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The study of humour has a long history within various academic disciplines, with a particular 

focus on its linguistic aspects. In the field of language and sexuality research, for instance, the 

role of humour in perpetuating specific gender ideologies has been observed (see Hall, 2019; 

Chen, 2022). Additionally, humour has been employed to challenge the negative sexualisation 

of gender minority groups within a heteronormative society (see Bing & Heller, 2003). The 

analysis of humour also reflects the current crises and how humour functions during this period. 

For example, the use of memes on Moroccan Facebook pages during the first wave of the 

COIVD-19 pandemic is a case in point (see Mifdal, 2022). However, there has been 

comparatively little attention paid to the study of humour in Asian cultures, in contrast to the 

extensive research conducted in the West. Humour in Asian Cultures: Tradition and Context, a 

new addition to the Routledge Studies on Asia in the World series, provides empirical insights 

and details into the construction of “Asian humour” through linguistic analyses focusing on its 

tradition and context. 

The volume comprises eleven chapters. Chapter 1 (Jessica Milner Davis) introduces 

humour and laughter from a cultural perspective, with particular emphasis on their traditions 

and practices within six Asian cultures. Milner Davis argues that while the cultures discussed in 

this volume represent only a subset of those warranting study within the broader context of Asia, 

they collectively exemplify that, in European culture across different historical periods, humour 

has manifested in diverse forms and been designated by a range of terms long before the term 

itself was incorporated into the relevant languages (p. 3, this book). Davis contends that the 

chapters in this volume demonstrate how cultures develop unique forms of humour and establish 

conventions concerning when, where, and how humour should be used. Furthermore, ancient 

themes in humour have endured over centuries, with familiar forms and topics being 
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reinterpreted through contemporary media. There is also a tension between traditional and 

modern attitudes towards humour. 

Chapter 2 (Shirley Chan) argues that humour in The Works of Mencius functions as a form 

of rhetorical discourse in ancient Chinese philosophy. Chan notes that a key feature of this 

humorous discourse is the critique of faults and follies through satirical jokes. More specifically, 

humour and jokes serve as tools for instructing readers. Humour can also be employed to advise 

those in power or to critique contemporary teachings. The use of linguistic devices such as 

metaphor, analogy, irony and exaggeration is deeply embedded in Mencius’s effective 

storytelling, as well as in his method of philosophical enquiry through questioning and 

answering. Chan concludes that the text provides strong examples of humour as a distinctive 

form of communication, representing one of the most effective pragmatic strategies in rhetorical 

discourse within philosophy. Moreover, various techniques and structures in The Works of 

Mencius contribute to a humorous sensibility that creates connections and contrasts between 

reality and the ideal, and between the moral and the immoral. 

Chapter 3 (Antonio Leggieri) examines humour in the huaben novellas of the Ming dynasty 

by analysing Guzhang Juechen, a collection of four medium-length stories, each named after 

one of the following elements: Feng (‘Wind’), Hua (‘Flower’), Xue (‘Snow’) and Yue (‘Moon’). 

Leggieri highlights that the Yue story contains satirical humour, as the text satirises prominent 

figures of high social standing, such as the tyrannical Ming dynasty court eunuch Wei 

Zhongxian. On a micro level, the collection, which incorporates elements of the Wu 

(Suzhounese) dialect, displays numerous features of verbal humour, particularly through 

exaggerated and vivid expressions. On a macro level, meta-dialogue occurs within the stories, 

involving interaction between the events being narrated and the narrator’s commentary. 

Additionally, register humour is employed to convey parody and satirical critique. The chapter 

concludes by noting that Guzhang Juechen “bears no interest in stirring people’s hearts, but has 

the intention of ridiculing the world” (p. 58, this book). 

Chapter 4 (Nengah Arnawa) examines the linguistic devices used in traditional forms of 

Balinese humour. Arnawa highlights that humour in Balinese culture is primarily an oral 

tradition, commonly found in satua (Balinese kepara or general variety, sometimes mixed with 

Balinese kasar or low variety) or folk tales. The study identifies four traditional Balinese joking 

constructs that rely on semantic and lexical play: cecimpedan, bladbadan, wewangsalan and 

cecangkitan/raos ngémpélin. These forms of Balinese humour, which often play an affiliative 

and bonding role in society, also serve as outlets for social critique and the discussion of serious 

topics. Although they differ in structure, they all rely on ambiguity and contradictory logic to 
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generate humour and laughter. The chapter concludes that bebanyolan, or “humour” in Balinese, 

is not only a highly popular genre of folk entertainment but also a significant aspect of the 

Balinese oral tradition, found in fairy tales, folk games and traditional art performances. The 

clever wit embedded in bebanyolan ‘humour’ deserves greater recognition beyond Bali. 

Chapter 5 (Makiko Takekuro) delves into the humorous exchanges characteristic of the 

angama ‘Yaeyaman performance’ ritual on Ishigaki Island in Okinawa Prefecture, Japan, 

focusing on the performative aspects of humour. Takekuro argues that performance accentuates 

cultural forms of process and practice, and that the pluri-modal poetic performance can be 

explored through an examination of sound, language, body, thought, artefacts and the 

environment. This chapter observes that during angama, adult islanders particularly enjoy 

locally grounded humour that reflects their everyday lives and cultural values, as it fosters a 

sense of shared belonging. Furthermore, the banter involving children exhibits different patterns 

of humour compared to that with adults. When adults take on the roles of the ancestral couple, 

they strive to maintain their own pace and style of performance, irrespective of the audience. 

Children, unlike adults, do not back-channel or deliberately pose humorous questions, yet their 

innocent queries and responses elicit considerable laughter from the adult audience. The chapter 

further notes that, as children do not perceive and respond with quick wit in the same manner as 

adults, the linguistic content of the humour can be rather ordinary, leading the performers to rely 

on a variety of interactional resources beyond language. Takekuro concludes by emphasising 

the pluri-modal poetics of humour and the participants’ dedication to local values and identity. 

Chapter 6 (Sachiko Kitazume) examines the themes, cultural context and verbal exchanges 

in Machiko Hasegawa’s popular comic strips Sazae-san ‘The Wonderful World of Sazae-san’ 

(1946-1974) and Ijiwaru Baasan ‘Granny Mischief’ (1966-1971) through the lens of the “Twist 

theory” and from a pragmatic perspective. Kitazume contends that analysing these two comic 

strips offers insights into the type of humour that resonates with a Japanese audience, and why 

both the kind-hearted woman and her malicious counterpart have become beloved humorous 

heroines. Kitazume suggests that interpreting humour requires a pragmatic approach, employing 

concepts such as implicature and context, as a “twist” involves a minor alteration that transforms 

a “prototypical” scenario into a “ludicrous” one, and can thus be considered the essence of 

humour. Kitazume concludes that the popularity of both contrasting heroines, the good-natured 

Sazae and the ill-natured Granny, is rooted in the same cultural context of morality. 

Furthermore, humour arises in the cartoon narratives when a subtle shift in implied meaning 

instantly changes a scene depicting a belief in the innate goodness of humankind into the 
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opposite outcome. When appreciated within the framework of the associated cultural contexts, 

it is the “twists” that surprise and delight the reader, giving rise to humour. 

Chapter 7 (M. W. Shores) examines the makura —  literally meaning “pillows”, referring 

to the embedded warm-up segments that provide context for the stories in rakugo, Japan’s 

traditional comic storytelling art — with a focus on its balance of tradition and modernity. There 

are nine key elements of makura: greeting the audience, gauging the audience’s mood, breaking 

the ice and building rapport, establishing artistic authenticity, presenting topical material, 

sharing kobanashi — a type of anecdotal and dialogic joke — and other jokes, educating the 

audience about rakugo past and present, transporting the audience to a different time or place 

and smoothly transitioning into the hondai — literally “breach”, referring to the main part of 

the story where comic or dramatic tension builds as the conclusion approaches. The analysis of 

three makura performed by Katsura Ayame III, Katsura Bunza V and Shōfukutei Tama further 

illustrates that makura sets the appropriate tone, enabling performers to reframe the hondai. 

Shores argues that as a warm-up segment and a prelude to rakugo, makura keeps the art form 

fresh and engaging, effectively preparing the audience for laughter. Additionally, by allowing a 

more personal and meaningful exchange with the audience, makura fosters a sense of control 

and ownership among the audience members. This connection is especially crucial in the 

twenty-first century, as audiences are increasingly unfamiliar with the customs, social norms 

and values of earlier centuries. 

Chapter 8 (Heesun Kim and Barbara Plester) employs an ethnographic approach to examine 

the hierarchical dynamics of humour in South Korean workplace interactions, with a particular 

focus on Confucian-based relationships and politeness in communication. At the outset, Kim 

and Plester argue that both organisational culture and the broader societal context in which an 

organisation operates can significantly influence humour. The chapter notes that Confucianism 

plays a crucial role in shaping communication and relationships within Korean society, 

suggesting that humour may be seen as incompatible with Korean workplace culture, as 

excessive humour could potentially violate Confucian values. However, due to the influence of 

hierarchy, humour initiated by superiors can be perceived as a positive tool that helps to foster 

organisational relationships. Specifically, humour can signal “care”, allowing managers to 

position themselves both as authority figures who can reprimand and as elder figures who offer 

personal advice. Given the hierarchical and power differences, even inappropriate or intrusive 

jokes made by a superior may elicit a positive response from subordinates. Interestingly, humour 

can also be utilised by superiors to save face or by subordinates to protect their own face. The 

chapter concludes by highlighting that the positive uses of humour reveal how laughter and 
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humour can divert attention from potentially shameful situations in Korean workplace 

interactions. 

Chapter 9 (Wei-Lin Melody Chang and Michael Haugh) examines Chinese conversational 

humour over time, with a focus on contemporary practices and traditions in Taiwanese culture. 

This chapter specifically aims to explore generational differences in attitudes towards humour 

in modern Taiwanese society by analysing conversational humour in everyday interactions and 

Taiwanese literature. The findings suggest that there is notable cross-generational variation in 

humour practices in Taiwan. Older Taiwanese tend to prefer jocular wordplay, while younger 

Taiwanese are more inclined towards biting or harsh forms of teasing. The analysis of humour 

in dialogues within literary works further highlights broader diachronic changes in Taiwanese 

humour practices. The types of humour favoured by older Taiwanese in contemporary 

conversational recordings are also present in novels and short stories published in the 1960s and 

1970s. Conversely, the humour preferred by younger Taiwanese today is reflected in more 

recent literary works, particularly those published from the 1990s onwards. Chang and Haugh 

conclude that there has been a shift from traditional forms of wordplay to harsher, more biting 

forms of teasing, evident not only in everyday conversation but also in the dialogues of literary 

works. 

Chapter 10 (Ying Cao) explores how the friendship and gender identities of four Chinese 

women are discursively negotiated through two distinct styles of teasing in a Chinese reality TV 

show. The collaborative style of teasing is characterised by the coconstruction of humour and 

the use of thematic and verbal repetition, while the noncollaborative style is based on the concept 

of “ritual abuse” and often unfolds in a disruptive manner to foster solidarity. The author notes 

that teasing typically starts in a noncollaborative manner and then shifts towards a collaborative 

style. Additionally, the four women in this study engage more frequently in noncollaborative 

teasing than in collaborative teasing, which contrasts with previous research suggesting that 

women generally communicate in a more collaborative manner. The author explains that the 

multifaceted identities displayed by these women, who are successful and dominant in their 

respective professional fields, expand the range of cultural representations of modern Chinese 

femininity. These representations challenge and reshape traditional gender roles often associated 

with masculinity (such as power, toughness and career ambition) and femininity (such as care, 

submissiveness and relationship focus). This shift is likely to challenge viewers’ expectations, 

particularly those accustomed to viewing these gender roles as mutually exclusive. 

Chapter 11 (Marjorie K. M. Chan) examines the interplay of gender, sajiao (a form of 

coquettish behaviour) and humour through an analysis of a Cantonese-language television series 
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in Hong Kong. Chan argues that the series employs clever wordplay in selecting names and 

nicknames for its six main characters (Molly, Cherry, Gordon, Tin Mat, Hanson and Saving), a 

practice common in Hong Kong and a hallmark of the show’s humour. The analysis of three 

specific scenes — “the improvised boyfriend”, “cracking a Facebook password” and “You 

betrayed me!” — highlights the rich variety of humour techniques and structures used in the 

series. A range of devices, including irony, hyperbole, mock apophony and other forms of 

wordplay, are employed to create humour. However, when it comes to portraying women’s 

roles, the humour remains quite traditional, reflecting the history of cultural practices and the 

nuanced nature of the Chinese language as it is used by modern-day Hongkongers. Overall, the 

chapter explores how naming, gender and the performance of sajiao intersect, illustrating the 

challenges faced by modern working women in Hong Kong. 

The findings presented in this volume are particularly thought-provoking for those engaged 

in the field of humour research, particularly those whose work is situated within the context of 

Asian geopolitics. Although this volume successfully constructs what is termed “Asian humour” 

by exploring Chinese, Indonesian, Japanese, Korean, Taiwanese and Hong Kongese traditions 

and contexts, it would be enhanced by further discussion of humour reflected in other Asian 

languages and cultures. In conclusion, this volume can be viewed as a comprehensive reference 

for those interested in the interpretation of humour based on Asian traditions and contexts. As 

the editor notes, the chapters in this volume illustrate the significance of grasping the 

interconnection between humour and a multitude of culturally specific values in the context of 

the contemporary era of globalised communication. 
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