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If wit ever unmasks a moral feeling it performs its
noblest function and imparts a complicated pleasure;
as when Abraham Lincoln, in defending a fugitive slave
before a court, said, "It is singular that the courts will
hold that a man never loses his right to his property
that has been stolen from him, but that he instantly lost
the right to himself if he was stolen."

When wit creates a temporary congruity between an
idea and an object which are essentially incongruous on
all points, the shock dissolves in pleasure, because the
oppressiveness of life results from its ideas; and yet
one of them opens to us an escape from it. We find a
way of eluding for a moment a task-master, and it makes
us smile. It is not a moral revolt, for that would be a
deepening of the seriousness till it became too pathetic;
but it is a momentary beguilement, and we are cheated
into the presumption that there is no care in the world.
We return to the care refreshed by this electric bath
of wit, which has a tonic quality and saves us from
despair.
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