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Abstract 

This study explores how age influences the perception and appreciation of humour, 

particularly in cartoon formats aimed at children and adults. Although humour has been 

extensively studied through various theoretical lenses-such as incongruity, superiority, and 

relief theories-its developmental aspects remain underexplored. To address this, the study 

examines cartoons created by the same illustrators for two Turkish magazines: Penguen 

(targeted at adults) and Süper Penguen (targeted at children). A total of 264 cartoons were 

analysed based on three dimensions: the humour mechanism identified, the character 

representations, and thematic elements. In addition, a survey involving 20 participants (10 

adults and 10 children) was conducted to evaluate perceived funniness and target audience 

accuracy. Findings indicate that incongruity-based humour dominates in both magazines, and 

animal characters are more prevalent in children’s cartoons. Notably, 48% of adults and only 

34% of children correctly identified child-targeted cartoons, while some children’s cartoons 

received the highest funniness ratings from adults. These results challenge assumptions about 

“childish” humour and suggest that age is not a reliable predictor of humour appreciation. 

We argue that cartoons operate within a visual and symbolic language that transcends age 

when freed from content-based biases. By examining both textual elements and audience 

reception, this study contributes to humour research by demonstrating how shared cultural 

codes and cognitive development intersect in comedic perception across generations. At the 

same time, the study should be regarded as exploratory, given the small and homogeneous 

sample size, and its findings interpreted as indicative trends rather than generalisable results. 

Nevertheless, by comparing cartoons created by the same illustrators for different audiences, 

the study offers a novel contribution. These insights also connect to current debates on the 

social and educational functions of humour, underlining its potential to transcend 

generational boundaries.  

Keywords: humour perception, age differences, cartoons, content analysis, children and 

adults. 



The European Journal of Humour Research 14 (2) 

Open-access journal | www.europeanjournalofhumour.org 
161 

1. Introduction 

Humour remains one of the most complex and paradoxical phenomena in human 

communication. Despite its universal presence across cultures and its long-standing 

examination in philosophy, psychology, and linguistics, scholars still struggle to define, 

measure, or systematically explain what makes something funny. As White (1941, p. XVII) 

humorously put it, analysing humour is like dissecting a frog-few are interested, and the 

subject often dies in the process. Similarly, Berger (1979, p. 113) suggests that attempts to 

systematise humour can be like a medical operation in which the patient is lost. In essence, the 

more we try to study humour systematically, the more it resists capture. 

Although studies on the relationship between humour and age date back to the early 20th 

century, it was not until the 1970s that this topic began to receive substantial scholarly 

attention (McGhee, 1986). Recent studies underline that humour appreciation develops not in 

a linear way but in relation to both cognitive growth and social interaction, making age only 

one of several relevant variables (Martin & Ford, 2018; Jiang et al., 2019; Rosenbusch et al., 

2022). Among these contributions, the work of Paul E. McGhee stands out for its depth and 

scope. His research provided foundational insights into the developmental trajectory of 

humour and its cognitive underpinnings. A comprehensive overview of McGhee’s legacy is 

available in the special issue of Humor: The International Journal of Humour Research (May 

2018) titled ‘Festschrift for Paul McGhee - Humor Across the Lifespan, Theory, Measurement, 

and Applications’, which serves as a valuable guide to his contributions (Bergen, 2018). The 

increasing scholarly interest in this domain highlights the growing recognition of humour as 

both a psychological and cultural phenomenon.  

This study adopts a content analysis methodology to examine and compare cartoons 

published in two age-targeted humour magazines: Penguen (for adults) and Süper Penguen 

(for children). The cartoons, produced by illustrators who contribute to both magazines, are 

analysed across three dimensions: (1) the theoretical framework underlying the humour, (2) 

the symbolic representation of characters, and (3) the thematic content used to elicit laughter. 

What distinguishes this study from previous research is its comparative focus on the same 

illustrators creating cartoons for both child- and adult-oriented magazines. This design 

controls for artistic style and isolates the role of audience in humour construction and 

perception, which to our knowledge has not been explored before. In doing so, the study 

challenges the widespread assumption that “childish humour” is trivial, by showing how 

certain child-targeted cartoons resonate strongly with adults as well. 

The research seeks to answer several key questions: 

• Which humour theories best explain the cartoons featured in each magazine? 

• What kinds of characters/figures are predominantly used? 

• Which themes are used more in generating humour? 

• Can adults accurately identify cartoons intended for children? 

In addition to this qualitative analysis, the study incorporates survey data gathered from 

child and adult participants. These data explore perceptions of funniness and age-based 

audience identification, thus combining theoretical insight with empirical validation.  
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2. Theoretical background 

2.1. Humour theories 

The study of humour dates back to ancient Greece, where philosophers like Plato and Aristotle 

laid the groundwork for early reflections on laughter and its moral implications. In later 

centuries, thinkers such as Kant, Hobbes, Freud, Bergson, and even Darwin contributed to the 

theoretical landscape, offering diverse yet serious interpretations of what makes something 

"funny." While their insights differ, a common thread emerges humour is significant enough to 

warrant philosophical attention, even if the commentaries themselves rarely elicit laughter. 

Over time, this broad intellectual engagement has crystallized into three dominant theoretical 

frameworks: (1) Incongruity theory, which explains humour as the result of unexpected 

mismatches or violations of expectations; (2) Superiority theory, which frames laughter as a 

reflection of dominance or perceived inferiority in others; and (3) Relief theory, which 

interprets humour as a release of psychological or emotional tension (Raskin, 1985, p. 40).  

Within the framework of superiority theory, humour is understood as a psychological 

mechanism rooted in dominance and hierarchical perception. Central themes include the 

interplay of pain and pleasure (Plato, 1975, p. 50; McDougall, 1903, p. 319), the notion of 

sudden victory (Hobbes, 1840, p. 46), self-glory (Ludovici, 1932, p. 50), and emotions such as 

inadequacy, hostility, or schadenfreude-the enjoyment of others' misfortune (Zillmann, 1977, 

p. 296). While often critiqued for focusing on negative emotions, superiority theory highlights 

how humour can reinforce social positioning and psychological distance between individuals. 

Relief theory, originally attributed to Lord Shaftesbury (Morreall, 2009, p. 16), views 

laughter as a release of suppressed energy (Spencer, 1860, pp. 395-402). It is also claimed that 

the discharge of the loaded energy triggers the feeling of pleasure (Freud, 1998, p. 179) and 

that the pleasure/arousal equation increases laughter (Suls, 1972, p. 89). The process can be 

simply visualized as: energy → tension → release → relief = laughter. 

From a Freudian perspective, the “loaded energy” corresponds to repressed emotions that 

emerge through indirect channels such as dreams, slips of the tongue, and jokes (Billig, 2005). 

Humour thus becomes a mechanism for expressing internal conflict, rather than responding to 

external stimuli. Central to this dynamic is Freud’s theory of the Oedipus Complex (2005, p. 

146), which argues that social norms compel individuals to suppress aggressive, sexual, or 

humorous impulses, especially those connected to childhood desires. 

Within this framework, childish jokes may serve as symbolic exhalations of repressed 

energy. These moments of humour represent temporary lapses in adult self-control, offering 

relief through socially acceptable regression. In this way, humour functions as a culturally 

sanctioned outlet that restores psychic balance while revealing traces of the inner child. 

Incongruity theory of humour asserts that laughter arises when there is a deviation from 

what is logically or socially expected. Incongruity occurs in binary oppositions such as 

contradiction, conflict, or surprise, and often intersects with elements from both superiority 

and relief theories. Dichotomies like pain-pleasure, superiority-inferiority, or tension-relief can 

be seen as manifestations of this conceptual mismatch. 

Early formulations of this theory proposed that humour results from the juxtaposition of 

mismatched ideas or emotional collisions. Beattie (1778, p. 347) described laughter as 

emerging from the combination of disparate elements, while Hazlitt (1845, p. 4) highlighted 

the disruption of cognitive bonds between ideas or feelings. Kant (2000, p. 209), saw humour 

as arising from a sudden shift in heightened expectation toward nothingness-expecting 

meaning, but receiving nonsense-whereas Schopenhauer (1966, p. 91) framed it as a clash 

between internal mental representations and external realities. 
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However, for incongruity to be perceived as humorous, it must fall within a certain range 

of cognitive complexity. If the complexity is too high, the humour may come across as 

artificial or overly obscure; if too low, it risks being perceived as childish or uninteresting 

(Berlyne, 1960, pp. 253-254). While many contemporary scholars agree that incongruity is the 

primary trigger for humour (Rappoport, 2005, p. 16; Bariaud, 1989, p. 17), they also 

emphasize that incongruity alone is not sufficient. Merely presenting a mismatched or 

unexpected element does not guarantee a humorous effect (Suls, 1972, p. 83; Paulos, 1980, p. 

9). Instead, there must also be an element of surprise, followed by a successful resolution of 

that surprise-what Suls (1972, p. 91) describes as incongruity resolution. This resolution offers 

a sense of closure and cognitive satisfaction, making the humour feel complete. Overall, 

incongruity theory relies heavily on cognitive mechanisms, focusing on how individuals 

process, interpret, and reconcile unexpected elements within a given context (Lefcourt & 

Martin, 1986, p. 9; Martin, 2007, p. 62; Morreall, 2009, p. 10).  

2.2. Cognitive development and humour 

Cognitive development plays a central role in shaping one’s ability to perceive and appreciate 

humour, particularly as it relates to age. Foundational to this understanding is Piaget’s theory 

of cognitive development, which divides the process into four stages: the sensorimotor stage 

(0-2 years), the preoperational stage (2-5/6 years), the concrete operational stage (6/7-11/12 

years), and the formal operational stage (11/12 years and beyond) (Piaget, 1952; Piaget & 

Inhelder, 1958). 

Building upon this framework, McGhee (1979) proposed a parallel model for the 

development of humour comprehension in children. His stages include: 

a. incongruous actions involving objects, 

b. incongruous naming of objects or events, 

c. conceptual incongruity, and 

d. understanding multiple meanings. 

McGhee (1984) emphasizes that the emergence of adult-style humour-particularly 

involving linguistic ambiguity-requires the cognitive capabilities associated with the concrete 

operational stage. Until this stage is reached, children may struggle to grasp abstract or 

language-based humour, which demands higher-order reasoning and symbolic flexibility. 

More recent developmental research highlights that irony, teasing, and peer-based humour 

gain importance in late childhood and adolescence, reflecting both advances in theory of mind 

and inferential reasoning (Pexman, 2023). 

2.3. Adolescence and beyond  

According to McGhee’s extended model, the emergence of abstract forms of humour-such as 

irony, satire, and wordplay-corresponds to the formal operational stage of cognitive 

development. However, since Piaget’s framework does not explicitly account for post-

adolescent developments, McGhee, Ruch, and Hehl (1990) introduced a fifth stage in which 

individuals develop the capacity to appreciate complex, abstract humour. This stage typically 

begins after age 12, aligning with Piaget’s view that formal operations begin around age 11 or 

12 and continue maturing through adolescence (Piaget, 2003, p. 136). 

At this stage, individuals gain the cognitive capacity to process linguistic ambiguity and 

abstract humour (McGhee, 1986). As cognitive capacities expand, individuals not only 

understand more complex humour but also begin to seek it out. Piaget and Inhelder (1958) 

note that around age 12, individuals start engaging in free and abstract thinking, and by 13-15, 
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they begin forming evaluative attitudes toward abstract ideas based on accumulated mental 

experiences. 

 Developmental psychologists often view the formal operational stage as the peak of 

reasoning ability during adolescence (McGhee, 1983). At this point, the appreciation of 

humour becomes more selective, with a growing preference for nuanced, multilayered content. 

As Martin (2007) observes, this developmental progression not only enhances one’s ability to 

detect incongruity but also fosters a desire for more cognitively demanding and sophisticated 

humour, often resulting in the rejection of what is perceived as overly simple or “childish.” 

Beyond cognition, humour also plays a crucial role in social integration during 

adolescence. Berger (2008) notes that adolescence “begins with biology but ends with 

society,” reflecting a stage where humour operates both as cognitive maturation and social 

integration. The ability to comprehend and produce adult-style humour signals a deeper 

engagement with the cultural codes that shape a particular society. In this sense, humour 

functions as a socialising agent, gradually aligning the individual with the norms, expectations, 

and symbolic frameworks of adult communication (Simons et al., 1986). 

Although logical reasoning typically emerges during adolescence, it does not necessarily 

follow a universal or sudden structural shift, as Piaget suggested (Berger, 2008, p. 397), since 

this transition is influenced by a confluence of environmental, cultural, and social awareness 

factors, all of which play critical roles in shaping how adolescents perceive and employ 

humour. In short, developing a "sense of humour" in this phase is not just a cognitive 

milestone, but a cultural apprenticeship that reflects one's growing fluency in the symbolic 

language of their community. 

2.4. Humour as cognitive processing in visual media 

The appreciation of humour is fundamentally a cognitive process, which accounts for the 

dominance of cognitive theories in humour research (Nahemow, 1986). Among various 

humour genres, cartoons occupy a unique position due to their dual reliance on visual 

perception and conceptual interpretation. The successful comprehension of cartoons requires 

not only visual literacy but also the ability to recognise symbolic distortion, implicit meaning, 

and incongruous elements within a single frame. 

Caricature, as a visual exaggeration of reality, relies on the viewer’s capacity to assimilate 

distorted representations through familiar cognitive schemas. Suls (1972) proposed a two-

stage model for humour comprehension in visual media: initially, the viewer detects an 

incongruity-often a visual or linguistic violation of expectation-and then resolves it through 

mechanisms such as problem-solving, reinterpretation, or pattern recognition. This cognitive 

closure often contributes to the humorous effect; however, cartoons may also sustain humour 

through partially unresolved, secondary incongruities. 

Importantly, cartoons frequently contain not only a single “primary” incongruity that is 

resolved, but also multiple layered or “secondary” incongruities. These secondary 

incongruities may remain partially unresolved (e.g., persistent visual distortions, exaggerated 

physiognomy, background details, or intertextual cues) yet still support recognition of the 

humorous mode and sustain amusement. Research on cartoon processing suggests that such 

secondary incongruities can facilitate humour appreciation even when viewers only partially 

decode the main reference or mechanism, effectively buffering comprehension gaps in 

multimodal texts (Carbajal-Carrera & Sánchez Castro, 2020). This view is also compatible 

with broader accounts of incongruity in humour that treat it as distributed across different loci 

in the stimulus and its processing, rather than confined to a single, fully resolvable 

“punchline” moment (Ritchie, 2009). 
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Informed by these insights, the present study adopts cartoons as its primary material for 

analysis. Moreover, participants were deliberately selected from individuals presumed to have 

reached Piaget’s formal operational stage - the phase where abstract thinking and symbolic 

reasoning are cognitively accessible. This ensures that both children and adults included in the 

study possess the minimum cognitive maturity needed to decode cartoon-based humour. 

3. Method 

3.1. Sample 

The sample for this study comprises two Turkish humour magazines: Penguen and Süper 

Penguen. Penguen, first published in 2002, is one of the final and most influential 

representatives of a long-standing satirical tradition in Turkey dating back to Ottoman-era 

publications such as Diyojen. In contrast, Süper Penguen, launched in 2014, was introduced as 

“the first humour magazine designed specifically for children aged 7-13” (Süper Penguen, 

2018). 

To ensure consistency and comparability, only cartoons created by illustrators who 

contributed to both magazines-specifically Selçuk Erdem and Erdil Yaşaroğlu-were selected 

for analysis. This approach not only eliminates stylistic bias but also allows for a more 

accurate assessment of age-targeted humour by controlling for artistic variables. 

Cartoons were selected as the primary medium for analysis because purely verbal prompts 

often fail to engage children's reasoning consistently, causing them to revert to pre-logical 

intuitions (Piaget, 1952). Therefore, cartoon samples that combined both visual storytelling 

and narrative elements were deliberately chosen to facilitate meaningful interpretation across 

age groups. 

3.2. Participants 

A total of 20 participants took part in the questionnaire phase of the study, comprising 10 

adults and 10 children. All participants were native speakers of Turkish. The adult participants 

had an average age of 34.1, while the children-who were all 7th-grade students-had an average 

age of 12.8. Gender balance was maintained in both groups, with an equal distribution of male 

and female participants (50%) in each. It is important to note that this sample is deliberately 

small and homogeneous, which constitutes a methodological limitation. Rather than aiming for 

generalisable results, the study was designed as an exploratory investigation to identify 

indicative trends in humour perception across age groups. In this exploratory study, we did not 

employ standardized scales such as the Child Humor Orientation short form (CHO-10; 

Bischoff et al., 2021), as our primary focus was on cross-audience humour perception in 

cartoons rather than on individual humour orientation. Moreover, given the deliberately small 

sample size, such instruments would not have yielded statistically robust outcomes. 

Nevertheless, future research with larger and more diverse samples would be required to 

confirm and extend the patterns observed here. The use of validated tools such as CHO-10 

could strengthen methodological robustness, as this instrument has been shown to link higher 

humour orientation in children to better social competence and lower anxiety. Incorporating 

such measures may therefore provide more nuanced insights into humour perception in future 

studies.  
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Figure 1. Age distribution of participants 

3.3. Process 

To explore the distinctions between humour targeted at children and that aimed at adults, a 

comparative content analysis was conducted on cartoons created by Selçuk Erdem and Erdil 

Yaşaroğlu, both of whom contribute to Penguen and Süper Penguen. A randomised selection 

of their works from each magazine was compiled to eliminate intentional bias in topic or 

theme selection. 

The selected cartoons were analysed using a three-dimensional coding framework, 

designed to align with the study’s primary research questions. The analysis focused on: 

1. the theoretical context (which humour theory-e.g., incongruity, superiority, or relief-

best explains the joke best), 

2. the symbolic context (what types of characters are used, e.g., animals, humans, fantasy 

figures), and 

3. the thematic context (what narrative element or content is used to elicit humour). 

To ensure analytical reliability, two external evaluators were consulted during the 

classification process. One evaluator was a male PhD candidate in educational sciences with a 

strong interest in and regular consumption of cartoon magazines; the other was a female PhD 

candidate in Turkish language and literature, also humour-sensitive but not a regular follower 

of such magazines. Their combined disciplinary backgrounds and gender balance provided a 

broader interpretative lens. Disagreements between evaluators were treated as exceptions and 

such items were excluded from the final dataset to preserve methodological integrity. 

For the survey component of the study, a purposeful selection strategy was employed 

rather than random sampling. This approach served two key objectives: (1) to protect child 

participants from exposure to potentially inappropriate content found in adult-oriented 

cartoons, and (2) to reduce the likelihood of adult participants easily identifying the age target 

of the cartoons based solely on overt stylistic or thematic cues. 

A total of ten cartoons were selected-half of which from Penguen, the other half from 

Süper Penguen-and presented separately to child and adult participant groups. Each participant 

responded to two core questions for every cartoon: 
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1. “On a scale of 1 to 5, how funny do you find this cartoon?” (1 = not funny, 5 = very 

funny) 

2. “Do you think this cartoon was prepared for children or for adults?” 

This simplified and structured format was especially suited to older children, as humour rating 

scales have been found to be appropriate and cognitively manageable for this age group 

(McGhee, 1977). 

In the child group, a peer-led survey method was adopted to minimise adult influence and 

ensure a more authentic response environment. A child participant was selected to serve as the 

peer facilitator, following a brief orientation and instructions provided by the researcher. This 

method aimed to avoid what McGhee (1977) referred to as “adultmorphising”-the distortion of 

children's natural responses due to adult presence or authority. 

The surveys were conducted individually in an informal setting, such as a playground, 

rather than in classrooms or laboratories, in order to reduce environmental pressure. This 

decision also helped avoid groupthink or social contagion effects, especially since laughter is 

highly contagious among children and may skew individual evaluations of humour. The 

survey instrument was intentionally kept brief and simple, reflecting the cognitive and 

attentional capacities of the age group. After completing the questionnaires, a subset of 

participants was selected for follow-up interviews, the results of which are discussed in the 

relevant section of this study. 

In the adult group, the survey was administered directly by the researcher to ensure 

consistency in procedure and clarify any questions if needed. Upon completion of the survey, 

in-depth interviews were conducted with all adult participants to further explore their 

perceptions and interpretations of the cartoons. 

During these interviews, participants were specifically asked to identify what they found 

humorous in each cartoon. This step aimed to determine whether adults could articulate the 

underlying humour mechanisms-such as incongruity, satire, or exaggeration-that contributed 

to their evaluation (McGhee, 1977). The responses gathered in these interviews were later 

analysed and are presented in the discussion section of the study. 

4. Findings 

         

Figure 2.  Child target-audience identification Figure 3. Adult target-audience identification 
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The results of the survey reveal distinct patterns in participants’ ability to correctly identify the 

target audience of the cartoons. Adult participants correctly recognised adult-oriented cartoons 

with a success rate of 76%, while child participants achieved a lower rate of 50% on the same 

items. 

When evaluating child-oriented cartoons, the correct identification rate dropped in both 

groups: adults correctly classified them 48% of the time, while children achieved a rate of only 

34%. 

These findings suggest that while adults are more adept at recognising content designed 

for their own age group, both adults and children struggle to accurately identify cartoons 

intended for children-highlighting the perceptual ambiguity of age-specific humour. 

As illustrated in Figure 4, the total funniness scores assigned to the selected cartoons 

exhibited variation within and across age groups. Despite these differences in absolute ratings, 

a notable parallelism was observed in the relative patterns of evaluation: both adults and 

children tended to agree on which cartoons were generally more or less humorous. 

Two cartoons in particular received remarkably similar funniness scores from both 

groups, indicating a shared perception of humour despite the age gap. Conversely, one cartoon 

was consistently rated lowest by both children and adults. These cartoons-especially those 

with high convergence in ratings-are further examined in the discussion section, where 

possible explanations for this agreement are explored. 

 

Figure 4. Total funniness scores assigned by adult and child participants 
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4.1. Distribution of cartoons by humour mechanism (theoretical context) 

   

Figure 5. Humour mechanisms in Penguen Figure 6. Humour mechanisms in Süper Penguen 

The distribution of humour mechanisms identified in the analysed cartoons is summarised in 

Figures 5 and 6, which present the percentage breakdown for Penguen and Süper Penguen, 

respectively. 

4.2. Distribution of cartoons by character type (symbolic context) 

 

Figure 7. Character types in Penguen  Figure 8. Character types in Süper Penguen  

The percentage distribution of character types used in the cartoons from both Penguen and 

Süper Penguen is presented in Figures 7 and 8, respectively. 
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• Absurdity / Ridiculousness 

• Embarrassment / Humiliation / Loss of Reputation 

• Stupidity 

• Slang / Profanity 

• Surprise 

• Cultural Violation 

• Violence 

• Sexuality 

• Insult 

• Exaggeration 

 

The frequency and distribution of these themes across the cartoons are presented in Figures 9 

and 10, corresponding to Penguen and Süper Penguen, respectively. 

 

  

Figure 9. Humour themes in Süper Penguen  Figure 10. Humour themes in Penguen 

5. Discussion 

Differences in correct identification rates were observed mainly in the adult group’s ability to 

recognise adult-targeted cartoons. This outcome is unsurprising, as the content of these 

cartoons - both linguistically and thematically - was grounded in adult experiences, making 

them more immediately recognisable to adult participants. Given the exploratory nature of the 

study and the small sample size, these differences are best understood as indicative trends 

rather than statistically robust results. 

One of the most noteworthy findings of the survey addresses a key research question: 

“Can adults accurately identify cartoons intended for children?” The adult group’s correct 

identification rate of 48% offers an important insight: nearly half of the adult participants 

failed to recognise child-targeted cartoons. Interestingly, the corresponding identification rate 

among children was 34%, which is relatively close, suggesting that both groups struggled to 

detect the intended audience of child-oriented humour content. 

Another striking finding from the survey is that the cartoons most frequently rated as 

funny by adults were the 5th, 6th, and 7th, all of which originated from a children’s humour 

magazine. This outcome challenges the common assumption that child-oriented cartoons are 

Absurd / 
Nonsense

36%

Embarrass
ment / 

Humiliatio
n / Loss of 

Face
8%

Stupidity
21%

Slang / 
Profanity

1%

Surprise
14%

Cultural 
Violation

1%

Violence
3%

Sexuality
0%

Insult
5%

Exaggerati
on

11%

Süper Penguen

Absurd / 
Nonsense

31%

Embarras
sment / 

Humiliatio
n / Loss of 

Face
7%

Stupidity
17%Slang / 

Profanity
10%

Surprise
11%

Cultural 
Violation

9%

Violence
4%

Sexuality
6%

Insult
2%

Exaggerati
on
3%

Penguen



The European Journal of Humour Research 14 (2) 

Open-access journal | www.europeanjournalofhumour.org 
171 

inherently childish or simplistic. Instead, it supports one of the anticipated insights of the 

study: that humour designed for children can also resonate with adult audiences, depending on 

its structure, theme, and execution. These results also resonate with recent research in 

educational and developmental contexts, which highlights humour’s role as more than a source 

of amusement. Humour can serve as a social and emotional tool that fosters engagement, 

strengthens peer relations, and enhances well-being when used appropriately, yet it may have 

negative effects when misapplied (Banas et al., 2011; Robinson et al., 2024). By showing that 

adults also appreciate cartoons originally designed for children, this study suggests that 

humour has the potential to transcend generational boundaries and to function as a medium of 

shared cultural codes. This insight contributes to broader discussions on how humour can be 

mobilised in educational and intergenerational communication settings. This pattern also feeds 

into ongoing debates in humour studies by suggesting that age alone may not be a reliable 

predictor of humour appreciation, at least in the context of this small-scale study. Rather, 

shared cultural codes, symbolic representations, and everyday experiences play a more 

decisive role. By focusing on the same illustrators producing for different audiences, this 

exploratory study offers an initial insight into audience effects and into how humour may 

operate across generational boundaries. In doing so, it tentatively contributes to ongoing 

discussions on humour competence, intergenerational communication, and the fluidity of 

“childish” versus “adult” humour categories while remaining mindful of the limitations of its 

small, homogeneous sample. 

          

Figure 11. Cartoon 5. Translation: “Son, 

what are you doing? Eat it already!” / 

“Hehe… I’ll wait until I get home to eat 

it…” (Yaşaroğlu, 2014, p. 16).   
      

Figure 12. Cartoon 6. Translation: “I don’t 

eat sweets or bread. I live on greens. I chew 

thoroughly. I walk everywhere, and still, just 

look at me!” / “Girl, you’re not fat… You’re 

an elephant.” (Yaşaroğlu, 2015, p. 13). 
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Figure 13. Cartoon 7. Translation: “Man: Pretty comfortable here.” / “Dog: Not bad at all.” 

“Man: And the food tastes great.” / “Dog: Heh heh…” “Man: Wow! I can even get Wi-Fi 

from here.” / “Dog: Did you have a fight?” “Man: She kicked me out.” (Yaşaroğlu, 2018, p. 

28). 

One particularly notable pattern emerging from the survey is the parallelism observed between 

the cartoons that both adults and children perceived as either funny or not funny - despite 

differences in the degree of humour appreciation. In other words, although the average 

funniness ratings differed between the two groups, the overall trajectory of responses followed 

a similar pattern. This alignment in the acceleration curve of humour perception highlights a 

shared underlying structure in what both age groups find humorous, even if the intensity of 

their reactions varies. 

With regard to funniness evaluations, the 6th and 9th cartoons received the most similar 

scores from both the adult and child groups, indicating a shared perception of humour in these 

examples. Conversely, the 8th cartoon received the lowest rating from both groups, reinforcing 

the parallel trend in humour preference identified throughout the survey. 
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Figure 14. Cartoon 9. Translation: 

“Why did you write in the history 

book that ‘the Turks were backward 

in seafaring’?” / “You were trying to 

carry ships over land!” / “I’ll beat 

you up!” (Erdem, 2014, p. 12). 

Figure 15. Cartoon 8. 

Translation: “Bro, I’m 

writing down the laws of the 

jungle.” / “Leave it to me, 

I’ll write them!” (Erdem, 

2018, p. 4). 

The dialogue between the elephant and the deer in Cartoon 6 (Figure 12) presents a series of 

incongruities that drive the humour. The mere fact that two animals are engaged in a human-

like conversation is the first incongruity encountered by the viewer. Additional incongruities 

include the elephant’s choice of food, his concern about obesity, his effort to go on a diet, and 

the deer’s ironic reminder of what is, in fact, a natural behaviour. The anthropomorphising of 

the animals - endowing them with human thoughts and concerns - serves as the primary 

comedic device, a strategy also highlighted in research showing that anthropomorphic animal 

characters can create emotional distance that helps children engage with powerful or difficult 

themes in a more accessible way (Burke & Copenhaver, 2004) and that anthropomorphic 

framing can shape children’s engagement and attitudes toward nonhuman characters (Ganea et 

al., 2014; Reider & LoBue, 2024; Waytz et al., 2010). 

The high ratings given to this cartoon by both children and adults may stem from its 

multilayered accessibility: the incongruities are easy to spot, the themes of diet and body 

image are familiar to adults, and similar conversations are often observed or overheard by 

children in daily life. These shared cultural references and perceptions appear to have 

facilitated a humorous common ground between the two age groups. 

Cartoon 9 (Figure 14) reworks a well-known episode from Ottoman history: during the 

1453 siege of Constantinople, Mehmet II is said to have hauled his ships overland into the 

Golden Horn. The humour rests on a blend of incongruity and superiority. First, sailing vessels 

across dry land violates everyday logic, creating a clear instance of incongruity. This breach 

prompts the historian in the cartoon to remark that “Turks are backward in seamanship.” 

Mehmet’s unexpected retort - “I’ll beat you up!” - introduces a second layer of incongruity 

and simultaneously activates superiority humour: a sultan threatening physical violence, rather 

than issuing the conventional royal order “Guards, off with his head!”, subverts both historical 

decorum and audience expectations. 

Adults likely rated the cartoon highly because they recognise the historical context and 

appreciate the satirical twist on authority and national pride. Children, meanwhile, are taught 

this episode in school; encountering it in a playful, distorted form allows them to detect the 

incongruity even if they do not grasp the full satirical nuance. Thus, shared historical 
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knowledge - albeit processed at different cognitive depths - creates a common platform for 

humour appreciation across age groups. 

Cartoon 8 (Figure 15) received the lowest humour ratings from both the adult and 

children’s groups. In this cartoon, a lion and a rabbit engage in a dialogue. The primary 

incongruities lie in the fact that the animals are speaking and that the rabbit, rather than the 

lion-traditionally known as the king of the forest-is shown drafting the forest’s laws. 

Additionally, the lion’s stern expression and the phrase “You leave it, I'll write it!” introduce a 

superiority dynamic, in which the lion reasserts dominance. 

Although the cartoon incorporates elements commonly associated with both incongruity- 

and superiority-based humour, it was not perceived as funny by the participants. Given the 

small sample size, this interpretation should be treated as tentative; however, these findings 

align with studies arguing that (a) incongruity alone does not necessarily elicit humour and 

typically requires resolution and/or a “benign” appraisal to be experienced as amusing (Shultz, 

1972; McGraw & Warren, 2010), and (b) superiority/disparagement-based humour is strongly 

audience-contingent, often evaluated as less amusing and more offensive by those who do not 

share the underlying hostile stance, thereby potentially limiting its appeal to broader audiences 

(Greenwood & Isbell, 2002; Zillmann & Bryant, 1980; Ford et al., 2008). 

The content analysis conducted for this study yielded several noteworthy findings. At the 

heart of the analysis were the three major humour theories that dominate the literature - 

incongruity, superiority, and relief - which served as the theoretical framework. Among these, 

incongruity emerged as overwhelmingly dominant. This outcome was anticipated, as the 

cartoon genre inherently thrives on incongruity, often through the deformation of reality or the 

playful distortion of existing structures. Even though the genre’s intrinsic incongruity was 

excluded as a variable during the analysis, the actual humour construction relied heavily on 

this mechanism - accounting for 63% of the cartoons in Penguen and 66% in Süper Penguen. 

This consistent reliance suggests that form shapes content: the very structure of the 

cartoon as a medium infuses its content with incongruous elements, making incongruity not 

just a tool but a defining feature of the genre itself. 

The content analysis based on the types of characters or figures featured in the cartoons 

revealed several notable patterns. In Penguen, 26% of the cartoons included only animal 

characters, whereas in Süper Penguen, this rate rose to 57%. The use of speaking animals is a 

clear marker of incongruity, which is a central mechanism of humour. Particularly in 

children’s cartoons, the high frequency of animal characters can be attributed to the strong 

presence of animal imagery in children’s cognitive and imaginative worlds-what is most 

familiar is often the easiest to comprehend. 

Although the percentage is lower in Penguen, which targets an adult audience, the use of 

animal characters is still considerable: approximately one - quarter of its cartoons feature only 

animals. The anthropomorphic portrayal of animals - speaking, adopting adult concerns, and 

behaving in human-like ways - triggers immediate incongruity, which can strengthen the 

comedic effect when the “talking animal” premise is processed through familiar human 

motives and scripts. This is consistent with empirical work showing that anthropomorphic 

framings shape children’s engagement and inferences about nonhuman characters (Ganea et 

al., 2014), suggesting that anthropomorphism can support accessibility by pairing an 

incongruous form (animals acting as humans) with highly recognisable social meanings. 

The percentages derived from the content analysis based on the themes of the cartoons 

can be interpreted as follows: in both adult- and child-oriented magazines, humour is most 

frequently produced through absurd or nonsensical situations, reaffirming incongruity as the 

primary mechanism of humour. The second most common theme - stupidity - corresponds to 

the superiority theory, as it involves one character appearing more competent or intelligent 

than another. 
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As expected, Penguen, which targets an adult readership, includes instances of sexuality 

and slang/profanity, though not at high frequencies. However, a particularly interesting and 

unexpected pattern complicates a common claim in discussions of taboo/offensive humour - 

especially in work on swearing/taboo language and on obscenity in comedic performance - 

that “dirty humour” (sexual, profane, or insulting content) is frequently mobilised for comedic 

effect (e.g., Jay, 2009; Revi, 2014). In this dataset, the combined representation of these three 

categories accounts for only 18% of the total content. 

Another notable observation from Penguen is the "Cultural Violation" theme, which, 

although it constitutes only 9% of the total, encompasses cartoons that rely on international 

cultural references. These include allusions to global symbols such as “The Scream” painting, 

Snow White, and Star Wars-all of which require readers to decode adult-oriented cultural 

codes. This indicates that cultural competence plays a role in humour reception and 

construction, particularly among adult audiences. 

In Süper Penguen, the most prominent humour themes identified were 

“Absurd/Ridiculous” and “Stupidity.” These themes appear to be the most accessible 

pathways to engaging children, both in terms of content simplicity and cognitive resonance. 

The next most frequent themes -  “Exaggeration” and “Surprise” - can be interpreted in a more 

specific sense than the general exaggeration that characterises caricature as a genre (see 

Section 2.4). Here, “Exaggeration” refers not to stylised distortion as an inherent visual 

convention of cartoons, but to overt, theme-level amplification of actions, emotions, or 

consequences that can be readily recognised with minimal interpretive effort. In this respect, 

both exaggeration (as a thematic device) and surprise align with children’s imaginative and 

perceptual orientations and may facilitate rapid humour comprehension. 

Unsurprisingly, Süper Penguen, the children’s version of the magazine, contains no 

instances of sexual content and only minimal inclusion of other potentially inappropriate 

elements, such as slang/profanity, insults, or violence. These findings align with the editorial 

standards expected of a children's publication. Furthermore, the relatively low frequency of the 

“Cultural Violation” theme likely reflects the assumption that decoding complex cultural 

references would pose challenges for a younger audience, who may lack the background 

knowledge required to fully appreciate such content. 

As part of the study, following the survey and content analysis, face-to-face interviews 

were conducted with all adult participants and with one child designated as a peer researcher 

from the children’s group. Several important insights emerged from the child researcher’s 

reflections. 

First, the child facilitator emphasized that talking animals are perceived as absurd, which 

plays a crucial role in recognising incongruity-a core mechanism in humour perception. 

Furthermore, Cartoon 9 (Figure 14), one of the most highly rated in terms of funniness, was 

found amusing because it presents a well-known historical scene in a form that diverges from 

how it is traditionally taught in textbooks. The child facilitator noted that humour arises the 

moment they realize that a familiar order-one they are used to and expected to adhere to-has 

been disrupted. 

In summary, the child facilitator reported that absurdity, incongruity, and extraordinary or 

surreal situations are among the primary elements that elicit laughter in children. 

Following the interviews with adult participants, one of the most significant findings was 

the shared recognition of absurdity and incongruity, which mirrored the responses of the 

children. However, a notable difference emerged in the manner of expression between the two 

groups. While children described situations as “absurd” in a direct and emphatic tone-often 

suggesting surprise that such a question would even be asked-adults, shaped by social norms 

and conversational politeness, tended to express similar sentiments in a more subtle and 

mitigated manner (e.g., “Well... it seems kind of absurd”). 
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This contrast suggests that while the cognitive perception of humour may be similar 

across age groups, the discursive strategies used to convey those perceptions differ, influenced 

by factors such as age, social conventions, and communicative expectations. 

6. Conclusion 

The expectations set at the beginning of this study - namely, that adults can also laugh at 

cartoons designed for children - were largely fulfilled. As a humorous genre, caricature is 

often grounded in incongruity, primarily due to its visual strategy of distorting reality. This 

distortion functions as a cue of dissonance which, when processed as humorous, may lead to 

amusement or positive humour appreciation rather than necessarily overt laughter. Consistent 

with extensive humour scholarship that treats incongruity as a core mechanism, the present 

content analysis shows that both children’s and adults’ humour magazines rely heavily on 

incongruity-based themes, with a high frequency that can at times appear repetitive. 

Importantly, this shared structural reliance across the two magazine types stands out as one of 

the study’s most critical insights, helping to explain why child-oriented cartoons can remain 

accessible and enjoyable for adult readers as well. 

One of the notable findings is that adults tend to find cartoons intended for children 

amusing-particularly when they are unaware of the target audience, suggesting that humour 

reception improves when free from prior bias. Enjoying what is “childish” is not foreign to the 

adult psyche; rather, it is a feeling often repressed under social norms that equate childlike 

enjoyment with immaturity or age-inappropriate behaviour. Freud (1998, p. 158) argues that 

childish behaviours in adults stem from the pleasure of absurdity, and that this pleasure arises 

from the fundamental human drive toward enjoyment. In this context, laughter at so-called 

“childish jokes” functions as a psychological strategy for coping with the burdens of 

adulthood. It offers a momentary relief through regression, allowing the adult mind to 

temporarily escape the weight of rationality by returning to the lightness of childhood 

imagination. 

The findings from the content analysis reveal that both magazines - Penguen and Süper 

Penguen - create humour through the depiction of surreal and fictional worlds, often populated 

by talking animals, human-animal dialogues, aliens, and game characters. While these 

elements introduce a departure from everyday reality, anthropomorphism works in the 

opposite direction by making nonhuman figures more human-like - attributing them with 

recognisable intentions, emotions, and social concerns - thereby rendering even fantastical 

agents immediately legible (Waytz et al., 2010; Geerdts, 2016). This blend of the fantastic 

with familiar human motives can preserve the incongruous premise (e.g., animals speaking), 

while supporting accessible interpretation through well-known social scripts (Burke & 

Copenhaver, 2004). 

Understanding what makes children laugh - identifying, recognizing, and interpreting 

their sources of humour - is vital for bridging the emotional and communicative gap between 

the adult and the child worlds. Since adults cannot reverse the course of physical and cognitive 

development, it is they who must take steps toward understanding children, not the other way 

around. In this context, humour can serve as a powerful and efficient bridge, facilitating 

intergenerational communication and encouraging empathy. More broadly, humour has the 

potential to bring individuals together across generational, cultural, social, and even 

ideological divides, particularly when it builds on shared references and avoids exclusionary 

targets. As such, it should be regarded not merely as entertainment, but as a fundamental tool 

for inclusive communication and coexistence. 
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Another important conclusion drawn from the study is that, once content specific to adult 

life-such as sexuality or profanity-is excluded, the humour appreciated by children and adults 

shows a striking degree of similarity. This suggests that the distinction often made between 

“adult cartoons” and “children’s cartoons” may be overstated. Instead, as cartoonist Selçuk 

Erdem (2018) points out, the real issue lies in the “language of cartoons.” The extent to which 

a reader is familiar with or attuned to this language and its visual-symbolic world appears to 

be a more decisive factor than age. Mastery of this shared language facilitates the creation of a 

common imaginative space, enabling a mutual humour experience that transcends generational 

divides. 

Humour stands out as one of the most effective tools for expressing emotions, engaging 

with visually literate generations such as Generation Z, stimulating imagination and creativity, 

and facilitating learning-particularly when conveyed through the medium of cartoons. 

Importantly, this study reaffirms a simple yet powerful truth: children deserve to laugh, too. 

Humour is not a luxury reserved for adults, but a cognitive and emotional need shared across 

ages. As highlighted by the motto of Süper Penguen magazine, “All children are super” (Süper 

Penguen, 2018), fostering spaces where children can enjoy humour on their own terms is not 

only joyful but essential. The findings of this study therefore contribute to a growing body of 

research that sees humour not as a trivial indulgence, but as a vital component of human 

development, intergenerational connection, and emotional health. 
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