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modification, that tendency of the mind, that child of the sublime
and the ridiculous, would be too subtle and too high for their
public, to please which they take pains to make everything flat and
vulgar. Well, “high words and a low meaning” is in general the mot-
to of the noble present, and accordingly nowadays he is called a
humorist who was formerly called a buffoon.

-

10 William Hazlitt (1778-1830)

Although he was best known as an essayist and critic, Hazlitt began his career
as a philosopher and showed considerable philosophical competence in all his
writings. In the foliowing lecture, pubiished in the same year as the first edition
of Schopenhauer's World as Wil and Idea, Hazlitt develops a theory of humor
which'. goes a.m:mmnm:mmﬁ _beyond the Incongruity Theories -of Kant and
Schopenhauer. Like them, he sees intetlectual processes at work in the creation
and appreciation of humor. He also sees the relation between our response to
incongruity in amusement and ouf response to it in emotions like fear and
sadness. Hazlitt offers other interesting observations on the nature of wit, on
the idea that ridicule is a test of truth, and on the ethics of humor.

From Lectures on the .muﬁmmmw Comic Writers (London:
George Bell, 1885)

Lecture I—Introductory.

On Wit and Humor

Man is the only animal that laughs and weeps; for he is the only
animal that is struck with the difference between what things are,
and what they ought to bel 3 We weep at what thwarts or exceeds our
“desires in serious matters: we laugh at what only disappoints our ex-
pectations in trifles. We shed tears from sympathy with real and
necessary distress; as we burst into laughter from want of sympathy
with that which is unreasonable and unnecessary, the absurdity of
which provokes our spleen or mirth, rather than any serious reflec-
tions on it. )

To explain the nature of laughter and tears, is to account for
the condition of human life; for it is in a manner compounded of
these two! It is a tragedy or a comedy—sad or merry, as it happens.
The crimes and misfortunes that are inseparable from it, shock and
wound the mind when they once seize upon it, and when the
pressure can no longer be borne, seek relief in tears: the follies and
absurdities that men commit, or the odd accidents that befall them,
afford us amusement from the very rejection of these false claims
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upon our sympathy and end in laughter. If everything that went
wrong, if every vanity or weakness in another gave us a sensible

pang, it would be hard indeed: but as long as the disagreeableness of .

the consequences of a sudden %mmmﬁﬁ. is kept out of sight by the.im-
mediate oddity of the circumstances, and the absurdity or
unaccournitableness of a foolish action is the most striking thing in it,

the ludicrous prevails over the pathetic, and we receive pleasure in-
stead of pain from the farce of life which is played before us, and

which discomposes our gravity as often as it fails to move our anger

OT our pity!
Tears may be considered as the natural and involuntary
resource of the mind overcome by some sudden and viclent ernotion,

before it has had time to reconcile its feelings to the change of cir-:

cumstances: while laughter rhay be defined ro be the same sort of
convulsive and involuntary movement, occasioned by mere surprise
or contrast (in the absence of any more serious emotion), before it
has time to reconcile its belief to contradictory appearances. If we
hold a mask before our face, and approach a child with this disguise

on, it will at first, from the oddity and incongruity of the ap-

pearance, be inclined to laugh; if we go nearer to it, steadily, and '

without saying a word, it wiil begin to be alarmed, and be half in-
clined to cry: if we suddenly take off the mask, it will recover from
its fears, and burst out laughing; but if, instead of presenting the old
well-known countenance, we have concealed a satyr's head or some
frightful caricature behind the first mask, the suddenness of the
change will not in this case be a source of merriment to it, but will
convert its surprise intoc an agony of consternation, and will make it
scream out for help, even though it may be convinced that the whole
is a trick at botrom.

The alternation of tears and laughter, in this little episode in
common life, depends almost entirely on the greater or less degree of

interest attached to the different changes of appearance. The mere
“Suddenness of the transition, the mere balking cur expéctations, and
turning them aburptly into another channel, seems to give addi-
tional liveliness and gaiety to the animal spirits: but the instant the
change s not only sudden, but threatens serious consequences, or
calls up the shape of danger, terror supersedes our disposition to
rirth, and laughter gives place to tears. It is usual to play with in-
fants, and make them laugh by clapping your hands suddenly
before them; but if you clap your hands too loud, or too near their
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ig . _ i i hide them
sight, their countenances immediately change, and they :

in the nurse’s arms. Or suppose the same child grown up a little
older, comes to a place, expecting fo meet a person it is particularly
fond of, and does not find that person there, its countenance sud-
denly falls, its lips begin to quiver, its cheek turns pale, its eye
glistens, and it-vents its little sorrow (grown too big to be concealed)
in a flood of tears. Again, if the child meets the same person unex-
pectedly after long absence, the same effect will be produced by an
excess of joy, with different accompaniments; that is, the m:wvzm.m
and the emotion excited will make the blood come into his face, his
eyes sparkle, his Ho_bw?w falter or be mute; but in either case the tears

- will gush t6 his relief, and lighten the pressure about his heart. On

the other hand, if a child is playing at hide-and-seek or
blindman’s-buff, with persons it is ever so fond of, and either misses
them where it had made sure of finding them, or suddenly runs up
against them where it had least expected it, the shock or additional
impetus given to the imagination by the &mmﬁﬁowcﬂﬂmbﬁ or the
discovery, in a matter of this indifference, will only vent itself .E a fit
of laughter.! The transition here is not from one thing of impaor-
tance to another, or from a state of indifference to a state of strong
excitement: but merely from one impressior to another that we did
not at all expect, and when we have expected just the ncwﬁwmi The
mind having been led to form a certain conclusion, and the result
producing an immediate solution of continuity in the nvwﬁ_ Om.oE.
ideas, this alternate excitement and relaxation of the imagination,
the object also striking upon the mind more vividly in its loese unset-
tled state, and before it has had time to recover and collect itself,
causes that alternate excitement and relaxation, or irregular con-
vulsive movement of the muscular and nervous system, which con-
stitutes physical laughter. The discontinuous in our sensations pro-
duces a correspondent jar and discord in the frame. The mﬁmm&wmmw
of our faith and of our features begins to give way at the same time.
We turn with an incredulous smile from a story that staggers our
belief: and we are ready to split our sides with laughing at an ex-
travagance that sets all common sense and serious concern at de-
fiance.

To understand or define the ludicrous, we must first know what
the serious is. Now the serious is the habitual stress which the mind
lays upon the expectation of a given order of events, following one
another with a certain regularity and weight of interest attached to
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them. When this stress is increased beyond its usual pitch of intens.
1ty, 50 as to overstrain the feelings by the violent opposition of good
to bad, or of objects to our desires, it becomes the pathetic or
tragical. The ludicrous, or comic, is the unexpected Hoommbmbm or
relaxing this stress below its usual pitch of intensity, by such an
abrupt transposition of the order of our ideas, as taking the mind
unawares, throws it off its guard, startles it into a lively sense of
pleasure, and leaves no time nor inclination for painful reflections.
The essence of the laughable then is the Incongruous, the
disconnecting one idea from another, or the jostling of one feeling
against another. The first and most obvious cause of laughter is to
be found in the simple succession of events, as in the sudden shifting
of a disguise, or some unlooked-for accident, without any absurdity
of character or situation. The accidental contradiction between our
expectations and the event can hardly be said, however, (0 amount
to the ludicrous: it is merely laughable. The ludicrous is where there
is the same contradiction between the object and our expectations,
heightened by some deformity or inconvenience, that is, by its being
contrary to what is customary or desirable; as the ridiculous, which
is the highest degree of the laughable, is that which is contrary not
only to custom but to sense and reason, or is a voluntary departiure
from what we have a right to expect from those who are conscious of
absurdity and propriety in words, looks, and actions.

Of these different kinds or degrees of the laughable, the first is
the most shallow and short-lived; for the instant the immediate sur-
prise of a thing’s merely happening one way or another is over, there
is nothing to throw us back upon our former expectation, and renew
our wonder at the event a second time. The second sort, that is, the
ludicrous arising out of the improbable or distressing, is more deep
and lasting, either because the painful catastrophe excites a greater
curiosity, or because the old impression, from its habitual hold on
the imagination, still recurs mechanically, so that it is longer before
we can seriously make up our minds to the unaccountable deviation
from it. The third sort, or the ridiculous arising out of absurdity as
well as improbability, that is, where the defect or weakness is of a
man’s own seeking, is the most refined of all, but not always so pleas-
ant as the last, because the same contempt and disapprobation
which sharpens and subtilises our sense of the impropriety, adds a
severity to it inconsistent with perfect ease and enjoyment. This last
species is properly the province of satire. The principle of contrast
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laugh as freely at their own absurdities as at those of their neighbors.
In general the contrary rule holds, and we only laugh at those
misfortunes in which we are spectators, not sharers. The injury, the
disappointment, shame, and vexation that we feel, put a stop to our
mirth; while the disasters that come home to us, and excite our
repugnance and dismay, are an amusing spectacle to others. The
greater resistance we make, and the greater the perplexity into
which we are thrown, the more lively and piquant is the intellectual
display of cross-purposes to the bystanders. Our humiliation is their
triumph. We are occupied with the disagreeableness of the result in-
stead of its oddity or unexpectedness. Others see cnly the conflict of
motives and the sudden alternation of events; we feel the pain as
well, which more than counterbalances the speculative entertain-
ment we might receive from the nonﬁmna?m_aom of our abstract situa-
tion.

You cannot force people to laugh: you cannot give a reason why
they should langh: they must laugh of themselves, or not at all. As
we laugh from a spontanecus impulse, we laugh the more at any
restraint upon this impulse. We laugh at a thing merely because we
ought not. If we think we must not laugh, this perverse impediment
makes our temptation to laugh the greater; for by endeavoring to
keep the obnoxious image out of sight, it comes upon us more ir-
resistibly and repeatedly; and the inclination to indulge our mirth,
the longer it is held back, collects its force, and breaks out the more
viclently in peals of laughter. In like manner, anything we must not
think of makes us laugh, by its coming upon us by stealth and
unawares, and from the very efforts we make to exclude it. A secret,
a loose word, a wanton jest, make people laugh. Aretine laughed
himself to death at hearing a lascivious story. Wickedness is often
made a substitute for wit; mﬂ_& in most of our good old comedies, the
intrigue of the plot and the double meaning of the dialogue go
hand-in-hand, and keep up the ball with wonderful spirit between
them. The consciousness, however it may arise, that there is
something that we ought to look grave at, is almost always a signal
for laughing outright: we can hardly keep our countenance at a ser-
mon, a funeral, or a wedding. What an excellent old custom was
that of throwing the stocking! What a deal of innocent mirth has
been spoiled by the disuse of it! It is not an easy matter to preserve
decorum in courts of justice. The smallest circumstance that in-
terferes with the solemnity of the proceedings, throws the whole
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Place into an uproar of laughter. Peopie at the point of death often
say smart things. Sir Thomas More jested with his executioner.
Rabelais and Wycherley both died with a bon-mot in their mouths.

Misunderstandings (malentendus), where one person means
one thing, and another is aiming at something else, are another
great source of comic humor, on the same principle of ambiguity
and contrast. There is a highwrought instance of this in the dialogue
between Aimwell and Gibbet, in the “Beaux Stratagem,” where
Aimwell mistakes his companion for an officer in a marching regi-
ment, and Gibbet takes it for granted that the gentleman is a
highwayman. The alarm and consternation occasioned by someone
saying to him, in the course of common conversation, “I apprehend
you,” is the most ludicrous thing in that admirably natural and
powerful performance, Mr. Emery’s “Robert Tyke.” Again, un-
consciousness in the person himself of what he is about, or of what
others think of him, is alsc a great heightener of the sense of absur-
dity. It makes it come the fuller horne upon us from his insensibility
to it. His simplicity sets off the satire, and gives it a finer edge. Itisa
more extreme case still where the person is aware of being the object
of ridicule, and yet seems perfectly reconciled to it as a matter of
course. So wit is often the more forcible and pointed for being dry
and serious, for it then seems as if the speaker himself had no inten-
tion in it, and we were the first to find it out. Irony, asa species of
wit, owes its force to the same principle. In such cases it is the con-
trast between the appearance and the reality, the suspense of belef
and the seeming incongruity, that gives point to the ridicule, and
makes it enter the deeper when the first impression is overcome. Ex-
cesstve impudence, as in the “Liar”; or excessive modesty, as in the
hero of “She Stoops to Conguer”; or a mixture of the two, as in the
“Busy Body,” are equally amusing. Lying is a species of wit and
humor. To tay anything to a person’s charge from which he is
perfectly free, shows spirit and invention; and the more incredible
the effrontery, the greater is the joke.

There is nothing more powerfully humorous than what is called
keeping in comic character, as we see it very finely exemplified in
Sancho Panza and Don Quixote. The proverbial phlegm and the
romantic gravity of these two celebrated persons may be regarded as
the height of this kind of excellence. The deep feeling of character
strengthens the sense of the Judicrous. Keeping in comic character is
consistency in absurdity; a determined and laudable attachment to
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the incongrucus and singular. The regularity completes the con-
tradiction; for the number of instances of deviation from the right
line, branching out in all directons, shows the inveteracy of the
original bias toc any extravagance or folly, the natural improbability,
as it were, increasing every time with the multiplication of chances
for a return to common sense, and in the end mounting up to an in-
credible and unaccountably ridiculous height, when we find our ex-
pectations as invariably baffled. The most curious problem of all, is
this truth of absurdity to itself. That reason and good sense should
be consistent, is not wonderful: but that caprice, and whim, and
fantastical prejudice, should be uniformn and infallible in cheir
results, is the surprising thing. But while this characteristic clue to
absurdity helps on the ridicule, it also softens and harmonises its ex-
cesses: and the ladicrous is here blended with a certain beauty and
decorum, from this very truth of habit 4nd sentiment, or from the
principle of similitude m dissimilitude. The devotion to nonsense,
and enthusiasm about uifles, is highly affecting as a moral lesson: it
is one of the striking weaknesses and greatest happinesses of our
nature. That which excites so lively and lasting an interest in itself,
even though it should not be wisdom, is not despicable in the sight of
reason and humanity. We cannot suppress the smile on the lip; but
the tear should also stand ready to start from the eye. The history of
hobby-horses is equally instructive and delightful; and after the pair
I have just alluded to, My Uncle Toby's is one of the best and
gentlest that “ever lifted leg!” The inconveniences, odd accidents,
falls, and bruises, to which they expose their riders, contribute their
share to the amusement of the spectators; and the blows and wounds
that the Knight of the Sorrowful Countenance received in his many
perilous adventures, have applied their healing influence to many a
hurt mind. In what relates to the laughable, as it arises from unfore-
seen accidents or selfwilled scrapes, the pain, the shame, the mor-
tification, and utter helplessness of situation, add to the Joke, pro-
vided they are momentary, or overwhelming only to the imagination
of the sufferer. Malvolio’s punishment and apprehensions are as
comic, from our knowing that they are not real, as Christopher Sly’s
drunken transformation and short-lived dream of happiness are for
the like reason. Parson Adams’s fall into the tub at the ‘Squire’s, or
his being discovered in bed with Mrs. Slipslop, though pitiable, are
laughable accidents: nor do we read with much gravity of the loss of
his “Eschylus,” serious as it was to him at the time. A Scotch

wWilliam Hazlitt 73

-~ clergyman, as he was going to church, seeing a spruce conceited
mechanic who was walking before him, suddenly covered all over
with dirt, either by falling into the kennel, or by some other .nm_mB-
ity befalling him, smiled and passed on: but afterwards seeing m.ﬁ
same person, who had stopped to refit, scated directly facing him _w
the gallery, with a look of perfect satisfaction and composure, as if
nothing of the sort had happened to him, the idea of his late disaster
and present self-complacency struck him so powerfuily, %wn.ﬁbmzn
to resist the impulse, he flung himself back in the pulpit, Eﬂ
laughed till he could laugh no longer. I remember reading a story in
an odd number of the “European Magazine,” of an old gentleman
who used to walk out mswé. afternoon, with a m&m-rmwmmn cane, in
the fields opposite Baltimore House, which were then open, only
with footpaths crossing them. He was frequently accosted by a beg-
gar with a wooden leg, to whom he gave money., which only made
him more importunate. One day, when he was more troublesome
than usual, a well-dressed person happening to come up, and obser-
ving how saucy the fellow was, said to the gentleman, “8ir, i you
will lend me your cane for a moment, I'll give him a good thrashing
for his impertinence.” The old gentleman, smiling at the preposal
handed him his cane, which the other no sooner was going to apply
to the shoulders of the culprit, than he immediately whipped off his
wooden leg, and scampered off with great alacrity, and his chastiser
after him as hard as he could go. The faster the one ran, the faster
the other followed him, brandishing the cane, to the great astonish-
ment of the gentleman who owned it, till having fairly crossed the

" fields, they suddenly turned a corner, and nothing more was seen of

either of them. . . i
There is another source of comic humor which has been but lit-

tle touched on or attended to by the critics—not the infliction of
casual pain,. but the pursuit of uncertain pleasure and idle gallan-
try. Half the business and gaiety of comedy turns upon this. Most of
the adventures, difficulties, demurs, hair-breadth ’scrapes,
disguises, deceptions, blunders, disappointments, successes, ex-
cuses, all the dexterous maneuvers, artful innuendoes, assignations,
billets-doux, double entendres, sly allusions, and elegant flattery,
have an eye to this—to the obtaining of those “favors secret, sweet,
and precious,” in which love and pleasure consist, and which when
attained, and the equivoque is at an end, the curtain drops, and the
play is over. All the attractions of a subject that can only be glanced
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at indirectly, that is a sort of forbidden ground to the imagination,
except under severe restrictions, which are constantly broken
through; all the resources it supplies for intrigue and invention; the
bashfulness of the clownish lover, his looks of alarm and petrified
astonishment; the foppish affectation and easy confidence of the
happy man; the dress, the airs, the languor, the scorn, and indif-
ference of the fine iady; the bustle, pertness, loquacicusness, and
tricks of the chambermaid; the impudence, lies, and roguery of the
valet; the match-making and unmaking; the wisdom of the wise; the
sayings of the witty, the folly of the fool; “the soldier’s, scholar’s,
courtier’s eye, tongue, sword, the glass of fashion and the mold of
form,” have all a view to this.

Humor is the describing the ludicrous as it is in itself; wit is the
exposing it, by comparing or contrasting it with something else.
Huwmor is, as it were, the growth of nature and accident; wit is the
product of art and fancy. Humor, as it is shown in books, is an im-
itation of the natural or acquired absurdities of mankind, or of the
ludicrous in accident, situation, and character: wit is the ilustrating
and heightening the sense of that absurdity by some sudden and
unexpected likeness or opposition of cne thing to another, which sets
off the quality we laugh at or despise in a still more contemptible or
striking point of view. Wit, as distinguished from poetry, is the im-
agination or fancy inverted, and so applied to given objects, as to
make the little lock less, the mean more light and worthless; or to
divert our admiration or wean our affections from that which is lofty
and impressive, instead of producing a more intense admiration and
exalted passion, as poetry does. Wit may sometimes, indeed, be
shown in compliments as well as satire; as in the commeon epigram:

Accept a miracle, instead of wit:
See two dull lines with Stanhope’s pencil writ.

But then the mode of paying it is playful and ironical, and con-
tradicts itself in the very act of making its own performance humble
foil to another’s. Wit hovers round the borders of the light and trif-
ling, whether in matters of pleasure or pain; for as soon as it
describes the serious seriously, it ceases to be wit, and passes into a
different form. Wit is, in fact, the eloquence of indifference, or an
ingenious and striking exposition of those evanescent and glancing
impressions of objects which affect us more from surprise or contrast
to the train of our ordinary and literal preconceptions, than from
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anything in the objects themselves exciting our necessary sympathy
or lasting hatred. The favorite employment of wit is to add littleness
to littleness, and heap contempt on insignificance by all the arts of
petty and incessant warfare; or if it ever affects to aggrandise, and
use the language of hyperbole, it is only to betray into derision by a
fatal comparison, as in the mock-heroic; or if it treats of serious pas-
sion, it must do it so as to lower the tone of intense and high-
wrought sentiment, by the introduction of burlesque and familiar

circumstances.
Wit or ludicrous invention produces its effect oftenest by com-

parison, but not always. It frequently effects its purposes by unex-
pected and subtle distinctions. For instance, in the first kind, Mr.
Sheridan’s description of Mr. Addington’s administration as the fag
end of Mr. Pitt’s, who had remained so long on the treasury bench
that, like Nicias in the fable, “he left the sitting part of the man
behind him,” is as fine an example of metaphorical Wit as any on
record. The same idea seems, however, to have been included in the
old well-known nickname of the Rumyp Parliament. Almost as hap-
py an instance of the other kind of wit, which consists in sudden
retorts, in turns upon an idea, and diverting the train of your adver-
sary’s argument abruptly and adroitly into another channel, may be
seen in the sarcastic reply of Porson, who hearing someone observe,
that “certain modern poets would be read and admired when
Homer and Virgil were forgotten,” made answer: “And not till
then!” Sir Robert Walpole's definition of the gratitude of place-
expectants, “That it is a lively sense of future favors,” is no doubt
wit, but it does not consist in the finding out any coincidence or
likeness, but in suddenly transposing the order of time in the com-
mon account of this feeling, so as to make the professions of those
who pretend to it correspond more with their practice. It is filling up
a blank in the human heart with a word that explains its hollowness
at once. Voliaire's saying, in answer to a stranger who was observing
how tall his trees grew —“That they had nothing else to do” —was a
quaint mixture of wit and humor, making it out as if they really led
a lazy, laborious life; but there was here neither allusion or
metaphor. Again, that master-stroke in Hudibras is sterling wit and
profound satire, where speaking of certain religious hypocrites he
says, Lthat they

Compound for sins they are inclin'd to,
by damning those they have no mind to;
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but the wit consists in the truth of the character, and in the happy
exposure of the ludicrous contradiction between the pretext and the
practice; between their lenity towards their own vices, and their
severity to those of others. .

In 2 word, the shrewd separation or disentangling of ideas that
seem the same, or where the secret contradiction is not sufficiently
suspected, and is of a ludicrous and whimsical nature, is wit just as
much as the bringing together those that appear at first sight totally
different. There is then no sufficient ground for admitting Mr.
Locke’s celebrated definition of wit, which he makes to consist in the
finding out striking and unexpected resemblances in things as so to
make pleasant pictures in the fancy, while judgment and reason, ac-
cording to him, lie the clean contrary way, in separating and nicely
distinguishing those wherein the smallest difference is to be
found.? . . .

And, indeed, this may be considered as the best defense of the
contested maxim: That ridicule is the test of truth, viz., that it does
not contain or attempt a formal proof of it, but owes its power of
conviction to the bare suggestion of it, so that if the thing when once
hinted is not clear in itself, the satire fails of its effect and falls to the
ground. The sarcasm here glanced at the character of the new or old
French noblesse may not be well founded; but it is so like truth, and
“comes In such a questionable shape,” backed with the appearance
of an identical proposition, that it would require a long train of facts
and labored arguments to do away with the impression, even if we
were sure of the honesty and wisdom of the person who undertook to
refute it. A flippant jest is as good a test of truth as a solid bribe; and
there are serious sophistries,

Soul-killing lies, and truths that work small good.

as well as idle pleasantries. Of this we may be sure, that ridicule
fastens on the vulnerable points of a cause and finds out the weak
sides of an argument; if those who resort to it sometimes rely too
much on its success, those who are chiefly annoved by it almost
always are so with reason, and cannot be too much on their guard
against deserving it. Before we can laugh at a thing, its absurdity
must at least be open and palpable to common apprehension.
Ridicule is necessarily built on certain supposed facts, whether true
or false, and on iheir inconsistency with certain acknowledged max-
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ims, whether right or wrong. It is, therefore, a fair test, if not of
philosophical or abstract truth, at least of what is truth according to
public opinion and comumon sense; for it can only expose to instan-
taneous conternpt that which is condemned by public opinion, and
is hostile to the common sense of mankind. Or to put it differently,
it is the test of the quantity of truch that there is in our favorite pre-
judices. To show how nearly allied wit is thought to be to truth, it is
not unusual to say of any person: “Such a one is a man of sense, for
though he said nothing, he laughed in the right place.” .

After all, verbal and accidental strokes of wit, though the most
surprising and laughable, are not the best and most lasting. That
wit is the most refined and effectual which is founded on the detec-
tion of unexpected likeness or distinction in things, rather than in
words. It is more severe and galling—that is, it is more unpar-
donable though less surprising, in proportion as the thought sug-
gested is more complete and satisfactory from its being inherent in
the nature of the things themselves. Haeret lateri lethalis arundo.
Truth makes the greatest libel; and it is that which barbs the darts
of wit, The Duke of Buckingham's saying, “Laws are not, like
wormnen, the worse for being old,” is an instance of a harmless truism
and the utmost malice of wit united. This is, perhaps, what has been
meant by the distinction between true and false wit. Mr. Addison, in-
deed, goes so far as to make it the exclusive test of true wit that it will
bear translation into another language —that is to say, that it does
not depend at all on the form of expression. But this is by no means
the case. Swift would hardly have allowed of such a straitlaced
theory to make havoc with his darling conundrums, though there s
no one whose serious wit is more that of things, as opposed to a mere
play either of words or fancy. I ought, I believe, to have noticed
before, in speaking of the difference between wit and humor, that
wit is often pretended absurdity, where the person overacts or exag-
gerates a certain part with a conscious design to expose it as if it were
another person, as when Mandrake in the “Twin Rivals” says, “This
glass is too big, carry it away, I'll drink out of the bottle.” On the
contrary, when Sir Hugh Evans says, very innocently, **Od’s plessed
will, I will not be absence at the grace,” though there is here a great
deal of humor, there is no wit. This kind of wit of the humorist,
where the person makes a butt of himself, and exhibits his own ab-
surdities or foibles purposely in the most pointed and glaring lights,
runs through the whole of the character of F alstaif, and is, in truth,
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the principle on which it is founded. It is an irony directed against
one’s self. Wit is, in fact, a voluntary act of the mind, or exercise of
the Invention, showing the absurd and Iudicrous consciously,
whether In ourselves or another. Cross-readings, where the blunders
are designed, are wit; but if any one were to light upon them
through ignorance or accident; they would be merely ludicrous.

It might be made an argument of the intrinsic superiority of
poetry or imagination to wit, that the former does not admit of mere
verbal combinations. Whenever they do occur, they are uniformly
blemishes. It requires something more solid and substantial to raise
admiration or passion. The general forms and aggregate masses of
our ideas must be brought more inio play to give weight and
magnitude. Imagination may be said to be the finding out
something similar in things generally alike, or with like feelings at-
tached to them; while wit principally aims at finding out something
that seems the same, or amounts té 2 momentary deception where
you least expected it, namely, in things totally opposite. The reason
why more slight and partial, or merely accidental and nominal
resemblances serve the purposes of wit, and indeed characterize its
essence as a distinct operation and faculty of the mind, is, that the
object of ludicrous poetry is naturally to let down and lessen; and it
15 easier to let down than to raise up; to weaken than to strengthen;
to disconnect our sympathy from passion and power, than to attach
and rivet it to any object of grandeur or interest; to startle and shock
our preconceptions by incongruous and equivocal combinations,
than to confirm, enforce, and expand them by powerful and lasting
associations of ideas, or striking and true analogies. A slight cause is
sufficient to produce a slight effect. To be indifferent or sceptical,
requires no effort; to be enthusiastic and in earnest, requires a
strong impulse and collective power. Wit and humor (comparatively
speaking, or taking the extremes to judge of the gradations by) ap-
peal to our indolence, our vanity, our weakness, and insensibility;
serious and impassioned poetry appeals to our strength, our
magnanimity, our virtue, and humanity. Anything is sufficient to
heap contempt upon an object; even the bare suggestion of a
mischievous allusion to what is improper dissolves the whole charm,
and puts an end to our admiration of the sublime or beaurtifyl.
Reading the finest passage in Milton's “Paradise Lost” in a false
tone, will make it seem insipid and absurd. The caviiling at, or in-
vidiously pointing out, a few slips of the pen, will embitter the
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pleasure, or alter our opinion of a whole Solm. mw&, 5&6. us Hg..os.:
down in disgust. The critics are aware of .Q:m. vice and infirmity in
our nature, and play upon it with periodical success. The meanest
weapons are strong enough for this W.EQ.Om warfare, .mﬁ@ the B.mmwmwﬁ
hands can wield them. Spleen can subsist on any kind of food. The
shadow of a doubt, the hint of an mmnobﬁmﬁ.mb@“ a word, a mocwm._.m
syllable, will destroy our mumm?moﬂs.mq. convictions. Jarmﬁ puts t n”mm_
argument in as striking a point of Sosw as mnﬁgmm. Hm. the meﬂm.
parody or burlesque, the secret oﬁw which lies merely in ﬂ..mﬁmﬁoﬂumﬁ
or applying at a venture to mﬂﬁgﬂmng to H.Wm lowest oEmnM._ i mn
which is applicable only to certain given things, or to the hig mm:
matters. “From the sublime to the ridiculous there is but one ﬂ.ﬂum
The slightest want of unity of impression a.mmﬂou.a the sublime; the
detection of the smallest incongruity is an 5@:&5 mwom:&.ﬁo rest
the ludicrous upon. But in serious poetry, .ér:u.w aims a riveting our
affections, every blow must tell home. The missing a E:mﬂ.m time 13
fatal, and undoes the spell. We see how dificulc :.Hm to sustaln a con-
tinued flight of impressive mmdeQ:m how easy it must be Eoﬁ MO
travesty or burlesque it, to mo:.naﬂw into nonsense, and be S:JMU w
plaving the fool. It is 2 common mistake, Woéwcmﬁ to suppose tha
parodies degrade, or imply a stigma on the subject; on the no.nﬁ.amm_ﬁ
they in general imply something serious or mmnﬂma in nrm. oE%M.m s.
Without this, they would be good for nothing, for the immediate
contrast would be wanting, and with chis they are sure to tell. va
best parodies are, accordingly, the best and most mﬁﬂrz.wm .mzumm
reversed. Witness the common travesties of Homer and Virgil. Mr,
Canning’s court parodies on Mr. Southey’s popular odes, are also wd
instance in point (I do not know which were the cleverest); and nr M
best of the “Rejected Addresses” is the parody on ﬂamvwﬁ thoug
do not certainly think that Crabbe is the most ridiculous poet now
:Sbmﬂmm:, and the Fool are the sublimest instance [ know of passion
and wit united, or of imagination E%om&hm the most Qwﬂmuaoﬁw
sufferings, and of burlesque on ﬁmmmr..ﬁ playing sﬁr. It, E%%m MHM.».-
relieving its intensity by the most @o:ﬁn&, but mmBH.:ma an: Q_w
ferent illustrations of the same thing in different n.v_.dmm.ﬁm_ and on a
meaner scale. The Fool's reproaching Lear with Emwmﬂw Mﬁ
daughters his mothers,” his snatches of Eoﬁnvm. and mEr m&m_uwm
“The hedge-sparrow fed the cuckoo so long, that it had its Mm:
off by its young,” and “Whoop jug, I know when the horse follows
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the cart,” are a running commeniary of trite truisms, pointing out
the extreme folly of the infatuated old monarch, and in a manner
reconciling us to its inevitable consequences.

Lastly, there is a wit of sense and cbservation, which consists in
the acute illustration of good sense and practical wisdom, by means
of some far-fetched conceit or quaint imagery. The matter is sense,
but the form is wit. Thus the lines in Pope:
= Tis with our judgments as our watches, none

Go just alike; yet each believes his own—

are witty, rather than poetical; because the truth they convey is a
mere dry observation on human life, without elevation or en-
thustasm, and the illustration of it Is of that quaint and familiar
kind that is merely curious and fanciful. Cowley is an instance of the
same kind in almost all his writings. Many of the jests and witticisms
in the best comedies are moral aphorisms and rules for the conduct
of life, sparkling with wit and fancy in the mode of expression. The
ancient philosophers also abounded in the same kind of wit, in tell-
ing home truths in the most unexpected manner. In this sense Asop

was the greatest wit and moralist that ever lived. Ape and slave, he .

looked askance at human nature, and beheld its weaknesses and er-
rors transferred to another species. Vice and virtue were to him as
plain as any objects of sense. He saw in man a talking, absurd,
obstinate, proud, angry animal; and ciothed these abstractions with
wings, or a beak, or tail, or claws, or long ears, as they appeared em-
bodied in these hieroglyphics in the brute creation. His moral
philosophy is natural history. He makes an ass bray wisdom, and a
frog croak humanity. The store of moral truth, and the fund of in-
vention in exhibiting it in eternal forms, palpable and intelligible,
and delightful to children and grown persons, and to all ages and
nations, are almost miraculous. The invention of a fable is to me the
most enviable exertion of human genius: it is the discovering a truth
to which there is no c¢lue, and which, when once found out, can
never be forgotten. I would rather have been the author of “AEsop’s
Fables,” than of “Eucilid’s Elements!” .

I will only add by way of general caution, that there is nothing
more ridiculous than laughter without a cause, nor anything more
troublesome than what are called laughing people. A professed
laugher is as contemptible and tiresome a character as a professed
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wit: the one is always contriving something to laugh at, the other is
always laughing at nothing. An excess of levity is as wn@ma.nma as
an excess of gravity. A character of this sort is well personified by
Spenser, in the “Darnsel of the Idle Lake”:

.. . Who did assay
To laugh at shaking of the leaves light.

Anyone must be mainly ignorant or ﬁrocmv.&mmm“ who is sur-
prised at everything he sees; or wonderfully nosnm.:mP who expects
everything to conform to his standard of propriety. Qo%m.m and
idiots laugh on all occasions; and the common m&ﬁ.m of .§mr5m to
be thought satirical often runs through whole families in country
places, to the great annoyance of their neighbors. To be struck with
incongruity in whatever comes before us, does not argue great com-
prehension or refinement of perception, but rather 2 r.uo.mm:mmm and
flippancy of mind and teruper, which prevents the mdividual Hnmoﬂ
connecting any two ideas steadily or consistently eo.mnmwmuw. H.ﬁ is
owing to a natural crudity and precipitateness of the imagination,
which assimilates nothing properly to itself. People who are always
laughing, at length laugh on the wrong side of their faces, for &mw
cannot get others to laugh with them. In like manner, an affectation
of wit vw degrees hardens the heart, and spoils good company and
good manners. A perpetual succession of good things puts an end to
common conversation. There is no answer to a jest, but another;
and even where the ball can be kept up in this way without ceasing,
it tires the patience of the bystanders, and runs the speakers out of
breath. Wit is the salt of conversation, not the food.

Nates

1. A child that has hid itself out of the way in sport, is under a great
temptation to laugh at the unconsciousness of others as to its mw.Em.&on.. A
person concealed from assassins is in no danger of betraying his situation
by laughing.

2. His words are: “If in having our ideas in the memory ready at
hand consists quickness of parts, in this of having them cﬂnodmﬁm&... and
being able nicely to distinguish one thing from another, where there is but
the least difference, consists in a great measure the exactness of judgment
and clearness of reason, which is to be observed in one man above another.
And hence, perhaps, may be given some reason of that common observa-
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tion, that men who have a great deal of wit and prompt memories, h
not always the clearest judgment or deepest reason. For wit lyin Eo.u.z in
2.5. mmmmEENMW of ideas, and putting them togerher with ﬂcwmwnmwm MHHM
varlety, wherein nw.u be found any resemblance or congruity, thereby to
mewmomm.@_mmm_wbm pictures and mm«mmmvﬁo <.wmmowm in the fancy: judgment, on
the con MMWWM _MMF@EW on me wnrmw side, in separating carefully one from
: : erein can be found the least dif i
Jﬂbm wﬁ__.mwn& .v.w similitude, and by affinity to ﬁmrwowmwnwmwwmmoww Mhﬂ”&ﬂ
A.mmmm? vol i. p. 143.) This definition, such as it is. Mr Locke Hmﬁw
Mﬂ%oﬁ mnwnoi.mnmmgm:n from Hobbes, who said in his :“H.miwgmn ” :%%wm
‘ Mﬁ.mwmwnm .o_m. ME&S@& is nm.:mwa by the difference of men’s ﬁmmmmmnm that
> 1slike some one thing, some another, and therefore some men’s
thoughts run one way, some another, and are held to, and obser dif
H,Q.,muzw &._m. things that pass through their Mﬂummwnmmoﬂu And Srmum in
this succession of men’s thoughts there is nothing to o_umw?m m th H.m -
they Hr.ﬁw on, but either in what they be like one another, or in SMM:. Hmm
be unlike, . . . those that ohserve their similitudes, in nmmm they b h -
are but wf.n@. observed by others, are said to have w good wit Nw MMMMH -
this Onwwﬁow.um meant 4 good fancy, But they that observe %m? &moambnod
”n:a .m_mmHEa:c&mmh which is called distinguishing ard discernin mM
Mwmwmuﬂbmr_umnsmmb ﬁvﬁm and thing, in case such discerning be not nwmmW mmH“.m
s vﬂmmMMMm.m mMoQ .ucm.mﬁpm:ﬂ and particularly in matter of conversation
o bus nm:.w.mi&omwm:” EBmW?Eanm, and persons are to be discerned, this
. : retion. ¢ former, that is, fancy, without the h
.HMMMSMMHMWMMHMMMMQQBwEQWQ for a 32.59 but the latter, which is MMUQMW,
e o dis » 1s commended for itself, without the help of fancy.”
[Ed. 1651] p. 32.
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In the vmmmmmmm\vm,_.m{_ from his ﬁo:n__cq_.mm‘t\:wn‘.ma:mn Postcript, Kierkegaard
presents m-,_\omr\mm version of the Incongruity Theory of humor, along with.several
iliumrinating examples. He analyzes humor in terms of “the _cormical,” and
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Alde that the primary elemént in the comical is ~contradiction.” From

lerkegaard’s mxmab_mm\w\ﬂ.‘mm_mﬁ that what he has in mind is something weaker
than logical or format contradiction: he means incongruity. Kierkegaard is in-

terested in Rurpef and its close relative, irony, for their relations to the'three
murmqmmRmnnm,: or three mxwmﬁmm&m.m stages of life-the aesthetic sphere,
ﬁrm\mwr\_nm_ sphere, and the _.m:.@._@@w sphere. He claims that iro he_
Um_d@Q!vﬁgg?.%_mlmmmwv%o:msazm%._nfi-mb_uﬁmmb while humor marks the
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o ; o - ..
- ‘m\hﬂ_\:am._u\swm.gqm.m::%mewﬂ,r»n.m._,.@s&,ﬂm_rm_,oﬁmn._w_.,_.m,ﬂ;, Humor is the last stage of
— i e . .

stential awarenessbefore faith. Kierkegaard also saw @ 'strong connection

exi
between rm<._\wm\M.ﬂm:mmocm view of life and having a sense of humor. In his jour-

nals maw\ﬁmuma he wrote that “'the :..._.E.o_q.o& is present throughout
HEWE\:E}: indeed, that Christianity ‘wmx.mmm most humorous view of life in

¥ d-history.?
1\.\1\ T
hm%mn Po

Concluding Unscie stcript, franslated by David F.
Swenson Du&.m‘%mg.. Princeton. University Press, 1941), pp.
459-468 -
e
‘Phe matter is quite mwmﬁ%m.m. The comical is present in every ™
mn&mw of life {only that-the relative positions are different), for
" “wherever there is @mﬂ...?wam is contradiction, and wherever there 15
contradiction, ghe comical is present. The tragie and the comic are
the mmgmu.g‘m\o far as both are based on coneradiction; but the tragic
is the suffering contradiction, the comical, the painless contradic:
}om:d That something which the comic apprehension envisages as
.\ﬂmmwmwm& may entail imaginary suffering for the comical individual, is
quite irrelevant. In ﬁ\_.»m.nxnmmp for mxmgﬁ.@\‘w& would be incorpect to
apprehend the heso of Holberg's The Busy Man as comical.\jatir
also mn”wm_%.s“ but this pain hag a dialectic which gives'it a
teleology in the &amnm@u\mﬂ a cure.} The differenceAfétween the

tragic and the comie-tfes in the relatidnship between the contradic-

tion and the controlling idea. The comic appfehension evokes the
contradiction or makes it manifest by having in mind the way out,



