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Abstract 

 

Subversive or Sexist: The effects of perceived gender on interpretations 

of disparaging and subversive humor 

 

Andrew A. Coolidge, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2020 

 

Supervisor:  Matthew McGlone  

 

Abstract: The goal of subversive humor about sex and gender is to challenge 

sexist beliefs and to subvert the traditional hierarchy of gender roles. However, because 

of the sensitive nature of the topic, this type of subversive humor can be misinterpreted as 

disparaging. This study sought to determine whether the a) perceived gender of the joke 

teller has an effect on the perception of disparaging and subversive humor and b) 

participants’ level of hostile sexism and the tendency to perceive gender prejudice would 

influence these reactions. A matched guise experiment featuring digitally altered 

recordings of subversive and disparaging jokes about gender was conducted with 238 

participants recruited via MTurk. The results suggest that participants high in hostile 

sexism were more likely to enjoy disparaging humor against women, misinterpret 

subversive humor as disparaging, and rate male speakers as more likeable and less sexist 

than female speakers. Participants with higher level of stigma consciousness (SC) were 

more likely to enjoy both disparaging and subversive humor than those with lower levels 



 vii 

of SC. Female participants rated female speakers as more likeable and less sexist, but 

male participants rated male and female speakers equally. Speakers who targeted their 

own ingroup were not viewed as more likeable than speakers who targeted the outgroup, 

but they were viewed as less sexist. There were no significant differences in ratings of 

joke funniness, joke offensiveness, speaker likeability, or speaker sexism between 

disparaging and subversive jokes, suggesting that listeners did not draw clear distinctions 

between the two types of humor. Furthermore, subversive humor was more likely to be 

misunderstood as disparaging than the other way around. Finally, jokes delivered by a 

male speaker were more likely to be labeled as disparaging while jokes delivered by a 

female speaker were more likely to be labeled as subversive. Results were interpreted in 

light of previous research findings and the study’s contributions, limitations, and possible 

future directions are discussed. 

Keywords:  Disparaging humor, sexist humor, subversive, gender, matched guise 
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Introduction 

Subversive humor can be tricky. This type of humor intends to challenge the status 

quo and skewer problematic ideologies (Holmes & Marra, 2002; Kramer, 2015; Rappoport, 

2005). The difficulty is, subversive humor can easily be misunderstood as disparaging the 

very groups it was intended to champion (Miller, O’Dea, Lawless, & Saucier, 2019; 

Saucier, Strain, Miller, O’Dea, & Till, 2018). In a podcast episode entitled “The Satire 

Paradox,” author Malcolm Gladwell describes the difficulty that many satirists have when 

their work is misinterpreted by audience members (Gladwell, 2016). He cites examples 

such as Stephen Colbert’s conservative alter ego and Tina Fey’s impression of politician 

Sarah Palin to support his argument that satire, a common type of subversive humor, is 

often misconstrued by audience members who interpret the humor through their personal 

viewpoints and biases. Conservative audiences think the joke is on liberals while liberals 

think conservatives are the ones being mocked.  

Sex and gender are particularly precarious topics of subversive humor. 

Kochersberger, Ford, Woodzicka, Romero-Sanchez, and Carretero-Dios (2014)  argue that 

the use of this type of humor “can have dramatically different social repercussions 

depending on how people perceive or interpret the humor” (p. 442). Therefore, it is 

important to know which factors individuals use when interpreting an instance of humor.  

The current study investigated the effect that the joke teller’s perceived gender has 

on ratings of disparaging and subversive jokes and on perceptions of the joke teller. It also 

tested how participants’ levels of hostile sexism and their tendency to perceive gender 

prejudice may influence these reactions. 
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Literature Review 

THE PARADOX OF DISPARAGEMENT HUMOR 

Humor is paradoxical. Martineau (1972) claimed that humor can act as both a “lubricant” 

and an “abrasive” in social situations. A joke that ridicules an outgroup could act as both 

a lubricant for the ingroup members (Thomae & Pina, 2015) and an abrasive for the 

members of the outgroup. Jokes and humor that negatively target an entire social group 

fall under the umbrella of “disparagement humor” (Martin & Ford, 2018). Humor 

theorists have long tried to make sense of why we use disparaging jokes to ridicule others 

and what effects these types of jokes may have. 

 There are three main theoretical camps that attempt to explain why people engage 

in and enjoy disparagement humor: psychoanalytic, superiority, and social identity 

theorists (Ferguson & Ford, 2008). Psychoanalytic theories of humor originate with 

Freud (1963) who posited that our unconscious purpose in telling disparaging jokes is to 

attack our enemies. According to these theories, telling and enjoying disparaging jokes 

can release pent up hostile energy and lead to “catharsis”. Empirical findings supporting 

these theories have been mixed at best (Martin & Ford, 2018). 

 Superiority theories propose that the enjoyment of disparaging humor comes from 

the sense of superiority one can feel by ridiculing others (Gruner, 1997; Morreall, 1983). 

By denigrating another group, individuals feel better about their own group. Sub-theories 

under the umbrella of superiority have been developed to explain the mechanics of how 

and why individuals are amused by disparaging humor. While early theorists claimed that 

group affiliation should predict levels of amusement with disparaging jokes (Wolff, 
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Smith, & Murray, 1934), later scholars found more support for the idea that group 

identification may be more important than group membership (LaFave, 1972; LaFave, 

McCarthy, & Haddad, 1973). Zillmann and Cantor (1996) created an attitudinal model 

called disposition theory that hypothesizes that an individual’s attitude towards a social 

group best predicts their level of amusement with disparaging humor about that group. 

 Lastly, Tajfel and Turner (1986) introduced social identity theory which proposes 

that social groups must compete for social recognition. They suggest that humor which 

increases the feeling of positive distinctiveness in the group members should be met with 

greater amusement. In other words, individuals engage in disparagement humor in an 

effort to gain self-enhancement through social comparison (Ferguson & Ford, 2008). Of 

the three theories, social identity theory has received the most empirical support when 

explaining the appreciation of disparaging humor that targets an outgroup.  

SEXIST HUMOR 

Disparaging humor that targets women is generally referred to as sexist humor. 

Woodzicka and Ford (2010) provide a framework for analyzing the effects of sexist 

humor. They suggest splitting the extant research literature into studies of indirect effects 

and direct effects. The study of indirect effects looks at the broader social consequences 

of sexist humor. Studies of direct effects focus on the moderating variables that determine 

whether an instance of disparaging humor will be accepted as benign or as reprehensible. 
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Indirect Effects of Sexist Humor 

Studies have shown that sexist humor can have a variety of negative indirect effects on 

the well-being and behavior of those who engage in, or are subjected to, sexist humor. 

Disparaging humor can have negative effects for those who are targeted by the humor. 

Individuals exposed to ingroup disparaging humor tended to report more stereotypical 

assessments of their own ingroup (Gutiérrez, Carretero-Dios, Willis, & Moya, 2018). In 

line with disposition theory, this effect was more pronounced for participants who scored 

lower on ingroup identification. As the target of sexist humor, women are often more 

susceptible to the negative consequences of sexist humor (Diaconu-Muresan & White 

Stewart, 2010). Ford et al. (2019) found that women exposed to sexist humor experienced 

a threat to their social identity, exemplified by feelings of exclusion and a more negative 

self-representation. Ingroup disparaging humor has been found to simultaneously elicit 

feelings of amusement while at the same time threatening social identity (Ferguson, 

2003). 

Disparaging humor can also have an effect on receivers or hearers who do not 

belong to the groups targeted by the humor. Sexist humor can increase the tolerance of 

sexual discrimination, presumably because it causes the listeners to adopt a non-critical 

mindset (Ford, 2000). Ford and Ferguson (2004) coined the “prejudiced norm theory” 

which states that sexist humor has a “prejudice releasing effect”. This means that men 

who score highly in hostile sexism are likely to assume that there is a social norm that 

tolerates sexism after they hear examples of sexist humor. This may lead them to 

continue to express sexist thoughts. Later research has supported the basic tenets of this 
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theory (Ford, Boxer, Armstrong, & Edel, 2008; Saucier, Strain, Miller, O’Dea, & Till, 

2018). Because listeners may have difficulty determining whether speakers actually 

believe the things they’re saying or are “just joking”, sexist humor can decrease 

attributions of sexism and the confrontation of sexist events (Mallett, Ford, & 

Woodzicka, 2016). Thomas et al. (2020) supported the findings that disparaging humor is 

often difficult to confront in interpersonal settings, likely because the presence of humor 

often leads groups to take a non-critical mindset towards the topic at hand. 

Direct Effects of Sexist Humor 

In addition to the indirect effects of sexist humor, there are numerous direct effects that 

play a role in how an instance of humor is received. Scholars have discovered multiple 

factors at play within the realm of sexist humor. Context can play a role in reactions to 

this type of humor. For instance, a sexist joke told at work is likely to be more offensive 

than the same joke told in a comedy club setting (Gray & Ford, 2013).  

Researchers have also looked at the individual differences that play a role in the 

propensity to tell, and enjoyment of, sexist jokes.  Ford, Wentzel, and Lorion (2001) 

found that an individual’s level of “hostile sexism” as measured by Glick and Fiske’s 

(1996) Ambivalent Sexism Inventory is a strong predictor of their amusement with sexist 

humor and their subsequent behaviors. Hostile sexism is defined as an overt prejudice 

against women. According to Glick and Fiske (1996), hostile sexism is exemplified by 

dominative paternalism, competitive gender differentiation, and heterosexual hostility. 

Men with high degrees of hostile sexism often rate jokes that disparage women as funnier 
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than jokes that disparage men (Thomas & Esses, 2004). Men who score higher on 

measures of sexism are also more likely to justify societal sexism after hearing sexist 

jokes (Ford, Woodzicka, Triplett, & Kochersberger, 2013). While Glick and Fiske's 

(1996) concept of hostile sexism – antagonism towards women- is associated with 

enjoyment of sexist humor, benevolent sexism - the idealization of women in subservient 

roles - is not. Findings by Greenwood and Isbell (2002) support this. The authors found 

that, for both men and women, benevolent sexism did not predict amusement with sexist 

jokes, but hostile sexism did. Therefore, the following hypothesis and research question 

was proposed: 

H1: Participants who score highly on measures of hostile sexism rate disparaging 

jokes about women as more amusing than will low-sexism participants. 

RQ1: Are there significant differences between high sexism and low sexism 

participants on ratings of joke tellers of each gender (speaker likeability/speaker 

sexism)?  

 

The social group of the joke teller can also play a role in how a disparaging joke is 

received. Abrams and Bippus (2011) found that group membership and identification 

play a role in the enjoyment of disparaging humor. The authors noted an ingroup bias 

when responding to jokes about gender. In general, men seem to find jokes about women 

funnier than jokes about men and vice versa. When they focused on jokes about one’s 

own ingroup, the researchers later found that individuals rated a joke about their own 

gender as more humorous if they did not personally identify with the targeted gender 
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(Abrams & Bippus, 2014). Kochersberger, Ford, Woodzicka, Romero-Sanchez, and 

Carretero-Dios (2014) found a similar effect, in that identification with women as a social 

group was associated with decreased amusement with sexist humor. Evans, Slaughter, 

Ellis, and Rivin (2019) looked at the gender of the humor source in the context of humor 

at work. They argue that due to gender stereotypes, humor expressed by male co-workers 

is often interpreted by both male and female workers as less disruptive and more 

functional than humor delivered by female co-workers. Other researchers have found an 

“intergroup sensitivity effect” where individuals received criticism from ingroup 

members more positively than criticism from outgroup members (Hornsey, Oppes, & 

Svensson, 2002). This same sensitivity effect is likely true for disparaging humor as well, 

since disparaging humor can be viewed as criticism delivered in a humorous frame. 

Douven (2018) found that controversial humor delivered by a member of the listener’s 

ingroup was more appreciated than humor delivered by an outgroup member. These 

findings likely translate to perceptions of the joke and the joke teller, and motivate the 

following hypotheses:  

H2a: Listeners rate speakers of the same gender more positively than speakers of 

other genders.  

H2b: Listeners rate jokes more positively when delivered by a speaker from their 

own gender than a speaker from the opposite gender. 

Thai, Borgella, & Sanchez (2019) experimentally manipulated the source of a joke and 

found that participants rated disparagement humor more positively if the source belonged 

to the group being targeted by the humor. Similarly, Parrott and Hopp (2019) found that 
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female-disparaging humor was rated as more personally acceptable to participants when 

told by a woman than the same joke told by a man. These findings are also likely to 

translate to perceptions of the joke and the joke teller. Therefore: 

H3a: Participants rate speakers who are joking about their own ingroup more 

positively than speakers who joke about an outgroup. 

H3b: Participants rate jokes more positively when delivered by a member of the 

targeted group than when delivered by an outgroup member. 

SUBVERSIVE HUMOR 

In keeping with the paradoxical nature of humor, jokes that target a group can have both 

positive and negative effects. For instance, researchers found that comedy can be used to 

both reinforce and challenge ethnic stereotypes in both white and black audiences (Green 

& Linders, 2016). While most disparaging humor has negative consequences for the 

targeted group, there is one type associated with mostly positive outcomes. “Subversive 

humor” is the term used by Holmes and Marra (2002) to describe disparaging humor that 

attempts to challenge the status quo in constructive ways. This type of humor can expose 

prejudice by pointing to its underlying absurdity, leading to positive intergroup 

consequences (Rappoport, 2005). Subversive humor is theorized to make people aware of 

oppressive societal mechanics, reveal the errors of those in power, and even change 

minds (Kramer, 2015). Members of disadvantaged groups can appropriate disparaging 

humor and use it as subversive in order to build inner group pride and to critically 

distance themselves from negative slurs (Bianchi, 2014).  
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While much of the research on subversive humor has focused on the topic of race, 

subversive humor on the topic of gender has been theorized to have similar positive 

consequences. Riquelme, Carretero-Dios, Megías, and Romero-Sánchez (2019) found 

that subversive humor against sexism could be empirically distinguished from male-

disparaging humor. Case and Lippard (2009) analyzed over 1,700 jokes designated as 

feminist and women’s humor. They found that these types of subversive humor 

operated by discrediting assumptions of male superiority, sexual prowess, and 

domination.  

 Because disparaging and subversive humor deal with similar topics and subject 

matter, subversive humor can be easily mistaken for disparaging humor (Saucier, O’Dea, 

& Strain, 2016; Strain, Martens, & Saucier, 2016). This is especially true for “meta-

disparagement” humor that attempts to use the exaggeration of disparaging content to 

communicate a subversive message (Brown, 2012). For instance, Vidmar and Rokeach 

(1974) discovered that audience members with high levels of prejudice were more likely 

to mistake the subversive humor in the television comedy All in the Family for 

disparaging humor, intended to ridicule minority groups. Baumgartner and Morris (2008) 

found that viewers of the political satire The Colbert Show often misunderstood the 

satirical nature of the program. Liberal viewers thought that Stephen Colbert’s portrayal 

of an over-the-top conservative pundit was intended to skewer conservatives, whereas 

conservative viewers took the ironic jokes at face value, assuming they were making fun 

of liberals. While subversive humor has been put forth as a way to challenge the status 

quo, empirical research shows that it is often misunderstood as disparaging. The factors 
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that lead to this misunderstanding are not well understood. Thus, the following 

hypothesis and research questions are formulated:   

H4: Participants with high levels of hostile sexism are more likely to mislabel 

subversive humor as disparaging than will participants with lower levels of 

sexism.  

Miller, O’Dea, Lawless, and Saucier (2019) recently looked at the individual differences 

associated with reactions to subversive and disparaging racial humor. They found that the 

tendency to perceive racial prejudice was associated with more positive views of 

subversive humor and more negative views of humor that disparages Black Americans. 

This finding could perhaps translate to subversive and disparaging humor about gender. 

The tendency to perceive gender prejudice likely coincides with an individual’s level of 

stigma consciousness. Stigma consciousness refers to a person’s belief that their 

stereotyped status plays a role in how members of the outgroup interact with them (Pinel, 

1999). Pinel (1999) found those with high levels of stigma consciousness, “were more 

likely to perceive discrimination directed toward their group and toward them personally” 

(p. 126) based on their gender. Therefore: 

H5a: Participants with high levels of stigma consciousness rate subversive humor 

as funnier than disparaging humor. 

H5b: Participants with high levels of stigma consciousness rate disparaging 

humor as more offensive than subversive humor.  
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RQ2: Are there significant differences in the accuracy of joke labeling 

(disparaging/subversive) by speaker gender, participant gender, joke target, joke 

type, or level of stigma consciousness? 

RQ3: Are there significant differences in ratings of funniness, offensiveness, and 

speaker likeability, and speaker sexism between disparaging and subversive 

jokes?  

THE PRESENT STUDY 

Subversive humor about gender is theorized to have positive effects if it is 

correctly interpreted. If it is misunderstood, then it can have the same negative effects as 

other disparaging content. This leads one to wonder what factors are at play in the 

interpretation of subversive humor. Specifically, the goal of this paper is to discover 

whether the perceived gender of the speaker has an effect on how a disparaging or 

subversive joke is perceived. Similarly, this study seeks to find whether the perceived 

gender of the speaker has an effect on ratings of the joke teller. Lastly, it seeks to 

replicate and extend previous research by showing how individual differences in hostile 

sexism and the tendency to perceive gender prejudice play a role in reactions to 

subversive and disparaging jokes and joke tellers. 
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Methods 

PARTICIPANTS 

A sample of 258 respondents was recruited from Amazon’s crowdsourcing 

platform Mechanical Turk (MTurk). MTurk has been shown to provide more diverse 

participants than the typical undergraduate sample and has been used widely in recent 

communication research (Sheehan, 2018). In order to be eligible for the study MTurk 

workers had to live in the United States, have an approval rating greater than 95%, and 

have completed at least 100 previous tasks.  

Ten partially finished responses and four responses that took more than one hour 

were discarded. Six participants failed the attention check question, leaving a final valid 

sample size of 238. This sample (44.5% female, 55% male, 0.4% self-reporting as non-

binary) had an average age of 36.76 years (SD=10.82). The majority of the participants 

were White (68.9%), followed by Black/African American (10.5%), Asian (8.8%), 

Latin/x (6.7%), Middle Eastern (.8%), American Indian/Alaska Native (.4%), Native 

Hawaiian/Pacific Islander (.4%), and 3.4% self-reporting as mixed race. Participants were 

compensated $0.40 for their participation.  

PROCEDURES 

This study utilized a matched-guise design. The matched-guise design is a staple 

in the study of language attitudes (Kircher, 2015; Lambert, Hodgson, Gardner, & 

Fillenbaum, 1960). This design is widely used due to its success in controlling a large 

number of variables when measuring attitudes towards a speaker or towards variations in 
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speech. Typically, the matched-guise design uses one speaker who records the same 

written copy in two different conditions, control and experimental. The design has been 

used to study listener’s attitudes towards different languages, speech patterns, vocal 

affectations, and more (for a review, see Cargile, 2017).  

Previous research has shown that listeners are quite accurate in detecting speaker 

gender based on voice alone (Collins & Missing, 2003). Lass, Hughes, Bowyer, Waters, 

and Bourne (1976) demonstration that fundamental frequency, often perceived as pitch, is 

the greatest indicator of speaker gender. In general, men typically speak in a lower 

fundamental frequency than women (Ko, Judd, & Blair, 2006; Leung, Oates, & Chan, 

2018; Patel & Scherer, 2013). Dennison (1999) used both male and female speakers in 

order to study gender stereotypes and language use but acknowledged that the use of a 

single speaker would improve measure reliability and validity. In order to focus on only 

one speaker, the present study used a digital voice modification similar to the one used by 

Östling (2016). Recordings were made of a female confederate reading the written jokes 

and control sentences for each of the conditions. Then, for the male-voiced conditions, 

her vocal tracks were manipulated in the GarageBand application to sound more 

masculine by decreasing the level of pitch (Vocal Transformer Plug-in, Pitch: -10, 

Formant: -3). Ambient coffee shop noise was added to each track in an effort to make the 

recordings sound more conversational and to mask any fuzziness in the masculine-

sounding tracks. A typed disclaimer was placed before each track (male and female) 

stating that there may have been some technical difficulties with the recordings.  
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The study utilized a 2 x 2 x 2 factorial design with three between-participant 

factors: voice gender (male or female), group targeted by joke (ingroup or outgroup) and 

type of joke (disparaging or subversive). This experiment was conducted via the online 

Qualtrics survey platform. Participants were randomly sorted to one of the eight 

conditions generated by the factorial design. In each condition, they heard three filler 

statements (benign statements about the weather, traffic, music) and one experimental 

joke (See Appendix A). The order of all the statements was randomized. The voice was 

identical in the control and experimental recordings. After listening to all four recordings 

(approximately 15 seconds each), participants were asked to rate the speaker, the joke, 

and to complete measures of individual differences described in the next section. 

Respondents then read a screen thanking them for their participation and were provided a 

code to claim payment from MTurk. 

MEASURES 

Participants were asked to rate the following characteristics of the speaker on a 

10-point scale: intelligence (M=6.45, SD=1.92), trustworthiness (M=6.00, SD=2.09), 

sense of humor (M=6.15, SD=2.42), friendliness (M=6.56, SD=2.10), to what degree 

would you like to get to know this person (M=5.63, SD=2.48), and how sexist is this 

person (M=4.32, SD=2.81). They were then asked to rate how funny (M=3.93, SD=1.75) 

and how offensive (M=3.16, SD=1.79) they considered the joke on a five-point scale. 

Lastly, to test whether respondents could reliably differentiate the joke type and target, 
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participants were given an open-ended text box and asked, “What do you think the joke 

was making fun of? (i.e. What was the target of the joke?)”  

Given its successful use in previous research, the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory 

(Glick & Fiske, 1996) was administered. This 21-item, self-report measure asks 

respondents to rate statements on a five-point scale from Strongly Agree to Strongly 

Disagree. It is divided into hostile sexism and benevolent sexism sub-scales. Four items 

with low reported Cronbach alpha scores in previous studies were eliminated.  (See 

Appendix B). The final measure used included seven items for hostile sexism (=.94, 

M=17.83, SD=7.88) and ten items for benevolent sexism (=.87, M=28.74, SD=9.05). 

To measure the tendency to perceive gender prejudice, the Stigma Consciousness scale 

was administered (Pinel, 1999). The Stigma Consciousness scale measures an 

individual’s awareness of gender stigma in society. It consists of five items, answers also 

ranging from Strongly Agree to Strong Disagree. The scale showed acceptable internal 

consistency in the present study (=.73, M=15.90, SD=9.05). The survey ended with 

several standard demographic questions to ascertain the gender, race/ethnicity, amount of 

education, and participants’ location on the political spectrum. In line with Hyde et al. 

(2019) gender was measured with an open-ended text box as a response to the prompt, 

“What is your gender?” Only one participant self-identified as non-binary, so a 

dichotomous label was used for the variable of gender and the one participant was 

removed from later analyses. 



 16 

STIMULUS JOKES 

Most of the jokes used in the study were taken from or adapted from previous 

studies (see Appendix A for a complete list). For instance, the following female-

disparaging joke was taken from Ford, Boxer, Armstrong, and Edel (2008): “A man and a 

woman were stranded in an elevator and they knew they were gonna die. The woman 

turns to the man and says, ‘Before I die, make me feel like a woman’ So the man takes 

off his clothes and says, “Iron them!’” This joke was told in both masculine-voiced and 

feminine-voiced conditions. Many other jokes were adapted from Miller, O’Dea, 

Lawless, and Saucier (2019) and Saucier, Strain, Miller, O’Dea, and Till (2018). In these 

studies, the jokes were designed as disparaging or subversive examples of racial humor. 

For this study, they were adapted to be about gender instead. For instance, the subversive 

joke “What do you call a black guy who flies a plane? A pilot, you racist!” was adapted 

as “What do you call a woman who flies a plane? A pilot, you sexist!” The remaining 

jokes were culled from internet searches of sexist jokes and the set-up and/or punchline 

edited to fit whichever target was intended by the joke condition. One such joke adapted 

to disparage both genders was: “Is Google male or female? Female, because it doesn’t let 

you finish a sentence before it makes a suggestion”. For the male-disparaging condition, 

the punchline was simply changed to, “Male, because it doesn’t let you finish a sentence 

before it makes a suggestion”. Jokes were pilot tested with 50 participants and were 

found to have similar ratings of funniness and offensiveness within each condition.  
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Results 

PRELIMINARY ANALYSES  

Glick and Fiske (1996) suggest that the subscales of the ambivalent sexism 

inventory be split into high and low scores. Therefore, a median split was performed on 

the variable of hostile sexism (Mdn=19), in line with previous research (Ford, 2000; 

Greenwood & Isbell, 2002). The mean of the low HS group was 11.65 (SD=4.35) and the 

high HS mean was 25.03 (SD=3.97). A median split was also performed with the stigma 

consciousness scale (Mdn=16) into high SC (M=18.83, SD=2.33) and low SC (M=12.14, 

SD=2.61) groups, in line with previous research (Doyle & Molix, 2018; Hess, Hinson, & 

Hodges, 2009). 

Dependent measures of participants’ perceptions of the speaker and joke were 

subjected to a principal component factor analysis with varimax rotation in order to 

obtain discrete factors with minimal overlap. This procedure resulted in one distinct 

factor titled “Speaker likeability” consisting of 5 items (speaker intelligence, friendliness, 

trustworthiness, sense of humor, and the degree one would like to get to know this 

person). The items contributing to this factor were averaged into an index for subsequent 

analysis. Other dependent measures were analyzed separately in subsequent quantitative 

analyses. These analyses consisted of analyses of variance conducted to test study 

hypotheses. Cohen’s d was used to assess effect sizes (Cohen, 1988).  

Open-ended questions about joke target were coded to categorize whether 

participants perceived a joke as disparaging or subversive. If a respondent said that the 

joke was about a specific gender group (i.e. Women/Men), then it was categorized as 
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disparaging (N=104, 43.7%). If the participant said the joke was making fun of some sort 

of concept (like ‘sexism’) or was making fun of a deserving sub-group (‘sexists’), then it 

was categorized as subversive (N=90, 37.8%). If the participant expressed uncertainty 

about the target of the joke, then it was categorized as Not Sure (N=44, 18.5%). 

MAIN ANALYSIS 

H1 was supported by the results of a 2 (hostile sexism) X 2 (joke target) factorial 

ANOVA with joke funniness as the dependent variable (See Table 1). This analysis 

revealed a main effect of hostile sexism that approached but did not reach conventional 

statistical significance, F(1,232)=3.75, p=.054. Overall, participants who scored high on 

hostile sexism perceived disparaging jokes to be more amusing (M=4.03, SD=1.72) than 

those with low scores on this measure (M=3.87, SD=1.78). This main effect was 

moderated by a significant hypothesized hostile sexism X joke target interaction, 

F(1,232)=7.41, p<.01, Cohen’s d= .26. Inspection of the means indicated that participants 

with high levels of hostile sexism were more likely to find female-disparaging jokes 

funny than were participants with low levels of sexism (M=4.42, SD=1.67 vs. M=3.23, 

SD=1.78). Low sexism participants also found non-female disparaging jokes funnier than 

high sexism participants (M=4.07, SD=1.74 vs. M=3.88, SD= 1.73). 

To address RQ1 a two-way between-subjects ANOVA was conducted with 

speaker likeability as the dependent variable and with level of hostile sexism (high/low) 

and speaker gender (male/female) as the independent variables (See Table 2). There was 

a significant hostile sexism X speaker gender interaction, F(1,232)= 7.44, p = .007, d = 
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.27. The pattern of means was such that participants high in hostile sexism rated male 

speakers as significantly more likeable (M=6.16, SD=1.67) than low sexism participants 

did (M=5.23, SD=1.87) and rated female speakers as less likeable (M=6.46, SD=1.85) 

than did participants with low sexism (M=6.80, SD=1.69). There was not a significant 

main effect of hostile sexism on speaker likeability F(1, 232)=1.63, p=.203. There was a 

significant main effect of speaker gender on likeability F(1, 232)=16.37, p<.001, d= .45. 

The pattern was such that female speakers were rated as significantly more likeable 

(M=6.66, SD=1.76) than male speakers (M=5.70, SD=1.82). Another ANOVA was 

conducted with the dependent variable of speaker sexism with the same two IVs (See 

Table 3). There was a significant interaction effect between hostile sexism and speaker 

gender on the ratings of speaker sexism F(1, 232)=4.85, p<.03, d = .24. Participants high 

in hostile sexism rated male speakers as less sexist (M=4.27, SD=2.57) than low sexism 

participants did (M=4.67, SD=2.99) and rated female speakers as significantly more 

sexist (M=4.83, SD=2.34) than did low sexism participants (M=3.61, SD=3.04). 

H2A was not supported. Factorial ANOVA results revealed a significant main 

effect for speaker gender F(1,233)=19.75, p<.001, d=.33 indicating that female speakers 

were rated as more likeable (M=6.66, SD=1.76) than male speakers (M=5.70, SD=1.82) 

overall. In addition, main effect for the gender of the participant approached but did not 

attain conventional statistical significance F(1,233)=2.91, p=.057, indicating that female 

participants rated speakers as more likeable (M=6.29, SD=1.91) than did male 

participants (M=6.07, SD=1.78). However, the hypothesized interaction between speaker 

and participant gender on speaker likeability ratings was not significant F(1,233)=1.44, 
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p=.232. A second factorial with speaker sexism as a dependent variable also failed to 

uncover reliable main effects or an interaction, p > .10 in all cases. 

 H2B was not supported. Results of a 2 (Male speaker/female speaker) X 2 (Male 

participant/female participant) factorial ANOVA with the dependent variable of joke 

funniness failed to uncover reliable main effects or an interaction, p > .09 in all cases. A 

second factorial with joke offensiveness as a dependent variable also failed to uncover 

main effects or an interaction, p > .13 in all cases.  

H3A was partially supported by the results of a one-way ANOVA that revealed a 

significant main effect of joke target group (ingroup/outgroup) on ratings of speaker 

sexism F(1,230)=5.47, p=.02, d= .17 (See Table 4). Results indicated that speakers who 

targeted their own ingroup were rated as less sexist (M=3.87, SD=2.61) than those who 

targeted the outgroup (M=4.72, SD= 2.93). A second one-way ANOVA with speaker 

likeability as the dependent variable was not significant F(1,236)=.955, p=.33.  

H3B was not supported. A one-way ANOVA comparing the effects of joke target 

group (ingroup/outgroup) on ratings of joke funniness failed to uncover a significant 

main effect F(1,230)=.026, p=.87. A second analysis of variance with joke offensiveness 

as the dependent variable also revealed no significant direct effects F(1,230)=.083, p=.77. 

 H4 was supported by the results of a one-way ANOVA with the continuous 

measure of hostile sexism as the dependent variable and target accuracy 

(correct/incorrectly/unsure) as the independent variable. The results indicated significant 

differences between the target accuracy groups F(2,235)=9.25, p < .001. Table 5 

summarizes a Tukey’s HSD post hoc test which revealed significant differences in hostile 
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sexism at the p< .05 level between those who correctly identified the joke target 

(M=15.89, SD=7.77) and those who incorrectly labeled the target (M=18.83, SD=7.38), 

as well as significant differences between those who correctly labeled the joke target 

(M=15.89, SD=7.77) and those who were uncertain about the target (M=21.42, 

SD=7.57).  

H5A was not supported. A two-way between-subjects ANOVA was conducted 

with joke funniness as the dependent variable and with level of stigma consciousness 

(high/low) and joke type (disparaging/subversive) as the independent variables. The 

interaction effect of joke type and stigma consciousness was not significant F(1, 

234)=.113, p=.737. However, the main effect of stigma consciousness was significant at 

F(1,234)=5.43, p=.02 indicating that participants with high levels of stigma 

consciousness found both types of jokes funnier (subversive, M=4.21, SD=1.75, 

disparaging, M=4.12, SD=1.66) than those with low levels of stigma consciousness 

(subversive, M=3.60, SD=1.76, disparaging, M=3.67, SD=1.80).  

H5B was not supported by the results of a factorial ANOVA with joke 

offensiveness as the dependent variable. The results revealed no significant interaction or 

direct effects of stigma consciousness and joke type on joke offensiveness, p >.11 in all 

cases. 

RQ2 was addressed with a series of chi-square tests of independence conducted 

with the dependent variable of accuracy of perceived target (See Table 6). There were no 

significant differences in accuracy by participant gender 2(4,238)=2.01, p=.735, speaker 

gender 2(2,238)=4.33, p=.115, or joke target group 2(2, 238)=2.29, p=.318. There was 
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a significant difference between disparaging and subversive joke types 2(2, 238)=18.64, 

p<.001 such that subversive jokes were more likely to be incorrectly labeled (63.2%) than 

were disparaging jokes (36.8%). Participants with high levels of stigma consciousness 

(SC) were significantly more likely to accurately label the joke than were those with low 

levels of stigma consciousness 2(2, 238)=8.14, p=.001. A second series of chi-square 

tests of independence were conducted with the dependent variable of perceived joke 

target (disparaging/subversive/unsure). There were no significant differences in perceived 

joke target by participant gender 2(4, 238)=1.71, p=.79 or joke target group 2(2, 

238)=5.50, p=.064. There was a significant difference in how a joke target was perceived 

based on the gender of the speaker 2(2, 238)=13.27, p=.001 such that jokes by male 

speakers were more likely to be labeled as disparaging and jokes by female speakers were 

more likely to be labeled as subversive. 

A series of one-way ANOVAs were conducted to address RQ3. There were no 

significant differences found between disparaging and subversive jokes on the dependent 

variables of speaker likeability F(1, 236)=.085, p=.771, speaker sexism F(1, 236)=.184, 

p=.668, joke funniness F(1, 236)=.006, p=.937, or joke offensiveness F(1, 236)=.004, 

p=.952. Overall, subversive jokes and subversive joke tellers were perceived very 

similarly to disparaging jokes and joke tellers. 
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Discussion 

The goal of subversive humor about sex and gender is to challenge sexist beliefs 

and to subvert the traditional hierarchy of gender roles. However, because of the sensitive 

nature of the topic, this type of subversive humor can be misinterpreted as disparaging. A 

humor message intended to be subversive can have positive effects on the listener, if it is 

interpreted accurately. If the message is misunderstood as disparaging, however, the 

effects can be harmful. This study explored whether the a) perceived gender of the joke 

teller has an effect on the perception of disparaging and subversive humor and b) whether 

individual differences in the levels of hostile sexism and the tendency to perceive gender 

prejudice would influence these reactions.  

INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES IN REACTIONS TO SUBVERSIVE AND DISPARAGING HUMOR 

The current study found that individual differences had a significant impact on 

participants’ reactions to both subversive and disparaging humor. It was found that 

participants with high levels of hostile sexism rated disparaging jokes about women as 

more amusing than low-sexism participants. This finding replicates and supports previous 

research by Thomas and Esses (2004) and Greenwood and Isbell (2002) who found that 

high hostile sexism participants found sexist jokes funnier and less offensive than 

participants with low levels of sexism.  

The current study extends previous research by finding that hostile sexism and the 

gender of the speaker also play a role in how the joke teller is perceived. Overall, female 

speakers were rated as more likeable than male speakers. However, participants high in 
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hostile sexism rated female speakers as less likeable than did participants with low sexism. 

High sexism participants also rated male speakers as significantly more likeable than low 

sexism participants did. The construct of hostile sexism emphasizes traditional gender roles 

(Glick & Fiske, 1997). Traditionally speaking, men have been viewed as the humor 

creators while women have been largely viewed as humor appreciators (Mickes, Walker, 

Parris, Mankoff, & Christenfeld, 2012), a view that has maintained traction in the realm of 

evolutionary psychology (Bressler, Martin, & Balshine, 2006; Hone, Hurwitz, & 

Lieberman, 2015). The reported findings suggest that these traditional views of the role of 

gender in humor only hold for participants with high levels of sexism and translate to 

attitudes towards the speaker. According to Glick and Fiske (1996), hostile sexism also 

consists of the belief that “male-female relationships are characterized by a power struggle” 

(p. 507). Disparaging humor is also often theorized as an expression of power between 

groups (Gruner, 1997; Morreall, 1983). An outgroup member (i.e., the opposite gender) 

expressing disparaging views about one’s ingroup could be viewed as a tactic for achieving 

dominance or for gaining power. It makes sense then that more sexist participants would 

view humor made by the opposite gender as an expression of power and would therefore 

have more negative views of the speaker. Similarly, the present study found that 

participants high in hostile sexism rated male speakers as less sexist than low sexism 

participants did and also rated female speakers as significantly more sexist than did low 

sexism participants. In this study, high-sexism participants seemed to respond to the 

assumed power struggle within disparaging humor by reacting negatively to female 

speakers, in this case by rating them as less likeable and more sexist. Ironically, the more 
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sexist the participant was, the more likely they were to label the speaker as sexist. This sort 

of “pot calling the kettle black” phenomenon, when people are actually guilty of 

committing the very same character defect that they label in another, is a response to a 

feeling of ethical dissonance (Barkan, Ayal, Gino, & Ariely, 2012). 

As hypothesized, it was found that participants with high levels of hostile sexism 

were more likely to mislabel subversive humor as disparaging than did participants with 

lower levels of sexism. This finding comports with a previous study by Vidmar and 

Rokeach (1974) about reactions to the bigoted character of Archie Bunker in the television 

show All in the Family. Audience members who held more racist attitudes interpreted the 

subversive comedy of the show as disparaging towards minority groups. A more recent 

study by Baumgartner and Morris (2008) found that audience members’ interpretation of 

the fictional, conservative persona of Stephen Colbert depended on their own personal 

political views. Conservative viewers thought Colbert’s subversive comedy was 

disparaging towards liberals. Liberal viewers thought the same content was designed to 

skewer conservatives. This bias may be especially troubling for humor producers 

attempting to use subversive humor against sexism. The audience that most needs to hear 

the intended, anti-sexist message is the very same audience who is most likely to 

misinterpret it as disparaging towards women.  

The other individual difference variable that was examined in the current study 

was the tendency to perceive gender prejudice. This variable was examined by measuring 

the participants’ level of stigma consciousness (SC). It was predicted that participants 

with high levels of SC would find subversive humor funnier than disparaging humor and 
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would find disparaging humor more offensive than subversive humor. These hypotheses 

were not supported, but for an interesting reason. Although there was no significant 

interaction effect on ratings of offensiveness, participants with higher levels of SC 

actually found both types of humor significantly funnier than did participants with lower 

levels of SC. This differs from findings reported by Miller, O’Dea, Lawless, and Saucier 

(2019), who looked at the individual differences associated with reactions to subversive 

and disparaging racial humor. They found that the tendency to perceive racial prejudice 

was associated with more positive views of subversive humor and more negative views 

of disparaging humor towards Black Americans. In the current study, stigma conscious 

participants found both disparaging and subversive humor funny. The benign violation 

theory of humor (McGraw & Warren, 2010) may help to explain these findings. 

According to benign violation theory, listeners find a joke humorous if it a) violates some 

sort of perceived boundary while b) simultaneously making the violation benign. 

Disparaging and subversive humor about sex and gender both rely on an awareness of 

stereotypes in order to function. A participant with low levels of stigma consciousness 

may not be aware of the inherent gender stereotypes at play within subversive and 

disparaging humor. They may not be fully aware of the cultural or societal boundary that 

is being violated in the joke, therefore, the joke will be less funny to them. A participant 

with high stigma consciousness is aware of the myriad stereotypes about sex and gender 

that are often at the crux of these types of jokes. According to benign violation theory, as 

long as the joke is able to make the stereotype feel benign to the stigma conscious 

listener, then it should be perceived as funny. 
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THE ROLE OF GENDER IN PERCEPTIONS OF HUMOR 

It was hypothesized that listeners would rate joke tellers of the same gender more 

positively than speakers of the opposite gender. However, there was not a significant 

interaction supporting this prediction. The results indicated that listeners of opposite 

genders had differing reactions, not opposite reactions, as was hypothesized. Female 

participants rated female speakers as more likeable and less sexist than male speakers 

across the board, regardless of joke type. However, male participants also rated female 

speakers as more likeable than male speakers, but rated male speakers as less sexist than 

female speakers. These findings contrast with others reported by Douven (2018) showing 

a strict preference for ingroup speakers in instances of controversial humor, with most 

participants in the current study finding female speakers more likeable overall.  

It was hypothesized that listeners would rate jokes more positively when 

delivered by a speaker from their own gender than a speaker from the opposite gender. 

This hypothesis was also unsupported in the current study. Female participants rated 

jokes told by female speakers as funnier than jokes told by male speakers, whereas male 

participants rated jokes told by male and female speakers as equally funny. Similarly, 

female participants rated jokes told by female speakers as less offensive than jokes told 

by male speakers, whereas male participants rated jokes told by male and female speakers 

as equally offensive. Female participants’ ratings were in line with predictions, but the 

ratings by male participants were not. The current findings differ from the results of 

Evans et al. (2019) who found that, in a work context, jokes by men were considered 

more appropriate and less disruptive. The difference here could be explained by context 
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and/or content. In the current study, the findings are intentionally devoid of context, 

whereas the Evans et al. (2019) study looked at joking at work. Perhaps jokes delivered 

by men are more acceptable in a workplace context, but in an unspecified or different 

context, women have the joking-upper hand and are therefore viewed more positively. 

The jokes in the Evans et al. (2019) study also did not revolve around the topic of gender. 

It is likely that when joking about gender, women come off as more likeable than men. 

They may be granted more leeway to joke about their own gender and the opposite 

gender.  

These findings also differ from the “ingroup bias” suggested in previous research 

(Abrams & Bippus, 2011). While the fact that female participants rated female speakers 

more positively shows evidence of an ingroup bias, the finding that male participants 

rated male and female speakers similarly does not. A clear ingroup bias was exhibited by 

male participants with high degrees of hostile sexism, however. One possible explanation 

for the lack of a clear ingroup bias for participants with low levels of sexism could be 

rapidly changing cultural norms. While the previous research does not seem that long 

ago, attitudes around sex and gender have changed dramatically in the post-#MeToo era 

(Gill & Orgad, 2018). It is likely that men today do not feel as comfortable laughing at 

jokes about the opposite gender, whereas female participants may feel more empowered 

to do so. 

It was anticipated that participants would rate speakers who belonged to the 

targeted social group more positively than speakers who targeted an outgroup. Support 

for this hypothesis was mixed. Overall, speakers who told jokes about their ingroup were 
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rated as more likeable than those who told jokes about their outgroup as was predicted, 

but the differences were not statistically significant. There was, however, a significant 

difference in ratings of speaker sexism between speakers who targeted their own ingroup 

and those who targeted the outgroup. In other words, if a speaker told a joke that targeted 

their own gender, they were rated as significantly less sexist than a speaker who targeted 

the opposite gender. On a practical note, these findings suggest that a speaker is not 

necessarily viewed more positively when their jokes target their own gender, but they are 

viewed less negatively. These findings provide some support for claims by Thai et al. 

(2019) by showing that a joke teller may be viewed more favorably if they belong to the 

targeted social group.  

This same effect did not hold when looking at participants’ ratings of jokes rather 

than speakers. There were no significant differences in ratings of jokes whether the 

speaker was a member of the targeted group or not. In the third study in Thai et al. (2019) 

participants said that they would view disparaging gender humor as more acceptable if 

delivered by a member of the targeted gender. While this study revealed a possible 

conventional norm regarding disparaging humor, this norm did not seem to hold in the 

current study. These findings suggest a disparity between how participants believe they 

will respond to gender disparaging humor and how they actually respond.  

In the current study, all disparaging jokes revolved around the topic of gender 

whereas in Thai et al. (2019) the jokes used to support the group membership hypothesis 

were about race and sexual orientation. It is possible that joking about gender is 

perceived differently than the other topics. Woodzicka, Mallett, Hendricks, and Pruitt 
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(2015) found that sexist jokes were rated as less offensive and less confrontation-worthy 

than racist jokes. Future research is needed to test the group membership hypothesis with 

gender disparaging jokes. 

THE DIFFICULTY OF USING SUBVERSIVE HUMOR 

The results of the current study suggest that the use of subversive humor is a tactic 

that can easily backfire (Miller et al., 2019; Saucier et al., 2016). For one thing, while all 

instances of humor include at least some ambiguity, subversive humor seems more 

ambiguous than most. This study found no significance differences in ratings of joke 

funniness, joke offensiveness, speaker likeability, or speaker sexism between disparaging 

and subversive jokes. This indicates that listeners did not draw clear distinctions between 

the two types of humor. In fact, in the current study, only 48.4% of participants accurately 

labeled whether the joke was disparaging or subversive. 31.1% of participants incorrectly 

labeled the joke and 18.0% of participants were uncertain. The current study also found 

that subversive jokes were significantly more likely to be mislabeled as disparaging than 

the other way around. 

Secondly, subversive humor is often interpreted through the listener’s own personal 

biases and viewpoints (Baumgartner & Morris, 2008; Lamarre, Landreville, & Beam, 

2009; Vidmar & Rokeach, 1974). The current study supports previous research by finding 

that participants with high levels of hostile sexism were more likely to view subversive 

jokes as disparaging than those with low levels of sexism. The findings suggest that 

subversive humor may only be interpreted accurately (i.e., in line with the intentions of the 
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joke teller) if the listeners already share the same views as the speaker. If both speaker and 

listener agree that sexism is wrong, then they may be more likely to come to the same 

conclusion at the end of a punchline that skewers sexism. 

The findings regarding the second research question reveal some theoretical 

considerations in the use of subversive humor. There were no significant differences in the 

accuracy of joke labeling (accurate/inaccurate/uncertain) by speaker gender (male/female), 

participant gender (male/female), or joke target group (ingroup/outgroup). However, there 

were significant differences between participants with high vs low levels of stigma 

consciousness. Listeners who were more aware of the stereotypes associated with gender, 

and the negative stigma attached to these stereotypes, more accurately discriminated 

between subversive jokes and disparaging jokes. The findings also suggest that the gender 

of the speaker may affect whether a joke is perceived as disparaging or subversive. In this 

study, jokes told by a male speaker were significantly more likely to be labeled as 

disparaging whereas jokes told by female speakers were more likely to be labeled as 

subversive.  

LIMITATIONS 

As with any piece of research, this study has several limitations that constrain the 

number and magnitude of inferences that be made beyond this specific sample. The 

current study is only intended as one small step in an overall body of research and, while 

steps were taken to ensure a wider demographic sample than is typical in many studies, 

the present findings are still based on a convenience sample of MTurk workers and 
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cannot be automatically assumed to represent the greater population. First, this study 

relies on self-report data which, as van de Mortel (2008) states, can be subject to socially 

desirable responding, especially when it comes to topics that may be taboo. The measures 

and much of the stimuli used in this study have been validated by previous research 

(Glick & Fiske, 1996; Miller et al., 2019; Pinel, 2004) which has been suggested as the 

main strategy to minimize the effect of desirability on the results (Althubaiti, 2016).  

Secondly, the overall sample size in the study was low. Per the recommendations 

of Simmons, Nelson, and Simonsohn (2013), it is ideal to obtain at least 50 participants 

per condition. The eight conditions in the present study ranged from 27-36 participants. 

The current study’s sample size via MTurk was limited by the availability of funds.  

The current findings differ from those found by Miller et al. (2019) in that 

participants with the tendency to perceive gender prejudice did not find subversive humor 

funnier or disparaging humor more offensive as predicted. These differences could be 

explained by a limitation in the choice of measure. Miller et al. (2019) measured the 

tendency to perceive prejudice with the Propensity to Make Attributions to Prejudice 

scale (PMAPS). The PMAPS measures beliefs about the pervasiveness of prejudice, as 

well as the vigilance and confidence in spotting prejudice. While the stigma 

consciousness scale does have face validity in measuring the construct of tendency to 

perceive gender prejudice, the awareness of gender prejudice, as captured by the stigma 

consciousness scale, is different from the tendency to seek out and confront this type of 

prejudice, which is captured in the PMAPS. A version of the PMAPS adapted for gender 

prejudice would likely produce similar results to Miller et al. (2019). 
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The technology used in the creation of the stimuli is also a limitation. A female 

speaker was recorded, and the pitch and formant of the tracks were digitally altered to 

sound more masculine for the male speaker conditions. The final audio clips sounded 

slightly robotic, as was also reported by Östling (2016) who used a similar stimuli. Per 

the recommendation of Östling (2016), background noise was added to all of the tracks to 

cover any acoustic abnormalities. A few participants mentioned a difficulty in hearing the 

final audio clips which may have played a role in the number of Unsure/Uncertain 

responses when asked to label the joke’s target.  

Lastly, the present study is also limited in its use of gender as a dichotomous 

variable. Hyde, Bigler, Joel, Tate, and van Anders (2019) state that a binary view of 

gender in research, “typically assumes that one’s category membership is biologically 

determined, apparent at birth, stable over time, salient and meaningful to the self, and a 

powerful predictor of a host of psychological variables” (p. 171). The decision to include 

gender as a binary variable was not made lightly. In line with the approach and 

recommendation of Lips (2017), the term gender was used throughout the paper as a 

“more inclusive term for the male-female differences that may be caused by any 

combination of environment and biology…[as well as] a label for the systems of 

expectations held by societies with respect to feminine and masculine roles” (p. 6). As 

none of the differences between participants discussed are due to stable, biological 

features, the term sex was not used. The terms male and female, typically used in relation 

to biological sex, were used as adjectives to differentiate the groups of participants. This 

was because these two terms were used by the majority of participants when self-
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identifying their gender, so use of these terms in later discussions was deemed valid and 

justified by the author.  

FUTURE RESEARCH 

Research has long extolled the virtues of subversive humor as a way for 

disadvantaged groups to fight back against oppression and skewer prejudiced thinking. 

Only recently have researchers begun to explore how subversive humor is actually received 

and interpreted. This must continue.  

The present study looked at hostile sexism and the tendency to perceive gender 

prejudice as two individual differences that play a role in how subversive and disparaging 

humor is interpreted. Future research should identify other important individual differences 

and psychological factors that may play a role. Abrams and Bippus (2014) measured 

participants’ levels of gender identification in reactions to humor about gender. Lamarre et 

al. (2009) looked at political ideology. Future researchers could look at the nine humor 

styles put forth by Heintz and Ruch (2019). There may also be differing reactions to 

disparaging and subversive humor based on an individual’s level of empathy, emotional 

intelligence, self-esteem, perception of personal status, or other personality variables. 

Researchers might also look to replicate the findings in the current study utilizing 

two separate speakers that are trained to deliver the jokes in a similar manner. While this 

approach may have less control over minute differences in delivery, it would benefit from 

more natural sounding clips than the digitally altered versions in the present study.  

The study of reactions and interpretations to subversive and disparaging humor 

would also benefit from the use of naturalistic settings. While the use of a controlled 

experiment can help us test specific variables, humor in the real world rarely exists in a 
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vacuum. The use of a trained confederate may give a similar level of control within a more 

interaction-based experiment.  

The direct and indirect effects of sexism have been studied a great deal but 

relatively little is known about the effects of subversive humor. While subversive humor 

is often theorized as beneficial, these claims are lacking in empirical support. Future studies 

could benefit from gathering empirical evidence on the effects and outcomes of this type 

of humor. 
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Conclusion 

The use of humor is complex. Research shows that even with the best of 

intentions, humor can be misunderstood. The interpretation and ultimate reception of a 

joke is affected by the interplay of a number of factors. The current study extends 

previous research by finding out how this interplay of factors influences not only 

perceptions of the joke, but perceptions of the joke teller as well. This study may also 

show that there is no such thing as a perfectly crafted joke. Contextual and individual 

differences in the listener will have an effect on the ultimate reception of the joke, despite 

the best efforts of the joke teller.  

The current study can also provide a few practical takeaways regarding the use of 

subversive humor. These findings can give joke tellers an awareness of the main factors 

at play in the interpretation of subversive humor about gender. In general, making jokes 

about one’s own ingroup has a higher degree of success than joking about an outgroup (in 

terms of speaker likeability and a decreased attribution of sexism). The speaker’s gender 

plays a role in the joke’s interpretation such that female speakers are generally rated as 

more likeable and jokes made by male speakers are more likely to be interpreted as 

disparaging. When interpreting a joke, the listener will likely rely on their own beliefs 

and biases rather than the speaker’s intention. A better understanding of the way 

subversive humor is interpreted and perceived can help both casual and professional 

humor producers to create humor that can reach across the metaphorical aisle. 
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Tables 

Table 1: Factorial ANOVA with Joke Funniness as dependent variable 

Source   df     f      p   d 

(A) Hostile Sexism   1  3.75  .054    -- 

(B) Sexist Jokes   1  .342  .559    -- 

A x B Interaction   1  7.41**  .007   .26 

Error (within groups) 232   --    --    --  

Note. ** = Results significant at p < .01 
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Table 2: Factorial ANOVA of Hostile Sexism x Speaker Gender on Speaker Likeability 

Source   df     f      p   d 

(A) Hostile Sexism   1  1.63  .203    -- 

(B) Speaker Gender   1            16.37*** .000   .45 

A x B Interaction   1  7.44**  .007   .27 

Error (within groups) 232   --    --    --  
 

Note. **  -  Results significant at p < .01, ***-  Results significant at p < .001 
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Table 3: Factorial ANOVA of Hostile Sexism x Speaker Gender on Speaker Sexism 

Source   df     f      p   d 

(A) Hostile Sexism   1  1.28  .260    -- 

(B) Speaker Gender   1             .466  .495    -- 

A x B Interaction   1  4.85*  .029   .24 

Error (within groups) 232   --    --    --  
 

Note.*  =  Results significant at p < .05 
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Table 4: One-way ANOVA of Joke Group on Speaker Sexism 

 
Source SS df MS F p 

Between 43.462 1 43.462 5.610* .019 

Within 1828.269 236 7.747 - - 

Total 1871.731 237 - - - 

Note.*  =  Results significant at p < .05 
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Table 5: Tukey’s HSD of Target Accuracy for Hostile Sexism 

 
Accuracy of Perceived Target 

(Disparaging/Subversive/Unsure) 

Mean Diff. Std. Error 95% CI 

   Lower Upper 

Correct 

Incorrect -2.94* 1.124 -5.588 -.285 

Unsure -5.53* 1.356 -8.727 -2.330 

Incorrect 

Correct 2.94* 1.124 .2851 5.588 

Unsure -2.59 1.456 -6.027 .843 

Unsure 

Correct 5.53* 1.356 2.330 8.727 

Incorrect 2.59 1.456 -.843 6.027 

Note. *p< .05 

  



 42 

Table 6: Chi-Square 

 
                Target Accuracy   Perceived Target 

                       (Correct/Incorrect/Unsure)         (Disparaging/Subversive/Unsure) 

Variable                 Df                 2                 p-value               2           p-value 

Speaker Gender   2  4.33           .115            13.27**             .001  

Participant Gender  4  2.01           .735              1.71             .790 

Joke Target Group  2  2.29           .318              5.50             .064 

Stigma Consciousness  2  8.14**           .001              6.85*             .032 

Hostile Sexism   2              15.05**                .001            14.03**             .001  

Note. **  -  Results significant at p < .01 
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Appendices 

APPENDIX A 

Jokes 

 

Male/Ingroup/Disparaging: 

 

- Men are like carpets. If you lay them right the first time you can walk all over 

them for years. 

- What do you call an intelligent, good-looking, and sensitive man? A rumor. 

- Is Google male or female? Male, because it doesn’t let you finish a sentence 

before it makes a suggestion. 

 

Male/Outgroup/Disparaging: 

 

- A man and a woman are trapped in an elevator and they know they’re going to 

die. The woman says to the man, “Before we die, make me feel like a 

woman.” 

So the man takes off all of his clothes and says, “Iron them”.  

- Women are like carpets. If you lay them right the first time you can walk all 

over them for years. 

- Is Google male or female? Female, because it doesn’t let you finish a sentence 

before it makes a suggestion. 

 

Male/Ingroup/Subversive: 

 

- What do you call a man who cooks, cleans, and changes diapers? A loving 

father 

- How many men does it take to change a lightbulb? None, he just holds the 

new bulb in the socket and the world revolves around him. 

 

Male/Outgroup/Subversive: 

 

- What do you call a woman who flies planes? A pilot, you sexist. 

- What do you call a woman who performs surgery? A doctor, you sexist. 

- How many women does it take to change a lightbulb? None, you don’t need 

lightbulbs when you have a glass ceiling. 

 

Female/Ingroup/Disparaging: 
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- A man and a woman are trapped in an elevator and they know they’re going to 

die. The woman says to the man, “Before we die, make me feel like a 

woman.” 

So the man takes off all of his clothes and says, “Iron them”.  

- Women are like carpets. If you lay them right the first time you can walk all 

over them for years. 

- Is Google male or female? Female, because it doesn’t let you finish a sentence 

before it makes a suggestion. 

 

 

Female/Outgroup/Disparaging: 

 

- Men are like carpets. If you lay them right the first time you can walk all over 

them for years. 

- What do you call an intelligent, good-looking, and sensitive man? A rumor. 

- Is Google male or female? Male, because it doesn’t let you finish a sentence 

before it makes a suggestion. 

 

Female/Ingroup/Subversive: 

 

- What do you call a woman who flies planes? A pilot, you sexist. 

- What do you call a woman who performs surgery? A doctor, you sexist. 

- How many women does it take to change a lightbulb? None, you don’t need 

lightbulbs when you have a glass ceiling. 

 

Female/Outgroup/Subversive: 

 

- What do you call a man who cooks, cleans, and changes diapers? A loving 

father 

- How many men does it take to change a lightbulb? None, he just holds the 

new bulb in the socket and the world revolves around him.  
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APPENDIX B 

Measures used for study 

Stigma Consciousness 

1. Most men do not judge women on the basis of their gender. (R)  

2. I almost never think about my gender when I interact with the opposite sex. (R)  

3. Most men have a lot more sexist thoughts than they actually express.  

4. I often think that men are unfairly accused of being sexist. (R)  

5. Most men have a problem viewing women as equals.  

 

Ambivalent Sexism Inventory 

 

Hostile Sexism  

 
1. Women exaggerate problems at work  

 

2. Women are too easily offended 

 

3. Most women interpret innocent remarks as sexist  

 

4. When women lose fairly, they claim discrimination 

 

5. Women seek power by gaining control over men 

 

6. Once a man commits, she puts him on a tight leash 
 

7. Women fail to appreciate all men do for them  

 

Benevolent Sexism  

 
Protective Paternalism 

 
1. A good woman should be set on a pedestal  

 

2. Women should be cherished and protected by men  

 

3. Men should sacrifice to provide for women 

 

4. In a disaster, women need not be rescued first (R)  
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Complementary Gender Differentiation  

 

5. Women have a superior moral sensibility  

 

6. Women have a quality of purity few men possess 

 

7. Women have a more refined sense of culture, taste  

 
Heterosexual Intimacy  

 
8. Every man ought to have a woman he adores  

 

9. Men are complete without women (R)   

 

10. Despite accomplishment, men are incomplete without women  
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APPENDIX C 

 
UT Austin IRB Approved 

Protocol Number: 2019-02-0107 
Approved: 05/03/2019 

 
 
Title of the Project: Responses to Jokes 

Principal Investigator: Andrew Coolidge, Graduate Student, University of Texas at 

Austin 

Faculty Advisor: Dr. Matthew McGlone, Professor, University of Texas at Austin  

 

Consent to Participate in Research 

You are invited to be part of a research study, entitled “Responses to Jokes” This consent 

form will help you choose whether or not to participate in the study. Feel free to ask if 

anything is not clear in this consent form. 

 

This study is being conducted by: 

Andrew Coolidge, Graduate Student 

Communication Studies Department 

The University of Texas at Austin 

575-430-9232 

drew.coolidge@utexas.edu 

• Study Purpose: 

o The purpose of the study is to record responses to a variety of jokes. 

• To be eligible to participate in this study: 

o You are of 18 years of age or older 

o You live within the United States 

• If you choose to participate:  

o You are asked to complete a 30-minute long Qualtrics survey  

o You will complete a questionnaire about your thoughts and beliefs on a variety of 

topics. Please answer these questions as honestly as possible. 

• Compensation: 

o You will receive 75 cents for your time and effort with this survey through 

MTurk. 

•  Risks/Benefits 

o There are no known risks involved in this study; however, any unforeseen 

potential risks involved in this study are not greater than everyday life. If you 

wish to discuss any risks about the study you may contact the primary researcher 

via email or phone.  

o If you experience any psychological discomfort, please seek help from: 

www.mentalhealth.gov/get-help/immediate-help 
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o There are no direct benefits for participating in this study. However, your time 

and effort may contribute to a greater understanding of humor. Additionally, you 

can contact the primary researcher to obtain a summary of the study results. 

• Confidentiality and Privacy Protections: 

o All responses collected from Qualtrics.com protect your security and 

confidentiality. No questions or identifiable characteristics will be asked nor kept.  

o MTurk worker IDs will only be collected for the purpose of compensation and 

will not be 

associated with survey responses. 

o The primary researcher and authorized persons from the University of Texas at 

Austin, as well as members of the Institutional Review Board have the legal right 

to review your research records and will protect the confidentiality of those 

records to the extent permitted by law. All data analysis, conference papers, 

and/or and publication will ensure your responses are unidentifiable.  

o Only the primary researcher has access to these data securely stored; however, the 

primary researcher will ensure no responses will be identifiable when analyzing 

the data. 

 

• Participation or Withdrawal:  

o Taking part in this research study is completely voluntary. You do not have to 

participate, and you can stop at any time by closing the browser. Your withdrawal 

from the study will not affect your status with MTurk in any way. 

 

• Contacts: 

o If you any questions regarding the study please contact the primary investigator, 

Andrew Coolidge, through email at  drew.coolidge@utexas.edu.  

 

• Questions About Your Rights as a Research Participant: 

o If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, or wish to obtain 

information, ask questions, or discuss any concerns about this study with someone 

other than the researcher(s), please contact the following: 

 

▪ The University of Texas at Austin Institutional Review Board 

▪ Phone: 512-232-1543  

▪ Email: irb@austin.utexas.edu 

▪ Please reference study number 2019-02-0107 

 

 

Thank you. 

 

Please print a copy of this document for your records. 

 

• Consent: 
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o Since this is an online survey, we are unable to obtain a written signature to give 

your consent to participate. For this online questionnaire, your consent is GIVEN 

when you click “Next” to begin this survey.  

 

o I have read the above information and have sufficient information to make a 

decision about participating in this study. By clicking “Next,” I am giving my 

consent to participate in the study. 
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