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Gender relations have formed the content of humour for a multiplicity of contexts, both historically and across societies. Early anthropological accounts of joking relationships traced some gendered joking patterns inside tribal societies to the fault lines of gender identities, to the potential sites of conflict between genders (Radcliffe Brown 1952). Today, there is a bourgeoning interest in the interrelationships between gender and humour, as they intersect in media and popular culture in compelling and socially significant ways (see for example, Leggott, Lockyer and White 2015, for recent research on gender and humour). This special issue adds to the developing literature on humour and gender through a focus on some of the ways in which humour and comedy both maintain and disrupt gender, as processes of performative discourse, hegemony, and techniques of resistance. This collection of international papers examines the impact of humour that mediates discourses of gender, femininity, masculinity, and related topics, to further the critical study of humour and comedy. 
The three (or four) theories of humour: Building critique through humour theory
The papers in this special issue all discuss humour critically. The critical discussion firmly places the special issue in the field of critical humour studies (see Lockyer and Pickering 2008, for the first use of this term and a description of the emerging field in 2008). Critical humour studies is a relatively new and fairly broad church of humour studies scholars working to evidence much more than the positive or benign functions and effects of humour and comedy. Although critical humour studies has covered much ground in the past 15 years or so, the relationships between gendered humour and discourses of gender hegemony and resistance have not been fully explored. This issue attempts to begin to fill that gap. This requires, as an introduction, a short discussion of relevant humour theories. Humour scholars will be aware of the ubiquitous analysis of humour through three prominent historic theories or theoretical developments, but this will be new to many of the readers of this journal. These approaches are relevant to our discussion. The three dominant theories of humour have been described as the ‘superiority theory’, the ‘incongruity theory’ and the ‘relief theory’. 

Platonic and Aristotelian superiority theory (Plato in Morreall 1987; Aristotle in Morreall 1987) - the basic idea that humour seeks to ridicule a joke target and place the joke target in an inferior position in relation to the teller and the receptive audience - is said to have dominated thinking on humour until about the eighteenth century. A description of humorous superiority is useful for beginning to think about both the role that humour might play in gender hegemony and the potential for resistance to hegemony through humour. At the point that superiority theory was first articulated by Plato and Aristotle, and later by Thomas Hobbes, it was not articulated to encourage a critique of power relations. Rather, it acted as a warning to power holders of the power of humour and ridicule when in the wrong hands. Contemporary writers, such as Michael Billig (2005), have developed superiority theory in a progressive direction as a theory of ridicule that illuminates the central role of humour and ridicule in maintaining social relations. These ideas are taken up in parts of this special issue, as ridicule is shown to have a role in the maintenance of gender hegemony. 
The second of the three theories - incongruity theory - was the next significant theoretical development for studies of humour. Francis Hutcheson (1750) is said to be one of the first philosophers to articulate incongruity theory. This is a theory of humour that explains its structure, or how it is created. Incongruity theory describes how humour, joking and comedy are created by the observation of incongruity, contrast, paradox, ambiguity, or some other unusual occurrence. Incongruity theories are the most obvious semiotic theories of humour and although not necessarily critical in their early articulations, are useful for and inherent in discussions of the semiotic or rhetorical properties of humour (Weaver 2011; 2015; Perez 2013; 2014). These ideas are developed further in a number of the articles in this issue and show how some of the juxtapositions of gendered humour actively work for and against gender hegemony. 
The third of the three theories at the centre of humour studies is referred to as relief (or release) theory. Although it was not the first articulation of relief theory, Sigmund Freud’s ([1905] 1991) Jokes and their Relation to the Unconscious is one of the most significant examples of it. Relief theory is concerned with the affective or emotional dimensions of laughter – for Freud this led to unconscious expressions of sex or aggression. The articles in this issue offer elaborations on how the acts of joking and laughter create an affective economy and work as affective labour (Thomas 2015) for gender hegemony and resistance. This emphasises how power relations and their reproduction are not always ‘serious’ pursuits.  

The three theories, in their original articulations, all sought to universalise humour and thus had the effect of simplifying or stunting explanations of it. We could speculate that the three theories and their dominance have slowed the development of critical humour studies, as all three, in their original articulations, were decidedly uncritical. All three are partial theories (Weaver 2011, 37). The critical discussions in this issue, although using parts of the three theories or combining them, all point to a four theoretical development in humour studies - namely equality theories of humour (see also Mora, Weaver and Lindo 2015, for a short discussion of equality theory). This emerging strand of humour theory and research is specifically political, critical, concerned with social inequality and the role of humour in perpetuating unequal social relations. This develops humour studies through an interaction with the standpoint epistemologies of much mainstream sociology, cultural studies and media and communications research. In many ways, critical humour studies, and the equality theories of humour that it is producing, signal the movement of humour studies into the social scientific mainstream. 
      The articles in this special issue draw on diverse examples from multiple comedy genres, which include situation comedy, the sketch show, stand-up comedy, folk humour (canned jokes), joke books and newspaper humour and satire. This breath of coverage allows the papers in this issue to examine a range of processes operating in different types of humour and comedy and thus outline some of the complexity of the comic styles and tropes at play in the discourses of gender hegemony and resistance. The specific themes examined, all of which inform the place of gender humour in various societies, include femininity, the relationship between masculinity and femininity, the body, beauty, age and ageing, sexuality, violence and rape, and gendered class relations. There are adjacent sociological issues that are also discussed in the papers that inform the analysis. These include marginalization and othering, the use of humour as discipline and ridicule, and the liberatory or revolutionary potential in humour. Although these themes are diverse, they all share a commonality in being the points of tension or the fault lines in which society, via humour, can reproduce or resist hegemonic relations. It is shown that humour is able to mediate and reinforce the meanings of hegemonic gender relations and their resistances. This outlines how humour impacts on the social world.
Discourse, hegemony and gendered humour
Stuart Hall’s (1987) development of hegemony for cultural studies or cultural sociology, as a concept that allows for an understanding power, media and the production of popular culture, is essential for the developments offered in this special issue. Cultural studies or cultural sociological approaches have made extensive use of the notion of hegemony – it is a well-used concept – but it is quite new for humour studies, where little work has been done on how humour and comedy work as hegemonic processes in popular media and entertainment. Davies usefully defines hegemony as:

the winning of consent in order to gain and maintain power. Consent, however, is not a fixed goal. It is a moment of power which is always contestable and that has to be constantly re-won. (Davis 2004, p 46)

Moments of power and contestation are focused on in this special issue. Raewyn Connell’s (1990) concept of gender hegemony is made explicit and implicit to the discussions in the issue. Connell seminal discussion of gender hegemony helps us to understand the social and linguistic specificity of gender hegemony. Connell outlined gender hegemony as context specific processes of distinction that were temporal in nature and in a state of flux (Connell 1990). Mostafa Abedinifard (this issue) engages directly with Connell to explain, for the first time, the role of gendered humour and comedy in gender hegemony. He develops a theory that explains the central place of humour and ridicule as disciplinary techniques for gender hegemony. This significant theoretical development combines Michael Billig’s (2005) ideas on the role of humour and ridicule, as key sources of embarrassment that maintain social order, with Connell’s concept of gender hegemony. Abedinifard argues gender humour creates ‘self regulating subjects’ (this issue). Such humour is far from ‘just a joke’ (in fact, Abedinifard specifically positions himself against such arguments), and is significant for the maintenance of gender order and the subjugation of non-hegemonic gender identities and sexualities. Abedinfard illustrates this argument through a discussion of humour and masculinity in ‘Anglo-American mainstream gender humour’ (this issue). He examines articulations of heteronormativity in canned jokes and in television comedy, all of which seek to ridicule ‘marginalised’ or ‘subordinated’ gender identities as a process of hegemony. This discussion of the hegemonic processes and counter discourses of comedy necessarily leads to a consideration of the rhetorical processes and functions of humour. Articles in this issue explicitly discuss the rhetoric of humour as key to its role in gender hegemony. This begins in Abedinifard’s opening discussion of a humorous gender hegemony.    
It would be simplistic to discuss humour as a uniform semiotic practice, as something that simply reinforces gender hegemony, or resists gender hegemony, with individual instances of humour being 'slotted' into one or the other category. Humour and comedy form polysemic discourse (Weaver 2011, 3). Weaver (2011) argues that humour is perhaps more polysemic than literal or ‘serious’ modes of communication, because of its construction through incongruity. Humour is able to distinguish itself from serious communication because it is constructed with, or plays on, incongruity in creating the logic of the absurd. Although the motives for humour and comedy can align with serious intentions and meanings, there is always the scope for denial of meaning (the ‘it’s just a joke’ excuse) or for different audience interpretations to develop. Irony, or ironic satire, are specific humour tropes that actively employ an aversion to fixed or straightforward meaning. Joe Bennett (this issue) interrogates these issues in a discussion of gendered class based jokes about ‘chavs’ and describes ‘the critical problem of cynical irony’ (this issue). Bennett examines the ‘ideological significance of cynical or ‘blank’ irony’ (this issue), suggesting that, in postmodern times, cynical irony has ideological significance. Examining jokes that rely on a concept of  the undeserving poor - those that use the term ‘clav’ to attribute gendered characteristics to the poor - Bennett evaluates a number of methods for dealing with ‘chav’ jokes from a critical discourse analytic perspective. Bennett concludes that the jokes align with a serious discourse because they appear in social conditions that see social mobility decrease and a concept of the undeserving poor increasingly mobilised. Critique, for Bennett, should build by unpacking the specifics of the ironic genre, and questions of ‘why irony?’ at this point and on this particular issue, help us to illuminate the significance of the discourse. 

Hegemony, resistance and gendered humour

The first two articles in the special issue (Abedinifard and Bennett) tackle the theoretical issues involved in critiquing hegemonic gender humour. The next four articles deal specifically with the interplay of hegemony and resistance in gender humour, focusing on debates on humorous meaning and/or the debated meaning of particular acts. 

The rhetoric of humour is discussed by Raúl Pérez and Viveca Greene in relation to the meaning of jokes that use rape as a topic. One particular example and discussion of a rape joke is unpacked by Pérez and Greene, who argue that ‘[h]umor controversies can simultaneously reveal and obscure relations of power as well as the rhetorical/political nature of jokes’ (this issue). Pérez and Greene examine a joke about rape told by the comedian Daniel Tosh in 2012 and a subsequent debate on rape jokes between the comedian Jim Norton and the feminist writer Lindy West. Employing Goffman’s (1974) concept of the ‘frame’, the article identifies two frames that inform these arguments, that work to fix some of the polysemy of the comic, and are the dominant discourses through which rape jokes are interpreted. The frames consist of the ‘dominant patriarchal frame’ and the ‘oppositional feminist counter-frame’. The frames are also documented as modes of explanation in focus group discussions of Daniel Tosh’s rape joke. Concluding by highlighting the ‘vitriolic online comments’ that West received for contesting rape jokes, Pérez and Greene offer an equality argument that advocates for education and activism as responses to hegemonic rape jokes and cultures. 

In the next article, Till Weingärtner takes the discussion of hegemony and femininity to Japan for an examination of the Japanese comedy duo Harisenbon. The duo’s act is predicated on displays of non-hegemonic femininity for comic effect. Body weight and image are used in this comedy to produce a polysemic expression that both supports mainstream Japanese hegemonic femininity and patriarchy, and opens the space to critically undermine these discursive practices. Weingärtner elaborates Gitte Marianne Hansen’s idea of ‘contradictive femininity’ (Hansen 2016: 2) to help explain the comedy, which is aided, and the scope for resistance to hegemony created, through a playing with fames (Goffman 1974). The actors of Harisenbon disturb the boundary between on stage performance and off stage performer in a style reminiscent of Sacha Baron Cohen’s early characters Ali G and Borat. Weingärtner concludes that although Harisenbon highlights the role of the Japanese media in maintaining restrictive femininity, the characters do not fully satirise those hegemonic relations.

The final two articles examine the issues of gender hegemony and gender humour from the perspective of media history.  Rosie White’s discussion of Lucille Ball (1911 to 1989), who played Lucy Ricardo in I Love Lucy (on CBS from 1951 to 1957), examines how ‘normative heterofemininity is both upheld and subverted in I Love Lucy. White argues that the playing with hegemony evident in I Love Lucy was made possible, in part, through the vaudeville heritage of the show. White suggests that vaudeville allowed ‘some female performance licence to explore and explode the feminine ideal’ (this issue). Through this ‘peculiar’ performance of gender, a part of the constructed nature of gender is unpacked. 

Finally, Claire Mortimer explores the 1960s Miss Marple of Margaret Rutherford (1892 to 1972) through the anthropological concept of the trickster. Tricksters, in their mythic and media forms, can be conservative or liberatory, yet they always challenge social structure (Turner 1974). Trickster behaviour encourages the crossing of boundaries, both material and symbolic, and the disturbance of normality. Mortimer argues Rutherford’s Marple ‘articulates complex discourses concerning age, gender and national identity’ (this issue), as a disruptive agent that seeks to ‘‘cure’ and ‘heal’, through chaos and cunning’ (this issue). The fault line of social structure that Mortimer argues is mediated is the increasing life expectancy and visibility of the elderly in the twentieth century. It thus offers a direct challenge to and revisionist position on femininity and gender hegemony. 
Summary

The articles in this special issue all engage in issues of gender hegemony and resistance to hegemony. Each approach the topic from a different perspective and each adds an original observation. We hope that this collection will be a welcome edition to critical humour studies (Lockyer and Pickering 2008) and contribute to the development of a fourth theoretical strand in humour studies – equality theories of humour and comedy. The examination of the relationships between gender hegemony and gender humour is an emerging field that can only develop. We hope that this collection aids that endeavour. 
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