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The Bad, the Good, the Misunderstood:
The Social Effects of Racial Humor

Donald A. Saucier and Conor J. O’Dea
Kansas State University

Megan L. Strain
University of Nebraska at Kearney

Racial humor has long been a part of American culture, but its potential for varied
interpretation leads to a wide range of possible effects, which have only recently
become an area of investigation in psychological research. The literature on racial and
disparaging humor, and particularly its conceptualization according to the “sword and
shield metaphor” (Rappoport, 2005), points to 3 possibilities that vary in terms of
intention and perception and have the potential to affect the outcomes associated with
racial humor. When racial humor is antisocial in intention (i.e., used as a sword) and
perceived as such, it may reinforce the social hierarchy and stereotypes about the
individuals it targets, potentially loosening societal norms that discourage expressions
of prejudice. When racial humor is prosocial in intention (i.e., used as a shield) and
perceived as such, it may serve to challenge and protect against prejudice and create
affiliation between members of groups who may be affected by social inequality.
Finally, some prosocially motivated ethnic humor may be misperceived as antisocial,
presenting the possibility of unintentionally (and ironically) reinforcing the status quo
rather than subverting it. Despite this wide range of potential outcomes, we maintain
that humor’s inherently social and ambiguous nature presents a hopeful opportunity for
the discussion and possible reduction of prejudice—as long as the humor itself is
embedded in a discussion that raises awareness of the issues it addresses. Equally
important is the need for those who use such humor to understand its potential to be
bad, good, or misunderstood.

Keywords: racial humor, disparagement humor, subversive humor, prejudice,
discrimination

In a classic Saturday Night Live skit, Chevy
Chase and Richard Pryor assumed the roles of
interviewer and applicant, respectively
(Mooney & Brooks, 1975). Chevy Chase, a
White man, asked Richard Pryor, a Black man,
to engage in a word-association test during
which Chase would read a word and Pryor
would respond with the first word that he
thought of in response. The test started with
Chase reading benign words (e.g., dog) to
which Pryor responded with appropriately be-

nign responses (e.g., tree), but the words that
Chase read became quickly more provoking.
The sixth word that he read began an increas-
ingly offensive litany of anti-Black racial slurs,
to which Pryor responded with anti-White racial
slurs that paled in comparison. The exchange
culminated with Pryor’s response to Chase
reading the word nigger. Having no verbal anti-
White slur that could compete with what has
been argued to be the most offensive word in
the English language (Anderson & Lepore,
2013; Croom, 2011; Jeshion, 2013; Kennedy,
2002), Pryor responded with, dead honkey.
Chase proceeded by attempting to calm the vis-
ibly enraged Pryor by hiring him at a very high
salary and asking Pryor not to hurt him. And the
audience laughed (NBC’s Saturday Night;
Mooney & Brooks, 1975).

More recently, Louis CK performed a
stand-up comedy routine in which he discussed
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the benefits of being a White man (Chewed Up;
Székely, 2008). While discussing the historical
advantages of being White, Louis CK clarified
that he was not saying that Whites are better but
that “being White is clearly better, who could
even argue?” In further describing the advan-
tages of being White, he stated that as a White
man, “you can’t even hurt my feelings” with
anti-White slurs like cracker just serving to
remind him of a time when he could have
owned land and people. He ended the bit with a
statement that White people will “pay hard”
when they no longer occupy the top of the
power hierarchy, but until then, “Wheeeee!!!”
And the audience laughed.

In each of these examples of humor, the
comedians used stereotypes, racial slurs, and
references to prejudice and discrimination for
comedic purposes. We intend to discuss the
purposes of humor like this and what social
consequences it may bring. We see three impor-
tant possibilities. First, it may be that racial
humor is antisocially intended and produces
antisocial effects (i.e., bad). Second, it may be
that racial humor is prosocially intended and
produces prosocial effects (i.e., good). Third, it
may be that racial humor is prosocially intended
but is perceived as antisocially intended and
consequently produces antisocial effects (i.e.,
misunderstood). Given the prevalence of racial
humor in American entertainment, much re-
search has been conducted to examine the man-
ifestation and effects of racial humor in Amer-
ican society. Here we review that literature as
we discuss the potential for racial humor to be
bad, good, or misunderstood.

The Bad: Antisocial Effects
of Racial Humor

In the Saturday Night Live and Louis CK
comedy routines, it may be that the comedians
were motivated by prejudice, were expressing
prejudice, and were advocating positions of
group superiority/inferiority. Perhaps the racial
slurs used to target both Whites and Blacks in
the Saturday Night Live skit were being pre-
sented as viable choices of language to describe
individuals of these races (i.e., serving the de-
scriptive functions of racial slurs; Blakemore,
2015; Croom, 2011, 2014; Jeshion, 2013;
O’Dea & Saucier, in press). Alternatively, by
highlighting Pryor’s anger at being targeted by

the slurs, and Chase’s resulting fear, it may have
been the intent to demonstrate and perpetuate
stereotypes of Blacks as hypersensitive and dan-
gerous. Maybe Louis CK, despite his dis-
claimer, really was advocating that Whites are
better than individuals of other races and, as
such, should strive to maintain their position
atop the social hierarchy. Were any of these
motivations true, then the racial humor would
be antisocially intended and would likely pro-
duce antisocial effects by reinforcing the status
hierarchy.

When humor is used to attack groups, the
humor acts as a sword (Rappoport, 2005),
wielded by the joke teller to belittle, marginal-
ize, and stigmatize the individuals belonging to
the groups targeted by the humor. This is argu-
ably the most obvious perceived intention of
racial humor, which by definition makes blatant
use of racial stereotypes and/or slurs. Racial
humor has been argued to be a divisive social
mechanism that reinforces and perpetuates neg-
ative stereotypes (Berger, 1987; Maio, Olson, &
Bush, 1997), and enjoyment of such humor has
been used as a measure of prejudice toward
outgroups (Crandall, Eshleman, & O’Brien,
2002; Monteith, 1993). In their study, Maio and
colleagues (1997, p. 1992) examined Canadian
students’ perceptions of Newfoundlanders, fol-
lowing their recitation of humor that was either
derogatory (humor that targeted Newfoundland-
ers as being stupid; e.g., “Fortunately, after a
long period of illiteracy, Newfoundlanders are
finally trying to get their B.A.s. They’ve finally
mastered the first two letters of the alphabet—
and backwards at that.”) or nonderogatory (e.g.,
“Only a 7-year-old kid can actually taste the
difference between different colors of M & Ms.
For example, I thought the red was heartier,
more of a main course M & M. And the light
brown was a mellower, kind of after-dinner, M
& M.”). They found that participants rated
Newfoundlanders significantly less positively
(i.e., more negatively stereotypic) in the derog-
atory humor condition than the nonderogatory
condition. Therefore, disparagement humor
may not only target outgroups but also impact
subsequent evaluations of those groups’ mem-
bers by individuals who are exposed to the joke.

It is unsurprising that racial humor is often
used in this way, with the intention to put down
or disparage individuals belonging to the tar-
geted social groups (Billig, 2001; Ferguson &
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Ford, 2008; Ford & Ferguson, 2004; Hobden &
Olson, 1994; Murray, 1934; Wicker, Barron, &
Willis, 1980). Research on disparagement hu-
mor has focused on a wide range of targeted
social groups. These forms of humor target
groups based on, but not limited to, their race
(Apte, 1987; Billig, 2001; Maio et al., 1997;
Weaver, 2010), religion (Ford, Woodzicka,
Triplett, Kochersberger, & Holden, 2014;
Wolff, Smith, & Murray, 1934), sex (Ford,
2000; Ford, Boxer, Armstrong, & Edel, 2008;
Ford, Wentzel, & Lorion, 2001; Gray & Ford,
2013; Greenwood & Isbell, 2002; Kochers-
berger, Ford, Woodzicka, Romero-Sanchez, &
Carretero-Dios, 2014; Romero-Sanchez, Duran,
Carretero-Dios, Megias, & Moya, 2010; Ryan
& Kanjorski, 1998; Thomae & Viki, 2013;
Thomas & Esses, 2004), appearance (Burmeis-
ter & Carels, 2014), and political affiliation
(Braun & Preiser, 2013). Broadly, the effects of
disparagement humor include devaluation of
outgroups, often loosening norms that discour-
age expressions of prejudice (e.g., prejudiced
norm theory; Ford et al., 2008; Ford & Fergu-
son, 2004; Ford et al., 2001), and possibly pro-
ducing negative attitude change toward the tar-
geted social group (Hobden & Olson, 1994).

Much of the extant literature (e.g., Ford,
2000) examining the manifestation of preju-
diced norm theory examines the effects of sexist
humor on sex-based prejudice and evaluations
of women who have been raped. This research
has consistently shown links between exposure
and reactions to sexist humor (e.g., “A man and
woman were stranded in an elevator and they
knew they were going to die. The woman turns
to the man and says, ‘make me feel like a
woman before I die.’ So he takes off his clothes
and says, ‘Fold them!’”; Ford, 2000, p. 1096)
and sexism (Ford, 2000; Ford et al., 2008; Ford
et al., 2001; Gray & Ford, 2013; Kochersberger
et al., 2014; Romero-Sanchez et al., 2010; Ryan
& Kanjorski, 1998; Thomae & Viki, 2013;
Thomas & Esses, 2004). Generally, this re-
search has shown that men who reported higher
levels of hostile sexism and rape proclivity, and
lower levels of identification with women, gen-
erally reported more enjoyment of sexist humor
and greater likelihood of repeating sexist jokes.
Additional research on prejudiced norm theory
has examined the effects of racial humor on
strengthening negative beliefs about various
ethnic minority groups and allowing for more-

negative expressions of prejudice (Ford, 1997;
Maio et al., 1997; Stangor, Sechrist, & Jost,
2001). It appears that disparagement humor al-
lows for increased expressions of prejudice to-
ward targeted groups by loosening the social
norms that normally inhibit prejudice.

Overt expressions of prejudice have de-
creased in recent decades (Dovidio & Gaertner,
2000; Dovidio, Gaertner, Kawakami, & Hod-
son, 2002; McConahay, Hardee, & Batts, 1981;
Murrell, Dietz-Uhler, Dovidio, Gaertner, &
Drout, 1994; Nail, Harton, & Decker, 2003;
Sydell & Nelson, 2000). This is presumed to be
primarily due to societal pressure to appear nonpreju-
diced toward outgroup members (Devine, Plant,
Amodio, Harmon-Jones, & Vance, 2002; Plant
& Devine, 1998). However, subtle expressions
of prejudice toward outgroup members persist,
particularly when the prejudice emerges in sit-
uations in which the behavior is not blatantly
prejudiced (e.g., Dovidio & Gaertner, 2000).
The justification-suppression model of preju-
dice (Crandall & Eshleman, 2003) offers a com-
prehensive model that explains when expres-
sions of prejudice will be justified or
suppressed. This model generally states that
various internal and external factors function to
justify (i.e., increase) and suppress (i.e., de-
crease) individuals’ expressions of their genu-
ine prejudices.

Due to the norm-loosening effects of humor,
as outlined in prejudiced norm theory (Ford &
Ferguson, 2004), group-based humor may func-
tion to justify the expression of prejudice as
explained by the justification-suppression
model (Crandall & Eshleman, 2003). Humor
allows individuals to “feel out” their audience.
If they make a sexist, racist, or otherwise de-
rogatory comment toward a group and the au-
dience reacts in a negative way, the perpetrators
of the joke simply have to say “I was just
kidding” to cover the behavior and appear more
appropriate. Thus, the perpetrators of the joke
can avoid experiencing negative reactions to
their prejudiced expression (e.g., Plant &
Devine, 1998).

Further, it may be that individual differences
in how people use humor would make some
people more likely than others to use jokes as a
cover for prejudice. Unsurprisingly, individuals
with higher levels of prejudice may seek venues
in which to express their prejudice justifiably
(Crandall & Eshleman, 2003). But those with
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more-cavalier racial humor beliefs (i.e., per-
ceive racial humor to be nothing more than a
harmless joke) may be particularly prone to
using jokes that have the capacity to offend.
These individuals may be more dismissive of
the potential negative effects of prejudicially
intended racial humor and may then contribute
to reinforcing the status hierarchy through the
perpetuation of prejudice that they perceive as
acceptable (Hodson, Rush, & MacInnis, 2010).
Similarly, it may be that those with more-
aggressive humor styles, who enhance them-
selves by ridiculing others, find disparagement
humor to be a convenient mechanism to main-
tain superiority over others (Martin, Puhlik-
Doris, Larsen, Gray, & Weir, 2003).

As described earlier, the case stating that
racial humor is unavoidably antisocial is com-
pelling. It has been argued that racial humor
does not even qualify as humor, because the
jokes cannot be funny and have no positive
functions (Billig, 2001). Although we agree that
racial humor may be used to disparage target
groups and to reinforce existing inequities in the
status hierarchy, we argue that these are not the
intentions behind all examples of racial humor.
We therefore consider the potential for racial
humor to be prosocial.

The Good: Prosocial Effects
of Racial Humor

It is possible that the intentions of the Satur-
day Night Live skit and Louis CK’s stand-up
comedy routine were prosocial. Rather than in-
tending to reinforce the status hierarchy in
which Whites are politically, economically, and
socially dominant, perhaps the comedians were
attempting to subvert it. Perhaps Chase was
parodying White bigots, demonstrating how ri-
diculously inappropriate it would be to use anti-
Black racial slurs in social interactions. Pryor’s
enraged response may have been a cue to the
audience that they should empathize with those
who are targeted by racism and that they should
join in the opposition to such blatant expres-
sions of intolerance. Louis CK may have been
highlighting the realities of White privilege to
raise social awareness in Whites about their
superior (and undeserved) position in society
and asking them to be more active in making
American society a more egalitarian place for
people of all races. Were these their intentions,

then such usage of racial humor, despite its
stereotypes and racial slurs, may be expected
and intended to produce prosocial effects.

When racial humor is used for prosocial pur-
poses, the humor acts as a shield (Rappoport,
2005) and may be wielded by the joke teller to
create bonds among people and to challenge and
defend against prejudice. Research has shown
that racial humor, and even racial slurs, have
been adopted by the targeted group members
and used to affiliate and bond within the group
(Bianchi, 2014; Galinsky et al., 2013; Guerin,
2003; Rahman, 2012). In reappropriating racial
humor and racial slurs that had previously been
used to target them, groups may disempower
the humor and slurs. The groups may then use
them among themselves as a form of inocula-
tion against the experience of prejudice, reduc-
ing their subsequent social sting such that other
experiences of prejudice produce less-negative
affective and behavioral responses (Rappoport,
2005). Consistent with this reasoning, research
has shown that when minority group members
reappropriate derogatory slurs and racial humor
for use among themselves, they report less-
negative perceptions of the slurs as a result
(Galinsky et al., 2013). Empirically examining
the concept of reappropriation, Galinsky and
colleagues (2013) found, across 10 studies, that
reappropriation leads individuals to feel em-
powered, groups to be empowered, and others
to perceive the groups (and consequently their
members) as being more in control of the stig-
matizing labels. These findings are thought pro-
voking and showcase the importance of context
for the use of racial humor and slurs. So
whereas this latter research indicated that the
use of racial slurs among minority group mem-
bers may have benefits (Galinsky et al., 2013),
other research has shown that the use of racial
slurs by majority group members to target mi-
nority group members may negatively impact
how the minority group members are evaluated
(Goodman, Schell, Alexander, & Eidelman,
2008; Kirkland, Greenberg, & Pyszczynski,
1987).

More-recent studies have begun to further
examine how social context affects how the use
of racial humor and slurs are perceived. For
example, O’Dea and Saucier (2015) have
shown that traditionally Black racial slurs used
toward Whites are perceived as significantly
less offensive than are White racial slurs and
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nonracial insults. These results suggest that
Whites may perceive Blacks’ use of Black ra-
cial slurs to target them to be a sign of respect,
essentially granting them honorary membership
into their social group. Additional research on
racial slurs has suggested that slurs are also
perceived by majority group members to be less
offensive when used in situations where their
use may be perceived as affiliative (O’Dea et
al., 2015). Specifically, O’Dea et al. (2015)
showed that racial slurs used between friends
are perceived as less offensive than are racial
slurs used between strangers and that different
racial slurs are perceived with differing levels of
offensive intensity. Taken together, research on
the reappropriation of racial slurs and racial
humor has suggested that, in certain situations,
individuals may use racial slurs and racial hu-
mor to enhance group affiliation and to increase
their resistance to derogatory ethnic humor.

Racial humor may also be used by racial
minorities to cope with adversity and stigma
(Boskin & Dorinson, 1985; Hart, 2007; Juni &
Katz, 2001; Nezlek & Derks, 2001). Research
on racial humor as a coping mechanism has
shown that minority group members often use
self-deprecating humor as a way to empower
themselves, in contradiction to majority group
challenges to their self-worth (Boskin & Dorin-
son, 1985; Hart, 2007; Juni & Katz, 2001; Ne-
zlek & Derks, 2001).

Rappoport (2005) noted that racial humor
was created by members of minority groups to
target themselves and to serve prosocial func-
tions. It has even been associated with greater
psychological well-being. Davies (1991) simi-
larly argued that racial humor is rarely, if ever,
formed on the basis of conflict or hostility.
Rather, the humor consists of jokes told in sit-
uations in which joke tellers’ intents are ambig-
uous. And because the purpose of humor is
often to be incongruous and absurd to increase
positive feelings, it is not necessarily appropri-
ate to assume that joke tellers’ true attitudes are
conveyed by their jokes (Davies, 1990). Fur-
ther, the taboo nature of racial humor, and its
deviation from the norms of polite conversation
and other social rules, may make racial humor a
particularly powerful vehicle for levity, rather
than being a serious attack on social groups
(Davies, 2002).

Rappoport (2005) discussed several other
prosocial functions that racial humor may

achieve. For example, racial humor may allow
minority groups to safely discuss their experi-
ences of prejudice. Minority groups may also
use racial humor to challenge the majority
group’s position atop the social hierarchy with-
out fear of social retaliation. Other functions
may include raising the topics of prejudice and
discrimination for discussion in less-controver-
sial and less-threatening ways, thus increasing
the awareness of these topics for discussion and
making them more palatable to consider, partic-
ularly for majority group members whose priv-
ilege may be questioned. Finally, racial humor
may provide an educational or corrective func-
tion through which social lessons for appropri-
ate social behavior, including how to respond to
being discriminated against, may be taught.

As a popular culture example of these func-
tions, consider the comedy sketch show Key &
Peele, which recently ended its five-season run
on Comedy Central. It used racial humor in a
positive manner in every episode, most fre-
quently by providing commentary on issues re-
lated to race and stereotypes. For example, in a
recurring portrayal of “Luther,” President
Obama’s anger translator, Luther’s purpose was
to “translate” the president’s cool-tempered re-
sponses to issues by reframing them into the
hot-tempered responses that the president could
not be seen making (Key & Peele; Conroy et al.,
2012). Although much of the humor was de-
rived from its delivery, much of the humor also
stemmed from the statement about the risk Pres-
ident Obama faced as the first Black president if
he were to fulfill the stereotype of an “angry
Black man.” In another skit, titled “Suburban
Zombies,” White zombies cautiously avoid eat-
ing the Black characters in the skit, even guid-
ing their zombie children away from the Black
living people (Key & Peele; Drysdale et al.,
2012). And as Tannenbaum (2015) pointed out,
the White zombies even make it a point to lock
their vehicles when Black living people pass by.
These behaviors are examples of the modern
racism that Black people face every day, but
expressing the issue in the context of a zombie
apocalypse, using humor, brings up the issue in
a way that is unlikely to receive pushback. Both
of these skits draw attention to racial issues in a
manner that allows for relief (i.e., a shield) from
anti-Black prejudice but in a way that is rela-
tively noncontroversial and nonthreatening.
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Similarly, subversive forms of racial humor
may be used in social interactions to confront
prejudiced individuals. The way in which this
humor disparages individuals who express prej-
udice is less confrontational than simply dispar-
aging them as perpetrators of the prejudice.
Research has shown that when individuals are
confronted for expressing prejudice, they con-
sequently reduce their future expressions of
prejudice (Czopp, Monteith, & Mark, 2006).
However, in doing so, the perpetrators of prej-
udice often resent the individual who con-
fronted them for their expression of prejudice
(Czopp et al., 2006). An alternative to tradi-
tional confrontational methods may be via sub-
versive humor. Research has shown that sub-
versive humor may combat prejudice in a
less-confrontational manner by placing a hu-
morous context around the confrontation
(Boskin & Dorinson, 1985; Kramer, 2013). One
would expect that, consistent with this research
on confrontation, individuals who are con-
fronted may reduce future expressions of prej-
udice (Saucier, Strain, Till, & O’Dea, 2015).
However, because this confrontation came in
the form of a humorous message, perpetrators
of the prejudice may be less likely to perceive
the individual who used the subversive humor
negatively. Thus, subversive humor may be
used to confront perpetrators of prejudice with
less likelihood of backlash.

In sum, although a case may be made that
racial humor is antisocial in intention and ef-
fects, a counterargument can be made that racial
humor may also be prosocial in intention and
effects. Rather than disparaging minority
groups and reinforcing an inequitable status hi-
erarchy, racial humor may provide a defense
against prejudice and subvert that status hierar-
chy. However, the sophisticated manner in which
the subversion is implemented may introduce a
degree of risk, requiring that the audience per-
ceive and understand the subversive intention.
If this element of the racial humor is missed,
even prosocially intended racial humor may
have ironic antisocial effects.

The Misunderstood: When Subversion Fails

It may be the case that even good intentions
are not enough to salvage the ramifications of
misunderstood racial humor. Although proso-
cial motivations may have inspired the Saturday

Night Live skit and the Louis CK comedy rou-
tine, the elements of satire, sarcasm, and parody
on which these prosocial motivations would
have relied may have been lost on an audience
not able or willing to perceive them. Chase’s
parody of the White bigot may have instead
been perceived as a model for interracial inter-
actions. Pryor’s indignation may have instead
been perceived as a racial predisposition for
violence. Louis CK’s message about the social
dangers of White privilege may have instead
been perceived as a cautionary message to
Whites about the need to maintain their status
atop the social hierarchy. In these cases, the true
but unrecognized subversive intentions would
have been meaningless, and the message and
social effects of the humor would have been
tragically ironic.

Racial humor, by definition, makes use of
racial stereotypes and/or racial slurs in convey-
ing a social message. Superficially, the humor
may appear to advocate for the truth of those
racial stereotypes and for the appropriateness of
using those racial slurs. It may take effort on the
part of the audience to understand the deeper,
subversive message, which is that these stereo-
types and the use of these racial slurs are ridic-
ulous. And given that racial humor is delivered
as levity and may produce a nonserious mindset
(e.g., Ford & Ferguson, 2004), the deeper sub-
versive message may be missed.

Research examining reactions to the political
comedy show The Colbert Report illustrates the
potential for the audience to radically misinter-
pret the intended message that subversive hu-
mor attempts to convey (Baumgartner & Mor-
ris, 2008). Colbert portrayed an outlandishly
extreme right-wing news anchor to mock the
journalist messages and style of individuals like
Bill O’Reilly and to challenge and subvert the
policies and arguments made by those on the far
right of the American political spectrum. In
short, Colbert made fun of conservatives and
their policies with the (likely) intention of re-
ducing support for these individuals and their
policies. The evidence, however, suggests that
the opposite effect occurs. Viewers exposed to
The Colbert Report are often not led to be more
critical of conservatives and their policies but
instead report increased affinity for conserva-
tives and their policies. It appears that the satire,
the subversion, and the irony are missed, and
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the audience takes the message at its superficial
face value (Baumgartner & Morris, 2008).

Preliminary work examining racial humor
has suggested similar dangers in attempting to
subvert prejudice. As Rappoport (2005) argued,
racial humor may be used to challenge, rather
than reinforce, expressions of prejudice. Ac-
cordingly, Saucier, Strain, Till, and O’Dea
(2015) examined the potential for subversive
racial humor to convey that expressions of prej-
udice are inappropriate and to consequently in-
hibit expressions of prejudice. An experimenter
told each participant in the subversive racial
humor condition, individually, a riddle that be-
gan with the question, “What do you call a
Black guy who flies a plane?” After giving
participants a moment to consider their re-
sponse, the experimenter delivered the punch-
line “A pilot, you fucking racist!” This joke was
chosen because it begins by inspiring stereotyp-
ical thinking in the audience and then confronts
the audience with the inappropriateness of their
stereotypical thinking. Unfortunately, the re-
sults showed that many of the participants mis-
understood the joke as intending to disparage
Blacks rather than intending to challenge and
punish expressions of racism. A second study
showed that even when given explicit instruc-
tions to think about the joke for a minute before
reporting its target, many of the participants did
not understand the joke’s subversive intent
(Saucier, Strain, Till, & O’Dea, 2015). To-
gether, these results show that even humor in-
tended to be prosocial may be misunderstood,
and when the audience misses the subversion,
the effects may be ironically antisocial. Thus,
the inequitable status hierarchy may be uninten-
tionally reinforced rather than subverted.

It may be that individual differences moder-
ate perceptions of racial humor’s capacity to
be subversive. Perhaps those with higher lev-
els of racism are less likely to perceive, or
less motivated to perceive, the true intent of
subversive racial humor. Similarly, those with
higher levels of cavalier humor beliefs or
those with aggressive humor styles may be
less likely to see subversive racial humor as
subversive. Conversely, those with greater
tendencies to be aware of prejudice in society
(Miller & Saucier, 2015) may be more sensi-
tive to perceiving subversive messages in ra-
cial humor. Further, individual differences in
the need for cognition and cognitive capacity,

as well as state differences in cognitive load
and attention, may be factors that influence
the interpretation of subversive racial humor.
Research has so far failed to examine these
possibilities, and we believe this is a promis-
ing area for future research.

Practical Implications

Racial humor is an interpretive medium and, as
such, allows the audience to glean any of a variety
of antisocial or prosocial messages from it. These
messages may or may not coincide with the in-
tentions of the individuals delivering the racial
humor. Therefore, racial humor may be used with
antisocial or prosocial intentions, but even racial
humor used with prosocial intentions may pro-
duce unintended antisocial effects. This is espe-
cially dangerous given that racial humor employs
racial stereotypes and/or racial slurs, which may,
at face value, appear to be promoting the appro-
priateness of expressions of prejudice. The levity
and nonserious nature of the situation in which
racial humor occurs, and to which it further con-
tributes, may make the understanding of a deeper,
subversive message that condemns expressions of
prejudice less likely.

Despite this danger, we are not willing to uni-
versally endorse a position that individuals should
completely avoid racial humor. Rather, we argue
that individuals should be aware of the capacity
for racial humor to function as both sword and
shield in the continuing struggle against prejudice
in society. With this awareness, we argue that
individuals should be careful when they couch
their subversive messages in satire. We argue that,
rather than trusting the audience to exert the at-
tention and cognitive effort needed to uncover the
message that challenges and confronts expressions
of prejudice, joke tellers should either foreshadow
their subversive intentions to their audience or
engage in a brief debriefing session after the joke.
Although this may make the racial humor less of
an inside joke that only a select few in the audi-
ence would understand, it may increase the like-
lihood that the joke will successfully subvert,
rather than sadly reinforce, the social hierarchy.

Audiences can be educated about the poten-
tial for racial humor to serve as both sword and
shield (Saucier, Strain, & Veenendaal, 2015).
Having these conversations about the potential
of racial humor to be antisocial or prosocial, as
well as the potential for it to be misinterpreted,
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increases the likelihood that individuals will
process humor without immediately dismissing
it as inappropriate or, alternatively, “laughing it
off” as harmless. That said, although courses on
racial humor do exist, they are unlikely to be-
come commonplace on college campuses. How-
ever, educators may contribute to students’ un-
derstanding of such humor by incorporating
disparaging humor into other content areas and
using it as a tool to discuss more-complex is-
sues. Further, although it is unlikely that every-
one in the general population will have the
opportunity to take a course analyzing this ra-
cial humor, initiating audiences’ deeper pro-
cessing of racial humor may increase the likeli-
hood that they grasp its deeper subversive meaning.
More research is needed to investigate the ways
in which this could occur, but the increasing
popularity of shows like Key & Peele and sa-
tirical news programming (e.g., The Daily
Show, The Nightly Show) may provide an alter-
native method (i.e., outside a classroom) of get-
ting audiences to think about the issues that
such shows address. We believe the key to
understanding subversive humor may simply be
to make the “nonserious” mindset generally
evoked by humorous situations just a bit more
serious. This combination of humor and critical
thought may provide the foundation on which
subversive humor safely lands.

Of course, nothing can guarantee that audiences
will accurately discern the message of prosocially
intended racial humor to be a shield rather than a
sword. But having knowledge of the multiple pos-
sible meanings of racial humor may increase the
extent to which the audience carefully processes
and thinks about racial humor. Given the preva-
lence of racial humor in American society, there is
likely benefit in increasing social awareness about
the possibilities of racial humor to be bad, good, or
misunderstood. And as joke tellers educate their
audiences, racial humor may actualize its potential
for promoting thinking and discussion about so-
cial change and, in doing so, threaten the sustain-
ability of a hierarchical society. Laughter then
may become a battle cry for the condemnation of
prejudice.
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