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INTRODUCTION:
UNLOCKING THE
HIDDEN MIND
THROUGH HUMOR

What  makes  a  joke
funny? On the surface,
humor appears to be a
simple,  spontaneous
reaction  to  something
clever  or  absurd.  But
beneath  the  laughter
l i e s  a  c o m p l e x
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
mechanism—one  that
Sigmund  Freud,  the

f a t h e r  o f
psychoanalysis, sought
to decode in his 1905
masterpiece,  Jokes
and  Their  Relation
to  the  Unconscious.
T h i s  w o r k ,  o f t e n
overshadowed  by  his
more famous texts on
dreams  and  sexuality,
offers  a  profound
analysis of how humor
functions as a window
i n t o  t h e  h i d d e n
workings  of  the  mind.
In  th is  ar t ic le ,  we
p r o v i d e  a
comprehensive  Jokes
And  Their  Relation
To The Unconscious
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Summary,  exploring
Freud’s key arguments,
h i s  s t r u c t u r a l
breakdown  of  jokes,
a n d  t h e  l a s t i n g
relevance of  his  ideas
for modern psychology,
comedy, and everyday
conversation.
Freud’s  central  thesis
i s  a u d a c i o u s  y e t
compelling:  jokes  are
n o t  m e r e l y
entertainment  but  a
form  of  psychological
release.  They  allow
forbidden  thoughts,
repressed desires, and
aggressive impulses to
slip past the censor of
the  conscious  mind,
packaged in a socially
acceptable  form.  By
studying  how  jokes
work—their  technique,
their  tendencies,  and
t h e i r  r e l a t i o n  t o
d r e a m s  a n d  t h e
unconscious—Freud
illuminates  the  deep
connections  between
humor,  pleasure,  and

mental  economy.  This
article  will  guide  you
through  each  layer  of
his  argument,  offering
a  c lear ,  natura l ly
flowing  analysis  that
respects  both  the
complex i ty  o f  h i s
theory  and  the  needs
of modern readers.

PART ONE: THE
TECHNIQUE OF
JOKES—MECHANIC
S AND WORDPLAY

F r e u d  b e g i n s  h i s
investigation  with  a
meticulous  dissection
of  the  technique  of
jokes.  He argues that
the formal structure of
a  joke—the  way  it  is
built—is integral  to its
effect.  By  analyzing
hundreds of examples,
from  simple  puns  to
e l a b o r a t e  c o m i c
stories,  he  identifies  a
range  of  mechanisms
that generate laughter.
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Condensa
tion and
Displace
ment
Two  key  processes
dominate  Freud’s
a n a l y s i s :
condensation  and
d i s p l a c e m e n t .
Condensation  occurs
when a single word or
phrase carries multiple
meanings,  often  from
different  contexts.  A
p u n  i s  a  c l a s s i c
e x a m p l e — i t
compresses  two  ideas
i n t o  o n e  s o u n d ,
creating  a  sudden,
pleasing recognition of
the hidden connection.
Displacement,  on  the
other  hand,  involves
shifting  the  emphasis
f rom  the  cent ra l ,
expected element of a

thought  to  a  marginal
or  unexpected  one.
This technique creates
surprise  by  diverting
attention  away  from
w h a t  i s  n o r m a l l y
important,  allowing  a
submerged  idea  to
surface  indirectly.
For  example,  consider
the  joke:  “A  patient
says  to  his  doctor,
‘ D o c t o r ,  I  h a v e  a
memory  problem.  I
c a n ’ t  r e m e m b e r
anything.’  The  doctor
replies, ‘How long have
you had this problem?’
The patient asks, ‘What
problem?’”  Here,  the
displacement  is  from
the patient’s  condition
t o  t h e  d o c t o r ’ s
quest ion,  with  the
punchline revealing the
absurdity of asking for
a  d u r a t i o n  o f  a
condition  that  erases
duration  itself.  Freud
would  argue  that  the
pleasure  comes  from
the  efficient,



4

4 Jokes And Their Relation To The
Unconscious Summary

2023-03-12

economical  way  the
joke  bypasses  rational
thought and delivers a
condensed insight.

Verbal
and
Conceptu
al Jokes
Freud  distinguishes
between verbal jokes,
wh i ch  re l y  on  the
sound and structure of
l a n g u a g e ,  a n d
conceptual  jokes,
which  depend  on  the
manipulation  of  ideas
and  logical  relations.
Verbal  jokes  include
puns,  malapropisms,
a n d  n e o l o g i s m s ;
conceptua l  j okes
e n c o m p a s s
e x a g g e r a t i o n ,
absurdity,  and  logical
trickery.  Both  types,
Freud  insists,  share  a

common  foundation:
they  exploit  the  gap
between  conscious,
rational  thinking  and
the  more  fluid,
associative logic of the
unconscious.
The technique of a joke
is  not  arbitrary.  Freud
shows  that  the  most
effective  jokes  are
those  that  create  a
momentary  “illusion”
or  “false  connection,”
leading  the  listener
down  a  familiar  path
o n l y  t o  s p r i n g  a
surprise.  This  surprise
i s  n o t  m e r e l y
c o g n i t i v e — i t  i s
e m o t i o n a l  a n d
physical, triggering the
release  of  inhibited
energy.  Understanding
technique, therefore, is
the  first  step  toward
understanding why we
laugh.

PART TWO: THE
TENDENCIES OF
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JOKES—AGGRESSI
ON, SEXUALITY,
AND SOCIAL

RELEASE

Beyond  technique,
Freud  explores  the
t e n d e n c i e s  o r
purposes  of  jokes.  He
argues  that  all  jokes
s e r v e  o n e  o f  t w o
primary  aims:  hostile
a g g r e s s i o n  o r
obscene  exhibition.
I n  d o i n g  s o ,  h e
c o n n e c t s  h u m o r
directly  to  the  drives
that  psychoanalysis
holds central—sex and
aggression.

Hostile
Jokes and
Social
Critique
Hostile  jokes  allow  us
to  express  aggression

against  author i ty
figures, rivals, or social
norms  in  a  way  that
avoids  punishment  or
social  censure.  By
framing an insult as a
joke,  the  speaker  can
s a y  w h a t  w o u l d
o t h e r w i s e  b e
unacceptable.  The
l a u g h t e r  o f  t h e
aud ience  s igna l s
complicity,  forming  a
temporary  alliance
against  the  target.
Freud notes that this is
especially  common  in
jokes about politicians,
judges,  and  other
figures  of  authority.
The  joke  becomes  a
s a f e  o u t l e t  f o r
rebellion,  a  “disguised
act of aggression.”

Obscene
Jokes and
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Sexual
Release
Similarly,  obscene  or
sexual  jokes  serve  to
release sexual  tension
t h a t  w o u l d  b e
i n a p p r o p r i a t e  t o
express directly. Freud
argues  that  jokes
about  sex,  especially
those  that  re ly  on
innuendo  and  double
entendre,  allow  the
speaker and listener to
share  in  the  pleasure
of  a  forbidden  topic.
The  joke  “smuggles”
sexual content past the
conscious  censor,  and
the  laughter  tha t
follows is  the physical
manifestation  of  pent-
up  l ibidinal  energy
being  discharged.
Importantly,  Freud
notes that the success
of a joke depends on a
t h i r d  p a r t y — t h e
listener.  A  joke  is  a

social  act.  The  teller
and listener enter into
a  kind  of  unconscious
collaboration,  with  the
joke acting as a bridge
b e t w e e n  t h e i r
repressed desires. The
laughter is not just for
the content but for the
shared  recognition  of
the  forbidden  being
acknowledged,  even
fleetingly.

PART THREE: THE
RELATION OF
JOKES TO DREAMS
AND THE
UNCONSCIOUS

The heart of any Jokes
And  Their  Relation
To The Unconscious
S u m m a r y  m u s t
address  Freud’s  most
daring claim: that jokes
a n d  d r e a m s  a r e
structurally  analogous.
Both,  he  argues,  are
p r o d u c t s  o f  t h e
unconscious  and  both
r e l y  o n  t h e  s a m e
mechanisms—condens
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ation,  displacement,
indirect representation,
and the intervention of
secondary  revision
(the process by which
the mind tidies up raw
unconscious  material
into  a  coherent  form).

Similariti
es in
Formatio
n
I n  a  d r e a m ,
unconscious  wishes
evade the “censor” of
the  preconscious  by
disguising  themselves
in symbols, distortions,
and illogical narratives.
A joke does the same
t h i n g ,  b u t  i n  t h e
waking  state.  The
censor  is  relaxed  but
not  absent;  the  joke
creates  a  momentary
l o o p h o l e .  T h e

p u n c h l i n e  i s  t h e
moment the disguise is
punctured,  and  the
forbidden  thought  is
glimpsed—then quickly
hidden  again.  This
“moment  of  truth”  is
what  produces  the
pleasurable  jolt  of
laughter.
However,  Freud  is
careful  to  distinguish
jokes  from  dreams.
Dreams  are  private,
asocial,  and  primarily
s e r v e  t h e  w i s h -
fulfillment  of  the
dreamer.  Jokes  are
s o c i a l ,  r e q u i r e  a
listener, and serve the
d u a l  f u n c t i o n  o f
releasing  energy  and
creat ing  p leasure
t h r o u g h  s h a r e d
complicity. Dreams are
f u n d a m e n t a l l y
narcissistic;  jokes  are
f u n d a m e n t a l l y
interpersonal.
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The
Unconsci
ous as

Source
Freud asserts that the
c o n t e n t  o f
j o k e s — w h e t h e r
aggressive,  sexual,  or
absurd—originates  in
the unconscious.  The
unconscious  is  not  a
passive  repository  but
an  ac t i ve  sys tem
operating according to
its  own rules:  primary
process thinking, which
is non-linear,  timeless,
and dominated by the
pleasure  principle.
Jokes  allow  us  to  dip
in to  th i s  chaot i c ,
primitive  world  and
return  with  a  prize:  a
laugh. The pleasure we
feel is not just from the
joke’s  cleverness  but

from  the  temporary
liberation of repressed
psychic energy.
This is why some jokes
are timeless and cross-
cultural.  They tap into
u n i v e r s a l  h u m a n
conflicts—the  Oedipal
struggle, sibling rivalry,
the  tension  between
c i v i l i z a t i o n  a n d
inst inct—that  are
deeply  buried  in  the
unconscious  of  every
individual.

PART FOUR: THE
PLEASURE
MECHANISM—PSYC
HIC ECONOMY AND
THE COMIC

F r e u d  d e v o t e s
considerable  attention
to the question of why
j o k e s  p r o d u c e
pleasure.  He  develops
a  theory  of  psychic
economy  in  which
laughter is the result of
saved  or  l iberated
mental  energy.  There
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a r e  t h r e e  k e y
categories: jokes,  the
comic, and humor.

Jokes vs.
the
Comic vs.
Humor
According  to  Freud,  a
j o k e  i s  a  m a d e ,
constructed  artifact
that requires technique
and  a  listener.  The
comic,  by contrast,  is
found—it  arises  from
s p o n t a n e o u s
situations,  such  as
clumsy  movements  or
absurd  coincidences.
The  comic  does  not
require  a  teller;  it  is
observed. The pleasure
of  the  comic  comes
from  an  economy  of
thought:  we  compare
what we expected with
what we saw, and the

discrepancy  saves  us
mental effort.
Humor,  for  Freud,  is
the  noblest  o f  the
three.  It  is  a  stance
toward  suffering.  In
humor, the ego refuses
to be overwhelmed by
p a i n  a n d  i n s t e a d
adopts  a  p lay fu l ,
a l m o s t  d e t a c h e d
attitude.  This,  Freud
says,  saves  the  affect
that  would  otherwise
b e  e x p e n d e d  i n
distress.  Humor  is  a
defense mechanism, a
way  of  saying,  “Look:
the  world  is  terrible,
but  I  wi l l  not  let  i t
b r e a k  m e . ”  T h i s
economy of feeling is,
for  Freud,  the  highest
f o r m  o f  p s y c h i c
l iberation.

How
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Jokes
Save

Energy
Specifically,  jokes  save
energy  by  allowing
repressed  thoughts  to
be  expressed  without
the  usual  inhibitory
work.  When  a  joke
“works,”  the  listener’s
censor  is  momentarily
bypassed.  The  energy
that would normally be
used  to  suppress  the
forbidden  thought  is
released  in  laughter.
This  is  why  a  really
good  joke  can  feel
physically  relieving—it
i s  a  s m a l l ,  s a f e
explosion  of  psychic
pressure.
Freud  even  calculates
the  economy:  a  joke
about a sensitive topic
(like  death,  sex,  or
power )  saves  the

energy of  inhibition;  a
comic  observation
saves  the  energy  of
thought;  and  humor
saves  the  energy  of
feeling.  In  all  three
cases,  the  pleasure  is
proportional  to  the
amount  o f  energy
liberated.  This  is  a
remarkably  systematic
theory  for  a  subject
that seems so elusive.

PART FIVE:
CRITICISM AND
MODERN
RELEVANCE

Freud’s  work  has  not
escaped  crit icism.
S o m e  m o d e r n
psychologists  argue
that  his  theory  is  too
reductive,  focusing
e x c e s s i v e l y  o n
s e x u a l i t y  a n d
aggress ion  at  the
expense  o f  o the r
dimensions  of  humor,
such  as  incongruity,
surprise,  and  social
bonding.  Others  point
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out  that  Freud’s  joke
examples are culturally
specific  and  often
dated, relying on early
20th-century  Viennese
wit. Moreover, the lack
of  empirical  evidence
f o r  m a n y  o f  h i s
claims—especially  the
psych i c  economy
model—makes  the
theory  difficult  to  test
scientifically.
Yet the enduring value
of  Jokes  and  Their
Re la t i on  to  the
Unconscious lies in its
insights. Contemporary
neurosc ience  has
shown  that  humor
activates  the  brain’s
reward  systems  in
ways  consistent  with
Freud’s  ideas  about
pleasure  and  release.
Cognitive  linguists,
such as those studying
conceptual  blending,
have also rediscovered
t h e  c e n t r a l i t y  o f
condensat ion  and
d i s p l a c e m e n t  i n

explaining  how humor
works.  The  idea  that
jokes  are  a  “roya l
r o a d ”  t o  t h e
unconscious—alongsid
e  dreams—remains  a
p r o v o c a t i v e  a n d
productive  lens  for
understanding  human
communication.
Furthermore, in an age
of  social  media  and
online  humor,  Freud’s
analysis  of  the  social
dimension  of  jokes
f e e l s  p r e s c i e n t .
Memes,  dark  humor,
and  political  satire  all
r e l y  o n  t h e  s a m e
m e c h a n i s m s  h e
descr ibed:  shared
complicity,  disguised
aggression,  and  the
pleasure  of  bypassing
t h e  c e n s o r .  T h e
#MeToo  movement
and  debates  about
cancel  culture  have
also revived interest in
the boundary between
humor  and  harm—a
boundary  that  Freud
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m a p p e d  i n
psychological  terms
over  a  century  ago.

CONCLUSION:
LAUGHTER AS
LIBERATION

In  summary,  Jokes
and  Their  Relation
to  the  Unconscious
is far more than a dry
p s y c h o a n a l y t i c
treatise. It is a brilliant,
often funny exploration
of  why  we  laugh  and

what  our  laughter
reveals  about  our
hidden  selves.  From
the  minute  dissection
of  puns  to  the  grand
theory  o f  psych ic
economy,  Freud  offers
a  f ramework  tha t
connects  the trivial  to
the profound. A joke is
not just a joke—it is a
negotiation  between
instinct and civilization,
a moment of rebellion,
a shared secret,


