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ABSTRACT

A humor test consisting of. five pictures was administered to 107 
preschoolers; 54 of the children were in nursery school classes for four 
year  olds, and 53 of them were in kindergarten classes. For each picture 
there were two alternatives which could complete the scene. One alter
native produced a picture showing a hostile-aggressive humorous situation, 
and the other resulted in a picture showing a nonsensical humorous 
situation. The children were asked to select the alternative which made 
the picture funniest. The children's teachers rated their students on 
three personality trait dimensions: serious-humorous, passive-aggressivej
and friendly-hostile. The hypothesis tested was that the children 
rated more aggressive or hostile would choose the hostile-aggressive alter
natives more often. The teacher ratings failed to correlate with the 
children's preferences, possibly because the teachers were reluctant to 
judge their students as hostile. Significant age and sex differences 
were found. The younger children preferred the hostile-aggressive alter
natives more often than the older ones. Boys were also more likely to 
select the hostile-aggressive alternatives than were girls. These find
ings were attributed to differences in cognitive development, although 
personality differences may also have contributed to the results.



INTRODUCTION

Humor, the enjoyment of the comical and the absurd, enriches 
human life at an almost encompassing range of intellectual and emo
tional levels, from the literary height of Samuel Clemens' self 
appraisal and social commentary, through the slick banter of a night 
club comedy routine, to the playful teasing that occurs between good 
friends. And the smiles of eight month old infants when they recognize 
a picture of a distorted face as a mismatch to a picture of a regular 
human face (Kagan, 1967) indicate that pleasure derived from incongruity, 
one basis of humor, is present before the end of the first year.

Theories of Humor
Psychological Theories

Of the many theories put forth to explain the origin and nature 
o f the humorous experience, three have grown out of the field of psy
chology. The psychoanalytic theory stresses the affective subjectivity 
of the humorous experience. The gestalt theory emphasizes the rapid 
reversal of expectation or perception which is necessary to generate 
humor. And quite recently arousal theory has been used to explain the 
factors operative in humorous situations.

The psychoanalytic view presented by Sigmund Freud in Wit and 
It's Relation to the Unconscious (1916) has been of great importance. 
Freud maintained that humor arises from a saving of unconscious or 
psychic energy, and that it can be divided into three categories: the

1



comicg wit, and humor. The comic involves a change from a set to take 
something seriously to a perception that it is trivial. Laughter re
sults from the energy saved by this transition. Wit is a play on words 
which allows satisfaction of repressed feelings and represents a saving 
in inhibition. Humor is generated to reduce the seriousness of an other
wise unpleasant experience or emotion and saves feelings. Freud 
indicated that these are primarily adult strategies arising from the 
frustration of infantile pleasures. The smiles and laughter of child
hood, even when expressed in a situation thought comical to an adult, 
evidence only pleasure arising from mastery or superiority for "...the 
chile lacks all feelings for the comic" (1916, p. 362).

Other members of the psychoanalytic school have, however, 
attempted to extend the principles to children's humor. Wolfenstein 
(1954) interpreted the funny stories, pictures and jokes of children as 
attempts to express thwarted hostile and sexual needs, and as mechanisms 
to help restrain these feelings by making them objects of derision.

Mastery, the confidence in one's own ability to perform some 
function, is placed in a different role in children's humor by Helmers 
(1965, cited in McGhee, 1971a), another psychoanalytic writer. Applied 
to aggressive humor, the child views a cartoon of a man being run over 
by a steam roller as funny only because of confidence that the man is 
not real or else will get up unharmed. Were this not the case, there 
would be no mastery of the situation and the child would find the car
toon frightening rather than funny.

Maier (1932) outlined a gestalt theory of humor. One of the 
major points he made is that "...the content of humorous subject-matter



cannot be subjective; it must be objective" (p. 71). One would see the 
steam roller cartoon as tragic if one sympathized with pain felt by the 
man or otherwise viewed his predicament subjectively. Humor requires 
aloofness. This opposes the psychoanalytic view of Freud and Wolfenstein 
which stresses the subjectivity in humor.

Further defining the gestalt position, Maier says that, unlike 
reasoning which results in an anticipated conclusion, the humorous ex
perience requires a sudden change from an expected conclusion; the end of 
the joke must come as a surprise. Also, the ridiculous needs to be 
logical only with regard to its own setting and may be inconsistent with 
reality as ordinarily perceived.

Most recently, Fry (1963) has elaborated a Gestalt theory which 
attributes humor to the pleasure experienced by an explicit-implicit 
reversal involving a paradox similar to the class of classes concept of 
Russell and Whitehead. The idea of "this is a joke" is communicated at 
a different level from the message of the joke itself. Delivery of the 
punch line, or its equivalent, which is a necessity of humor, results 
in a further reversal of figure and ground.

Berlyne's (1969) arousal theory explains humor as resulting 
from an increase in arousal which is associated with pleasure and is 
actively sought out, but he fails to differentiate humor from play, ex
ploration, or other behaviors which may be characterized by the same 
arousal description.

Kagan (1967) was more precise in specifying arousal fluctua
tions when he attributed the smiling of infants to a release of tension



resulting from an effort to assimilate a moderately mismatching event 
into the child's already existing schema.

Other Views
There are two other common views of the origin and nature of 

the humorous experience. One is that humor is an outgrowth of the ex
pression of pleasure derived from physical stimulation. The other is 
that humor is primarily a social phenomenon. Neither position repre
sents a purely psychological theory, but both have gained considerable 
empirical support from psychological investigations.

According to the pleasurable experience interpretation, the 
infant's first smiles are elicited by relief from hunger or by plea
surable physical contacts. These quickly become conditioned to the 
appearance of the mother. Such activities as being tickled or 
rhythmical hand-clapping also produce laughter. In yet older children, 
physical esertion such as running and playing actively are the main 
stimuli to laughter. Mirth responses to humor occur because of 
association with pleasurable feelings such as the ones mentioned.

Many experiments have demonstrated the effectiveness of physical 
stimulation or activity in producing smiles and laughter. Jones (1926) 
reported that smiling was elicited by clucking sounds in all infants 
tested by her by the age of 90 days. Washburn (1929) concluded that 
while smiling appears in the behavior repertoire ahead of laughing, the 
latter is a more stereotyped expression and "...laughing remains a more 
primitive form of behavior expressive of affective states, while smiling.



in certain instances, assumes the character of a communicative, adaptive 
response rather than a purely expressive one" (1929, p. 530).

Leuba (1941) attempted to eliminate the influence of social 
stimulation by shielding his face with cardboard when he studied the 
response to tickling in two of his children; he reported that tickling 
first produced laughter at approximately six months of age. After re
peated tickling sessions, the sight of his approaching fingers was 
sufficient to elicit laughter.

Kenderdine (1931) reported motion of self as one of the most 
frequent causes of laughter among two to four year olds while Ding and 
Jersild (1932) observed that activities such as dancing and singing were 
potent laughter producers in the two to five year old group studied.

While there is little doubt that physical stimulation can pro
duce smiles and laughter, humor is only one of many experiences expressed 
by these responses, and this view of the genesis of humor is not incon
sistent with the affective and cognitive theories.

Some evidence also supports the idea that the humorous experience 
is primarily a social one. Brackett (1933) studied the laughing and 
crying of preschool children and concluded that laughing was highly 
social as it was most frequently recorded when a child was associating 
with other children or adults. Also, children who laughed the most 
frequently preferred to interact with other children who laughed often. 
Ding and Jersild (1932) noted that social contact facilitated laughing 
and smiling.

Another aspect of the social nature of the humorous experience 
relates to the fact that the violation of social norms if often a



stimulus to laughter. Kenderdine (1931) cited this as a frequent cause 
of laughter among preschoolers. And Wolfenstein (1954) placed the 
social prohibitions against hostile and sexual behavior as a primary 
impetus to children's humor.

Bird (1925) tested children aged three to sixteen and found that
those whose humor differed markedly from the norm of their school grade
were also socially out of adjustment with their peers.

Fry (1963), making a different point about social involvement 
in humor, examined the situation where an individual alone laughs over 
an imagined humorous situation and reasoned that even in this case the 
individual is participating in a social process in that the laughter 
arises from activity that is socially regarded as ludicrous.

In the theories of humor discussed above, a large number of
sources of humor have been suggested, and all of these had been ex
pressed in some form by 1930. In 1932, Justin conducted an elaborate 
experiment to "...test situations exemplifying the different theories 
of laughter causation, and to determine the responsiveness of young 
children to these various types of laughter-provoking stimuli" (p. 120). 
The six types of situations studied included surprise, mastery, incon
gruity or contrast, play, the removal of strain, and the social effect 
of smiling. Three types of tests were used for each situation; the first 
involved verbal participation in actual situations, the second involved 
activity participation in actual situations, and the third involved 
looking at pictures of actual situations. Her subjects were 96 children 
aged three through six. Justin found that each type of situation was 
effective in producing smiles and laughter. The form of presentation



was a significant variable, and the older children were more responsive 
to the pictures of humorous events than were the younger children. She 
concluded that: "The responsiveness of young children to such a variety
of situations, selected to set forth the various theories of laughter, 
substantiates the statement that the production of laughter is a very 
complex phenomenon and that any attempt to give it a single cause or 
explain it by a single formula fails" (Justin 1932, p. 133).

Empirical Studies

Humor and Intelligence
Although a wealth of speculative theory had accumulated by 1932, 

the number of empirical demonstrations was meager at that time, and the 
body of factual evidence has been only slightly enriched since then.
The most thoroughly explored area has been the relation of maturation 
and intelligence to the development of children's humor and that evi
dence has often been conflicting or inconclusive.

Brackett (1933) reported that laughing increased and crying de
creased slightly with advancing chronological age, but laughing and 
crying were unrelated to variations in intelligence quotient in her 
sample of preschool children. Kenderdine's (1931) subjects were also 
preschoolers, but she found a positive correlation between amount of 
laughter and intelligence. ,

Justin (1932), using three to six year olds, reported a tendency 
for length of laughter to increase with intelligence, especially for
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humor based on incongruity, but the trends of her data suggested that 
intelligence decreased in importance as age increased.

In studies of older children, the evidence is similarly ctiri- 
flfeting..- Cunningham (1962) attempted to correlate intelligence with a 
sense of humor in high school freshman girls and failed, but she alsd 
concluded that her data were insufficient to decide that there is rid 
relationship between these variables.

Bird (1925) reported a correlation of .89 between success dri
/ . 

his humor test and intelligence quotients. Graham (1958) found a pdsitivd
relationship between the ability to perceive humor and the level of
growth and development of personality and noted that the older children’
in his sample found a wider variety of objects and situations funriyV

It would seem reasonable to expect humor to be in some way re
lated to intellectual development. Without detracting from the affectivd 
components of the humorous experience, it can be said that cognitivd 
recognition, "getting the point," of a joke or situation usually pre
cedes the humorous response. As Mones (1939) observed, "...we see & 
joke before we feel it" (p. 151). Increased mental age and increased 
experience would be expected to increase the subtlety and variety of 
situations which can be viewed as humorous.

Perhaps the failure to find a consistent relationship betweeri 
intelligence and humor is partly due to the use of intelligence quo
tients as the index of measurement, and partly due to the selectidri of 
inappropriate humor stimuli. Four recent experiments reported below 
have shown that cognitive functions are related to both the compre
hension and the appreciation of humor in children.



Zigler, Levine, and Gould (1966) constructed the Children's 
Mirth Response Test consisting of 25 cartoons. This was administered 
to 64 children of average intelligence. Although comprehension of the 
cartoons increased in grades two through five, the mirth response in
creased in grades two through four and decreased in grade five. The 
authors hypothesized that cartoons which make few cognitive demands are 
unlikely to elicit smiling or laughing and therefore the decrease in 
mirth response in the fifth grade occurred because the cartoons were 
too easy.

The same authors (Zigler, Levine, and Gould, 1967) tested this 
hypothesis by devising a cartoon test rated into four difficulty levels 
for third, fifth, and seventh grades. The expectation that the cartoons 
at the upper limit of the children's ability to comprehend would produce 
the most laughter and be the most preferred was confirmed.

McGhee (1971b) criticized the Zigler, Levine, and Gould studies, 
which neither specified the differences in types of cognitive demands 
between levels of difficulty of their humor stimuli, nor considered the 
dimensions along which the cognitive resources of the three age groups 
varied. McGhee proposed that the acquisition of concrete operational 
thinking, a Piagetian construct, is necessary to the comprehension of 
incongruity humor in which expectancy violations occur only at an abstract 
level. The comprehension and appreciation of incongruity humor was com
pared to novelty humor, which depends on obvious expectancy violations.
The subjects were also tested to determine their level of acquisition of 
logical thinking. McGhee's prediction was confirmed; the comprehension
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of incongruity humor and the ability to give interpretive descriptions 
of it were positively related to the acquisition of logical thinking. 
Although level of cognitive development was related to the comprehension 
of incongruity humor, this variable was unrelated to the appreciation of 
incongruity and novelty humor.

Perhaps other cognitive components are important in determining 
the appreciation of humor. Kreitler and Kreitler (1970) obtained9 from 
92 Children ranging from five to six years of age, descriptions of 15 
pictures depicting absurd situations. Mirth responses, smiling and 
laughing, occurred at above chance levels only when children adopted 
cognitive strategies characterized by identifications of the absurd as 
absurd and did not attempt to change the absurd to the level of reality. 
Children who merely enumerated details without noting the absurdity, 
children who misinterpreted the absurdity, and children who attempted 
to change the absurdity to fit reality failed to appreciate the humor of 
the pictures.

The comprehension of humor clearly depends on cognitive abilities, 
and the cognitive strategy approach is a first step in discovering the 
multiple variables which influence a child's appreciation of humor. The 
personality and situational variables, which may in turn dictate cognitive 
strategies, have not been examined in the study of children's humor. 
Kreitler and Kreitler (1970) did report differences between children of 
European and Oriental background. The European group significantly more 
often adopted strategies compatible with smiling and laughingj but no 
interpretive explanation for this difference was offered.
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Humor and Personality

The studies of humor in adults have, in contrast to the studies 
of children, centered on the influence of personality differences and 
situational effects.

Cattell and Luborsky (1947) emphasized the need to first examine 
the humorous stimuli. From a group of 100 jokes, thirteen clusters were 
derived; these clusters were given tentative desciptions indicative of 
the type of humor represented by the included jokes. Rotation of the 
clusters resulted in the identification of five factors influencing joke 
appreciation which were believed to be descriptions of general personality 
factors.

While Cattell and Luborsky found that overall personality factors 
determine humor preferences, the studies of adult humor have, in the 
main, concentrated on the effects of aggression and hostility. This 
probably reflects the ubiquitous influence of Freud, who made inhibited 
sexual and aggressive urges central to the production of humor.

Strickland (1959) attempted to show that suppression, rather 
than the Freudian concept of repression, was sufficient to explain re
actions to sexual, hostile, and nonsensical cartoons. He subjected 
college students to treatments intended to arouse either sexual, hostile, 
or neutral feelings, and he found that while the hostile treatment in
creased preference for hostile cartoons, it suppressed the ability to 
respond to humor compared to the effects of the sexual and neutral treat
ments.

Hetherington and Wray (1964) compared preferences for aggressive
1

humor in a group under the influence of alcohol with a placebo group.



She found that subjects selected for high need of social approval and 
high In need for aggression preferred aggressive humor more than other 
groups when under the Influence of alcohol, but rejected aggressive 
humor when under the placebo condition.

Statement of Prdblem
While a better understanding of the role of hostility and aggres

sion in shaping children's humor is needed, the methods used in testing 
adults are generally unacceptable in studying children. Inasmuch as 
children tend to be more direct in expressing their feelings and needs 
than are adults, the effects of repression or suppression should be mini
mal in preschoolers. One purpose of the present study was to attempt to 
relate hostile attitude or aggressive behavior to preferences for 
hostile-aggressive humor in young children.

A second purpose was to find a means of testing humor which did 
n o t  rely on smiling and laughing as the dependent measures. These "mirth 
responses" confound the expression of humor appreciation with other re
sponses; children smile and laugh for many reasons. Sometimes they are 
primarily social expressions. And as QeseTl et al_. (1949) pointed out, . 
children often use the word "funny," with appropriate reactions, as a 
means of defense. That is, when they feel unsure, they may use humorous 
expressions to forestall anticipated criticism. Thus, a humor test was 
devised which determined humor preferences by allowing children to select 
which of two alternatives they though most funny.



METHOD

Subjects
The subjects were 107 children from three private nursery schools 

in Tucson, Arizona. Virtually all of the children were white and from 
English speaking middle class homes. Fifty-four children were enrolled 
in nursery school classes for four year olds. However, since the study 
was done toward the end of the school term, the mean chronological age 
of this group at time of testing was 5 years and 0 months; it included 
24 males and 30 females. The other 53 children, of whom 21 were males 
and 32 were females, were enrolled as kindergarten students and had a 
mean chronological age of 5 years and 8 months. The difference between 
the ages of the nursery children (NC) and the kindergarten children (KC) 
was not a full year. Inasmuch as public kindergartens had recently be
come available in the city, the small difference may reflect a tendency 
to place the younger five year olds in private programs associated with 
nursery schools and to enroll the older and presumably more independent 
five year olds in the public school kindergartens.

Apparatus
Since a main goal of the study was to devise a test for humor 

preferences of preschool children which did not rely either on smiling 
and laughing or on verbal responses as the dependent variables, the in
vestigator made a special set of humorous pictures. The pictures, each 
measuring 13" by 9 1/2" including a k" border on all sides, were drawn

13



14

in ink and colored with water colors on illustration board. For each 
picture, the humorous element, that which corresponded to the "punch 
line" o f  a joke or cartoon, was missing. Two alternatives were prepared, 
either of which would fit into the missing area and make a "funny" 
picture. One alternative resulted in relatively hostile and aggressive 
humor representation and the other resulted in a nonsensical humor 
situation relatively free of hostile or aggressive content. In order to 
enhance the incompleteness of the drawings, the missing areas were 
covered with black construction paper that contrasted with the lighter 
wash coloring. Photographs of each of the five pictures with the hostile- 
aggressive and nonsensical alternatives are presented in Appendix A.
The pictures were numbered 1 through 5. The alternatives for each pic
ture were placed face downward on a table, matched according to shape, 
and labeled A or B. The result was two hostile-aggressive alternatives 
designated "A" and three hostile-aggressive alternatives designated "B".

Procedure
With the furniture available at each school, an arrangement of 

a table or bench with a chair on either side was made so that the child 
sat across from the investigator. The pictures were laid face down on
the table. The presentation order for the first 20 subjects was

• (determined by assigning each subject to one row from one of four randomly 
drawn Latin squares. The sequence of letters in the row then defined the 
presentation order of the pictures. The same four Latin squares were 
subsequently used to obtain the presentation order for all successive 
groups of 20 subjects.
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The investigator maintained a friendly attitude toward the 
children. The initial directions given to the subjects were: "I'm
interested in the sorts of pictures children think are funny. To help 
me find out about that. I've drawn some special pictures." The first 
picture to be presented was then turned face up and placed directly in 
front of the child. The instructions continued: "You can see that the
picture is incomplete. I have two pieces, either of which will fit in 
the missing area. Would you choose the one you think makes the picture 
funniest and put it over the black?" As this was being said, the alter- 
were drawn from an envelope in the investigator's lap. They were placed 
to the child's right of the picture. For half of the subjects the A 
alternative was closest to the picture, and for the other half of the 
subjects the B alternative was closest. Generally the children made, 
their choices after simply looking at the picture and alternatives. How
ever, trying out the alternatives was allowed. When the subject indicated 
a choice the investigator said a noncommital "OK" and presented the next 
picture. Scoring was done after each subject completed the series.

An illustration of the data sheets used is presented in Appendix 
B. They contained in the bottom half three seven-point modified graphic 
rating scales. These were used to obtain ratings on three personality 
trait dimensions defined as serious to humorous outlook, passive to 
aggressive behavior, and friendly to hostile attitude. Following the 
testing of subjects, the teachers were given the data sheets for children 
in their classes, and they were asked to rate the children on the three 
dimensions. There was little question about the meaning of the serious
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to humorous outlook scale, but it was necessary to clarify the difference 
between aggressive behavior and hostile attitude. The investigator 
pointed out to the teachers that a vigorous and outgoing child might be 
very friendly and that a quiet child might be rather hostile.



RESULTS

For each, picture, the total as well as the proportion of hostile- 
aggressive preferences relative to the total of all responses is shown 
in Table 1.

TABLE 1 Total and Proportion of Preferences for the Hostile-Aggressive 
Alternative by Picture

1 2
Pictures

3 4 5

Total 33 47 71 53 32
Proportion .308 .439 .670 .495 .299

An analysis of variance for unequal Ns was applied to the data 
obtained from the pictures and revealed significant differences in the 
hostile-aggressive preferences for the five pictures (£=11.12; df=4/380;
£  < 0 0 1 ) .  Furthermore, Group NC chose the hostile-aggressive alternatives 
m o re  often (53% of the time) than Group KC (36% of the time). This dif
ference was significant (£=16.13; df=l/95; £  <(.001). Also, the males 
chose the hostile-aggressive alternative more often (50% of the time) 
than did the females (40% of the time). This difference was significant 
(£=5.96; d£=l/95; £ < . 0 5 ) .  There were no significant differences among 
the three nursery schools. None of the interactions involving the above 
four Variables were significant. A summary table for the analysis of
variance is shown in Table 2.

'
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TABLE 2 Summary of the Analysis of Variance for Hostile-Aggressive 

Preference Responses to the Humor Stimuli

SOURCE £  df £

age 16.13 1 <.001
sex 5.96 1 < . 0 5
schools < 1 . 0 0 2 ns
pictures 11.12 4 <. 00 1
age x sex 1.56 1 ns
age x schools 2.96 2 ns
age x pictures .1.35 4 ns
sex x schools oo 2 ns
sex x pictures 1.33 4 ns
schools x pictures <  . 00 8 ns
age x sex x schools < 1 . 0 0 2 ns
age x sex x pictures < 1 . 0 0 4 ns
age x schools x pictures < 1 . 0 0 8 ns
sex x schools x pictures 1.04 8 ns
age x sex x schools x pictures A O o 8 ns
Ss/groups 95
Ss/groups x pictures 380
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An analysts of variance was applied to the data for each of the . 
three teacher rating scales with age, sex, and school as the main effects 
The only significant effect in the analysis of the humorous outlook rat
ings was the age by school interaction (F=17.82; df=2/29; jd <<<,05). The 
passive-aggressive ratings showed a significant difference among schools 
(£=4.41; df=2/29; j) <^05) and a significant age by school interaction 
(£=6.52; df=2/29; £ < 7 0 5 ) .  The friendly-hostile ratings showed that 
Group KC was judged as significantly more hostile than Group NC (£=10.12; 
cTf=2/29; £ < < 0 0 1 ) .  The differences among schools were also significant 
(£=20.03; df=2/95; p < T 0 0 1 ) as was the age by schools interaction (£=9.03 
df=2/95; p < T 0 0 1 ). Since all of the significant differences in teacher 
ratings involving the schools variable were confounded with different 
raters, these differences did not appear meaningful. They are, however, 
presented in Appendix C.

Each subject in this experiment had four scores; the total number 
of hostile-aggressive alternatives chosen in the picture test and the 
teacher ratings on the three seven-point scales. A Pearson r. was cal
culated for each of the six possible pairings of these four variables. 
There was a significant positive correlation between humorous outlook 
ratings and passive-aggressive behavior ratings (£=.407; £ < 7 0 0 1 ) .  This 
indicated that those children who were rated relatively high in humorous 
outlook were also rated as being relatively aggressive. There was a 
significant negative correlation between humorous outlook and friendly- 
hostile attitude (r= -.276; £■<7005). This indicated that those children 
who were rated relatively high in humorous outlook were judged more
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friendly by the teachers. A summary of these correlations is presented 
in Table 3.

TABLE 3 Correlations Between Hostile-Aggressive (H-A) Preferences 
and Teacher Ratings on the Personality Trait Dimensions.

CORRELATIONS r P

H-A preferences - Passive/Aggressive -.016 ns
H-A preferences - Serious/Humorous .005 ns
H-A preferences - Friendly/Hostile -.026 ns
Serious/Humorous - Passive/Aggressive .407 <.001
Serious/Humorous - Friendly/Hostile -.276 < 0 0 5
Passive/Aggressive - Friendly/Hostile .063 ns

Inspection of the raw data suggested that one teacher differed 
from the other teachers since she assigned ratings of 1 on the friendly- 
hostile attitude scale to 19 out of 21 children in her class. Data from 
her class were eliminated and a Pearson r_ was recalculated for each of 
the six possible pairings of the four scores for each subject. The 
correlations were not significantly changed, and it was decided to re
tain the calculations including data from all teachers. A summary table 
comparing the correlations with and without the teacher is presented in 
Appendix D.

The correlations combining data from all teachers did not show 
an expected relationship between preferences for the hostile-aggressive 
alternatives and high ratings of aggressive behavior or hostile attitude. 
Therefore, Pearson rs were calculated for the six possible pairings of
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the four subject scores by individual teachers to determine whether the 
ratings of any individual teachers were correlated with preferences on 
the humor test. The only positive correlation (rf.597; £ < ‘.03) was be
tween hostile-aggressive preferences and hostile attitude for one teacher. 
This did not appear meaningful inasmuch as all the other comparable 
correlations were insignificant. These correlations are summarized and 
presented in Appendix E.

The choices of the hostile-aggressive and nonsensical alternatives 
and the teacher ratings were the only data collected formally. Notes were 
made of the spontaneous remarks of the children on an informal basis.
These indicated that details of the pictures were frequently mistaken; 
in Picture 1, for instance, the mice were described as kittens, and in 
Picture 2 the dragon was called an alligator. However, the nature of the 
alternatives seemed to be comprehended fairly well. Picture 3, in parti- 
cular, elicited.many remarks, and several children mused aloud about 
whether it was funnier to cook the boy or the soup. Also, the animals 
in Picture 4 were described as "scarey" (hostile-aggressive alternative) 
and "silly" (nonsensical alternative) by quite a few subjects. Picture 
5, which was completed by either a clown or a cowboy leaning out of a 
television, seemed plainly understood.



DISCUSSION

Although the pictures themselves were found to be a significant 
variable, that is they differed among themselves with respect to the 
likelihood of eliciting a hostile-aggressive preference, this difference 
did not interact with any of the other main effects so as to obscure the 
usefulness of the set of humor stimuli in measuring hostile-aggressive 
preferences. Thys, while some bias was present with respect to the . 
likelihood of selecting some of the alternatives, all alternatives were 
selected by at least 29% of the subjects. And overall, out of 535 re
sponses, 236 or 44% were preferences for the hostile-aggressive 
alternative; this, considering the. small number of stimuli used, approxi
mates a condition of equal probability of preferences for the alternatives 
for the test as a whole. - The preferences did not significantly vary be
tween schools which indicates that the intrinsic factors determining 
preferences were fairly constant for the entire group of subjects.

The age difference was highly significant. If personality
characteristics were the most important factors influencing selections,
there are two possible explanations. The first is that the KC group
preferred the nonsensical alternatives more than the NC group because
the older children were less hostile and aggressive. This seems unlikely.
In fact, the teacher ratings indicated that the KC group were more
hostile than the younger group. The second possibility is that the KC
group was at least equally as aggressive and hostile as the NC group, but
the older children were suppressing or repressing these tendencies more

22
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and were, therefore, less likely to. choose the hostile-aggressive alter
natives. This is a possibility and it could partly account for the age 
difference, but another explanation can also be considered.

The hostile-aggressive alternatives may have been more easily 
understood by the children, for in these the humor was generally based 
on threatening situations which were made "silly" by emphasizing the un
reality of the aggressors; the pictures were funny primarily because the 
situations represented a fantasy. The nonsensical alternatives, however, 
depended both upon the fantastical nature of the situation and the 
recognition of logical inconsistencies. Taking Picture 3 as an example, 
the hostile-aggressive alternative resulted in witches cooking a boy, 
funny only because the situation was obviously made-up. The nonsensical 
alternative, however, showed witches cooking a soup can in their kettle. 
Finding this funny depended upon recognizing that not only was the 
situation made-up, but also that it was absurd for witches to cook a can 
of soup. Rats and toads and boys, appalling ingredients, belong in a 
witches cauldron.

In accord with the findings of Zigler, Levine, and Gould (1966 
and 1967), that humor which is moderately difficult to comprehend is 
most preferred, the KC group may have selected the nonsensical alternatives 
m o r e  often because they were more difficult to understand and therefore 
more appropriate to the level of cognitive development of the older group 
than were the hostile-aggressive alternatives.

The significant sex difference lends some support to the cog
nitive appropriateness interpretation of the data. The girls preferred



the nonsensical, and presumably more difficult, alternatives more often 
than the boys in both the NC and KC groups. Girls are somewhat ahead of 
boys in many relevant developmental areas in the early years. Winitz
(1969) reported that girls obtain language skills at an earlier age than 
boys. Gesell et al_. (1940) found that girls attain aesthetic discrim- 
inability before boys and include more details than boys when asked to 
draw a human figure. Justin (1932) observed that girls were more 
responsive to laughter-provoking stimuli than boys. Thus, the ses dif
ference may mean that the girls were able to appreciate the absurdities 
of the nonsensical alternatives sooner than the boys.

The sex difference also suggests, however, that personality 
factors may have had some importance in determining preferences. Girls 
are reported by Singer and Singer (1969) to be equally aggressive com
pared to boys at age two, but to have become less aggressive by age four 
"The amount of aggression in boys stays fairly constant over time; it 
is the girls who become less overtly aggressive, although they may 
find alternative, more subtle, and acceptable ways of expressing their 
hostility" (p. 371). And the boys in this study may have been less in
hibited than the girls in expressing preferences for the obviously 
hostile-aggressive alternatives.

The data obtained from the teacher ratings did not support the 
hypothesis that the children who were rated more aggressive or hostile 
would exhibit these characteristics in their humor preferences. But 
for a variety of reasons, the teacher data is not sufficient to com
pletely reject the hypothesis.
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The teacher ratings were obviously influenced by the investi
gator's remarks concerning the meaning of the passive-aggressive scale. 
Mentioning that aggressive children could also be friendly put that 
characteristic in a fairly favorable frame of reference. In comparison, 
the hostile attitude characteristic remained in an unfavorable frame of 
reference. This accounts for the findings that children rated high in 
humorous outlook were also rated more aggressive and more friendly.

The teachers gave very few high ratings on the friendly-hostile 
scale. The teacher who assigned scores of "1", indicating the greatest 
degree of friendliness, to 19 out of 21 children has already been noted. 
Only one score of "7", indicating the greatest degree of hostility was 
recorded, and there were no scores of "6" on this scale. Either young 
children are not very hostile, which seems, unlikely, or the teachers 
were reluctant to make such an obviously negative judgement about their 
students. The later seems to be the case, as the distribution of scores 
for the passive-aggressive behavior scale more nearly corresponded to a 
normal distribution, aggressive behavior having been relieved of some

' Vof its usually negative implications and, in fact, made a positive trait 
associated with outgoingness.

It is clear that using such seemingly straightforward ratings 
did not yield data which contributed to understanding the age and sex 
differences. Less obvious techniques, possibly a series of questions 
relating to specific behaviors rather than rating scales of general 
personality characteristics, might in a future study provide data more 
sensitive to actual differences among children. Observation and
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recording of specific behaviors in the nursery school environment might 
also yield data pertinent to personality differences that determine 
humor preferences.

While it was not the purpose of this study to obtain descriptive 
or interpretive statements from the children, it now appears that having 
done so would have helped in interpreting the results. Cognitive 
development was probably the most important factor determining the pref
erences obtained. Descriptions of the humor stimuli could have helped 
to establish that point. But the probability remains that personality 
factors were also at work in influencing the choices. An analysis of 
descriptive statements similar to that made by Kreitler and Kreitler
(1970) in determining cognitive strategies could have enlarged upon the 
understanding of the role of personality factors and their influence on 
the preferences found in this investigation.

Man is a risible creature. He frequently values his capacity for 
laughing because of the advantage it presents him in overcoming the dif
ficulties encountered from day to day. Laughing at troubles so often 
relieves them. Yet a sense of humor is enjoyed more by some individuals 
than others. And some types of humor appeal more to some individuals 
than to others. The findings of Justin (1932) and others imply that the 
elements relevant to the capacity to enjoy humor are established in 
infancy and early childhood. A thorough understanding of humor must de
pend upon discovering the course of its development in the early years, 
and this task, has been too long neglected.



. APPENDIX A 
HUMOR TEST PICTURES
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Figure 1 Picture 1 with alternatives



Figure 2 Picture 2 with alternatives
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Figure 3 Picture 3 with alternatives



Figure 4 Picture 4 with alternatives



Figure 5 Picture 5 with alternatives



APPENDIX B 
DATA SHEET SAMPLE

Subject

Picture Alternative

1

2

3

4

5

S e x _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _  Age
School _
SeriousI 2
Passive 1 2
Friendly 

1  2

Figure B-l Sample of Data Sheet Used

Humorous 
3 4 5 6 7

Aggressive 
3 4 5 6 7

Hostile 
3 4 5 6 7
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APPENDIX C
TEACHER RATINGS ON.PERSONALITY VARIABLES 

Table C-l Teacher Ratings On the Serious/Humorous Scale
SOURCE . . MS df F P

age .02 1 <1
•nssex - .60 1 <1 nsschool 1.02 2 <1 nsage x sex .13 1 <1 nsage x school r 8.91 2 4.64 <.05sex x school 1.56 2 <1 nsage x sex x school 2.36 2 1.23 nsSs/groups 1.92 95 ■

Table C-2 Teacher Ratings On the Passive/Aggressive Scale

SOURCE MS df F P

age .08 1 <1 nssex .21 1 <1 ns ;school 8.76 2 4.41 <.05age x sex .22 1 <1 nsage x school 6.52 2 3.28 < .05sex x school 1.37 2 <1 nsage x sex x school 2.45 2 1.27 nsSs/groups 1.98 95

Table C-3 Teacher Ratings On the Friendly/Hostile Scale

SOURCE MS df F P ;

age 11.23 1 10. 12 <.001sex -.46 1 <1 nsschool 22.23 2 20.

OoVo

age x sex 0 . 1 <1 nsage x school . ’ ' 10.02 2 9. 03 <.001sex x school .82 2 <1 ns • ....age x sex x school 0 2 <1 ns
Ss/groups 1.11 95
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APPENDIX D
ALTERNATE CORRELATIONS

Table D-l Comparison of Correlations Between Preferences for the
Aggressive Alternatives (A preferences) and Teacher Ratings 
With and Without the Teacher Who Appeared to Rate All of Her 
Students the Same on the Friendly/Hostile Scale.

With Teacher Without Teacher
r P r P

H-A preferences - Passive/Aggressive -.016 ns — .055 ns
H-A preferences - Serious/Humorous .005 ns .029 ns
H-A preferences - Friendly/Hostile -.026 ns .015 ns

Serious/Humorous - Passive/Aggressive .407 .001 .277 .02
Serious/Humorous - Friendly/Hostile -.276 .005 -.251 .025
P ssive/Aggressive - Friendly/Hostile .063 ns .127 ns
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APPENDIX E 
TEACHER'S INDIVIDUAL CORRELATIONS



Table E-l Correlations Between Preferences for the Aggressive Alternatives (A Preference) 
and Teacher Ratings for Individual Teachers.

H-A preferences - Passive/Aggressive H-A preferences - Serious/Humorous H-A preferences - Friendly/HostileSerious/Humorous - Passive/Aggressive Serious/Humorous - Friendly/Hostile Passive/Aggressive - Friendly/Hostile

Teacher A Teacher B , Teacher C
r P r P r P

.050 ns -.090 ns -.028 ns.080 ns -.062 ns .113 ns-.131 ns .468 ns .597 <.03-.097 ns .275 ns .470 ns-.685 <005 .220 ns -.365 ns.349 ns .050 ns .160 ns

Teacher D Teacher E Teacher F 
r p r p r p

.100 ns -.325 ns .121 ns.020 ns -.180 ns .180 ns-.148 ns .311 ns .055 ns.545 <.01 .613 <.01 .690 <.01.254 ns -.607 <.01 •-.613 <.02.450 <.025 -.345 ns •-.391 ns
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