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general humor are positive but not significantly different

from zero.

The -.22 correlation between sex of subject (males = 0;

females = 1) and sexist humor (p < .02) reveals that female

subjects judged sexist material to be significantly less

funny than did males. No relationship is obtained between

sex and general humor. Age of subject is not significantly

related to humor content, and the first-order interactions

betweed educational level, sex and age fail to produce an

increase in the degree of prediction.

Discussion

The hypothesis that the perception of humor in sexist

jokes and cartoons would decrease with increasing levels of

education is supported, as is the prediction that sexist

material would be judged less funny by females than by males.

The validity of a theoretical construct should be

empirically supported by study results showing that expected

relationships between measures of theoretical variables can

be found and showing that the purported measures of the

construct do not measure other theoretically distinct

variables. The present results meet the former requirement,

in that sexist humor, as measured by these procedures, is

appropriately related to sex of subject and subject educa-

tional level. In addition, lack of appreciation of the

means which others attempt to use to disparage oneself is an

intuitively obvious relationship that is supported in these

data by the male-female differences.
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The present results suggest that increasing education

may relate to a reduction in the appreciation and use of

sexist humor. In view of the relationships of educational

levels to self-esteem and to more egalitarian attitudes,

these results offer some support for the superiority and

self-esteem theories of disparaging humor. Perhaps the self-

esteem associated with higher education reduces the need to

establish superiority through the diminishing of another

individual or group by ridicule. Further research is called

for to support such an assumption.

If education, in addition to allowing the acquisition

of skills and knowledge, has the frequently purported effect

of making students more evaluative towards themselves and

their surroundings, then a philosophically egalitarian stance

with respect to gender roles would produce, upon self-

evaluation, a lower appreciation of sexist humor. The

present data are congruent with this logical position.

One fruitful field of pursuit might be investigation of

factors influencing or increasing self-esteem. The isolation

of such factors that do not involve the diminishing or control

of others might well lead to developmental, educational, and

social applications which could be effective in reducing the

practice of disparagement.
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Appendix A

Subject Participation Agreement

This research is aimed at developing a new measure-

ment technique; thus, it is purely for experimental

purposes. Because of its experimental nature, results of

your individual scores are not interpretable; however, if

you wish, a summary of the results of the whole- study will

be made available to you at its conclusion. Your name

will not be associated with any of your answers to insure

confidentiality.

Participation in this research is completely volun-

tary; you may stop participating at any time. If you do

complete the project, you may be eligible for extra credit

in your psychology classes.

If you do participate, your consent to be a subject

is assumed.

Thank you.

Nam e Sex
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Appendix B

Instructions to Subjects: Humor Condition

General Instructions:

You have been handed a packet containing a total of

50 cartoons and jokes, each on a separate sheet, plus an

information sheet. Each packet is in a different sequence,

so that the order in which each of you views the material

will be different.

As you view the material, please do not comment or

discuss it with others, as such activity might influence

their judgment, even though they are viewing different

jokes. For this same reason, please try to avoid laughing

aloud as much as possible.

As you evaluate these cartoons and jokes, please do

not consider whether you have seen or heard them before.

Rather, rate them as instructed below.

Procedure:

YOU ARE TO RATE THIS MATERIAL ON ITS FUNNINESS.

1. Take approximately 10 minutes for this activity:

a. Look at all of the cartoons and jokes.

2. Take approximately 10 minutes for this activity:

a. Pull out of your set of cartoons and jokes:

the five (5) funniest, and

the five (5) least funny.
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b. Group them separately.

c. Signal by raising your hand that these are sorted

out.

The Experimenter will label these groups and set t hem

aside in your space.

3. Take approximately 10 minutes for this activity:

a. Pull out of your remaining material:

the ten (10) funniest, and

the ten (10) least funny.

b. Group them separately.

c. Signal by raising your hand that these are so ted

out.

The Experimenter will label these groups and set them

aside in your space, then collect and label the

remaining twenty (20) items.

4. This activity should require approximately 2 minutes:

a. Complete the information sheet as follows:

Indicate your sex by circling either M or F.

Fill in your age at your nearest birthday.

Indicate your academic level by circling t he

appropriate level listed.

b. Do not include your name or any other identifying

information on this sheet.

c. When the sheet is completed, place it on top Of

the five groups of material you have sorted, along

with your instruction sheet.

18
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5. If you wish to receive a summary of the research after

its completion, please inform the Experimenter before

leaving the room. You will be provided with a blank

sheet to record your name and permanent address for

mailing.

IF YOU HAVE ANY QUESTIONS OR NEED CLARIFICATION AT ANY POINT,

PLEASE RAISE YOUR HAND.

This completes your activity. Thank you for your participa-

tion.

19
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Appendix C

Instructions to Subjects: Sexism Condition

General Instructions:

You have been handed a packet containing a total of

50 cartoons and jokes, each on a separate sheet, plus an

information sheet. Each packet is in a different sequence,

so that the order in which each of you views the material

will be different.

As you view the material, please do not comment or

discuss it with others, as such activity might influence

their judgment, even though they are viewing different

jokes. For this same reason, please try to avoid laughing

aloud as much as possible.

As you evaluate these cartoons and jokes, please do

not consider whether you have seen or heard them before.

Rather, rate them as instructed below.

Procedure:

YOU ARE TO RATE THIS MATERIAL ON ITS SEXIST CONTENT.

Sexism is defined as prejudice against one sex, specifically

against women.

Sexist content would include such things as:

Put-downs or belittlement of females, their sex', their

activities, roles, or ideas.

Debasement of women.
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Hostility toward females.

An inference that the individual female or group is

inferior in some way.

An inference that the individual female or group is

dominated by another individual or group.

The portrayal of an individual female or group in a

stereotyped manner.

The treatment or portrayal of a female or group in a

manner not customarily utilized with males.

1. Take approximately 10 minutes for this activity:

a. Look at all of the cartoons and jokes.

2. Take approximately 10-15 minutes for this activity:

a. Pull out of your set of cartoons and jokes:

the five (5) most sexist, and

the five (5) least sexist.

b. Group them separately.

c. Signal by raising your hand that these are sorted

out.

The Experimenter will label these groups and set them

aside in your space.

3. Take approximately 10-15 minutes for this activity:

a. Pull out of your remaining material

the ten (10) most sexist, and

the ten (10) least sexist.

b. Group them separately.

21
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c. Signal by raising your hand that these are sorted

out.

The Experimenter will label these groups and set them

aside in your space, then collect and label the

remaining twenty (20) items.

4. This activity should require approximately 2 minutes:

a. Complete the information sheet as follows:

Indicate your sex by circling either M or F.

Fill in your age at your nearest birthday.

Indicate your academic level by circling the

appropriate level listed.

b. Do not include your name or any other identifying

information on this sheet.

c. When the sheet is completed, place it on top of

the five groups of material you have sorted,

along with your instruction sheet.

5. If you wish to receive a summary of the research after

its completion, please inform the Experimenter before

leaving the room. You will be provided with a blank

sheet to record your name and permanent address for

mailing.

IF YOU HAVE ANY QUESTIONS OR NEED CLARIFICATION AT ANY POINT,

PLEASE RAISE YOUR HAND.

This completes your activity. Thank you for your participa-

tion.

22
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Appendix D

Information Sheet

(please circle one)

(enter age at nearest birthday)

Academic Level:

Freshman

Sophomore

Junior

Senior

Graduate 1st

Graduate 2nd

Graduate 3 +

(please circle the appropriate
level)

M FSex:

Age:
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