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THE HIDDEN
DEPTHS OF
HUMOR:
UNDERSTANDING
FREUD'S "JOKES
AND THEIR
RELATION TO THE
UNCONSCIOUS"

Why do we laugh at a
well-timed  punchline?
What makes a joke feel
satisfying,  or  even  a
little  bit  naughty?  For
Sigmund  Freud,  the
a n s w e r  w e n t  f a r
beyond mere wordplay
or social bonding. In his

seminal  1905  work,
J o k e s  a n d  T h e i r
R e l a t i o n  t o  t h e
Unconscious  (Der Witz
und  seine  Beziehung
zum  Unbewussten),
Freud  argued  that
humor  offers  a  unique
window into the hidden
workings  of  the  mind.
By  examin ing  the
structure  and  purpose
of jokes, he connected
laughter directly to the
unconscious—a  realm
of  repressed  desires,
forbidden  thoughts,
and  primitive  drives.
Freud  jokes  and  their
r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e
unconscious is not just
a dry academic topic; it
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i s  a  f a s c i n a t i n g
exploration of why we
find  certain  things
funny  and  what  that
reveals  about  our
deepest  selves.
This  article  unpacks
Freud 's  theory  o f
humor,  exploring  how
jokes function as a kind
of  "safety  valve"  for
the  psyche,  how they
mirror the mechanisms
of  dreams,  and  why
understanding  this
connection can change
the  way  you  th ink
a b o u t  e v e r y d a y
laughter.  Whether you
a r e  a  s t u d e n t  o f
psychology,  a lover of
wit,  or  simply  curious
a b o u t  w h y  a  p u n
makes you groan, this
journey  into  Freud's
comedic  universe  will
offer  surprising
insights.

THE GENESIS OF A
THEORY: WHY

FREUD TURNED TO
JOKES

By  the  t ime  Freud
published  Jokes  and
Their  Relation  to  the
Unconscious,  he  had
already  shaken  the
w o r l d  w i t h  T h e
In te rp re ta t ion  o f
D r e a m s  ( 1 9 0 0 ) .
Dreams,  he  argued,
were the "royal road to
the unconscious," filled
with disguised symbols
and latent content. But
F r e u d  n o t i c e d
something  else:  the
way  a  joke  works—its
sudden  tw i s t ,  i t s
rel iance  on  double
meanings, its ability to
bypass  our  mental
d e f e n s e s — f e l t
remarkably  similar  to
the  dreamwork.  Both
processes  involve
c o n d e n s a t i o n
(compressing  multiple
i d e a s  i n t o  o n e ) ,
displacement  (shifting
emotional weight from
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important  to  trivial
elements), and indirect
representation  (saying
something  through  a
m e t a p h o r  o r
ambiguity).
Freud  jokes  and  their
r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e
unconscious, therefore,
became  a  natura l
extension of his dream
analysis.  If  dreams
allow  the  unconscious
to  express  itself  in  a
disguised  form  during
sleep,  jokes  allow  a
similar  expression
d u r i n g  w a k i n g
hours—but  w i th  a
crucial  difference:  the
joke elicits laughter, a
physical  release  of
p e n t - u p  p s y c h i c
energy .  Th is  idea
would  become  the
cornerstone  of  his
comedic  theory.

The
Three
Character
s in Every
Joke
F r e u d  f a m o u s l y
described  a  joke  as
i n v o l v i n g  t h r e e
essential  roles:

The Joker – the
person who tells
the joke, often
with a hidden
aggressive or
sexual impulse.
The Audience –
the listener who
provides the
laughter, thereby
"paying" for the
psychic release.
The Butt – the
target of the
joke, who may be
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a person, a
group, or an idea
(sometimes
disguised as a
third party,
sometimes the
self).

T h i s  t r i a n g u l a r
structure is crucial. The
joker does not laugh as
h e a r t i l y  a s  t h e
audience, because the
joker  has  a l ready
expended  the  psychic
energy  dur ing  the
joke's  construction.
T h e  a u d i e n c e ' s
laughter  signals  that
they  have  temporarily
al lowed  forbidden
thoughts—aggression
or sexuality—to surface
and be  discharged.  In
this  way,  Freud  jokes
and  their  relation  to
the  unconscious  is  a
s t o r y  o f  s o c i a l
permission and psychic
economy.

THE ECONOMY OF
PSYCHICAL
EXPENDITURE:
HOW JOKES SAVE
ENERGY

Freud believed that the
mind constantly works
t o  s u p p r e s s
unacceptable impulses,
spend ing  psych ic
energy  to  keep  them
l o c k e d  a w a y .
Censorsh ip ,  as  he
cal led  i t ,  requires
effort.  Jokes  offer  a
shortcut: they trick the
censor into relaxing its
guard ,  a l low ing  a
repressed  thought  to
s l i p  t h r o u g h  i n  a
socially  acceptable
form.  The  resulting
laughter is the release
of  the  energy  that
w o u l d  h a v e  b e e n
needed to maintain the
repression.
This is the "economy of
psychical expenditure."
In  a  joke,  the  mind
saves  the  energy  it
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would  have  used  for
inhibition.  That  saved
e n e r g y  i s  t h e n
discharged as laughter.
Consider  a  c lassic
Freudian  example:  a
man  says,  "I've  been
married  for  25  years,
and  I  s t i l l  love  my
wife—so  much  that  I
would never dream of
trading her in, even for
a  newer  model."  The
underlying  aggressive
or  adulterous  impulse
is  neutralized  by  the
humorous  twist.  The
l i s t e n e r  l a u g h s ,
releasing the tension of
the taboo thought.

Tendentio
us vs.
Innocent
Jokes
Freud  distinguished
between  two  broad

categories  of  jokes:

Innocent Jokes1.
– these are pure
wordplay or
absurdity, with
no forbidden
content. They
provide mild
pleasure through
the clever use of
language.
Example: "Why
don't scientists
trust atoms?
Because they
make up
everything." The
pleasure here
comes from the
mental agility of
the double
meaning, not
from releasing a
repressed
impulse.
Tendentious2.
Jokes – these
serve a hidden
purpose, usually
aggressive or
sexual. They
allow the joker
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and the audience
to enjoy a
thought that
would normally
be censored.
Example: a
political satire
that mocks a
leader in a way
that would be
unacceptable in
direct speech.
The laughter is
more robust,
because it
involves the
release of
stronger
repressed
energy.

Freud  argued  that
tendentious  jokes  are
far more satisfying and
p r o d u c e  l o u d e r
laughter.  This  is  why
sarcasm,  dark  humor,
and  off-color  jokes
often feel funnier than
s imp le  puns .  The
greater the repression,
the  greater  the  relief.
Therefore,  Freud jokes

and  their  relation  to
the unconscious is not
just  about  comedy—it
is  about  the  battle
between  our  civilized
selves  and  our  primal
urges.

JOKES, DREAMS,
AND THE
UNCONSCIOUS:
SHARED
MECHANISMS

F r e u d  d e v o t e d  a
significant  portion  of
his book to comparing
the techniques of jokes
with  the  mechanisms
of  dreamwork.  Both
use  condensation
(pack ing  mult ip le
meanings into a single
w o r d  o r  i m a g e ) ,
d i s p l a c e m e n t
(shifting the emotional
f o c u s  o n t o  a  l e s s
threatening  element),
a n d  i n d i r e c t
representation (using
symbols or allusions).
For example, a dream
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might  represent  a
forbidden  desire  for  a
pa ren t  t h rough  a
confusing  symbol,  like
a fading photograph or
a  locked door.  A  joke
might  represent  the
same desire through a
witty remark about "a
mother's love" that has
a double entendre. The
difference  is  that
dreams are private and
involuntary, while jokes
a r e  s o c i a l  a n d
intentional.  Yet  both
are  escape  routes  for
the unconscious.

The Role
of the
Superego
In later psychoanalytic
t h e o r y ,  F r e u d ' s
structural  model  (id,
ego,  superego)  added
another  layer.  The
s u p e r e g o ,  o r

internalized  moral
conscience, is the seat
of  guilt  and shame. A
good  joke  temporarily
disarms the superego,
allowing  the  id—the
reservoir  of  primitive
dr ives—to  have  a
momentary  victory.
The ego, caught in the
middle,  orchestrates
the joke so that the id's
impulse  is  satisfied
while  the  superego's
rules  are  technically
obeyed  (through  the
disguise  of  humor).
This  is  why  we  often
feel  a  guilty  pleasure
after  laughing  at  a
tasteless  joke.  The
superego  protests
f a i n t l y ,  b u t  t h e
pleasure  of  release
outwe ighs  i t .  The
audience's  laughter
signals  a  collective
agreement to suspend
j u d g m e n t  f o r  a
moment.  Freud  jokes
and  their  relation  to
the unconscious, then,
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becomes  a  study  in
how  we  manage  our
moral  conflicts  through
shared laughter.

CLASSIC FREUDIAN
JOKE EXAMPLES
AND THEIR
ANALYSIS

Freud  used  specific
jokes  to  illustrate  his
points. One of the most
f a m o u s  i s  t h e
"Chandos" joke about a
man who, when asked
if he would like to see
the  sights  of  a  city,
replies, "No, thank you,
I  h a v e  s e e n  t h e m
already;  they  are  not
worth  seeing."  The
twist is that the sights
are  actually  the  city's
prostitutes,  and  the
"not worth seeing" is a
double  meaning  that
reveals  his  sexual
d i s i n t e r e s t  o r
disappointment.  The
u n c o n s c i o u s
meaning—perhaps  a
repressed  homosexual

o r  m i s o g y n i s t i c
thought—is  cloaked  in
a literal statement.
Another  classic  is  the
"matchmaker"  joke:  A
matchmaker  brings  a
young man to meet a
prospective bride.  The
man  asks ,  " I s  she
rich?" The matchmaker
says, "She is as rich as
she  is  beautiful."  The
man then asks, "Is she
b e a u t i f u l ? "  T h e
matchmaker  replies,
"She is as beautiful as
s h e  i s  r i c h . "  T h e
repetition  reveals  that
neither  attribute  is
t rue ,  but  the  joke
structure  allows  the
man's  materialistic
motives to be exposed
w i t h o u t  d i r e c t
accusation.
These  examples  show
how  Freud  jokes  and
their  relation  to  the
unconscious  can  be
applied  to  everyday
h u m o r .  T h e
mechanisms  are  not
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always  sexual—they
c a n  a l s o  e x p r e s s
aggression, anxiety, or
a desire to break social
norms.

The
Social
Function
of Jokes
Freud  also  recognized
that jokes serve a vital
social  role.  They bond
groups  by  allowing
members  to  share  a
forbidden  thought.
When  a  group  laughs
t o g e t h e r  a t  a
tendentious  joke,  they
f o r m  a n  a l l i a n c e
against  an outsider or
a g a i n s t  a  s h a r e d
anxiety.  This  is  why
political  jokes  flourish
under  repress ive
regimes—they  provide
a  s a f e  o u t l e t  f o r

dissent.  The joke says
what  cannot  be  said
d i r ec t l y ,  and  the
laughter  unites  the
oppressed.
Conversely,  jokes  can
a l s o  e x c l u d e .  A n
insider  joke  relies  on
shared knowledge that
outsiders  lack.  The
pleasure  of  "getting"
the joke reinforces in-
group  identity.  In  this
sense, Freud jokes and
their  relation  to  the
unconscious  touches
on  group  psychology,
showing  how  humor
draws  boundar ies
between those who are
" in  the  know"  and
those  who  are  not.

CRITICISMS AND
MODERN
PERSPECTIVES

Freud's theory has not
gone  unchallenged.
Critics  argue  that  he
overemphasized sexual
and aggressive drives,
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ignoring other sources
o f  h u m o r  l i k e
incongruity,  surprise,
or  s imple  joy.  The
"Rel ief  Theory"  of
humor,  which  Freud
pioneered, is  now one
of  several  competing
explanations, alongside
Superiority  Theory
(laughing  at  others'
mis fo r tunes )  and
Incongruity  Theory
( l a u g h i n g  a t  t h e
unexpected).
Moreover,  modern
neurosc ience  has
explored  the  brain
regions  involved  in
humor—the  prefrontal
cortex,  the  amygdala,
t h e  r e w a r d
system—and  found
that  whi le  Freud's
g e n e r a l  i d e a  o f
"release"  has  some
validity, the specifics of
repression and psychic
e n e r g y  a r e  n o t
empirically  supported.
Yet the cultural impact
of  his  work  remains

massive.  The  phrase
"Freud ian  s l ip"  i s
common parlance, and
the  idea  that  jokes
reveal  hidden  motives
is  widely  accepted  in
popular psychology.
Despite  its  flaws,
Freud's  analysis  of
j o k e s  r e m a i n s  a
brilliant  creative  leap.
It forced us to consider
that  laughter  is  not
trivial.  It  is  a  window
i n t o  t h e
unconscious—a  place
where our most secret
wishes and fears dance
in disguise.

PRACTICAL
TAKEAWAYS: HOW
TO USE FREUD'S
INSIGHTS

Understanding  Freud
jokes and their relation
to the unconscious can
actually  enhance  your
own use of humor:

Pay attention
to what makes
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you laugh. If a
joke strikes you
as particularly
hilarious, ask
yourself what
forbidden
thought it might
be releasing. Is it
aggression?
Sexual tension?
Rebellion against
authority?
Notice the
structure of
the joke. Where
is the twist? How
does it condense
multiple
meanings?
Learning these
techniques can
make you a
better storyteller
or comedian.
Use humor to
reduce stress.
If you feel angry
or anxious, a
well-crafted joke
(or even a silly
pun) can provide
a cathartic

release. Freud
would say you
are saving the
energy you
would otherwise
use for
repression.
Be aware of
the social
context. A joke
that bonds one
group can offend
another. The
unconscious
content may be
harmless to one
listener and
threatening to
another.

CONCLUSION: THE
LASTING LEGACY
OF LAUGHTER

Freud's Jokes and Their
R e l a t i o n  t o  t h e
Unconscious remains a
foundational text in the
psychology of humor. It
d a r e s  u s  t o  t a k e
laughter  seriously—to
see beyond the surface
of  a  punchl ine  and
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recognize  the  deep,
often  messy,  currents
of the mind. The joke is
not  jus t  a  t r i ck  o f
l a n g u a g e ;  i t  i s  a
negotiation  between
our  civilized  persona
and  our  primal  self.
When  we  laugh,  we
momentarily  set  aside

the censors and let the
unconscious  speak.
And in that brief, joyful
explosion,  we  glimpse
a truth about ourselves
t h a t  w e  m i g h t
otherwise never admit.
Whether  you  agree
with  Freud


