Different Theories of Humor
Freudian

Freud believed that all people have the instinct to be a little nasty – to say mean things or to be vulgar or be honest about something unpleasant. But he said that we suppress our desire to do and say (and even think!) these things because it’s socially unacceptable. According to Freud, jokes are what allow us to acknowledge this nastier side of human thought because the subject matter is treated informally. Furthermore the “honesty” that the joke reveals is often a surprise – we’re caught off guard, so we laugh before our brain has time to tell us “that’s not appropriate.”
Example: A woman told her friend: “For eighteen years my husband and I were the happiest people in the world! Then we met.”

Would this story be funny if it went this way? - A woman said to her friend “My husband and I hate each other and we’re miserable.” (No.) The story is funny because the joke is set up in a way that we don’t expect the punchline – brutal truth.

Superiority Theory
Superiority theory says that we like jokes that make fun of other people because they make us feel better about ourselves. Someone is made to seem silly or stupid or unattractive and we feel superior in comparison to them. This may be why jokes about important or famous people are so popular – when the President is made to seem silly on Saturday Night Live, we don’t feel so bad about our own shortcomings.

Example:

Texan: “Where are you from?” 

Harvard Student: “I come from a place where we do not end our sentences with prepositions.” 

Texan: “Okay – where are you from, jerk?”
This joke pokes fun at the perceived pretentiousness of Ivy Leaguers. We say to ourselves “Look how ridiculous he seems – I’m not at all like that!” In comparison to the Harvard student in the joke, we’re down-to-earth. It helps that the joke plays on the potential insecurities of the audience. Harvard students have a reputation for being intelligent (perhaps more intelligent that the person listening to the joke?), so making them seem like snobs feels even better than it would be for someone from a state university.

Incongruity Theory
This interpretation of humor is more optimistic than the other two. Incongruity theory says that people laugh at what is unexpected or out of place. We are confused by something that doesn’t seem to fit the patterns that we have in our minds. Sometimes we laugh at the realization that we have established patterns of thinking and sometimes we laugh when we establish a new (and unexpected) pattern.
Example: Two fish are in a tank. One turns to the other and says, “Do you know how to drive this thing?”
We assume that the fish are in a fish tank, not a military tank. The alternative meaning of the word “tank” surprises us, so we laugh.
Adapted from the Laugh Lab Experiment - http://www.laughlab.co.uk/.

