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INTRODUCTION:
THE HIDDEN
COMEDY OF THE
UNCONSCIOUS

When we think of
Sigmund Freud, we
often picture the father
of psychoanalysis
exploring dreams, slips
of the tongue, and
repressed desires. But
one of his most
surprising and
insightful works is his
1905 book Jokes and
Their Relation to the
Unconscious. In this

text, Freud argued that
humor is not merely a
superficial social
lubricant or a way to
pass the time. Rather,
jokes offer a privileged
window into the
deepest layers of the
human psyche. By
analysing what makes
us laugh, Freud
believed we could
uncover unconscious
thoughts, forbidden
wishes, and the
psychic economy of
pleasure and release.
Understanding
Sigmund Freud's
jokes and their
relation to the
unconscious
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PSYCHEWNDOVHEV e
view comedy: it
becomes a vital tool for
psychological insight
and emotional relief.

This article will explore
Freud's theory of jokes
in depth, examining
how he categorised
different  types  of
humour, how jokes
bypass our internal
censors, and what they
reveal about our
hidden drives. We will
also discuss the
modern relevance of
Freud's ideas, from
stand-up comedy to
everyday banter. By
the end, you will see
that every punchline
carries a whisper from
the unconscious
mind—and sometimes
a shout.

FREUD'’S
STRUCTURAL
MODEL OF THE

ROLE OF HUMOUR

To understand
Sigmund Freud
jokes and their
relation to the
unconscious, we must
first grasp his broader
model of the mind.
Freud divided the
psyche into three
parts: the id, the ego,
and the superego. The
id contains primal
instincts and desires,
operating on the
pleasure principle. The
superego represents
internalised moral
standards and societal
rules, often acting as a
censor. The ego
mediates between
these two forces, trying
to satisfy the id’s urges
in socially acceptable
ways.

Jokes, according to
Freud, are a product of
the ego's clever
negotiation. They allow
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forbidden or
aggressive thoughts
(stemming from the id)
to be expressed in a
disguised, acceptable
form. The superego’s
censorship is relaxed
momentarily, and the
tension that builds up
is released through
laughter. This process,
which Freud called
"psychic economy," is
central to his theory.
The unconscious
material—often sexual
or hostile—finds a safe
outlet through the
joke's structure: the
setup, the punchline,
and the technique of
wordplay or absurdity.

The
Three
Categorie

s of

Jokes:

-rom
nnocent
to
Tendency

Freud distinguished
between two broad
classes of jokes:
innocent jokes and
tendentious jokes.
Innocent jokes are
those that serve no
hidden purpose—they
are purely playful with
language or logic. They
produce a mild
pleasure from
intellectual mastery or
linguistic skill.
Tendentious jokes, on
the other hand, have a
clear agenda: they
express hostility,




aggression, or sexual
content that s
normally suppressed.
According to Freud,
tendentious jokes are
far more powerful and
satisfying because they
release a greater
amount of psychic
energy.

Within this framework,
Freud also identified
three technical
categories of joke
techniques:

e Condensation:
Combining
multiple ideas or
words into a
single expression
(e.g.,
portmanteau
words like
"alcohooligan").

e Displacement:
Shifting the focus
from a
threatening or
sensitive topic to
a safer, neutral
one (e.g., using a

pun to distract
from the real
meaning).
 Indirect
representation:
Presenting an
idea through
allusion,
metaphor, or
absurdity rather
than direct
statement.

These techniques
mirror the mechanisms
Freud observed in
dreams—condensation,

displacement, and
symbolisation. This
parallel underscores

the deep connection
between jokes and the
unconscious. Just as
dreams are the "royal
road to the
unconscious," jokes are
the back alleys that let
forbidden thoughts slip
past the guards of
repression.

4 Sigmund Freud Jokes And Their Relation 2023-05-23
To The Unconscious



Sigmund Freud Jokes And Their Relation To The
Unconscious 5

THE UNCONSE&IOWS's suddenly

MECHANICS OF
LAUGHTER: HOW
JOKES RELEASE

PSYCHIC ENERGY

Freud's explanation of
why we laugh at
Sigmund Freud
jokes and their
relation to the
unconscious centres
on the concept of
psychic energy. He
proposed that we
constantly invest
mental energy in
maintaining inhibitions
and repressions. When
we encounter a joke
that touches on a
taboo topic, the
superego braces itself
to censor the thought.
However, the joke’s
technique—its clever
wording or unexpected
twist—tricks the
censor, allowing the
forbidden idea to
emerge. The energy
that was reserved for

freed, and this surplus
energy is discharged
through laughter.

This model explains
why tendentious jokes
often provoke more
intense laughter than
innocent ones. The
greater the inhibition,
the more energy is
accumulated, and the
more explosive the
release. For example, a
joke about a strict
authority figure that

exposes their
hypocrisy can be
deeply satisfying
because it expresses
aggressive impulses
we normally suppress.
Similarly, sexual

humour allows us to
acknowledge desires
that polite society
demands we hide.



The Role
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inhibited energy, and
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repressions for the joke
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profound implications
understanding

Conneftin dire e
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Freud emphasised that
a joke requires a three-
party structure: the
teller, the listener, and
the butt of the joke (or
the subject). The teller
derives pleasure from
breaking the taboo, the

within a group often
reinforce collective
unconscious

themes—fears, desires,
and resentments that
are common to that
community. A joke
about marriage, for
instance, resonates
because many people
harbour mixed feelings
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about intimacy and
commitment. The
unconscious link
between teller and
listener is what makes
humour a bonding
experience.

CLASSIC
EXAMPLES FROM
FREUD’S OWN
ANALYSIS

Freud provided
numerous examples in
his book, often drawing
from Jewish humour (a
tradition he knew

intimately). One
famous anecdote
illustrates the
mechanism of

tendentious humour. A
man at a wedding is
asked by a friend,
"How is your wife?" The
man replies,
"Compared to what?"
The joke works by
playing on the
expectation that the
wife is fine, but the
reply suggests an

unflattering
comparison—perhaps
to other women or to
an ideal. The
unconscious
aggression toward his
own marriage is
expressed through a
clever evasion.

Another example
involves a beggar who
says to a wealthy man,
"| used to be just like
you—rich and
generous—until | met
the man | am now."
The absurdity here
masks a hostile wish:
the beggar implies the
wealthy man will also
fall from grace. The
listener’'s repressed
Schadenfreude

(pleasure at another’s
misfortune) is released.

Freud also analysed
nonsense jokes, such
as the one about the
doctor who tells a
patient, "You have a
very rare disease—it's
called ‘'money-



sickness.' The only
cure is to give away all
your money." The
patient asks, "Will that
cure me?" The doctor
replies, "No, but it will
make me rich." Here,
the cynicism about
medical greed is
delivered through a
logical trick, allowing
the listener to laugh at
a taboo truth about
exploitation.

MODERN
APPLICATIONS:
FROM
PSYCHOANALYSIS
TO COMEDY
WRITING

Freud’'s theories on
Sigmund Freud
jokes and their
relation to the
unconscious continue
to influence not only
psychoanalysis but
also modern comedy,
psychology, and media
studies. Stand-up

comedians often tap
into collective
anxieties—politics,
relationships,
death—using
techniques of
displacement and
condensation. The
"callback" in comedy,
for example,
condenses multiple
references into a single
punchline. The "shock"
joke relies on violating
a taboo, relying on the
listener’s unconscious
thrill.

Cognitive psychologists
have tested some of
Freud’'s ideas, finding
that humour does
indeed reduce stress
and can facilitate the
expression of
otherwise suppressed
thoughts. However,
modern research tends
to favour more
cognitive and social
theories (such as the
incongruity theory or
superiority theory)
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rather than purely
psychoanalytic ones.
Yet Freud’s emphasis
on the unconscious
remains influential.
Therapists sometimes
use humour in sessions
to help clients access
buried feelings.

In advertising and
marketing, the "funny"
ad often works by

tapping into
unconscious
desires—sex, status,

rebellion—while
disguising the pitch.

The Super Bowl
commercial that makes
you laugh also

bypasses your rational
resistance to buying a
product. This is pure
Freud: the joke (or ad)
allows the suppressed
wish (for a new car, a
better life) to emerge
with pleasure.

Critiques
and
Limitation
s of
Freud's
Theory

No discussion of
Sigmund Freud
jokes and their
relation to the
unconscious would be
complete without
acknowledging its
limitations. Critics point
out that Freud’s theory
is largely speculative
and based on a small
number of case
studies. He assumed
that all humour
originates from
repressed sexual or
aggressive impulses,
but many jokes are



simply playful or
absurd with no hidden
agenda. Incongruity
theory, which suggests
humour arises from a
clash between
expectation and
reality, offers a broader
explanation.

Additionally, Freud’s
focus on the
unconscious may

downplay cultural and
social contexts. A joke
that works in one
culture may fail in
another not because of
different  repressions,
but because of
different linguistic or
conceptual
frameworks.
Nonetheless, Freud’s
work remains a
foundational text in the
study of humour.

CONCLUSION: THE
LAUGHING
UNCONSCIOUS

Freud’s exploration of
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Sigmund Freud
jokes and their
relation to the
unconscious
illuminates why
laughter is both a
universal and deeply
personal phenomenon.
A good joke does more
than entertain; it
provides a socially
acceptable escape
valve for the pressures
of the unconscious.
Through techniques of
condensation,
displacement, and
indirect representation,
humour allows us to
confront forbidden
desires and hostile
impulses without guilt.
The next time you
laugh at a clever pun
or a dark one-liner,
consider the psychic
economy at work. That
chuckle is the sound of
repression lifting, if
only for a moment.

Freud may not have
captured every aspect
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of humour, but he gave
us a framework to
appreciate comedy as
a serious psychological
force. Jokes are not just
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words—they are
windows into the
hidden self. And that,
perhaps, is the
punchline we all share.



