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said, “What does humor really mean? How should we give an explanation
of it?” Mr. Hou was a person who had always paid much attention to theo-
retical research work. I was at a loss at the two theoretical questions he
raised. He also said, “We are both engaged in the art of humor. It is nec-
essary for us to find out the answer.” [ then decided to séarch for the an-
swer up in books.

Mr. Lin Yutang, a famous scholar and writer, encouraged the use of
humor in the 1930’s. In fact, the word youmo (for humor) was translated
by him based on the pronunciation of the English word. The magazine
Quotations, edited by Mr. Lin, published many articles on humor. I bor-
rowed some copies of this magazine and from them copied all of the rele-
vant articles. I also copied the entry “humor” from all available encyclope-
dias published in the United States and the U.K. However I still couldn’t
find a proper explanation in these books, since each gave its own version
instead of a universally agreed explanation.

I believe that the entry of humor in Cihai, a comprehensive Chinese
dictionary published in the early 1980’s, is wrong. The definition in it is
“an aesthetic word, meaning exposing what is abnormal or unreasonable in
life by means of rhetoric, such as allusion, allegory, or puns.” However, I
have seen many cartoons which are amusing and humorous in which you
can’t find a single word, let alone rhetoric. I remember a short dialog in
Xiangsheng show A Cycling Adventure in Darkness , performed by Mr. Hou
Baolin.

B: You mean you bought a bike for only 28 Yuan?
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2. A Popular Learning

Since ancient times we have habitually called all that makes people
laugh *“comicality”. However. we know that there is more than one kind
of laugh, such as jocularity, ridicule, banter and so on. In western coun-
tries all that makes people laugh is called *“humor”, but westerners also
know that there is more than one kind of laugh. Mr. Lin Yutang borrowed
the word “humor” from English and divided the laughs with a social nature
into two kinds of humor, one in a broad sense and the other in a narrow
sense. 1 will borrow these two words to refer to two different jokes: the

one that is out of wisdom and used in language is called humor, and the
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“sun” is written as “ H ™ and the “moon” as “ A ”. The shapes of the two
characters are quite similar to the shapes of the sun and the moon. There
are other characters which originated in other ways. As a result, there are
many puns in the Chinese spoken language. In my speech at the Great Wall
Hotel, I asked my audience if they had ever heard of the joke about the
word “tracheitis”. Some Chinese speakers among the foreign reporters im-
mediately begah to laugh, for they knew that in Chinese spoken language,
the word “tracheitis” (gi guan yan) and “henpecked” (gi guan yan) have a
similar pronunciation. We often use this pun to make jokes on those who
are afraid of their wives. Foreigners cannot understand puns like this. Or-
dinary Chinese people often speak humorously by using puns to express
their ideas indirectly. Comedians in their performances of Xiangsheng also
often use the technique of puns. In the languages which use an alphabetic
system of writing, there are puns, too, but not as many as those in the
Chinese language. People use many fewer puns in their humorous speech.
Except for some special circumstances, humorous speech in all countries is
interlinked. Social civilization will inevitably lead to humor. Cartoons, as
a matter of fact, can be considered as humorous speech drawn on paper.
This is my understanding about the origin of humor. from which I will now
analyze further regarding the character of humor and the ways in which
humor is used.

Since the 1980’s, I have written quite a few articles on humor, and have
published 10 books on the theory of this subject. Some scholars and writers say

that humor defies definition, so I have written a thesis named The Definition of



18 + WS A

Humor , which was published in the Wuhan University Journal (Humanities Sci-
ences) Vol.56, No.6, so that I might have a cultural exchange and discussion on
this subject with scholars and artists over the world. In the autumn of 2005, I
gave lectures on the humor in cartoons and the principles of humor in the Phila-
delphia Communications College and the Temple University. When 1 talked with
the cartoonists there, they told me that they had not yet read the English ver-
sions of my articles or books, and that they knew nothing about them. Similar-
ly, I also have to seek the Chinese versions of those articles or expositions on this
subject written by foreign scholars and artists. I have bought quite a few books
and articles on humor, written by American and French scholars, all of which
are in Chinese version. I have also read the Chinese translation of the exposi-
tions in the encyclopedias published in the United States, Europe and Japan.
Therefore, I have decided to have my theses on humor translated into English
and published so as to give further studies to this subject together with colleagues
in all countries.

Humorous speech is the result of the development of social civilization and
it is inherent in literature and the arts. Because of this, many famous scholars
and artists in various countries have paid much attention to this subject and have
written and published many theses and books on it as well. Academic exchanges
like this date back to about two thousand years ago, when Greek scholars like
Plato and Aristotle began to write about jokes. Obviously it is a subject worth

further studying.
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least they are not as expensive as in Beijing.” I said, “I paid 8 yuan a day
and I caught four bedbugs, so each one cost me 2 yuan.” He laughed at
once, getting what I was hinting at, and said, “Oh I see. We have done a
bad job in sanitation. We will try to improve our work.”

He willingly accepted my complaint. If T had said, “I had a very bad
sleep. I had to fight with the bugs for the whole night.” I think, it would
not have been as easy as my indirect and implicit way for him to accept my

criticism.
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THE CHARACTERS OF HUMOR

BB KT FAL,“LED, ERM”
— AT E AL ARE)
g EHARL - BRI IL LB, &Rk
Y2 A5 A A S AR,
—— AL EEI)
(LF 40 R“MBHKZ R”)



7. HERZ R

ERMBERIE, FABA N, ERARKXWER., LHFEAHR
BIHEN F2RARALAERK . BREELAL P AL, T B
BART AR ERNAL. —RER,. AU TANEE, dkH
R oMBEH L R RTERIASAZBARXRZER . HAASY
ZHEPFAHREAFEEIANEBAER R, LA 2 57 LA
LARPBTE A HLEAHAFTTIRN. WAFAZHEBNRE, X &
HERWALRBFS. \RXERZNELHETENEZEEST NIESF
WO A AR I B B AR Y

EHRFEEN., A TFHETNAHHAS ASTAZE R A4
HlkEHER BEHUE2ERE R, RHALEAEAN EHH
ToAEE A EBERBTE, TR L L7 T AL,
T RE, REZE.2MMT.ERUNIEL SR XK.
EFEABHARE 2y XA#M ABRKRZAEMELR, L &7
JLEAHF BEF 2R EER U R BAEREE2AR. RER
M, TEANBETZBTRE X" ZERN . LANFLRIE
“BTWET R TFTTHBEANBILRA-FTRAE. ERKER
WERZ"RTREZH“TE”.ZHHEFZ &, AAELE
ABRLHFRE L2 D ETHAEA R G E ., HE AFHE



2 HRORE

therefore their language has also become more and more complicated and
changeable. The primitive men lived on trees and made their living by
hunting and fishing. Their language was very simple. The words they used
were no more than “up”, “down”, “yes”, “no”, “beat”, “eat”, and so on.
After moving into caves, they learned farming and they needed more com-
plex words. With the development of production, progress of society and
the evolution of civilization, the relationship between people was becoming
more and more complicated. When a man wanted to say something, he
would not be like a child, directly saying whatever he wanted to say. He
had to consider the social circumstances. When I was young. I often heard
husbands introducing their wives by saying, “this is my child’s mother”, or
“this is a family member”. When wives introduced their husbands, they
would often say, “this is my child’s father”, or “this is my man”. Although
they expressed their ideas in a circuitous way, people still could understand
them. When the elder members in a family were ill, they should say, “they
are lacking ease”. When they died. they should say, “they have left the
world”, or “they are no longer here”. They say things this way to avoid
breaking the taboos. Now throughout the world. whenever someone wants
to use the toilet, they speak indirectly. not as children do. Social circum-
stances and human relationship has made people’s speech to improve, and
circuitous and implicit speech is becoming more and more widespread. Peo-
ple often express their ideas implicitly.

There is an old saying, “skill comes from practice”. It is a common

truth. The more you practice, the more skillful you will be, and improve
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