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« PROMENADE -+

I arrived in Japan approximately 1.5 years ago
from the United States, where I was born and raised.
Although I have some Japanese ancestry, I have expe-
rienced both frustration and pleasant surprise at some
of the cultural differences between Japan and US. The
differences that have been difficult to process arise
from what constitutes humor. Of course, this issue is
further complicated by the fact that there are cultural
influences on humor as well as the individual’s partic-
ular sense of humor. Finally, but maybe the most impor-
tant factor in my case is the language barrier.

In the US, the majority of the comedy comes
in the form of situational and animated comedies on TV
that tell a story based on some theme, satirical news
programs, bloopers and stand-up comedians. It seems
to me that the humor and comedy in the US is based
on some combination of sheer ridiculousness, insult,
self-deprecation, double entendre, and irony.

From the outside, Japan may seem a bit stiff,
overly formal, and perhaps lacking in the ability to laugh
at itself. This, of course, is a gross over-simplification.
While some of these elements might be accurate some-
times, this picture is incomplete; one need only turn on
the TV to see the lighter, humorous side of Japanese
culture, as anyone would acknowledge after watching
an O-Warai, a type of comedic variety program. After
being here for some time, it has become increasingly
clear to me that the essence of humor overlaps to a
large degree. Furthermore, with the recent influx of
Japanese-style extreme game shows such as Takeshi’s
Castle, Ninja Warrior and I Survived a Japanese Game
Show into the US market, I believe that these stereo-
types will begin to change.

One area that seems a little different is in the use
of irony. In common with many other English words,

the term “irony” has been assimilated into the Japanese
language. Before that, though, it seems that it would
have been translated as hiniku, a phrase that also
encompasses sarcasm and cynicism, while irony does
not, necessarily. The use of irony or ironic situations
has been the foundation for many popular humorous
TV programs in the US, one of the most famous being
Seinfeld. However, there doesn’t seem to be the equiv-
alent here, or, perhaps I haven’t found it yet.

In addition to this, I have been quite surprised
by the fact that there don’t seem to be stand-alone
jokes in Japanese in the same way that they exist in
US. For example, the archetypal English language joke
begins “A man walks into a bar, and..” The short story
that follows ends with a so-called “punch-line” where
the listener is presented with an ironic or ridiculous
outcome that is intended to provoke laughter. From
talking with colleagues, these sorts of stories do exist
in Japanese, called Kobanashi (literally, short-story)
and end with an Ochi, which is a punch-line, but don’t
seem to be told often. In my laboratory, I often attempt
to make jokes but my efforts are often referred to as
American-gyagu or oyaji-gyagu, which mean American
gag/joke and old-man gag/joke, respectively. These
attempts at humor typically take the form of a play
on words or witty remarks. I have come to realize that
people laugh when it is truly funny whereas these labels
are applied when the joke has fallen short of the intend-
ed target. These sorts of silly remarks are irresistible
but difficult to perform well! Perhaps the fact that the
jokes are not more favorably received is due to the
audience rather than my delivery? After all, every-
one naturally knows “funny” when he or she hears it.
Expressing why that is, however, is difficult.

(A z7urAatu=s ZAFEBENIZEL Y — N (B) RS
W+H2eE  Utada Andrew S. US.A)

19



20

A

FRONTIER

A & E(DSCQSUL\UJTL $HD
T IEMDRA

HEESMAERRE 24— e FAE B4

ITS (Intelligent Transportation System) (%5FEc5E
YATH) OB, ZEEFHLD FIE R EEA D720 DY)
ALE LT, EHEEH SO TOE T, EBL DosEZiRD
& L2EU RKEO R A BT, Sl 2 RS %
T2ODOEAMBFED, HETaY s b LTITAhTOUET,

WFZEE Tl MR N LS 2 0t e Lzas
WZE 24T > COE T, BAETIE. FIA N —d ik % i
WCHECE S &9, RAaEEE XRBT2 VAT 20K
LU, ZEZHOHGEN P —BEEICBW T, thaFE)s
FTHNTOUET, ITS EW TIOR3, ezt
b3 pAT e e 5 7 T b PR Bl e 7 g S| S Y Y N
T2, VAT LAWK KD 20D FEZRASET
WIRZATZ2HICHY 5,

FARMICIE, Rl ey A7a (K1), B
EyY VY ATFA (M2) OBREEIToTVE T,

RAMIEIARFT VAT A, BIRICRE L2h 2 5%
ZOMD & ¥ —H3 3 EIRRE Z ke IR L, bk 7R
ZHDoTRIAN—IZHHRD VAT ATT, BHiREL Y
YUTYAT AR HIER LA A TR 2 —
AHBEMOR ) OIRBEZ BYHE L, SATHOROM LR HN
DFEMAHF X B A T 53 E LT

F 7z Ao T a2 38 & LT DAEIZBWTD

NSRS B B2 DL A B R T 2P~ T
BEFESTVET,

WP TlE, IAER LooH A H A 5 21HH L.
HRAT Ry NT—7BHEIMI AWEBZRE L, JLTEO
AR RIRPE VL TEI L LTVWET, DX
BB T IUL, HBEDH A T WG % HRECEk T
EAGLRY, TIANY—[EE DMV NE EHIFS
nTunEd,

e S e
LI 38 | TS
& AT

X3

WiRE%EH

BLEHRERS EM- 21— 8

T 153-8505 R AR E BXEDS4-6-1

FOEDARIRCE X5 ICB T 2 IRRDEILICE
2EY, MOFHEPBS/NFRTIX, BIK2H
ICL BREATHDFD E BT B 72 (1C2F
HHEIZBAL TSN, RERESZ IS T1088
F3EHhAHX. 10BICH B 1 HEFORAA
IS, DL S BEVARIEMEERAET,
—7h. —BRICBEAORRMEERET S E L
THTRPENETL Y IR21 LDEE %,

B, Bk 3hENEAE. ERHMAT S
HEICL2EHT v Y2 DE— T DEHIEIE
FTWET, PEBZIE. RRICL2SHDE
ERREO-DD—BFHFRICELY ., dEW S hL
KEWVBHRIBNEFEEXZEHEBB L H
VEB A, Hh7-IEEDDRERCEE FICHE
LTWEgH?
(B

o

E B

R K EERMTZERR
7(03)5452-6017 R 56017, 56018
WREX 2y 7
NE O B-BEN RBE-£ %
=2 E-TR 5= BT
E-mail : iisnews@iis.u-tokyo.ac.jp
ERAR—L—
http://www_iis.u-tokyo.ac.jp/




