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Project Title:   International conference on “Humour in ASEAN” in the 

Humanities Research Forum 
Project Code:  PDG52H0011 
Project Director:  Associate Professor Pachee Yuvajita, Ph.D. 
Project Period:  May 1st, 2009 – October 31st, 2010 

Summary of Work Process 

The project served as a venue for lecturers, researchers, academics and 
graduate students from institutions of higher education in the ASEAN region— 
Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Vietnam, Singapore and Thailand, as well as 
outside the region, Australia and the United States— to present academic papers at an 
international conference.  Twenty-three papers were presented during the two-day 
event, held on August 4th and 5th, 2010 at Chulalongkorn University.  The 
presentations consisted of five papers from invited speakers from Indonesia, 
Malaysia, the Philippines, Vietnam and Thailand, and a further eighteen papers from 
selected participants.

 The conference was inaugurated with a key-note speech from M.R. 
Sukhumbandhu Paribatra, the Governor of Bangkok, who demonstrated, through his 
personal experience, how humour plays a role in the political and administrative 
arena. Before the presentation of papers, there was an interview with the Reverend 
Phra Maha Sompong, a renowned Buddhist monk, who uses humour to great effect in 
teaching the Dhamma. The first day of the conference ended with a welcome dinner 
organized in honour of the participants.  The event included a pantomime show which 
created an entertaining atmosphere but which could also be taken as social criticism, 
thus demonstrating one of the subtle functions of humour. 

 The conference concluded with two more activities--a demonstration of tale-
telling—“ASEAN Tales: Humour and More” and some concluding remarks on the 
two-days of presentations.  The demonstration showed that folktales not only serve 
the purpose of entertaining their audience but are also a means of preserving folk 
identity and culture. The concluding remarks focused the attention of the audience on 
the roles and functions of humour, highlighting its subtleties and complexities.  

 During the final phase, a collection of seven papers will be edited and 
compiled into a volume for publication. 

Summary of the Contents and Relevance of the Papers 

The twenty-three academic papers on humour shed light on the subject as follows: 

1. All twenty three papers and performances were solid testimonies of how 
human beings use humour to reflect their perception and their way of thinking 
and both define and transmit their experience. 



 

2. All twenty three papers and performances showed that humour, which tends to 
be taken lightly as mere entertainment, can, on closer observation, reveal 
deeper and more serious meaning beneath the amusing façade.  

3. The papers and performances showed that members of the ASEAN 
community share some common cultural ground.  At the same time, they made 
the audience aware that understanding humour from different social and 
cultural backgrounds contributes to their understanding of other people and 
may, eventually, be able to relieve conflict at the personal, communal, national 
and international level. 

Key words:  ASEAN / Humour / Culture / Identity   
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“Humour in ASEAN” International Conference 
4 – 5 August 2010 

Department of English, the Faculty of Arts, Chulalongkorn University 
In Cooperation with the Humanities Research Forum 

The Thailand Research Fund (TRF) 

Rationale 

The “Language, Literature and Culture in ASEAN” International Conference 
organized by the Faculty of Arts, Chulalongkorn University to commemorate the 
fortieth anniversary of the establishment of ASEAN from 4 – 5 August 2008, has laid 
the basis for another international conference of a more specific theme, aiming to 
create another platform for academics and interested individuals to present their 
research on specific topics related to the ten ASEAN members and their people. 

 Humour is a person’s characteristic disposition, which is shared by people in 
the ASEAN Region and is found in various discourses—in their messages, uses of 
language, and styles of presentation including the nonverbal like pictures or other art 
forms. While works involving humour tend to be taken lightly as mere entertainment, 
close observations on them often reveal deeper meanings hidden beneath the amusing 
façade. Humour is frequently used to satirise certain truths in society one cannot 
openly criticise or to mock the vices one cannot directly expose. Humour can turn bad 
situations into positive ones or at least help make the most intolerable circumstance 
more bearable. Humour may cause laughter, but it also reveals an ability to comically 
convey life’s absurdities. Ultimately, in many cases, the sources of guffaws 
themselves actually laugh—unwittingly or not—at their own flaws and foibles. 

 The organisers of this conference believe that the diversity in race, language, 
history, belief and culture of the ASEAN countries can help reflect the richness of 
humour in the region. It is also hoped that this assembly of researchers, academics and 
interested individuals will contribute to the exchange of ideas and the better 
understanding of art, as well as the roles and functions of humour, which may 
eventually lead to the application of humour to relieve conflicts at the personal, 
communal, national and regional levels. 

 This international conference aims to serve as an arena for researchers and 
interested individuals, mainly from within Thailand and the ASEAN region, to present 
their works engaging the theme of humour. 
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Objectives

1. To serve as an international platform for specialists, academics, students 
and those interested in ASEAN to present their research works on humour in the 
media, art, literature, cartoon and other forms of presentation in the region.  

2. To analyse, compare and contrast humour in different social and cultural 
contexts in the ASEAN region. 

3. To bring forward the connection between humour, culture, identity and race 
both within and outside the ASEAN region. 

4. To strengthen the humanities research network in Thailand, as well as 
networks within and outside the ASEAN region. 

Venue
 Room 105 Maha Chulalongkorn Building 

The Faculty of Arts, Chulalongkorn University 
 Bangkok, Thailand 
 
Registration Fee 

None

For more information, please visit our official website at 
http://www.HumourinASEAN.com
Or contact the organizing committee, Faculty of Arts, Chulalongkorn University,
Bangkok 10330, Thailand 

Tel. (662) 2182724 or (662) 2184725 
E-mail: cuaseanconference@yahoo.com
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Program
“Humour in ASEAN” International Conference 

4 – 5 August 2010
Room 105 Maha Chulalongkorn Building 

Department of English, the Faculty of Arts, Chulalongkorn University 
Bangkok, Thailand 

In Cooperation with the Humanities Research Forum 
The Thailand Research Fund (TRF) 

 
 

Wednesday, 4 August 2010 

08.00 – 08.45  Registration

08.45 – 08.50  Welcome Speech by the President of Chulalongkorn University 

08.50 – 09.00  Opening Speech by the Director of the Thailand Research Fund 

09.00 – 10.00  Keynote Speech by M. R. Sukhumbhand Paribatra  (Governor of Bangkok) 
 

10.00 – 10.15  Break 
 
10.15 – 11.15   The Role of Humour in Dharma Preaching 

An Interview with Phra Maha Sompong (Soithong Temple) 
Interlocutor and Translator: Dangkamon Na-pombejra 

11.15 – 12.15  Invited Paper Session I 
    Notes on Comedy, Humour … and Laugh 

     Hoàng Ng c Hi n
Center of Studies of Vietnamese Wisdom 

    Satire: The Power of the Joke 
     Kam Raslan 

Writer, Malaysia 

    Moderator: Chaiyan Rajchagool 

 

12.15 – 13.15  Lunch Break 

 

13.15 – 14.45  Invited Paper Session II 

 Halakhak: Defining the “National” in the Humor of 
Philippine Popular Culture 

     Maria Rhodora G. Ancheta
University of the Philippines, Philippines 
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 ‘Excorporation’ and ‘Carnivalesque’ in Tactics of 
Humour for Nonviolent Struggle: The Case of Serbia’s 
Student-Led Protests and the Subsequent Resistance 
Movement (Otpor), 1996-2000 

     Janjira Sombatpoonsiri 
PhD candidate, LaTrobe University, Australia 

    Humour as a Criticism of Life:  An Indonesian Perspective 
Ayu Sutarto   
University of Jember, Indonesia 

    Moderator: Chaiwat Satha-Anand 

14.45 – 15.00  Break 

 
15.00 – 16.30  Submitted Paper Session I 

    Humor Mechanisms in Jokes about the Aged 
     Siriporn  Sriwarakan 
    Ethnic Joke in Lan Na Amusement Tales 
     Chalermchai  Parasuk 
 Lao Jokes as Supplementary Materials for Teaching 

Lao to Thai Learners 
     Varisa Kamalanavin 

What's So Funny About Sri Thanonchai? 
  John Hartmann 
  Pinitbhand Paribatra 
 

Moderator: Siriporn Phakdeephasook 
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Thursday, 5 August 2010 
 
09.00 – 10.30  Submitted Paper Session II

  Room 105  The Power of Humour in Redressing Social Imbalances:
The Case of an I-san Comedy Film 

     Amata Jantarangsee 
    Queer Representations and Thai Laughter:  

The Iron Ladies (2000) 
Oradol Kaewprasert 

    “Laugh and Learn” on Contemporary Thai Stage 
     Dangkamon Na-pombejra 
    Indonesian Comedy: Socio-Cultural Studies of

Dhagelan Mataram 
     M. Sholahuddin Nur’azmy 
 
    Moderator: Simon Wright 
 

Room 203 The Rhythm of the Blues: Humor, Fantasy and 
Melancholy in Philippine and Singaporean Gay Writing 
in English 

     Miguel Antonio N. Lizada 
How Can Synonyms Become Funny? A Case Study into 
the Use of Transformative Literary Devices in Unnarut 
Roy Rueng 

     Kanjana Srisamut 
Kandaporn Jaroenkitboworn 

    Animation, a Seriously Funny Subject in Cross Cultural
Telling Tales 

     Millie Young 
    Factors Influencing Comprehension of Comic Strips 

     Angvarrah Lieungnapar 
Richard Watson Todd 

 
    Moderator: Wasana Wongsurawat 
 
10.30 – 10.45  Break 
 
10.45 – 12.15  Submitted Paper Session III

Room 105 Humor and Pathos: Filipino Diaspora Drama (Carlos 
Bulosan’s The Romance of Magno Rubio and Chris D. 
Martinez’s Welcome to Intelstar) 

     Carina Chotirawe 
Laughing beyond Borders: P. Intharapalit’s Phon Nikorn 
Kim-Nguan and Its Cambodian Brothers 

     Klairung Amratisha  
The Roles of the Comic Tales of the Thai-Khmer People 
in Lower Northeastern Thailand 

  Direk Hongthong 
 
    Moderator: Chaiyan Rajchagool 
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  Room 203  What Ignites Humour in ASEAN? 
     Yong Mun Cheong 
    The Bright and Dark Sides of Humor 
     Chantima Wangsomchok 
    Humour in Guided Tour Discourse 
     Sawitri Hammond 
 
    Moderator: Maria Rhodora G. Ancheta 
 
12.15 – 13.30  Lunch Break 
 
13.30 – 15.00  ASEAN Tales: Humour and More (Performance)  
     Wajuppa Tossa and Company 
 
15.00 – 15.15  Break 
 
15.15 – 16.15  Closing Remarks: Are We or Are We not Amused?  

Chaiyan Rajchagool, Payap University 
 
16.15 – 16.20   Closing Ceremony by the Head of the Department of English,  

the Faculty of Arts, Chulalongkorn University 
 
 















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Draft
(Writing in progress, not for citation)

Are We or Are We not Amused? 

Chaiyan Rajchagool* 

This paper is an attempt to look at the underlying logic of humour†. Initially it 
will focus on an implicit debate on the characteristics of humour by two eminent Thai 
scholars, Nidhi Eawsriwong and Chetana Nagavachara. Probably not being aware of 
each other’s opinions, they have expressed opposite views on ‘what makes us laugh’. 
After an examination of these two positions, the paper will venture into ideas about 
humour discussed by a profound humourist whose nation likes to claim to have 
invented humour! Several stories (and folktales), indigenous and modified jokes, 
including studies on humour, will be assessed in light of conceptions of ‘what makes 
us laugh’.  Subsequently from the standpoint of the Thai context, the paper will try to 
make some remarks about the nature of humor in general and of jokes in particular.   

(I)   

In line with what anthropologists may possibly call ‘particularism’, Nidhi, a 
noted historian, is of the opinion that humour is culturally specific. He illustrates this 
point by examples of jokes in Northern Thailand. These jokes would not be funny 
unless one understands the Northern dialect and the context from which they arise. 
The importance of the language of the audience is, of course, obvious. He, however, 
does not mean language per se, but rather its subtlety, its use of puns, its implied 
meanings, etc. As jokes, generally speaking, need to leave some crucial points unsaid, 
a fairly good command of the language is essential. This is due to a common 
characteristic of jokes, which is that the audience is required to fill the “gap” in the 
punch lines. An art in joke telling is that the funny parts are to be only partially 
expressed. It is the listener’s job to make them whole. Only a competent person in the 
language would be able to work out what is to be completed. Otherwise the joke 
would go flat.  

In addition to language, the context is equally important, if not more so. It is 
the context that mainly renders the meaning of a joke. This point can be substantiated 
by my own experience. At a recent meeting of academics from Southeast Asia, upon 
friends’ request I told a joke as follows:  

At a teashop, in the midst of a half-serious half-jolly 
conversation, a person made a point to his companions that 
all the Thai generals, and most of all, the supreme 

*
 Institute of Religion, Culture and Peace, Payap University, Chiang Mai, Thailand. Heartfelt 

thanks to John Butt for having read through the essay and found mistakes, yet likes it.  
†

 In addition to the references at the end, the authour wishes to specially acknowledge five 
joke books in the course of writing. (1) C. Banc and Alan Dundes, You Call This Living?, The 
University of Georgia Press, Athens, 1990; (2) Steven Lukes and Itzhak Galnoor, No Laughing Matter,
Penguin Books, 1987; (3) David Pickering, Pocket Jokes, Penguin Books, 2009; (4) Herbert V 
Prochnow and Herbert V Prochnow, Jr., Jokes, Quotes and Liners, Thorsons, London, 1992; (4) 
Winfried Ulrich, English Jokes and Puns, Philipp Reclam jun, Stuttgart, 2006.  
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commander, are stupid. He was immediately arrested by a 
plain cloth policeman nearby. Eventually he was taken to 
court and got a very severe long-term imprisonment. Why? 
Not for defamation, for that charge is punished by imposing 
only a small fine. The charge was that the person was guilty 
of disclosing a top state secret!   

The joke went absolutely flat.  The reason was that those who hold the 
military in high esteem did not find it funny. Contrary to our perception of the 
military in Thailand, the military in other countries in the region have shown skills, 
prowess, and patriotism. The “joke”, therefore, is seen as being in bad taste 
particularly in the eyes of the Vietnamese participants and perhaps also the 
Cambodians.   

      The question of the context can well explain why a story can be hilarious for 
some, and distasteful for others.   

      True to his historian’s vocation, Nidhi regards ‘linguistic communication’ and 
‘context’ as indispensable in understanding jokes. In other words the two are a priori
components in humour.   

Another example is a joke from Romania. 

 - Did you hear Ionescu was found dead at the wheel?                                       
- What happened? A car crash?                                                                
- No, there was no car crash. The autopsy didn’t reveal any contusion 
either. All they found were some traces of yogurt in his stomach. 

This joke is beyond non-Rumanians’ understanding. Paraphrasing the original 
source, the explanation goes like this: With respect to Romanian salaries a car cost a 
huge fortune. Car buyers had to scrimp on everything. But since they could not lessen 
any other expenses but food, they had to eat only yogurt which was one of the 
cheapest foods available. The yogurt diet had to be constantly continued after the 
purchase of cars, because the cost of petrol was also exorbitant. And owing to the low 
quality of car-making, cars often broke down. The spare parts, which could be found 
only on the black market, were also very expensive. The car-buyers had to go on 
economizing; consequently the cost of yogurt diet was death.  

This particularist view is unarguably plausible in many cases. Its limitation, 
however, is that it does not always square with cross-cultural humour. Charlie 
Chaplin’s show is a case in point. Even in the case of verbal joke, Nidhi’s theory does 
not hold water. Once the linguistic barrier broken and the context grasped, the jokes 
can be understood without much difficulty by people of different cultural 
backgrounds. That is why the translation of jokes is very common. Jokes have always 
been “plagiarized” across cultures and time. There must be some kinds of 
commonality of what are regarded as ‘funny’. Chetanai goes a long way with this line 
of thinking. Utilizing unspecified psychological studies, he has outlined five features 
of humour as follows:  
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i. ‘far-flung out of norm’ action;  
ii. mechanical action;  
iii. non-acidic emotion, and keeping comical phenomena at bay from 

one’s own involvement;  
iv. ‘laugh at’ implies a ‘superior’ position of those who find the action, 

phenomena, expressions, etc. funny  
v. an enticing device transforming illusion into reality.  

  Examples of these items are <i> wearing an overcoat in a hot country; <ii> 
mechanical behaviour to a predictable extent. An example is a character in one of 
Molière’s plays who as the messenger walks repetitively from one end of the stage to 
the other; <iii> a light-hearted reaction to another’s mild misfortune; (for example 
somebody tripping over a banana peel); <iv> an ironic situation in a stage play where 
the audience knows the situation while some characters are still ignorant about it; <v> 
revealing something in an entirely different light from the way it is usually perceived, 
as is often the case in political satires/jokes/cartoons.   

Of course, these are far from being exhaustive, and each item is relative. They 
are here cited merely to illustrate the possibility of, in lieu of a better term, the 
“general” traits in humour.   

Both positions, “the particularist” and “the generalist”, can substantiate their 
respective arguments with endless cases. Since their convergence can occasionally 
occur, one perspective is not always at one opposite end of the other. The overlapping 
of both positions offers a strong possibility of a ‘third position’. This position usually 
sees either of the two positions being extreme and one-sided. This view likes to see 
itself standing on a higher moral ground, and those adhering it correspondingly earn 
themselves the label of ‘the neutralist’. In their view, this third position is regarded to 
be more objective, even broad minded. For the ‘neutralist’ (including their fellow-
traveler: the liberal) it is even seen as the way of the ‘middle path’, a self-
congratulating designation.  

(II) 

Viewing these positions against a tantalizing number of funny stories/actions 
prompts a basic question: Are they adequate to help us conceptualize ‘what makes us 
laugh’? Frank Muirii has gone a step further suggesting varieties of what is funny. 
There are apparently marked differences among “comedy’, ‘wit’, ‘buffoonery’ and 
‘humour’. These divisions can be equally found in both the positions, although either 
one position might bear characteristics of one category more than others.  

According to Muir, to paraphrase his expositions very liberally, “comedy was 
light-hearted and filthy and dealt with the goings-on of everyday folk like corrupt 
religious leaders, golden-hearted prostitutes, venal slaves, and bent magistrates. 
Aristotle summed it up as ‘an imitation of men who are inferior but not altogether 
vicious.’ Tragedy was about heroes, gods, and unhappy endings. Comedy was about 
ordinary citizens and happy endings.” (p. xxvi)  
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Wit is the aristocratic aspect of comedy. The original meaning was sharp 
intelligence, wisdom. It was essentially aristocratic because it was an intellectual sport 
played between gentlemen using ideas as shuttlecocks. The language of wit was rich 
in poetic references and paradoxes and puns which only expensively educated minds 
could bandy. It was also so much in use in upper social circles as an offensive weapon 
that Aristotle defined wit as ‘educated insult’. But wit was not there to be laughed at. 
It was to be admired with a lift of an eyebrow or a half-smile or a nod of appreciation 
but not so much more than that. (p. xxvii)     

The Eiffel Tower is the Empire State Building after taxes. The particularist 
perspective could well add this line into its arsenal. This line is probably bitingly 
funny for those working at Wall Street. But it is perhaps not really comprehensible to 
the Masai in Kenya. Buffoonery, on the other hand, is more commonly appreciated.  

Buffoonery: overt comicality, popular fun, …cheap and cheerful … the sole 
purpose is to induce laughter. It makes use of things such as funny hats and red noses 
to help induce a comical mood and it can be a social weapon of attack … telling jokes 
is the most widespread form of buffoonery, probably because a joke is self-contained 
and the easiest device with which to trigger off laughter.  (p. xxviii)   

Humour: lies in between wit and buffoonery. If wit belongs mainly to the 
well-educated classes and buffoonery to the lower-classes, humour is middle-class. 
For Muir “… humour is observational. Unlike wit and buffoonery, humour, like life 
and art, is quite useless and has no function to perform apart from being itself. And it 
is a contribution to culture which England has given the world; not Britain, not 
Scotland, Ireland, or Wales – but England. (xxix)  

All these subdivisions are under the generic term ‘comedy’. For some, they 
do overlap one another. For many, they could be confusing; their meanings change 
over time and their usage is frequently even interchangeable. An American publisher 
gave advice to an authour “… not to mention ‘humor’ in describing your book to the 
book-trade. ‘Say it’s comedy,’ he pleaded, ‘say it’s wit, but don’t for God’s sake call 
it “humor”. In this country “humor” means books about batty old ladies being silly in 
English villages.”   

Muir’s classification, at best, helps to make distinctions among undefined 
terms. By so doing he tries to discover the basis of ‘what makes us laugh’. But, at 
worst, Muir’s classification is ‘Anglo-centric’. He even subscribes to Sir William 
Temple’s view that the English originated humour! His employment of class 
dimension as a classifying criterion calls for skepticism. Even if he uses ‘class’ in 
social rather than economic terms, the question remains how ‘class’ is such a 
paramount factor in humour. Shakespeare’s comedies in his days gained laughter 
from common folks in his town as well as from the Queen of England. If we were to 
follow the advice ‘not to argue with the English about Shakespeare’ (because they are 
greater than he!), we are left with the question of whether or not the ‘class’ criterion is 
relevant for the non-Anglo world?   

Two examples in the Thai repertoire (one modern, the other traditional) of 
‘what makes us laugh’ stand in contrast to Muir’s classification. One is Talok Café,
the other is stories about a character named Sri Thanonchai. Talok Café is a kind of 
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popular entertainment played in nightclubs and similar establishments and sometimes 
on Thai TV. In Talok Café actions as well as verbal expressions tend to focus on 
“foolishness”, “child-like’ play (two fat men pushing their bald heads against each 
other), ambiguity about sex and sometimes politics. Although Talok Café can initially 
and even easily become buffoonery, a closer look reveals its various artistic features. 
Acting, wits, costumes, stories, etc. magnify the funny effects.   

Stories about Sri Thanonchai are found in different versions in different parts 
of mainland Southeast Asia. There are Thai, Laotian, Cambodian and Burmese tales
about Sri Thanonchai whose name signify being witty, tricky, and serve as an epitome 
of folk wisdom (comparable to the well-known The Good Soldier Švejk  in Czech 
literature). In addition to the presentation about Sri Thanonchai, a typical feature of 
the stories is how he uses puns, tricks, pretense, etc. to outwit the king. The following 
story may also be familiar to friends in our neighbouring countries.   

“Can you induce me to go into the pond?” the king 
challenged Sri Thanonchai. “Let’s have a bet for a 
purse of gold coins. OK?” Sri Thanonchai nodded as 
the custom demands and exclaimed “Yes sir, Your 
Royal Highness”. After a pause he added “that is 
beyond me, your humble servant, sir. If the bet is the 
other way around, it would be fairer. That is once you 
are in the pond, I can persuade you to come out of it. 
Would Your Royal Highness accept the bet, sir?” The 
king responded positively. He then walked into the 
pond. Sri Thanonchai then exclaimed to the entire 
king’s entourage: “the purse of gold coins is now 
mine.”  

Folk plays in central Thailand such as lam tad ( ), likay ( ) offer
ample anecdotes of a combination all those subdivisions. Although it is true that these 
plays are performed mainly in rural communities, it does not mean that the so-called 
“aristocratic” elements, e.g., wits, are absent in them. On the contrary wits are the 
‘heart and soul’ of ‘lam tad’, albeit the content and expression may, of course, be 
‘rustic’.  

Even the Buddhist sermon is not always devoid of humour. The question-
answer form (pujcha-visatchana - ) of sermons displays the wit of 
prudent-minded monks. We have learned about this disappearing art form yesterday. 

The majority of studies and comments on ‘what makes us laugh’ are 
generally presented from the standpoint of the ‘authour’ and the ‘text’ standpoint at 
the expense of the ‘audience’ perspective. The findings of a thesis entitled “Sense of 
Humour among Nurses Providing Care for Psychiatric Patients”iii give much food for 
thought. Markedly different from other nurses, the psychiatric nurses have 
significantly armed themselves with humour. Two factors account for the relative 
high degree their sense of humour. One is stress, the other work-period.  
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An observation about political and economic stress in Eastern Europe 
supports this thesis. A high output of jokes both in quality as well as quantity there 
occurred during the dictatorship period, and not so much under the thaw and in the 
‘liberal’ time.   

The stress factor, however, can be disputed on the ground that the nurses in 
emergency/operation rooms and in the wards for patients of terminal illness can be 
equally stressful, if not more so. But the stress experienced by psychiatric nurses is of 
a different kind. It is a stress caused by the human relationship environment, not a 
stress resulting from ‘work-on-object’s conditions. This kind of stress environment is 
amendable, and humour, among other things, can do the trick. It is recognized that 
Germany under the Nazi regime did not produce much humour of note. (However, 
one might impertinently ask whether this was due to the Germans or to the Nazis).    

The time factor can accentuate the point. Leaving the personality predilection 
aside, the longer one works with psychiatric patients, the more humorous one 
becomes. The senior nurses therefore are more innovative at how to amuse 
themselves. And they have gained a higher degree of a sense of humour over time.   

Is it tempting to say that, at the risk of oversimplification, the more stressful 
you are, the more humorous you become?  

The ‘stress’ explanation is very telling, the latest marathon political rally in 
Bangkok is a case in point. A large number of devices had been employed to sustain 
the protesters’ enthusiasm and fighting morale. Telling political jokes was among 
them. The following, for example, drew peals of laughter.  

Abhisit and Korn (his finance minister) had wanted to do a 
rapid appraisal of rural poverty in the Northeast. To 
economize the whole operation, they went up to the sky 
with a pilot in a small plane. Looking down from above, 
Abhishit (misspelling not intended, but not corrected 
either!) was sorrowful to see how miserable the people’s 
condition of living was. Taking out his wallet, he said to 
Korn: “since I can’t help them with our party programme, 
let me throw a 1,000 banknote down there. At least I can 
make a person happy.” Korn had a smarter idea: “Instead of 
that 1,000 we’d better throw ten 100 baht bills. Then we 
can make up to 10 persons happy.” The pilot was a little 
impatient: “If both of you throw yourselves down there, 
that would make almost everybody in Thailand happy.”  

In contrast to other rallies in the past, this most recent rally was aimed at the 
ills of Thailand in general as much as at certain individuals. The society itself was the 
target. A critical look at our own selves differs markedly from the nationalist fervour. 
The following joke, which was perhaps not receptive before, has become possible.   

Someone has served his time in heaven! It is his turn to be 
reborn again. God granted him three possibilities for his 
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next life. They are being Thai, being honest and being 
intelligent. But he must choose only two of these. Since he 
knows that Thailand is the happiest country on earth, 
naturally his first choice is to be a Thai. He must choose 
one more option. God said to him “you must choose 
between intelligence and honesty”. While the man was 
pondering over the alternatives, God tried to help him make 
the best pick. “Once you are Thai and intelligent, you 
cannot be honest. If you are Thai and honest, then you 
cannot be intelligent. But if you want to be both honest and 
intelligent, then you cannot be Thai.”  

Is this story funny for the Thais? Certainly not for all the compatriots! But is it 
offensive to anyone in particular? Well, 

“No individual could resent 
Where thousands equally were meant.”  

However some jokes may get at both a specific person and the whole nation. 
The joke below, somewhat modified from a soviet joke, can serve as a good 
example.   

God granted three Southeast Asian Prime Ministers facing 
severe problems a meeting for consultation. First, the 
Cambodian asked: “When can we overcome the aftershock 
of the killing fields, and become a country of good 
Buddhists again? God pondered over the question and 
replied: “In one hundred years”. The Prime Minister sadly 
cried: “Oh, I won’t live that long”. Next was the Laotian 
Prime Minister. His question was: “When can we achieve 
full socialism after three decades of revolution?” God said: 
“In two hundred years”. The Prime Minister tearfully cried: 
“Oh, I won’t live that long”. Next was Abhisit’s turn. He 
said: “Since 1932 we have had 18 coup d’ état-s, when is 
Thailand going to reach democracy?” God took a long 
while to think and then burst into tears: “Oh, I won’t live  
long enough to see that happen”.  

 The dichotomy between the particularist and the generalist does not lay in 
the nature of jokes. But it does lay in the content. That is to say one must ask what is 
crucial is the point of the joke in question. Is it aimed at a specific object or something 
in general. The generalist perspective is apparent, if some kind of the predicament is a 
common experience.   

Hence the poem and the line below could be widely appreciated.   

O money, money, money, 
I’ m not necessarily one of those who                                                            
Think thee holy.
But I often stop to wonder how thou canst go out so
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Fast when
Thou comest so slowly.  

                                              Ogden Nash  
 

The following words by Hubert Humphery also point to a common 
experience. “Behind every successful man stands a surprised mother-in-law.” 

 

(III) 

Frank Muir, the renowned English humourist, has suggested some insights 
into jokes or ‘what makes us laugh’. It is true that he has immersed himself in the 
English sense of humour. Yet he has tried to see the general features of laughable 
things. But he has limited himself to the particularist stand of Englishness. At least his 
two collections of jokesiv illustrate this point. Occasionally, however, regarding the 
underlying logic of ‘funny things’ he makes a highly perceptive pertaining to all 
jokes. He suggests that the discrepancies between ‘what is supposed to be’ and ‘what 
really is’ provide a fertile ground for humour. He has used the example of sex, but his 
point can be applicable to other areas as well, e.g., politics, human meanness, etc. He 
wrote:  

“Lust is one of the Seven Deadly Sins and also part of one of the world’s 
greatest pleasures. As a result, attitudes to it are always a bit ambivalent and perhaps 
that is why it features so universally in humour. Stories of lust and its attempted 
gratification are part of comedy in all fields – from the sophistication of Restoration 
Comedy to its (the) bawdiness of dirty jokes.” (p.132)  

           Political jokes and jokes about the inhumanness of humankind subscribe to this 
logic. For example,   

someone, in a very long and seemingly endless queue for a 
government’s handout, was angry with the immobility of 
the queue. He said to all those around: “This government is 
so inefficient and corrupt. They can’t do anything properly. 
I would like to go kick the prime minister.” “Yes, hurrah, 
haho, you should do it, on our behalf too.” said the others 
in the queue. “We will keep your place here for you, don’t 
worry.” So the man went to kick the prime minister. After 
only a short while he returned looking very dejected. “Did 
you kick him.” asked the people in the queue. “No, he 
answered. I couldn’t do it, the queue to kick him is even 
longer than this one.”  

The discrepancy between a situation that is already very bad and one that is 
even worse is very apparent. With a better and more insightful expression, Critchley 
writes the first sentence in his book: “Jokes tear holes in our predictions about the 
empirical world. We might say that humour is produced by a disjunction between the 
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way things are and the way they are represented in the joke, between expectation and 
actuality. Humour defeats our expectations by producing a novel actuality, by 
changing the situation in which we find ourselves.” That is why the story is bitterly so 
funny.  

Another joke is here presented for comparison.  

Somewhere in Thailand there are two village headmen 
notoriously known for being stingy. One always wants to 
outdo the other. They even spy on one another to find out 
about the ways they can gain more and loose less. One day 
one of the village headmen came back from the field and 
asked his wife if anybody has brought any thing on that 
day. “Yes, my love”. She replied. The headman was 
excited and asked: “Who had brought it, and what.” “Oh 
the other village headman sent his wife to offer us a 
chicken”. “Jolly good” he responded obviously delighted. 
“Let’s have a look”. But his wife said “No, it is not a real 
chicken. Have you forgotten their stingy ways? His wife 
just made a picture of a chicken in the air, and gave it to 
me. It is an imaginary chicken, you know.” Um!, the 
headman knit his brows, obviously disappointed. “Did you 
give anything to her in return?” “Yes, a watermelon. But of 
course I didn’t give her a real one either”. She then made a 
picture of a watermelon indicating with her arms the size of 
the watermelon. Her husband was very angry and slapped 
her hard. “Why did you make it so big, stupid cow? You 
should have made a smaller one. “One this small” and he 
made a gesture with his finger and thumb.  

At first the joke may seem to be context-specific. But its particularism is 
deceptive. Would any village headman, let alone any Thai, be offended? Why? The 
target is not directed at the village headmen as such. They are just the means to make 
a point. The absurdity of extreme frugality in combination with wits is at the core of 
the joke. The characters can be changed into any personality type. Providing the sharp 
wits are there, it can be equally funny.   

Likewise, the previous joke is obviously generalistic. The original version is 
about General Jaruzelski, the prime minister of Poland during the Solidarity period in 
the early 1980s. But the name can be changed to Abhisit or anyone else.   

(IV) 

      Substantial contributions about the generalist traits of jokes have been made by 
various academic studies. In his book, On Humourv, Simon Critchley explains John 
Morreall’s three theories of Humour.  
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1. Superiority theory: This theory is akin to the notion of ‘laughing at’. We put 
ourselves at a higher position in relation to what we find odd, strange and 
hence comical. In Crtitchley’s words: “We laugh from feelings of superiority 
over other people.”

2. Relief theory: “… laughter is explained as a release of pent-up nervous 
energy… where the energy that is relieved and discharged in laughter provides 
pleasure because it allegedly economizes upon energy that would ordinarily be 
used to contain or repress psychic activity.” 

3. Incongruity theory: “… Humour is produced by the experience of a felt 
incongruity between what we know or expect to be the case, and what actually 
takes place in the joke, gag, jest or blague.” (pp. 2-3)

Studies on humour in the archives of Thai Studies are meager. The same point, 
speculatively speaking, probably can be said of the situation in other ASEAN 
countries as well. They do not give us full confidence to validate (or invalidate) these 
theories. At the elementary level, however, there is a certain degree of correspondence 
between the Relief Theory and the study on the psychiatric nurses. A large number of 
jokes (e.g., the Thais making fun of the hill tribes, the Bangkokians mocking the 
“uncouth” country folk, the intellectuals getting at the politicians, etc.) do seem to 
support the Superiority theory, and the Incongruity theory. Nevertheless, critical 
scholarship must caution us against unexamined credibility and easy conclusions. The 
‘tourist’ glance can at most serve only as a point of departure.  

If, (a big IF at that), these theories were really sound, is the particualrist school 
of thought then to be discarded altogether? If (an even bigger IF), they were validated 
by other theories and numerous cases all over the world, are we then at the end of the 
story?  

Contrary to the naïve view and cynicism of many folk, jokes and humour are 
not merely trifling matters. Has Umberto Eco’s famous novel, The Name of the Rose,
shown that holy people could go as far as murdering others to wipe out laughter, and 
they did it in the name of holiness? Why did the Catholics condemn laughter in the 
early Middle Ages? And why is it rare for the dictators to laugh or even smile (in 
public at least). Why are Hitler, Stalin, Big Brothers/Fathers and many others so 
humourless? Why are the English so proud of and noted for their sense of humour. 
Why is the term ‘English sense of humour’ more commonly known than, say, 
‘German sense of humour’? Is there such a thing as an ‘Israeli sense of humour’? 
Discussion about the significance of humour can be tiresome. Suffice to say: we know 
that jokes and humour can function in simple and complex ways that make a 
difference in how we think and how we live. They can express hurtful criticism of the 
powerful and the tyrannical, and even shake the foundation of the dictatorial and 
oppressive regimes. 

Jokes and humour can be a vignette through which we can see culture and 
other aspects of society. The methodology to get into the underlying logic of humour 
varies in its sophistication, from a complex anthropological study to a daily-life 
observation. The former is, for example, Mary Douglas’s ground-breaking study of 
‘Jokes and Rites’ which can really be inspiring for us all. The latter example is a 
received idea that one cannot understand the English deeply unless one understands 
their humour.  
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Similarly the complexities of Thai and other Southeast Asian societies cannot 
be fully understood or appreciated, unless we can figure out what they laugh (and do 
not laugh) about. We need to study and learn if there are kinds of humour peculiar to 
us and simultaneously funny for people of other cultures as well. At least two 
objectives can be aimed at, namely,  

(1) to make contributions in theoretical terms to the human psyche/culture and 
different ways to self-understanding; 

(2) to create certain effective tools that can change our lives. The study of 
humour in ASEAN countries is now a seriously neglected field.  

Let’s hope that there will soon come a time when the study of ‘what makes us 
laugh’ becomes a promising subject of academic endeavor.  

i
 Chetana Nagavatchara, Basic Theory of Literature, Textbook and Teaching Materials 
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ii
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iii

 Wallapa Swangjang, Sense of Humor among Professional Nurses Proving Care for 
Psychiatric Patients, Master Thesis in MNS (Mental Health and Psychiatric Nursing), Graduate School, 
Chiang Mai University, 1999. (In Thai)  
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 Frank Muir, Frank Muir goes into …, W. H. Allen & CO., London, 1980. 

v
 Simon Critchley, On Humour, Routledge, London, 2002.  
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