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Abstract 
Cultural capital is a construct with widespread use in different fields of sociological inquiry. 
In recent times, cultural capital has been invoked in explanations of humour tastes and pref-
erences, with highbrow and lowbrow humour as the most common explanatory framework. 
In most cases, the research employed qualitative methods aimed at explaining the content 
and functions of the humour tastes. In this study, the authors aimed to test two intercon-
nected research questions: (1) whether there are cross-national differences in lowbrow and 
highbrow humour preferences, and (2) whether lowbrow and highbrow humour preferences 
can explain humour stereotyping between the selected ex-Yugoslav nations. The data were 
collected by means of a field survey, while the research sample consisted of 611 respondents/
undergraduate and graduate students from Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Montenegro 
and Serbia. With regard to the first research question, the results confirmed the existence of 
the cross-national differences in highbrow humour preference. When it comes to the second 
research question, highbrow humour preference was not related with the humour stereotyp-
ing. Additionally, it is determined that people with highbrow taste see humour as a way of 
adaptation and interpretation of the world, and do not value humour as such. In addition, the 
results confirm the need for the research of cross-national humour differences by employing 
cultural capital theoretical framework.

Keywords: Humour, cross-national-differences, cultural capital, highbrow humour, Multidi-
mensional Sense of Humour Scale

1. INTRODUCTION
The question of humour and cross-cultural differences, such as ethnic differences, 

can be related to two separate situations. In the first case, there exist so-called ethnic 
jokes directed at specific ethnic groups. In this sense, it is possible to find certain reg-
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ularities, for example, jokes that refer to lower intelligence and laziness will generally 
refer to groups at a lower level of economic development. On the other hand, stereotypes 
regarding humor are a completely different matter. One might theoretically expect that 
the subject/object of ethnic jokes will not be positively stereotyped when it comes to hu-
mour. But in the case of a part of the people of the former Yugoslavia this is indeed the 
case, as established in our previous research (Pavić and Krivokapić 2020). Namely, the 
results of our research revealed that some ex-Yugoslav nations, especially Bosnians, were 
positively stereotyped as people who are humorous, hedonistic, relaxed and essentially 
know how to enjoy life. On the other hand, Croats and Slovenes are widely stereotyped 
as non-humourous, i.e. as nations whose members do not appreciate and are not able to 
produce the humour of high quality. Morevoer, in Croatia (and also in Slovenia), Serbian 
and Bosnian humour was, and still is, often perceived as better and more successful than 
Croatian/Slovene, especially in the field of television and film comedy. In consequence, 
in our previous paper (Pavić and Krivokapić 2020) we tentatively proposed some possi-
ble theoretical explanations of the above mentioned findings, having in mind that our 
results did not reveal real differences in humour production and use. In other words, the 
discrepancy between the stereotypes and reality requires an explanation. The first expla-
nation that we proposed relates to the possible real differences in the quality of television 
and film humour production, which might have an impact on the stereotypes creation. 
The second one is related to the discourse of the so-called Balkanism, i.e. the positive ste-
reotyping of the Balkans as a cultural area characterized by hedonism, emotionality and 
joie de vivre. The third explanation, which is primarily tested in this paper, is related to 
the possible differences in the type of humour that is enjoyed in these countries. Namely, 
as shown later, the differences in preference towards highbrow/lowbrow cultural capital 
might be able to explain the existing stereotypes.

2. HUMOR AND CULTURAL CAPITAL 
Cultural capital is a concept widely employed in various sociological fields, mostly in 

education (for instance, see Pavić and Vukelić 2009; Pavić and Ðukić 2016). In essence, 
its basic proposition is that there is a hierarchical ordering of cultural forms that can be 
connected to the class differences, with class differences and cultural differences reinforc-
ing and confirming each other (Bourdieu and Passeron 1977; Bourdieu 1979). However, 
the concept has widened its theoretical scope, and the idea emerged that cultural capital 
can be employed to explain the differences in social production, use and understanding 
of humour, and, as we aim to explain, their social consequences. As shown by Friedman 
(2014) on an example of earlier (up to 1980s) cultural status of comedy in the British 
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society, comedy is traditionally considered as an inferior cultural form, i.e. it formed a 
part of mass culture due to its alleged stereotypical character and obscenity. According 
to this perception, which stems from Aristotle’s poetics, comedy does not consider deep 
philosophical questions and the questions of human destiny and its place in the world, 
but is engaged with shallow ridicule aimed at suitable persons (weak, ugly, etc.). At times, 
there were philosophical efforts to distinguish between unworthy humour, which is de-
risive and aggressive, from the humour that has higher moral and intellectual underpin-
nings and therefore is worthy of pursuing. For instance, so-called incongruity theory of 
humor had been formulated in the eighteenth century in order to delineate humor that is 
superior and thus suited for gentlemanly conversations, as opposed to the carnivalesque 
humor of the lower classes that is based of the mere ridicule and mockery (Billig 2005). 
Following this line of thought, Sam Friedman and Giselinde Kuipers in several papers 
(Kuipers 2006; 2010; 2011; Friedman and Kuipers 2013), drawing on Bourdieu’s notion 
of cultural capital (1979), posited the existence of highbrow and lowbrow comedy taste 
which is class-based and patterned. In their view, highbrow comedy is more sarcastic 
and ironic, intertextual, and often contains social commentary and black comedy un-
dertones. Highbrow comedy is thus enjoyed for the reasons that surpass humor, it has 
to be multilayered, intellectually challenging and socially important. On the other hand, 
lowbrow comedy is straightforward, predictable, and enjoyed for the pure humor and 
relaxation. Kuipers also noted that less-educated persons do not understand highbrow 
comedy, while high-educated persons do understand lowbrow comedy, but dismiss it on 
the grounds of its low quality. Claessens and Dhoest (2010) confirmed Kuipers’ notions 
by means of interviews on a small sample of respondents from Flanders (Belgium). How-
ever, they also note that respondents with higher education have an omnivorous taste 
(Peterson and Kern 1996) in comedy, appreciating highbrow, middlebrow and lowbrow 
comedy for different reasons. This classification is similar with an empirically-driven 
classification of humor (jokes and cartoons) delineated by Ruch (1992) and Ruch and 
Forabosco (1996) that shows that both structure and content of humor are important 
when considering humor types. With regard to structure, humor can be classified into 
incongruity-resolution humor and nonsense humor, which bears a strong similarity to 
highbrow-lowbrow classification.

Bearing in mind aforementioned stereotypes and self-stereotypes about humour 
and comedy between ex-Yu nations, our starting point was an idea that was posited on 
several occasions by several Croatian film and television critics, writers and actors in 
newspapers articles and interviews.1 In essence they suggested that humor stereotypes 

1   For example, see Nenad Polimac: Where the Croatian humor gone? Jutarnji list, 5th of March 2012.; Zrinka Pavlić, 
Ilinčić’s guests diagnozed Croatian humor, https://www.tportal.hr/magazin/clanak/ilincicevi-gosti-postavili-dija-
gnozu-hrvatskom-humoru-20150207 (accessed on 13 of April 2020).
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might be attributed to the differences in the humor quality, especially when it comes to 
television and film comedy. Namely, in their view, Serbian and Bosnian comedy might be 
more successful precisely because it has lower quality, and not otherwise. Therefore, the 
stereotyping might be the result of the mainstream appreciation of comedy, which might 
be dominated by lower-class tastes. If this should be the case, then the stereotypes should 
be more often held by persons with the less sophisticated sense of humor, while the per-
sons with higher level of humor cultural capital would not demonstrate such stereotypes.

With that in mind, we aimed to explore the following research questions:

1. Are there any differences between ex-Yu nations regarding preferences towards 
highbrow / lowbrow humour?

2. Are the preferences for highbrow/lowbrow humour connected with humour 
stereotyping with regard to other nations?

3. METHODS AND SAMPLING
In trying to explain the functions of humour and laughter, Vaid (2002) distinguishes 

between psychological, social/anthropological, metaphysical and evolutionary theories. 
Psychological theories try to explain psychological benefits of humour. For example, 
Freud posited that humour serves as a mechanism for expressing socially undesirable 
impulses and behaviors. Social/anthropological theories emphasize its benefits for main-
tainingg group cohesion or its subversive manifestations in case when humour is chal-
lenging the existing social order. Metaphysical theories usually put humour in the con-
text of mastering human suffering. Evolutionary theories analyze evolutionary benefits of 
humour, such as temporary disabling in order to consider behavioral alternatives, social 
learning, status manipulation (resource control), vocal grooming, or mating selection 
that follows from an association of humor with intelligence and creativity.

With that in mind, we can conclude that humour is a very complex phenomenon, 
with various potential approaches to its measurement. Some of the validated measure-
ment scales used in hitherto research are Sense of Humor Questionnaire – SHQ (SVEBAK 
1974; Svebak 1996; 2010), Situational Humor Response Questionnaire and Humor Styles 
Questionnaire – HSQ (Martin et al., 2003). In our research, we used the so-called Multi-
dimensional Sense of Humor Scale – MSHS, created by Thorson and Powell (1993). The 
scale comprises four sub-scales, validated in previous similar studies in culturally diverse 
countries (Thorson and Powell 1993; Alonso-Rodriguez et al. 2006; Ho, Chik, and Thor-
son 2008; Boyle and Joss-Reid 2004; Sousa et al. 2017). In the current study, the scale also 
had four sub-scales which are highly reliable (Cronbach’s alpha range from 0.77 to 0.91).
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Highbrow humour preference was measured by using an ad-hoc scale that consists 
of six Likert-type statements with five levels of agreement. Examples of statements are 
„I enjoy black humour“ and „First and foremost I expect that humour relaxes me” (re-
versed). All items are added to form a summative scale (min = 7, max = 28, mean = 
15,47). The scale has an acceptable realiability (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.70). Humour stere-
otypes were also measured using ad-hoc questions.

The sample used in the research consists of university students from four faculties of 
humanities and social sciences in Bosnia and Herzegovina (University of Tuzla), Croatia 
(Josip Juraj Strossmayer University of Osijek), Montenegro (University of Montenegro) 
and Serbia (University of Niš). The sample consists of 611 respondents with valid an-
swers, with almost the same number from all four countries. A detailed description of 
the sample and the data collection methods can be found in Pavić and Krivokapić (2020).

4. RESULTS
First, we have tried to establish which of the predictor variables – gender, country of 

residence, and MSHS sub-scales – are related to the appreciation of highbrow humour. 
The results of the first model (gender and country of residence) are presented in the 
following table. We can conclude that respondents from all three countries prefer high-
brow humor less than the Croatian respondents. For instance, respondents from Bosnia 
and Herzegovina have on average 0.82 points lower result on the highbrow scale than 
respondents from Croatia (the standardized coefficient amounts to 0.10). We can also 
observe that women had on average 2.10 points lower result than men.

Table 1. Linear regression – appreciation of highbrow humour as the criterion variable (mod-
el 1)

Model B St. error β t Sig.
Constant 19.99 0.68 29.46 0.00
Gender* -2.10 0.34 -0.25 -6.27 0.00
Bosnia and Herzegovina** -0.82 0.41 -0.10 -1.97 0.04
Montenegro** -1.60 0.42 -0.18 -3.78 0.00
Serbia** -1.01 0.42 -0.12 -2.41 0.02

R2= 0.07; * - male as the reference category; ** Croats as the reference category.

In the second model, the additional predictors, i.e. sub-scales of the MSHS are add-
ed. We can note that adaptive humour and humour appreciation are significant predic-
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tors, i.e. the persons who use humour for adaptive purposes more often enjoy highbrow 
humour. On the other hand, persons who enjoy humour as such (for instance, like telling 
and hearing jokes) are less prone to prefer highbrow humour. The coefficients of other 
predictors remain very similar as in the first model.

Table 2. Linear regression – appreciation of highbrow humour as the criterion variable (mod-
el 2)

Model B St. error β t Sig.
Constant 19.97 0.68 29.46 0.00
Gender* -2.06 0.33 -0.24 -6.25 0.00
Bosnia and Herzegovina** -0.91 0.42 -0.11 -2.22 0.03
Montenegro** -1.71 0.43 -0.20 -3.99 0.00
Serbia** -1.06 0.41 -0.12 -2.57 0.01
Social production and use of humour 0.01 0.02 0.02 0.39 0.70
Adaptive humour 0.18 0.04 0.22 4.11 0.00
Humour appreciation -0.36 0.11 -0.16 -3.24 0.00
Negative attitudes towards humour 0.12 0.06 0.08 2.01 0.05

R2= 0.10; * - male as the reference category; ** Croats as the reference category.

In the following table the results of the linear regression with the perception of hu-
mour production of Croats as the criterion variable are presented. It can be noted that 
all nations rate the level of humour production in Croatia much lower than the Croats 
themselves, which is not very surprising. 

Table 3. Linear regression – perception of the humouresness of Croats as the criterion vari-
able (model 1)

Model B St. error β t Sig.
Constant 3.78 0.21 - 18.19 0.00
Gender* -0.04 0.10 -0.02 -0.39 0.70
Bosnia and Herzegovina** -0.58 0.13 -0.22 -4.56 0.00
Montenegro** -0.93 0.13 -0.35 -7.18 0.00
Serbia** -0.76 0.13 -0.28 -5.97 0.00

R2= 0.08; * - male as the reference category; ** Croats as the reference category.

In the second model possible causal factors that explain the perception of humours-
ness of Croats, the dimensions from the MSHS, as well as preference towards highbrow 
humour, are added as the predictor variables. We can see that none of the additional 
predictors is related to the perception of humouresness of Croats.
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Table 4. Linear regression – perception of the humouresness of Croats as the criterion vari-
able (model 2)

Model B St. error β t Sig.
Constant 3.64 0.56 - 6.47 0.00
Gender* -0.08 0.11 -0.03 -0.72 0.48
Bosnia and Herzegovina** -0.62 0.13 -0.23 -4.78 0.00
Montenegro** -0.96 0.14 -0.36 -7.06 0.00
Serbia** -0.79 0.13 -0.29 -6.08 0.00
Social production and use of hu-
mour

0.00 0.01 0.01 0.49 0.62

Adaptive humour 0.02 0.01 0.07 1.27 0.24
Humour appreciation -0.00 0.02 -0.00 -0.15 0.88
Negative attitudes towards humo-
ur

-0.01 0.02 -0.01 -0.28 0.78

Preference of highbrow humour -0.02 0.01 -0.06 -1.42 0.16

R2= 0.09; * - male as the reference category; ** Croats as the reference category.

5. CONCLUSIONS AND LIMITATIONS 
As outlined in the introductory section, in this paper we set out to explore the so-

called cultural capital hypothesis that might be an explanation of the established humour 
stereotypes between some ex-Yugoslav nations. In other words, the hypothesis states that 
the stereotypes have some grounding in the reality, i.e. that they stem from the differenc-
es in humour preferences. Consequently, preferences towards highbrow humour might 
explain why the participants from other countries show pronounced negative stereotypes 
towards Croats. The first part of our analysis showed that indeed there are some differ-
ences between the countries with regard to highbrow humour preferences. Namely, it 
can be tentatively concluded that there might be some differences in humour taste which 
lead to a case of cultural misunderstanding and the stereotypes in the cultural field of 
humor. However, the other part of our analysis revealed that none of the sub-scales of the 
Multidimensional Sense of Humor Scale, as well as highbrow humour preference, are not 
significant predictors of humour stereotyping towards Croats. Therefore, the second part 
of the analysis does not support the aforementioned cultural capital hypothesis.

Bearing in mind the results, as well as results present in our previous paper (Pavić 
and Krivokapić 2020), we can conclude that there exist significant humour stereotyp-
ing between ex-Yugoslav nations, with Croats and Slovenes mainly being stereotyped 
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as non-humourous (that is, not being able to produce humour of high quality), and 
Bosnians stereotyped as very humourous. These stereotypes are not founded in reality, 
bearing in mind that we did not establish any differences in humour appreciation and 
production between the countries from our sample. As for the stereotypes, we proposed 
several hypothesis and tried to test one of them, the so-called cultural capital hypothe-
sis, in this paper. The results lend only partial support to the hypothesis, thus calling for 
further studies of this interesting phenomenon. More generally, the future research is 
needed which should be aimed to explain humour stereotyping between the nations, and 
to propose more general theoretical explanations of the stereotypes.

References
1. Alonso-Rodriguez, M. C., B. Carbelo-Baquero, James A. Thorson, and C. Valero-Garces. 

2006. “A Study of Sense of Humor in Spanish and American Samples.” North Ameri-
can Journal of Psychology 8, no. 3: 447–54. http://www.freepatentsonline.com/article/
North-American-Journal-Psychology/159922585.html.

2. Billig, Michael. 2005. Laughter and Ridicule: Towards a Social Critique of Humour. 
Laughter and Ridicule: Towards a Social Critique of Humour. London: Sage Publica-
tions. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446211779.

3. Bourdieu, Pierre; Passeron, Jean-Claude. 1977. «Reproduction in Education, Society and 
Culture.» Comparative Education. Vol. 14. Beverly Hills: Sage Publications. https://doi.
org/10.1080/0305006780140109.

4. Bourdieu, Pierre. 1979. La Distinction: Critique Sociale Du Judgement. SubStance. Vol. 
12. Paris: Editions de minuit. https://doi.org/10.2307/3684493.

5. Boyle, Gregory J., and Jeanne M. Joss-Reid. 2004. “Relationship of Humour to Health: 
A Psychometric Investigation.” British Journal of Health Psychology 9, no. 1: 51–66. 
https://doi.org/10.1348/135910704322778722.

6. Claessens, Nathalie; Dhoest, Alexander. 2010. “Comedy Taste: Highbrow/Lowbrow 
Comedy and Cultural Capital.” Participations: Journal of Audience & Reception Studies 
7, no. 1: 49–72.

7. Friedman, Sam. 2014. “The Hidden Tastemakers: Comedy Scouts as Cultural Brokers 
at the Edinburgh Festival Fringe.” Poetics 44: 22–41. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.poet-
ic.2014.04.002.

8. Friedman, Sam, and Giselinde Kuipers. 2013. “The Divisive Power of Humour: Com-
edy, Taste and Symbolic Boundaries.” Cultural Sociology 7, no. 2: 179–95. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1749975513477405.

9. Ho, Sammy K., Maria P.Y. Chik, and James A. Thorson. 2008. “Psychometric Study of a 
Chinese Version of the Multidimensional Sense of Humor Scale.” North American Jour-
nal of Psychology 10, no. 2: 425–34.



|   GLOBALISATION AND REGIONAL IDENTITY 2020 – CONFERENCE PROCEEDINGS   |

  225  ◀

10. Kuipers, Giselinde. 2006. “Television and Taste Hierarchy: The Case of Dutch 
Television Comedy.” Media, Culture and Society 28, no. 3: 359–78. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0163443706062884.

11. Kuipers, Giselinde. 2010. “Humor Styles and Symbolic Boundaries.” Journal of Literary 
Theory 3, no. 2: https://doi.org/10.1515/jlt.2009.013.

12. Kuipers, Giselinde. 2011. Good Humor, Bad Taste: A Sociology of the Joke. Good 
Humor, Bad Taste: A Sociology of the Joke. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter. https://doi.
org/10.2307/20487670.

13. Pavić, Željko, and Krunoslav Vukelić. 2009. “Socijalno podrijetlo i obrazovne nejed-
nakosti: istraživanje na primjeru osječkih studenata i srednjoškolaca.” Revija za soci-
ologiju 39–40, no. 1–2: 53–70.

14. Pavić, Željko, and Marina Ðukić. 2016. “Cultural Capital and Educational Outcomes in 
Croatia: A Contextual Approach.” Sociologia (Slovakia) 48, no. 6: 601–21.

15. Pavić, Željko, and Nataša Krivokapić. 2020. “Humour and Ex-Yugoslav Nations: Is There 
Any Truth in the Stereotypes?” European Journal of Humour Research 8, no. 1: 112–29. 
https://doi.org/10.7592/EJHR2020.8.1.PAVIC.

16. Peterson, Richard A., and Roger M. Kern. 1996. “Changing Highbrow Taste: From 
Snob to Omnivore.” American Sociological Review 61, no. 5: 900–907. https://doi.
org/10.2307/2096460.

17. Ruch, Willibald. 1992. “Assessment of Appreciation of Humor: Studies with the 3 WD 
Humor Test.” Advances in Personality Assessment 9:27–75.

18. Ruch, Willibald, and Giovannantonio Forabosco. 1996. “A Cross-Cultural Study of Hu-
mor Appreciation: Italy and Germany.” Humor 9, no. 1: 1–18. https://doi.org/10.1515/
humr.1996.9.1.1.

19. Sousa, Luis M.M., Cristina M.A. Marques-Vieira, Sandy S.P. Severino, Juan L. Pozo-Rosa-
do, Ana Vanessa Antunes, and Helena M.G. José. 2017. “Validation of the Multidimen-
sional Sense of Humor Scale in People with Chronic Kidney Disease.” Journal of Nursing 
Education and Practice 8, no. 3. https://doi.org/10.5430/jnep.v8n3p72.

20. Svebak, Sven. 1974. “A Theory of Sense of Humor.” Scandinavian Journal of Psychology 
15, no. 1: 99–107. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9450.1974.tb00561.x.

21. Svebak, Sven. 1996. “The Development of the Sense of Humor Questionnaire: From 
SHQ to SHQ-6.” Humor 9, no. 3: 341–61. https://doi.org/10.1515/humr.1996.9.3-4.341.

22. Svebak, Sven.. 2010. “The Sense of Humor Questionnaire: Conceptualization and Re-
view of 40 Years of Findings in Empirical Research.” Europe’s Journal of Psychology 6, 
no. 3. https://doi.org/10.5964/ejop.v6i3.218.

23. Thorson, James A., and F. C. Powell. 1993. “Development and Validation of a Multidi-
mensional Sense of Humor Scale.” Journal of Clinical Psychology 49, no. 1: 13–23. https://
doi.org/10.1002/1097-4679(199301)49:1<13::AID-JCLP2270490103>3.0.CO;2-S.

24. Vaid, Jyotsna. 2002. “Humor and Laughter.” In: Encyclopedia of the Human Brain, 505–
16.



|   GLOBAL CHALLENGES & REGIONAL SPECIFICITIES   |

▶  226

KULTURNI KAPITAL, OBRAZOVANJE I UPOTREBA 
HUMORA: ISTRAŽIVANJE MEĐUNACIONALNIH 

POSLJEDICA PREFERENCIJA HIGHBROW I 
LOWBROW HUMORA

Sažetak
Kulturni kapital konstrukt je sa širokom primjenom u različitim poljima socioloških istraži-
vanja. U novije se vrijeme kulturni kapital upotrebljavao pri objašnjenju ukusa i preferencija 
humora, s highbrow i lowbrow humorom kao najčešćim okvirom objašnjenja. U većini slučaje-
va u istraživanjima se upotrebljavalo kvalitativne metode usmjerene na objašnjavanje sadržaja 
i funkcija ukusa kada je humor u pitanju. U ovom istraživanju autori testiraju dva međusobno 
povezana istraživačka pitanja: (1) postoje li rodne i međunacionalne razlike u preferencijama 
vrsta humora i (2) jesu li preferencije vrste humora povezane s dimenzijama takozvane Multi-
dimenzionalne ljestvice smisla za humor (MSHS), tj. s društvenom produkcijom i uporabom 
humora, adaptivnim humorom, uvažavanjem humora i stavovima prema humoru. Podaci su 
prikupljeni terenskim istraživanjem, a istraživački uzorak istraživanja činilo je 611 ispitanika/
studenata preddiplomskih i diplomskih studija iz Bosne i Hercegovine, Hrvatske, Crne Gore i 
Srbije. Što se tiče prvog istraživačkog pitanja, rezultati su potvrdili postojanje rodnih i među-
nacionalnih razlika. Kada je riječ o drugom istraživačkom pitanju, preferencije highbrow hu-
mora bile su povezane s adaptivnim humorom, dok su sklonosti prema lowbrow humoru bile 
povezane s uvažavanjem humora. Opći je zaključak da ljudi sa sofisticiranim ukusom vide 
humor kao način prilagodbe i interpretacije svijeta i ne cijene humor kao takav. Osim toga, 
rezultati potvrđuju potrebu za istraživanjem transnacionalnih razlika u humoru koristeći se 
teorijskim okvirom kulturnog kapitala.

Ključne riječi: humor, međunacionalne razlike, kulturni kapital, highbrow humor, Multidi-
menzionalna ljestvica smisla za humor


