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Buresh (lawyer), Gray Clossman (programmer), and Richard Salter
(Professor of Mathematics and Computer Science, Oberlin College).

Abstract

In this synopsis we summarize the proceedings of the Workshop on Humor
and Cognition held at Indiana University’s Center for Research on Concepts
and Cognition on February 18 and 19, 1989.

The principal type of humor considered, slippage humor, is first defined
and contrasted with aggression-based humor. Next, a particularly clear
variety of slippage humor, based on Douglas Hofstadter’s notion of a frame
blend, is presented. Given that a frame is a small coherent cluster of
concepts pertaining to a single topic (similar to Victor Raskin’s notion of a
script ), a frame blend is what results when elements are extracted from two
distinct frames and spliced together to yield a new hybrid frame. Diverse
ways of blending two given frames can produce varying amounts and types
of humor, and some studies of this phenomenon are presented.

A close connection between frame blends and analogies is pointed out. To
make this connection more explicit, the Copycat domain — an idealized
microworld in which analogy making can be studied and modeled on a
computer — is presented, and it is shown how jokes can be mapped into that
domain, giving rise to a kind of abstract “microworld humor.” The
reduction of these phenomena to the Copycat domain helps to bring out the
tight relationships among good jokes, defective analogies, and frame blends
quite clearly. As a result, these relationships appear clearer in the real world
as well.

The notion that many jokes can share the same abstract structure is
suggested, and the name ur-joke is suggested for the most abstract level of a
Jjoke. Several specific ur-jokes are presented, each one with a set of fully
fleshed-out jokes based on it. We recount the group’s collective efforts at
translating two jokes from one subject matter to another, in an attempt to
determine whether a joke’s funniness is due more to its underlying ur-joke or
to its subject matter. This important question is, however, left open.

There follows some discussion of Victor Raskin’s overlapping-script
theory of humor, which has many points of contact with Hofstadter’s frame-
blend theory, and then a summary of Salvatore Attardo’s theory of a
multiple-level analysis of jokes (closely related to Hofstadter ‘‘ur-joke
hypothesis’’) is presented.
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tight correspondences between some Copycat analogies and specific jokes,
which made us aware of how closely analogy and humor are related.

The Workshop on Humor and Cognition was therefore motivated to a
large extent by the observation that jokes have much in common with
analogies gone awry, and by the belief that through exploration of the
similarities and differences between humor and analogy, we would
sharpen our understanding of both processes, and of the fluid nature of
human thought in general.

Slippage humor and frame blends

The workshop began with a talk by Douglas Hofstadter, in which he
defined and discussed what he calls ““slippage humor.” As a prototype of
this notion, he offered the following casual remark made by David Moser
while wandering in Harvard Square near the music store Briggs and
Briggs. “If Harvard Square were Harvard Cube, Briggs & Briggs would
be Briggs & Briggs & Briggs!”

Note that this is both a joke and a counterfactual. The first slippage
here is from two dimensions to three, and the second slippage, conceptu-
ally parallel to the first (at least on a supertficial level), is from two copies
of the name “Briggs” to three.

Clearly, this joke operates at a purely cognitive or intellectual level, and
it would be very hard to see it as being a “safe outlet for aggression,”
despite the claims of numerous authors on humor (Sigmund Freud, Henri
Bergson, and Arthur Koestler, amongst others) that all humor is based on
aggression. Hofstadter argued that, quite to the contrary, humor can be
completely innocent, and, as this joke shows, can simply derive from a
bizarre combination of slippages.

Having defined slippage humor as his focus, Hofstadter then turned to
a particular form of it — namely, humor based on frame blends. A frame
blend occurs when a person blurs two distinct situations or scenarios in
their mind creating a hybrid situation composed of aspects of each
situation. Certainly not all frame blends are incoherent, let alone funny —
yet many are. Frame blends are closely related to analogies, for the simple
reason that people will not confuse two situations unless one reminds
them of the other — and this happens only when the two situations are
analogous at some level. The act of constructing an analogy establishes
many counterpart relations between the frames. If a and & are counterpart
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Figure 5. Another Off the Leash carroon by W. B. Park, which imports a single element from
a French-restaurant frame into a pig-feeding frame

unconscious level, and whether the cartoonist would find any of the
alternates funnier than the “official” version.

Copycat analogies, frame blends, and jokes

As was mentioned previously, we are developing a computer program,
Copycat, that makes analogies between idealized situations consisting of
letter strings. A sample problem from the Copycat domain is the
following:

If the string abc is changed to abd, how can one change ijk “the same
way?”’

Because all humans share an evolutionary history and also have fairly
similar sets of experiences, we all tend to perceive structure in similar
manners, and thus give similar answers to problems of this sort. In this
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“Hey! What's this, Higgins? Physics
equations? ... Do you enjoy your job
here as a cartoonlst, Higgins?”
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“It certainly is amazing what our scientisis
can reconstruct from just a few bones and fragmnents.”

Figure 8. Role-reversal cartoons by Gary Larson and Ed Fisher





























