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A Time and a Place to Laugh: Understanding Humor in Japan

The iceberg metaphor commonly used in intercultural communication instruction informs us that the part of the iceberg that rises above the water may be striking, but its apparent size does not quite tell the whole story.  Beneath the sea is a far greater structure of ice than that which appears above the surface.  The metaphor works with humor as well as a smile or a laugh can represent only a tip of a complex story of cultural presence.  Understanding Humor in Japan is a fine example of a work that goes beneath the surface and explores many aspects of the supporting cultural structures and historical circumstances that have shaped and influenced Japanese humor.

The value of studying the humor of the Other?

Understanding Humor in Japan contains twelve essays by authors representing various backgrounds and interests.  Edited by Jessica Milner Davis, who also contributes a preface and an insightful introduction and co-authors an essay with Marguerite Wells, Understanding Humor in Japan covers many different aspects of humor in Japan, including Osaka’s culture of laughter, Japanese laughter festivals, humor in Japanese newspapers, Japanese comic poetry, Japanese stand up comedy, Japanese sit-down comedy, Japanese wordplay, as well as haiku, waka, kyōgen, kyoka, hanashi, kusuguri —just to name a few.  Most of the essays provide not only informative historical accounts of the development of the different genres, but there are also plenty of illustrative and entertaining examples to be found in each selection.

Yet why should humor scholars want to own this volume, especially if their research does not deal directly with Asian humor?  The obvious answer is that this collection is not just about “Japanese” humor but about satire, farce, wordplay, poetry, comedy, and many other kinds of humorous discourse.  Humor scholars of all sorts, then, will discover that Understanding Humor in Japan encourages broad considerations of the many complex connections between language, culture, and history and the role that each plays in shaping the humor in any given society.  Thus, one reason to read Understanding Humor in Japan, as Davis notes in her introduction, is that in comparing and contrasting different approaches to humor it is possible to gain “a better insight into the nature of humor as a universal form of human behavior” (13).  

Another important benefit of engaging in comparative studies is that in doing so, one not only gains an understanding of an “other”, but through critical reflection one may as well come to view the self differently.  When one observes another culture in action, he or she likely notices certain differences, which in turn should lead to thoughtful contemplation on one’s own means and manners.  Marguerite Wells makes a similar statement in her essay, “Satire and Constraint in Japanese Culture”.  Distinguishing between two broad types of cultures, Wells argues that people learn to judge themselves not against absolutes that are above humankind, but “according the expectations of those around them” (211).  Thus, the arbiter of behavior for any particular cultural characteristic is “the eyes of the Other” (211).

But can the process of observing the Other to understand the Self work when the Other is so dramatically different?  Of course, and I offer this example as just one of many instances of self-reflection that I experienced while reading Understanding Humor in Japan.
In Hiroshi Inoue’s essay, “Humor In Japanese Newspapers”, we learn that Japanese newspapers do not devote much space to humor, which is not surprising because, according to Inoue, newspapers worldwide are by and large “trapped in the idea that they should be very serious and tense”, therefore making laughter a “taboo” (179) part of professional news reporting.  Although Japanese newspapers do have regular, short columns that permit “a touch of humor” (179), they are not written by news writers, and the columns are usually only allotted a few -- “not much larger than a postage-stamp” -- inches of space (184).  

Inoue contends, however, that despite the limited space, the humor is enjoyable, which serves to make the newspapers more attractive to readers.  Thus, we are confronted with a curious cross-cultural phenomenon.  In the United States, comics were added to newspapers precisely to make the newspapers more appealing to a wider audience.  As Robert Harvey explains in Children of the Yellow Kid (University of Washington Press, 1998),
[T]he modern American newspaper cartoon started in the extravagant Sunday magazine supplements that Hearst and Pulitzer launched to attract buyers for their newspapers in the 1890s, frank imitations of the weekly humor magazines, Life, Judge, Puck and a host of others--all of which traced their lineage back to Punch (and hence to its French inspiration, the Parisian journal, Charivari). (165)

Now in the United States, comic pages and humor columns can be found in small town and nationally circulated newspapers alike.  So why has the same phenomenon not crossed over to Japan?  What does this difference tell us, if anything, about the relationship between humor and culture?  Do the Japanese, perhaps, believe that their news--sans humor--is free from bias?  Or, do those of us who live in the United States all have jaded views about our news media, making us less concerned that the news should be presented as “serious and tense”?

The point in asking these questions, of course, is not to arrive at a final answer but instead to engage in the sort of thinking that generates these sorts of questions in the first place. As Wells asks in the conclusion of her article, “What forces determine the kinds of humor that develop in certain cultures at certain periods?  To what extent do the whims of chance (producing particularly gifted individuals at particular times), of individual choice, and of fashion dictate the development of particular humorous genres” (213)?  These issues are important to our field, and as a resource for helping to generate questions and to make intellectual connections across literary, historical, and cultural boundaries, Understanding Humor in Japan is a valuable resource for all scholars of humor or language and communication studies.

Understanding Humor in Japan

Understanding Humor in Japan opens with three essays that feature increasing degrees of cultural specificity.  In “Laughter and the Traditional Japanese Smile” Shōkichi Oda outlines “the distinctiveness of the traditional Japanese approach to smiling and laughter” (24).  Hiroshi Inoue’s “Osaka’s Culture of Laughter” introduces the daily culture of laughter traditionally cultivated by merchants in Osaka, and Goh Abe’s historical and ethnographic look at Japanese laughter festivals is presented in “A Ritual Performance of Laughter in Southern Japan.”  Of these three essays, Oda’s most clearly articulates cross-cultural challenges to understanding the Other’s “sense” of humor.

In “Laughter and the Traditional Japanese Smile”, Oda explains that in Asian cultures “public displays of emotion” are generally discouraged, as evidenced in Japan where men in particular have traditionally been expected to appear emotionless, by “maintaining calmness on their faces even when they suffer from some heavy psychological damage and are overwhelmed with grief” (15).  The “controlling laughter” and the “Japanese smile”, as observed by Westerners in various publications about Japan, have at times been misinterpreted, that is, smiles that may have looked impolite to foreigners “indicate the very reverse of rudeness or bad manners” to the Japanese (18).  In fact, these smiles, Oda asserts, are the “exquisite consideration for others and indicate a desire not to place burdens upon their feelings” (18).

To explicate when and where the Japanese consider smiling and laughing to be appropriate, Oda created the term warai no ba, or “laughter places”.  Japanese people tend to avoid laughter on formal occasions but laugh heartily on other occasions or in other places, depending on an “unconscious sense of the appropriateness of the situation” (18).  This distinction is addressed in Davis’ introduction where she notes that Japanese humor is “not always permitted to appear in the same places and under the same conditions as in European cultures” (1).  Perhaps not surprisingly, warai no ba even applies to Japanese poetry (19). Waka and haiku, for example, both have special rules about when to introduce humor.  Haiku is not intended “to give reign to laughter-provoking elements” (20).  Poetry that invokes laughter is the province of a parallel form of poetry known as senryū, which is the subject of another essay in the volume.

Masashi Kobayashi’s, “Senryū: Japan’s Short Comic Poetry”, is one of the longest essays, and with almost 40 examples of the three-line poems, one of the more enjoyable reads in this collection.  As with many of the essays, this one includes a historical overview of the development of senryū, which began as a competition where people were required to add three lines to an existing two-line poem.  Senryū and haiku both developed from waka, and although senryū made its appearance 258 years after haiku, both poems still share the same verse structure.  Generally speaking, the difference between the two is that haiku poems are primarily concerned with the beauty of nature, whereas senryū poetry has more freedom of subject choice and means of expression.  The casual nature of senryū poetry is “reflected in its use of the language of the common people”, and although senryū verse may be regarded as less refined than haiku, Kobayashi explains that senryū “is by the same token more humorous, more cynical and more satirical” (164).

As I read Kobayashi’s article, I came to appreciate the simplicity, veracity, and timelessness of each of the poems, which often cause readers to reflect with a wry smile or a knowing nod on the complexities of human nature.  Yet about half way through the article, I noted that the examples provided were not humorous!  Instead, they were graceful, insightful, and touching, quietly capturing the essence of a moment and, with only brief explanations in English in most cases, communicating that sense and feeling to the reader.  In fact, it is not until the author contrasts senryū and haiku that I found examples that were “vivid and comical snapshots of ordinary life” (161).  

The first humorous example is a well-known senryū from a collection compiled in 1765, and is generally characterized as “implying a harsh criticism of public officials” (159).  The second example illustrates the challenge of putting on a child’s bib-waistcoat, which is a piece of cloth used to keep a sleeping child warm.  There are several senryū about the nature of relationships between husbands and wives, such as seen in the third example, and the fourth example “captures the pathetic bravado of the coward, saving his skin” (170).

The civil servant’s baby




Imitating the thunder

Is very good at learning




At last managing

How to grasp






To get his bib-waistcoat on

Extreme jealousy:





Before running away

The husband






“Remember that!”

Cooking the rice





Shouts the bloke who lost

It is important to realize that these “fine sketches of human behavior” (164) are not supposed to be comic only.  Oftentimes they simply convey a sense of humanity, arousing in one a feeling of sympathetic understanding such as found in the senryū about “the bloke not drinking”.  Other senryū offer rueful comments, wry observations, or a sort of gentle burlesque.  The second senryū describes an emotional scene where relatives are dividing up the possessions of a recently deceased loved one, while the third one manages to evoke laughter through visual incongruity.

The bloke not drinking




Crying and crying

Laughs now and then.





While taking the best ones:

That’s all 






Sharing the keepsakes

The way the rooster walks

As if it were going 

To say something

Kobayashi’s observation that “senryū undoubtedly has the potential for wide international appreciation” (172) holds true for the examples presented both by Oda and Kobayashi.  I offer one final example from “Senryū: Japan’s Short Comic Poetry” as additional proof.
Human beings do

Every single kind

Of stupid thing

The strengths of Kobayashi’s article--its detailed analysis and numerous, entertaining examples--are shortcomings in some ways for Heiyō Nagashima’s “Sha-re: A Widely Accepted Form of Japanese Wordplay”.  Nagashima provides six characteristics of sha-re, the “most frequently used technique to provoke laughter in Japan” (75).  Sha-re, Nagashima explains, is essentially the same as punning in English, both “in terms of its rules and its social acceptability but also in the nature of the response expected” (75).  My sense, however, is that even the most sophisticated puns in English do not measure up to the art of the sha-re, which are really quite fascinating because of the multiple levels of meaning that each can contain.  

Nagashima states that his intention in this article is to speculate as to “why sha-re are so widely used and appreciated in Japan” (75).  According to Nagashima, sha-re are rhetorically effective because they are memorable, draw attention to themselves, and communicate strong messages to their audiences.  It is not surprisingly, then, that sha-re are used often in commercials, and Nagashima provides wonderful examples of sha-re in nine different advertisements.  Yet I found myself wanting fewer examples and more critical commentary on the rhetorical impact or cultural importance of sha-re. While the examples are explicated nicely despite obvious linguistic challenges, Nagashima leaves us with conclusions that are too brief, noting only that “it may be that English advertising is also increasingly picking up this intense Japanese delight in punning and wordplay” (46).  The article does not address this possibility, and in fact, I simply do not know of any puns in English that are as clever as the ones Nagashima presents.  His conclusion that the “sha-re techniques will continue to live on and adapt their own style and presentation to our changing times” (82) seems itself like a separate point of research, and one that is certainly worth investigating.

Rokuo Tanaka’s “Forgotten Women: Two Kyōka Poets of the Temmei Era” also concludes a bit abruptly, but only after providing a wealth of information about humor in Japan, including excellent examples of kyōka, senryū’s sister genre.  Kyōka is a comic poetic genre that flourished in the Edo period (1600-1868), reaching its peak in the Temmei era (1781-1789).  Tanaka explains that “the elements of humor, satire and parody in kyōka derive from altering in an incongruous way a part of the foundational material located in waka, monogatari (or tales), nikki (or diaries) and essays” (122-3).  Tanaka then presents the life histories of four of the most well-known kyōka poets from the Temmei era, two of whom are women.  In analyzing examples from each of the four poets, Tanaka continually returns to his thesis that kyōka uses “allusion and poetic rhetoric to create an exquisite subterfuge” (111).  It is not until the conclusion, however, that he addresses the most notable incongruity from a social perspective, namely that “in a period of Neo-Confucian dominance, it is remarkable that two of the prime exemplars of kyōka were women, and commoners at that” (123).  Kyōka, Tanaka claims, empowered the women by allowing them to “engage in discourse that [was] otherwise reserved for men” (123).  As with Nagashima’s essay, a follow up account of how and to what effect kyōka empowered women would be most welcome.

Comparing the Rhetoric of Humor

Perhaps more than any other essay in this collection, Makiko Takekuro’s “Conversational Jokes in Japanese and English” caused me to question the process of studying humor comparatively.  Takekuro compares characteristics of the way that jokes are used in Japanese and in American English, explaining that “despite the importance of jokes in polite interaction, no contemporary empirical data about conversational jokes has been reported from a cross-cultural perspective” (85).  Thus, Takekuro sets out to “remedy that significant failure” (85), claiming that it “may be possible to discover the preferred rhetoric for conversational jokes in each language and to discuss the relationship between conversational jokes and sociolinguistic practices in Japanese and American English” (85).  But what are we to do with the information once we have discovered our differences?

Despite some methodological questions (I find it difficult to accept that scripted television shows and movies can be said to reflect “impulsive speech” acts), the evidence is overwhelming that English speakers joke more frequently and in a wider variety of social contexts than do Japanese speakers.  Japanese speakers, by contrast, are more attuned to issues of formality between speakers.  Takekuro’s data suggest that Japanese speakers tend to use “word-bounded rhetoric” while America English speakers prefer “far-fetched rhetoric”.  Takekuro postulates that English jokes may be intended to shorten the psychological distance between the teller and listener(s), while jokes in a Japanese person’s discourse indicate the “speaker’s sharp awareness of time and place, including space between the participants” (95).  These rhetorical styles might be indicative of differences in high context and low context cultures or between shame cultures and guilt cultures, as discussed in Wells’ chapter.
What do these differences mean in terms of humor as a rhetorical device?  Can we discover what is distinctive and what is universal about any one rhetorical tradition in comparison to others, and furthermore, should we want to do so?  The value of this article, I think, is not that it gets us closer to realizing some sort of innate or deep rhetorical faculty that we all share, but that it helps to illuminate our own views of joking, and by extension, laughter and smiling.  Again, a brief example can illustrate my point.  During a recent lecture on intercultural business communication, an American student asked me why the Japanese do not smile during family portraits.  His family had hosted an exchange student from Japan, and when the student showed everyone a picture of her family, my student said that his family was surprised because “It looked like they were in jail.  No one was smiling”.  But let’s turn this example around.  Why are Westerners usually seen smiling in formal family portraits?  We dress nicely and stand or sit at attention, positioning our heads and bodies in the most unnatural of angles so the camera can capture our best features and smiling faces.  After the camera clicks we let out a sigh and return to our more “natural” selves.  Is this not a bit peculiar?  Is it incongruous that the formality of the photograph is off set by the “spontaneity” of the smile?  I had never thought to consider the oddity of this particular action until I read Oda’s article about Japanese “places for laughter” and Takekuro’s “Conversational Jokes in Japanese and English”.  Westerners, it appears, also have rather clearly defined places to use jokes, laugher, and smiles.  

Oda claims that some of the characteristics of the Japanese smile and laughter that he discusses were more prevalent prior to World War II.  He does assure us, however, that there are still elements of the traditional smile and laughter noticeable in Japan today.  And in many ways, Takekuro’s research shows that joking in Japanese conversations today still reflects the same characteristics that Oda discussed.  If we look at the conclusions of both essays, it appears that not much as changed, and, change (or lack thereof) is a recurring topic in all of the works in this volume.  The literary genres, for the most part, have all maintained their structures and rhetorical roles in Japanese discourse.  Japanese laughter still occurs at times and in places that reflect certain traditional values, and even the seven laughter festivals discussed in Abe’s article still take place in the same geographic locations that they have for generations.  Osakans are still noted for their laughter, and as Wells points out, the Japanese historically have not had a tradition of what the West defines as satire, and in modern Japan satire is still difficult to find.

Manzai, or Japanese stand up comedy, however, has changed, as Joel Stocker explains in “Manzai: Team Comedy in Japan’s Entertainment Industry”, transforming and “molding an ancient art to become part of Japan’s modernization process” (Davis 2).  The format of rakugo, or Japanese sit-down comedy, on the other hand, appears to have changed little over the years.  One reason for the continued appreciation of rakugo might be that many of the techniques of humor discussed in this volume find their way into rakugo performances.  As Kimie Ōshima explains in “Rakugo and Humor in Japanese Interpersonal Communication”,

rakugo embraces a full range of Japanese humor: it includes character stereotypes, humorous conversational devices, and the personal storytelling style.  It is excellent material for an introduction not only to Japanese humor but also to Japanese culture and society, since the traditions and recent developments in Japanese culture and society can be viewed through rakugo.  Every year, new rakugo stories about contemporary Japanese culture and society are created by young talented rakugo performers, thereby keeping the form current and lively. (108)
Ōshima reassures readers that modern rakugo will continue to blend current events into traditional rakugo performances. 

Marguerite Wells points out in “Satire and Constraint in Japanese Culture” that “for well over a century, one of the main themes of Japanese scholarship has been the classification of Japanese phenomena into categories inherited from Europe” (193).  Despite the fact that such intellectual exercises are not always successful, Wells asserts that they do nevertheless make for “great academic fun” (193).  The fun begins, so to speak, with “Farce and Satire in Kyōgen” as Wells and Davis together examine “the highlights of kyōgen, the comic genre native to Japan and its classical theatre” to see whether “western typologies of comic style and structure apply” (131) to kyōgen, the comic playlets that accompany no drama. They do, and the universality of farce and its function as a counterpoint to no drama is cogently argued.

Conclusion

Understanding Humor in Japan is well edited and the editor has handled nicely the multiple voices and interwoven themes while keeping to a minimum the repetition of explanatory information, as evidenced by no fewer than 40 footnotes throughout the book that refer to similar ideas discussed in other essays “elsewhere in this volume”.  As an introduction to Japanese humor, and as a model for other collections on national humor styles, Understanding Humor in Japan is valuable, and I hope that this work will inspire others to put together similar works (beginning perhaps with Chinese humor).  In fact, a second introductory volume on Japanese humor would be possible--Davis lists seven different genres of Japanese humor that were not included due to space limitations--and most welcome.  Most essays are fewer than a dozen pages in length, making it possible to read several essays in one sitting, and although the book is academic in style, the numerous, fun examples and the succinct historical overviews may make for popular reading as well.
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