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Abstract. Humor has long occupied an ambivalent position within literary scholarship,
frequently dismissed as incompatible with serious intellectual or pedagogical purposes. Jerome
K. Jerome’s Three Men in a Boat (1889) exemplifies this critical neglect, having often been
categorized as light entertainment rather than a text of cultural and educational significance. This
study re-evaluates the novel by examining humor as a deliberate instrument of social critique and
informal learning within the context of late Victorian society. The aim of the research is to
demonstrate how Jerome employs comic strategies to expose middle-class anxieties,
performative masculinity, and the illusion of cultural competence, while simultaneously
encouraging reader reflection and moral awareness.

Using qualitative textual analysis grounded in humor theory (incongruity and superiority),
socio-cultural criticism, and theories of informal learning, the study analyzes key narrative
episodes to identify the pedagogical and critical functions of humor. The findings reveal that
humor in Three Men in a Boat operates on multiple levels: it destabilizes claims to expertise and
respectability, interrogates constructions of masculinity, and creates conditions for reflective
learning through laughter rather than explicit moral instruction. The study contributes to literary
and educational scholarship by positioning humor as a legitimate mode of cultural critique and
by highlighting the educational potential of comic narrative. In doing so, it challenges traditional
hierarchies that separate entertainment from instruction and reaffirms the relevance of Victorian
comic fiction to contemporary discussions of learning, identity, and social behavior.

Keywords: humor theory, social critique, informal learning, Victorian literature, Jerome K.
Jerome, masculinity, narrative pedagogy

1. Introduction

Victorian literature is often associated with moral seriousness, social realism, and overt
didacticism. Within this critical landscape, humor has traditionally occupied a marginal position,
frequently regarded as a secondary aesthetic mode rather than a vehicle for serious cultural
engagement. Comic texts, particularly those associated with popular readership, have often been
excluded from sustained scholarly consideration on the assumption that laughter undermines
intellectual depth. Jerome K. Jerome’s Three Men in a Boat (1889) represents a paradigmatic
example of this tendency. Despite its enduring popularity and cultural influence, the novel has
frequently been dismissed as light entertainment, its humor interpreted as incidental rather than
purposeful.

This marginalization obscures the novel’s engagement with pressing social and cultural
concerns of late Victorian England. The period was marked by profound anxieties surrounding
class identity, masculinity, professionalism, and social performance, particularly among the
expanding middle class. Jerome’s novel situates itself squarely within this context, using humor
to interrogate the gap between appearance and reality, confidence and competence, and cultural
aspiration and lived experience. Far from being ideologically neutral, the novel’s humor
performs a critical function by exposing the contradictions and pretensions embedded in middle-
class life.

The present study addresses a significant gap in existing scholarship by examining Three
Men in a Boat as a text that mobilizes humor as an instrument of social critique and informal
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learning. While previous studies have acknowledged the novel’s engagement with masculinity
and leisure, insufficient attention has been paid to its pedagogical dimensions and to the
mechanisms through which humor facilitates reader reflection. This research argues that
Jerome’s comic strategies create a space for learning that operates outside formal educational
structures, encouraging readers to reassess social norms, ethical behavior, and self-perception
through laughter.

The central thesis advanced here is that humor in Three Men in a Boat functions
simultaneously as cultural criticism and as a mode of informal pedagogy. By destabilizing claims
to authority and exposing the performative nature of social identity, the novel invites readers into
a process of reflective learning that is both pleasurable and intellectually productive. Through
this dual function, Jerome’s work challenges the assumption that instruction must be solemn to
be effective and demonstrates the enduring educational value of comic narrative.

2. Literature Review

Critical engagement with Jerome K. Jerome has historically been limited, reflecting broader
hierarchies within literary studies that privilege tragedy, realism, and experimental modernism
over comic forms. Williams (2006) notes Jerome’s conspicuous absence from many canonical
accounts of Victorian literature, attributing this neglect to the perception of humor as
incompatible with cultural seriousness. Although recent decades have witnessed renewed interest
in Victorian popular culture, Jerome’s work has remained comparatively understudied.

Scholarship on Victorian humor has, however, established the importance of comedy as a
cultural force. Studies of nineteenth-century periodicals and popular fiction demonstrate that
humor played a central role in shaping public discourse, negotiating social anxieties, and
reinforcing or contesting moral norms. Brake and Demoor (2009) emphasize the ubiquity of
comic writing in Victorian journalism, while Sanders (2009) explores humor as a response to
tensions surrounding labor, leisure, and gender. These studies challenge the notion that humor
merely reflects social values, suggesting instead that it actively participates in their construction
and critique.

Theoretical approaches to humor further illuminate its critical potential. Incongruity theory
emphasizes the cognitive disruption produced by unexpected juxtapositions, while superiority
theory highlights laughter’s role in asserting moral or intellectual distance from others. Billig
(2005) complicates these perspectives by demonstrating humor’s ambivalence, arguing that it
can both undermine and reinforce social hierarchies. This ambivalence is particularly relevant to
middle-class Victorian humor, which often critiques pretension while simultaneously reaffirming
norms of respectability.

Research on informal learning provides an additional framework for understanding the
pedagogical dimensions of comic narrative. Informal learning refers to processes of knowledge
acquisition and moral development that occur outside institutionalized education, often through
everyday experience, observation, and cultural consumption. Gibson (2007) argues that fiction
enables readers to rehearse ethical judgments and social understanding in a low-risk environment.
Jarvis (2006) similarly emphasizes reflection as a central component of learning, suggesting that
transformative insight often arises from moments of disruption rather than direct instruction.

Although some scholars have examined Three Men in a Boat in relation to masculinity and
leisure, most notably Morton (2015), the novel’s role as a pedagogical text remains
underexplored. Existing studies rarely integrate humor theory with educational perspectives,
resulting in an incomplete understanding of the novel’s cultural work. This study seeks to bridge
this gap by analyzing how Jerome’s humor functions not only as social critique but also as a
catalyst for informal learning.

3. Methodology
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This study adopts a qualitative textual analysis to investigate the functions of humor in
Three Men in a Boat. Qualitative analysis is particularly suited to examining literary texts, as it
allows for close attention to language, narrative structure, and rhetorical strategy. The research
integrates concepts from humor theory, socio-cultural criticism, and informal learning theory in
order to capture the multidimensional nature of Jerome’s comic techniques.

The primary data source is the 1889 edition of Three Men in a Boat, selected for its
historical proximity to the cultural context under examination. Analysis focuses on episodes in
which humor is generated through exaggeration, irony, incongruity, and narrative self-reflexivity.
These episodes are examined in relation to their social targets, including middle-class
pretensions, constructions of masculinity, and assumptions about expertise.

The analytical procedure involved several stages. First, the text was read systematically to
identify recurring patterns of humor directed at specific social behaviors or values. Second, these
instances were categorized according to the dominant comic mechanisms involved. Third, close
readings were conducted to analyze how humor produces both amusement and critical insight.
Finally, these findings were synthesized to assess the pedagogical implications of humor within
the narrative.

The study acknowledges certain limitations. As a qualitative analysis of a single literary text,
the findings cannot be generalized to all Victorian humor. However, the depth of analysis
enables a nuanced understanding of how humor operates within a specific cultural and
pedagogical context, offering insights applicable to broader discussions of literature and learning.

4. Results

Analysis reveals that humor in Three Men in a Boat consistently targets middle-class
pretensions and the performance of competence. One of the novel’s most prominent strategies
involves exposing the disparity between the protagonists’ self-confidence and their actual
abilities. Episodes such as J.’s hypochondriacal self-diagnosis or the group’s repeated failures at
practical tasks illustrate how claims to knowledge and expertise are rendered absurd through
exaggeration and incongruity.

Masculinity emerges as a central object of satire. The protagonists repeatedly perform ideals
of rationality, strength, and self-sufficiency associated with Victorian manhood, only to
undermine these ideals through incompetence and emotional vulnerability. Humor thus
destabilizes dominant gender norms, revealing masculinity as a performative construct rather
than an inherent quality.

The analysis also demonstrates that humor functions as a mechanism of social criticism by
drawing attention to the ritualized nature of middle-class behavior. Leisure activities, ostensibly
pursued for relaxation, become arenas for status competition and self-display. By exaggerating
these behaviors, the novel exposes the contradictions underlying middle-class ideals of
refinement and progress.

5. Discussion

The findings suggest that humor in Three Men in a Boat operates as a form of informal
pedagogy by positioning readers simultaneously inside and outside the narrative. Identification
with the characters encourages empathy, while their comic failures create critical distance. This
dual positioning enables reflection without moral coercion, aligning with contemporary theories
of informal learning.

Compared with existing scholarship, this study extends analyses of Victorian humor by
foregrounding pedagogy rather than representation alone. Humor emerges not merely as a mirror
of social anxiety but as a tool that actively shapes reader understanding. The relevance of this
dynamic extends beyond the Victorian period, resonating with contemporary concerns about
identity performance, expertise, and authenticity.
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6. Conclusion

This study has demonstrated that Three Men in a Boat employs humor as a sophisticated
instrument of social critique and informal learning. By exposing middle-class pretensions,
interrogating masculinity, and destabilizing claims to expertise, Jerome’s humor invites readers
into a process of reflective learning grounded in laughter rather than instruction. The findings
contribute to literary studies by challenging the marginalization of comic fiction and to
educational theory by highlighting humor’s pedagogical potential. Future research might extend
this analysis to comparative studies of humor and learning across periods and genres.
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