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This page is offered

in honour to

the victims of the recent terror acts

and especially to those who had to die

only because they wanted to help.

It may be the wrong time to write a research paper on humour in the USA. But a couple of terrorists must not prevail the whole world from laughing for too long. And despite the contemporary procedures all around the world, people still do laugh. They even joke about the terrorists, and this shows that humour is also a weapon – a weapon against what bothers mankind. I just hope that the day will come soon when the world has learnt that jokes in peace times are much more funny than jokes in war and terror periods, and when there is peace all over the world again, not only between the USA and Afghanistan.

Since it is not yet visible what the consequences of the terror acts on American humour will be like, the passages on American humour will be cut shorter, for the paragraph on ethnic humour in the United States will be cut out. The only thing that remains are a couple of Jewish jokes in the appendices; for they will not be touched by these incidents.

Introduction

There have been several people before me who tried to find out something about humour. Some have succeeded, some have failed. What has always failed is the attempt to achieve a commonly accepted definition of humour. Avner Ziv from Israel gives one example of a failed approach to define humour:

Humor is […] defined as a social message intended to produce laughter or smiling. As with any social message, it fulfills certain functions, uses certain techniques, has a content, and is used in certain situations. These aspects of humor can be understood as relating to the questions of why people use humor (its functions), how it is transmitted (techniques), what it communicates (content), and where and when it is communicated (situation). Some of these aspects of humor are universal, characterizing humor everywhere. Others are more influenced by culture.

Ziv’s approach, especially in the last two sentences, is doubtlessly interesting and contains some important details, apart from the point that social factors are not less important. But the general definition is wrong, I think. What he calls ‘humor’, I call a ‘wit’. A wit is a message – humour is something abstract. You cannot hear it, neither see, touch, smell or feel it in any other physical way. But a message is something that you can hear, or see by reading it.

So what is humour, then? Can we define it? I think we cannot.

George Mikes, a Hungarian journalist who lives in England nowadays, wrote several books on English humour and in one of them, he introduces a passage about humour in general. I think his honest and at the same time funny argumentation brings us further than what Ziv wrote.

What is humour?

I do not know.

Mr Spike Milligan, the comedian, wrote: ‘Comedy is a way of making money. The trouble is that everyone nowadays tries to make it into a philosophical system.’ He was wrong. Humour is philosophy, the trouble is that everyone nowadays tries to make money out of it. This, however relevant, is beside the main point. The point is that great minds, from Aristotle through Bergson and Freud to Mr Milligan make desperate, and often brilliant, efforts to define humour and they always fail.

[…] My meditation will raise me into the august company of Aristotle, Bergson and Freud. They could not solve the problem; neither can I.

[…]

Ferenc Molnár, the great Hungarian playwright and equally great connoisseur of good coffee, once said, after drinking a cup of the suspicious-looking black liquid called coffee which was available in Budapest after the First World War: ‘It contains one good thing, one bad thing and a mystery. The good thing is that it contains no chicory; the bad thing is that it contains no coffee. And the mystery is: what makes it black?’

The same with humour. The good thing is that it’s amusing; the bad thing is that it’s aggressive; and the mystery is: what the hell are we really laughing about?

Mikes’ book was published in 1980; 21 years have passed ever since. I did not happen to hear the news that anybody had objectively succeeded in defining humour in the meantime. Nor do I know how to do it – but at least I will try to check some differences and common features between three of the most popular English-speaking countries, namely Australia, England and the United States of America. Several women and men all around the world have published their investigations in the recent century, some of which I have studied in order to compare Australian, English and US American humour.

And in order to give sufficient examples, a collection of what I found in all those essays and articles I have read, shall be appended to my research paper. So whenever you think what I write is dry and boring, just have a look at the appendix where you will find all you need – and you’ll see what I mean.

Australia: Land of Irreverence

When an Englishman comes to Australia, he will wonder what kind of human beings there are around him. He will probably think that those people are not very polite. This may be considered a typical British reaction – the ‘understatement’. Although the British can be very cruel in their expressions, as George Mikes argues
, they will not be used to the Australian way of life, neither to the American one. In a society which has developed out of oppression, in a country on a continent at the other end of the world, people do not only pronounce the language of their former oppressors differently, but also behave in quite a strange way (from the European point of view). Despite the feminist movement all around the world, Australian males are still the dominating group in their society – and humour is characterized accordingly, at least by Hyram Davis and Peter Crofts
.

Beerhives of indigenous oral comedy – Oz-lingo, rhyming slang, ockerisms
, and larrikin slanguage
 – are integral parts of the speech patterns of Australians. The most popular is strong language, and its use is ambivalent. One use is as a term of endearment; ‘G’day
 you bloody old bastard’ is a common form used by Australians when they greet one another. The other is a form of abuse, particularly against people in authority.

Censorship has been the main obstacle in the past preventing Australian humor surfacing because its essence is unprintable. Australians have a certain sense of shame about the crudeness of their humor. It is both a gibing and sharing experience – but only for males. […] Being highly colored, its one-dimensionality effectively maintains this humor as a male preserve.

If people greet each other on the street by punching each other on the arm and saying ‘G’day you bloody old bastard’, this appears more than impolite to a European and also to an American, although the American way of life is considered much more casual than the European one. It should be added that only the males behave this way, as Davis and Crofts mention later in their article.

Life in Australia is often considered an effort to survive and has been consisting of fight for ages. The aborigines fought against their enemies in the bush (wild animals, robber clans) before and after the European invaders arrived. Then the battle took place in an extended dimension, and even today life in vast parts of Australia may be defined as the ‘survival of the fittest’. The strong language in which Australians communicate expresses a certain self-confidence. Culture and humour are in a close relationship to each other in this context.

The Australian pub was, and still is, the home of the country’s true-blue dinky-di
 humorous expression. The first legal pub was opened in Parramatta, New South Wales, around the year 1796 …

The Australian joke is very much like those told by Australians in pubs: always masculine, at times cruel, uncouth, disrespectful, and often racist. Australians rarely came into contact with the butt of their jokes, so there was little of the strident venom of the true racist; and more often than not, the jokes were dirty and quite often directed at themselves.

But ‘Aussies’ do not express impertinence only towards their equals or those ‘below’ them (for example, a well built tall man having an argument with a 1yd 2ft midget), but also vice versa, especially people in political authority:

Australian humour is generally characterized by an alteration of wry resignation with outburst of anarchic disorder which find expression through farcical situations, larrikinism, anti-authoritarianism, and a certain fantasticality of language.

And this is also why one Australian theatre actor was so enormously successful whenever he appeared on stage: Roy Rene, called ‘Mo’.

The evidence of the absorption into Australian humor of the ethnic influences is most noticeable in the career of Australia’s most loved and funniest comic, Mo.  H. Davis writes, ‘In his sketches he is portrayed the downtrodden, the loser, but with “chutzpah”, the employee – never the employer’ (1984. p. 4). The familiar character appealed to Australians because of his apparent lack of respect for authority. Mo would appear onstage with Jewish makeup to the tune of ‘oy oy oy oy Muzzletov’ and make occasional references to his origins, yet it is doubtful whether Australians ever associated Mo with being anything but Australian to the very essence.

We see that an Aussie, in every possible circumstance, tries to express his independ-ence and self-sovereignty, fighting any attempt of oppression, refusing to any kind of power upon him, and showing no fear.

The ambivalence which characterizes so much Australian humour is most clearly apparent when its subject is authority and those who hold it. A view of the world which represents human beings as victims of an alien environment and an uncaring destiny is egalitarian in its implications. And Australians frequently pride themselves on their irreverence towards authority. But this notion corre-sponds more with the myth Australians hold of themselves than with the way they actually behave. Take, for example, attitudes to language, which is undoubt-edly one of the principal ways Australians express their irreverence – through the laconic put-down, slang, profanity, and sometimes a capacity for invective …

Or with a closer look at the historical background, as Davis and Crofts write:

It is impossible to divorce social aspects of comedy from their origins in Australian geography. The social aspects must be related to the hatred of oppression, the fierce spirit of independence, and the very sardonic humor of the Irish convicts and political prisoners that mainly formed the genesis of Australian humor.

Australians generally have a total disregard for politics as a career and politic-ians as a class. The social attitude is not that they don’t care about the state of the nation or the world, but that they are not going to win no matter what happens in politics. Politicians are perceived to be somewhat absurd, even stupid, and most of the nation’s concerns are only complicated by their activities.

There is a town called ‘Hungerford’ right on the borderline between Queensland and New South Wales. In the town, the borderline is marked by a rabbit-proof fence with rabbits on both sides of it. The fence even cuts off the main street. Dorothy Jones, in her essay ‘Winning and Losing: Australian Humour’, interprets this as a sculpture showing the senselessness of a border. Anyway, it seemingly animates Australians to joke about it. This is where the ‘rabbit joke’ originates from.

Australians use a ‘strong’ language, a ‘slangauge’, as Davis and Crofts call it. This slang is named ‘Strine’. In 1965, the Australian Professor A. A. Morrison published a best-seller titled ‘Let Stalk Strine’, an Australian-English dictionary (in Standard British English, the title would have been ‘Let’s Talk Australian’).
 It seems that he was totally keen on investigating the (s)language of his nation, for he even wrote under the pseudonym ‘Afferbeck Lauder’, which is the Strine pronunciation of ‘Alphabetical Order’.

What seems to be typically Australian is the ‘rhyming slang’:

[T]he aficionados only pronounce the first word, which in fact does not rhyme, so the intellectual exercise is to ascertain the second, follow-on word to obtain the rhyme, and from the rhyme, the meaning.

This already sounds complicated. The example in Appendix C will assure that the result is often a sentence that makes it almost impossible to guess what the original version was.

In the short story of Australia, national characteristics have been expressed more by humorous expressions than by any other means. The slanguage of the nation is used in the boardrooms of big business, in the power halls of politics, in factories and pubs, in the home, and in the schools.

We have to establish that Strine is used anywhere in the country, not only among drunken social outcasts. Although it is a slang, it is standard language in Australia. Usually slang is a sub-group of aggressive humour. Strine, however, is a common way of communication, yet one should respect it as a kind of humour.

For all its deflationary, irreverent quality, Australian humour is generally an acknowledgement of the status quo.

England: Land of Punning, Pride and Understatement

It is curious that so few foreigners have noticed that we English are a humorous race. […] We do not find them saying that the chief defects of the English character are timidity and an absence of self-confidence and self-approval. Most of them would agree with that seventeenth-century Italian visitor who said: ‘They are of a most manly spirit, and valiant even to rashness in war both by land and sea’; or with the Venetian Ambassador who remarked: ‘The English are great lovers of themselves and of everything belonging to them. […]’ It is generally agreed, too, that we are very fond of good living: […] ‘The whole nation, beyond all other mortal men, is most given to banqueting and feasts’; and this – a shrewd French thrust – ‘The English may be easily brought to anything, provided that you fill their bellies, let them have freedom of speech, and do not bear too hard upon their lazy temper.’ We catch a glimpse here of an idle junketing race, of that Merry England in which we have always believed in our heart of hearts, however grim the actual records may be. Yet we have bestowed the title ourselves; these foreigners do not mention a Merry England. On the contrary, the greater number of them declare roundly that we are a melancholy and saturnine and morose people.

If J.B. Priestley spoke of a ‘humorous race’ in 1929, he was using a word which was in fashion by that time. Nowadays people do not use the word race anymore when they want to differentiate between various kinds of human beings. So when in 1980, George Mikes argued that “the English people can laugh and make good jokes”
, he meant exactly the same.

The main topics of English humour are sex and punning, and of course their combination, as Jerry Palmer (1988) establishes in his article on ‘Humor in Great Britain’.
 The article focuses, as many others on this subject, on Humour in England; Wales and Scotland are – if at all – only marginally mentioned. Sexual humour is a common favourite in all three national styles of humour, therefore I shall deal with that in a separate chapter.

So let us first turn to punning. The large number of puns in Appendix A in contrast to the other appendices of this research paper shows how keen on punning the English are.

Punning is often said to be a peculiarly Anglo-Saxon form of humor. Puns are common in other languages, too, of course, but it is perhaps the English speaking races that have traditionally taken most delight in rapid-fire puns and verbal nonsense […]. Verbal and conceptual nonsense has been an increasingly popular feature of English humor […].

Puns may be generally defined as plays with ambiguous words, for example homonyms and homophones. The decisive feature of a good pun is that the addressee should be surprised at a certain moment or that a quoted sentence is only very slightly altered, for example by changing a letter. If there are too many alterations and a quotation is distorted, the wit fades, so the joke becomes boring or is even no more understandable.

Conundrums often consist of puns. But a good one is only that which has a surprising answer. If the questioned addressee knows the answer already, he or she will laugh less about this kind of joke. This is valid for all kinds of conundrums and riddles, by the way.  For not every riddle contains a pun.

Australian humour is aggressive, it was said above. English humour is cruel, as I quoted George Mikes when I compared it with Australian humour. The difference is, according to Mikes, that

[t]he aggressive man wants to hurt, often for good or at least subjectively valid reasons; the cruel man is indifferent to the suffering of others – or else takes special delight in it.

It has to be said that the Australian aggressiveness does not contain the purpose to hurt one another, but just wants to show that oneself has no respect in front of the addressee. In England, anyway, Mikes’ statement may be true. One thing is certain: There is cruelty in English humour, and quite a lot. One may discuss how far the area of cruelty spreads. If, for example, I ask somebody if he knew how to get to the station, and because of a negative reply, I explain him the way there with all decorum, this may be considered cruel because I play him the fool. On the other hand, jokes about cruel events and habits earn an own nomination and therefore, I think, the definition of the ‘area of cruelty’ should remain in a closer frame.

On the contrary – I would call this joke a pun because I played with the semantic meaning of the question ‘Excuse me, do you know how to get to the station?’ and the wit is hidden in the appended explanation which the addressee did not expect.

Cruelty comes up in ethnic jokes, which are always in fashion in an immigration country like England, and they are updated again and again, according to the current situation. Jokes about minorities exist like sand on the beach, and there are many jokes with the same wording in different languages; the only thing that alters from country to country is the target.

In common with other Western countries, jokes about stupidity and foreigners or ethnic minorities are commonplace in Britain. As Christie Davis (1982) has shown, these jokes are international, but are aimed at different groups of people in different countries: […] in the United States, the Poles; in Britain, the Irish.
 Whether these jokes are to be seen as an act of aggression against the communities in question or whether, being jokes, they are not to be taken seriously is an open-ended debate (Palmer, 1987). 

Cruelty, however, yet includes one important area of humour: the self-defending aspect. It is common in the whole manhood all over the world that if you can laugh at a danger, it will not bother you all that much. This characteristic of Australian humour exists in England, too, but not all that much. A sub-group of defending humour is black humour, and in an exaggerated form, gallows humour. However, according to Palmer,

[g]allows humor is not common in Great Britain, unless one includes sick humor in this category. However, sick humor is often intensely aggressive rather than defensive […].

The English prefer to laugh at an misfortune already happened to somebody else. This is of course cruel; at the same time, it is – however sounding paradox – a defence mechanism. People are glad that the accident did not happen to themselves, and by laughing they ignore that it might as well have been them who slipped on the famous banana skin etc. Usually the British are known as very fair, but in that context, they laugh at you first and then they help. Mikes, in this context, just remarks:

One sub-group of laughter is schadenfreude, the sheer enjoyment of the misery of others. Nicolson is very proud of the fact that the word schadenfreude does not exist in English
 but I cannot decide whether this proves the nobility of the English character or the poverty of the English language.

What appears more typically British in this context is understatement. If it rains very heavily outside, thunder and lightening such as a strong wind make the weather even worse, an American might shout, ‘Who the hell has sent this sh** f***ing weather? I’m wet from head to toe!’ But an Englishman, talking to his neighbour, would rather say, ‘Not a very nice weather, is it?’

Understatement is not a trick, not a literary device: it is a way of life. It is a weltanschauung, i.e. a way of looking at the world. […] Take the English passion for queuing. As some people need occasional outbursts of temper – an Italian will feel much relieved after smashing a few plates or after having a flaming row with somebody on any subject – so an Englishman needs an occasional outburst of discipline and self-control. This need probably stems from the old virtues of tolerance, courtesy, self-assurance; they are changing perhaps, and fading away slowly, but they have not disappeared yet – far from it.

Understatement is also underreaction. […] If someone expresses his views with vehemence, passion and dogmatic fervour, an Englishman may tell him: ‘You really think so?’ In a more temperamental Continent country this would be worded slightly differently: ‘You are talking utter rot and it is beneath my dignity to go on talking with such a fool as you.’ But the meaning of the two statements is exactly the same.

In how far understatement is a part of defending humour depends on the situation. But Mikes shows another face of English humour that should not be overseen. ‘Laughing at Yourself’, is the headline of a section in a chapter titled ‘Three Faces of English Humour’. (The other two, according to Mikes, are understatement and cruelty.) This attitude is doubtlessly a sub-category of defending humour; besides, Mikes counts it among the features that show somebody’s real sense of humour:

[A] sense of humour, I believe, really begins when one is able to laugh at oneself. That’s where a sense of proportion – something useful and positive – comes in. The person who can laugh at himself sees himself (more or less) as others see him. He can smile at his own misfortune, folly and weakness. He may even  be able to accept the idea that in a disagreement the other person, too, may have a point.

Always cruel, at times defending oneself, but always shooting dangerous, almost killing, arrows on any target, is cynicism. Englishmen like to link it to other humoristic features, especially puns (cf. Appendix A). The word ‘cynic’ is derived from the ancient Greek  (‘dog’); and in contrast to today’s often cited friendship between dog and man, in former times the word dog, whenever used in a figurative sense, had a negative meaning. In cynicism, an action or purpose, although it was meant to be good, is pulled down to an everyday level or even under it, e.g. it is linked with a mean motive.

Since Jewish and English humour have certain things in common, but also some differences between each other, we should finally have a look at Jewish humour in England. Similar to Australian humour, Jewish humour is marked by a development out of oppression; but it is rather an intellectual than aggressive kind of humour, as the jokes in Appendix A show. Jewish humour is marked with self-assurance, superiority over their (former) oppressors, and often as to do with trade and money, or at least with tricky behaviours. English and Jewish humour have pride in common, and both are able to laugh at themselves. Mikes writes,

If the English can smile at themselves, the Jews can positively roar with laugh-ter at their own weaknesses and peculiarities. A nation must have a great deal of self-confidence to be able to laugh at itself and both these peoples – the English and the Jews – know perfectly well, who are the most excellent and admirable people in the world … although their answers to this question are not identical.

[…]

The Jewish sense of humour must be one of the decisive factors in the Jews’ survival of thousands of years of persecution and diaspora. If you take your oppressors and persecutors seriously, you will sooner or later adopt their valuation of yourself; you will feel guilty and see the world through their eyes. […] I am sure that the Jews of antiquity, wandering in the desert for forty years, were sustained not only by prayer, by Moses’ strength of character and by manna from heaven, but also by primordial Jewish jokes.

[…]

English and Jewish humour possess the same element of self-mockery, the ability to laugh at themselves. But I thought understatement was not a conspic-uously Jewish habit. I was put right about that in Israel. An Israeli was blowing his own trumpet at full blast and then said something about typical Jewish understatement.

‘Wait a minute,’ I interrupted. ‘You’ve just spoken at full length about the Israelis being the greatest of all nations, intellectually, militarily, in every possible way. You said they had no rivals on earth and they were just superb.’

He nodded agreement: ‘Yes. But still an understatement.’

Finally, there is the practical joke. Spontaneously in whatever circumstance, somebody makes a funny remark. Depending on how good the joke is, people can usually laugh most at the practical joke, in case it is exactly the right moment for it. The practical joke can, for example, consist of a pun, a fight-back parole or another kind of remark on the current situation. An important item is that every addressee must be able to understand the joke at once. The more people have to think about it first, perhaps even need an explanation, the less intensive the reaction (laughter) will be.

There are so-called nonsense jokes, getting their wit from a surprising moment in which the addressee expected the punch-line or a sense of the wit. As the name already says, this expectation is not fulfilled and that way, the addressee is played the fool – which is why one can discuss again whether this should be called cruelty or not. I think it shouldn’t, Mikes says it must:

[W]hatever their charm, all of [these practical jokes] are offensive, aimed against a victim and designed to establish the wit’s superiority over him.

Finally, there is the question whether the nonsense joke is a sub-category of the practical joke or not. The examples in Appendix A show that this depends on the individual joke and its situation.

The USA: Land of Sexual & Social Humour

In America ten times more offensive jokes than [the most aggressive British ones] are being told daily in clubs, bars and on television. The point is that in a democracy a political joke is just like any other joke.

This comparison between English and US American humour shows only one big difference between the nations. Though the British, too, like sexual jokes, Americans do it much more often – it, that means in this case, joke about sexual themes.

And this is an important characteristic of the American joke. There are puns in the USA, too, but here they are much more often related to sex. A favourite word for punning is the personal pronoun ‘it’, as I indicated above. It can replace so many words, but as long as sex is a taboo word in society – even in the USA – it is always obvious that it might just be an oblique reference to the ‘unmentionable’ …

But sexual humour shall be dealt with in a special chapter later.

We had started to compare offensiveness in English and American humour. Why is the American ‘10 times more aggressive’, as Mikes argues? R.J. Alexander shows that this is the result of British understatement, which does not exist in the States – on the contrary, Americans rather tend to overstatements. Of course, it sounds much more aggressive if you say ‘You’re talkin’ bullshit, shut up!’ instead of ‘You really think so?’. Alexander writes,

As a starting point consider the differences between Britain and the USA in terms of ‘understatement’ versus ‘overstatement’. […] Both are forms of boasting or ways of asserting oneself. Davies (1982) argues that the British understatement mode comes from the public school. Its social class origins are mock aristocratic. It is characterized by ritualised restraint, by the avoidance of open, vulgar striving. In Britain using overstatement as a source of humour would be considered ‘bad form’. This is to put a positive, ‘honourable’ gloss on the process. The tie-in with the superiority or enhanced self-esteem explanation should also be mentioned. The mechanism of understatement often serves to further the commonly encountered process of ‘one-up-manship’ many comment-ators have seen as ‘peculiarly’ British. It can combine irony as well …

Some observers claim that the Americans manifest a ‘dislike’ of black humour as compared with Britain … Again this would appear to be an empirical question. Certainly one can find much evidence for ‘sick’-joke preferences in the USA …

Now, what is a sick joke? If medicine students, surrounded in a laboratory by dismembered limbs, amuse each other by joking about the dummies, if ambulance crew members joke about what they saw in the previous accident, then this is sick humour. It serves as a defence mechanism against their inner feelings, against what else would lie heavily on their minds.

Aggressiveness, though usually not all that macabre, is very common in the American kind of humour. People grow up there in a society in which few are powerful and the rest does not want to accept any power upon themselves. In the individual fight for independence, aggressive jokes become an important weapon to defend oneself against the not wanted, but necessary oppressor. For the average American citizen, this is first of all, of course, the politician, furthermore, the academic, the boss, and especially for children and youngsters, the teacher. But also anyone else is automatically a target of various kinds of (usually aggressive) humour as soon as he or she deviates from the norm: homosexuals, prostitutes, virgins, drug addicts, etc. Homosexuals, by the way, have been a not-at-all-tolerated minority for ages. Even when the AIDS disease spread first among gays and Haitians, there was a common joke about a young AIDS victim who tried to convince his mother that he was Haitian.
 And despite the multicultural society in the USA, there have always been and there will always be jokes on minorities, in our époque it is especially the Poles, the Italians and the black. When there was a movement from Appalachia to Ohio because the Briars (people from Appalachia) were in search of jobs, people in southern Ohio told jokes about Briars (according to Alvin Schwartz).
 People in the southern states joke about the ‘Yankees’ from the north and vice versa. However, a fellow student from the United States recently told me that jokes about Jews and blacks have been changing in the last few years. It is now them who joke about themselves, but no one else is to joke about them any more. This is indeed a new form of attitude towards minorities. Of course, these jokes go on – but they have become taboos in society, and only few people keep on telling them.

The Capitalist system is a challenge for all people who live in western countries, and facing the problems they have, people are grateful for any funny observation on it; this may also be considered a defending kind of humour. John Moormon was very successful with his description of the various political systems in 1983 (cf. Appendix B).

But Americans can as well laugh at themselves. Observations and ‘rules’ like Parkinson’s Law (1957), the Peter Principle, or Murphy’s Law,

If anything can go wrong, it will, and even if it can’t, it might,

show that Americans generally glance self-ironically at their luck. Nowadays even polit-icians ‘try to use disparaging humor to gain the support of the electorate,’ as Don L.F. and A.P. Nilsen write in their essay on ‘Humor in the United States’. The Nilsens also show how the presidential candidate Morris Udall did not succeed with that trick: He wrote a book entitled ‘We Were Laughing About It This Morning’. When he went campaigning in Maine and entered a barber’s shop, he introduced himself: ‘Mo Udall, running for President,’ and the barber said: ‘Yeah, we were laughing about it this morning!’

The Importance of Humour

An important item concerning national varieties is certainly how important humour is considered in these three countries. There are vast differences, as we shall see, but also some details which Australia, England and the United States have in common.

Australian humour resembles a way of survival. Davis and Crofts call it a ‘defense mechanism’:

The function of humor as a defense mechanism in Australian society is to provide a defense against the environment. […] This form of humor, which made outsiders laugh, derived not from mirth but from the reality of life in the bush. […] Even in the way Australian males greet one another, a defense mechanism is obvious. Instead of using terms of endearment, they use insults. They punch one another on the arm and say ‘Good-day, you old bastard’ as a defense against their true feelings.

It seems that in Australia, people can only get along with anything if they laugh at it. Integration is practised by telling one another that he or she is a bastard. This sounds paradox to a European, but it marks the Aussie self-assured, even condescending attitude towards anything which and anyone who might cause problems. People laugh at their own mistakes, their misfortunes, their failures. Even more, however, they laugh what the stranger or mate (in fact, any stranger is a mate to an Australian, the only thing is that he respects neither of them) has done or said. And in case they do not laugh, they express their disrespect in another way (cf. Appendix C). Yet it is not only important to have a sense of humour at all in Australia. You need to accept the typical Aussie frame of mind to get along there, and that is why integration in Australia looks so totally different from our way to integrate strangers. From that point of view, it should not be surprising that

[d]espite the multicultural society and the contributions made in other areas of art and culture, there is no ethnic humor that has made a dent in the Australian mode. It suggests that, like a huge sponge, Australia absorbs all the humorous aspects of immigrants and within a short time, perhaps only a generation, squeezes out true-blue dinky-di Aussie standards of humor.

In England, you may consider humour a way of getting along in society. Only he or she is appreciated in Britain who has a sense of humour, whatever the circumstances may be:

Britain is the only country in the world which is inordinately proud of its sense of humour. In Parliament, in deadly serious academic debates, even in funeral orations, Shakespeare is less often quoted than Gilbert or Lewis Carroll. Every after-dinner speech – be it on the sex-life of the amoeba – must end with a so-called funny story.

[…]

In other countries, if they find you inadequate or they hate you, they will call you stupid, ill-mannered, a horse-thief or a hyena. In England they will say that you have no sense of humour. This is the final condemnation, the total dismissal.

What is really difficult is a definition of the importance of humour in the United States. The main common topics there, as I showed in the previous chapter, are irreverence (not as much as in Australia, but still quite cruel), sex and social outcasts or minorities. As L.F. and A.P. Nilsen write in their essay,

A characteristic of American humor, perhaps of all humor, is for people to make jokes about things they are somewhat nervous about.

You are torn into that society which jokes about everything because any ethnic group (at least before the terror acts of Sept. 11th, 2001), any social group, any national group and any part of the USA (north/south, …) joke about at least some other ethnic/national/ social/… group. Similar to Australia, this is the way integration functions in America – more or less. So as long as you do not take those jokes serious, humour unites a multi-cultural society and thus catches a role which, in other countries, religion plays.

Sexual humour

Since America is the country in which most of humour relates to sex, we should start with the USA in this chapter. Usually we should say that sexual humour is male-dominated, has been being attacked by feminism for a couple of decades now, and the jokes are better told among people of the same sex than between man and woman. Sexual humour deals with the most beautiful business in the world, and although sex is even now, at the beginning of the 21st century, still a taboo in public (at least, societies behave so, though prostitution has become much more tolerated). The point that sex has always interested mankind and been a private matter is also the reason why it has automatically to do with humour when you go out of your privacy with it, even when you only just mention it talking to a close friend.

This is what we can generally say about sexual humour. The Nilsens’ essay tells us something interesting in addition to that:

American sexual humor can be classified into at least four categories: an ‘innocent’ kind of humor that relies on surprise, sexual innuendo, hostile humor […] and sex-related humor that is interesting because it reveals and/or teaches cultural attitudes.

Four categories for sexual humour! Does that mean that Americans do nothing else all day? We have seen that there are also a couple of other subjects that American humour deals with. But indeed there is nothing more dominating in American humour than sex. We saw that the British love punning. Americans can pun, too. But they prefer punning where there is an ambiguity with relation to sexual themes – the ‘do it’ catchphrase shows a phenomenon of American word-play (punning). R.J. Alexander dedicated a whole chapter to it in his book ‘Aspects of Verbal Humour in English’.
 I have reprinted only part of his examples in Appendix B.

We should have a look at what is meant with those four categories: the innocent kind of humour consists of wits that have at first nothing to do with sex, before a surprising end shows what it was really about. An alternative is the same vice versa: The topic seems to be sex – and the surprise is that originally something totally different was meant. Sexual innuendo contains the puns on sexual humour, and all that which you must not say directly in public. The joke is hidden but easy to find for the addressee. Hostile humour is usually very aggressive and has to do with homosexuals, prostitutes and eventually virgins. And the last category, sex-related humour, changes from time to time, and is not always in fashion. The Nilsens write that in the 1970s, when people were not used to women doing certain jobs yet, this was up to date. They even give an example. But this is so old and even no more funny nowadays that I want to spare you with it.

We should then have a look at the Australians, who are similarly cruel and aggressive in their every-day expressions. The sexual joke that I have reprinted in Appendix C makes one think that in Australia, women are not equal human beings, but play a role like in the Europe of the 1960s. Davis and Crofts, in their essay on ‘Humor in Australia’, con-firm this, but argue that, on the other hand, there is a tender heart beneath the tough skin.
Australian sexual humor is sexist, unrefined, with an uncouth larrikin element that highlights the independent Australian male attitude. Though all the […] shameless sagas […], Australian sexual humor reveals profound anxiety about women and their relationship to men. […]

The major content of most Australian comedians’ material is sexually oriented…

Australian men do not show any respect to anyone else, neither to women. But the fact that the impertinence appears in jokes shows that it is not a usual habit of an Australian. Yet it is not recommended for a feminist with a cardiac defect to go there, unless she wants to see what is waiting for her in her next life.

And the English? We know them as restraint, fair people, but Mikes warns us:
The sex-life of the British […] is in strange contradiction with their placid temperament. In everything else (e.g. queuing, driving) they are reserved, tolerant and disciplined; in their sex-life – if they live any sex-life at all – they tend to be violent and crude. […]

The fact remains that England may be a copulating country but it is not an erotic country. […] Girls are being taken to bed, to be sure, but they are not courted; they are being made love to but they are not pursued. Women are quite willing to go to bed but they rarely flirt with men. […]

So what is the position of sex-jokes in English humour? Dirty jokes are common all over the world and most of the jokes told – eighty-five per cent of them, according to expert estimates – are sex jokes.

Doubtlessly, the English joke about sex. However, this subject is far from the role it plays in the USA. Though we have already noticed Palmer’s sentence, ‘the commonest topics of humor are sex and punning, and of course their combination.’ So the English like punning with relationship to sex, too. Palmer goes on,

Humor about sexuality in Britain is probably not significantly different from elsewhere in the industrial west: it consists largely of the juvenile form of innuendo, or humorous delight in breaking the taboos of mentioning the unmentionable – at one time underwear was known as ‘unmentionables,’ in itself a joke at the time. In common with other countries that have developed a gay movement and a women’s movement, sexual humor has become politicized, at least in some quarters: there is an awareness that the traditional dirty joke is often an insult to womanhood, and humor about homosexuality is seen as similarly insulting to gays. One should beware of exaggerating the impact of there considerations since both topics are as common as ever, and even where they had an impact they do not lessen delight in sexual humor.

There are also the ‘working men’s clubs’, where entertainment consists (among others) of strip tease. We can establish that English sexual humour is existent and even cruel – but not as cruel as in Australia and the USA.

Humour in Cultural Events

What are cultural events in which humour is the main topic? Late night talk shows, vaudeville, burlesque, cabaret ... this list may of course be continued. I shall stick to these four categories.

We have seen that Australian humour reflects the disrespect that Australians show to the powerful people upon them. There is no wonder why vaudeville and burlesque have become very famous in the early 20th century. The man who grew up with it and became famous all over the continent with his shows, despite the not yet well developed broadcasting opportunities, was Roy Rene, the man who they called ‘Mo’ (cf. p. 7).

At its most expressive, Australian humour succeeds in striking a balance between a sardonic vision of the way things are and those outbursts of comic disorder which seem to promise change and renewal.

Vaudeville is no more in fashion today, but satires go on in the theatres. Other locations for burlesque and cabaret shows are pubs and nightclubs.

The comedy of the nightclub comedians was similar to their vaudeville comic comrades …

The hub of Australia’s nightclub and cabaret scene was an area known as Kings Cross in Sydney, which was also the most densely populated region in the southern hemisphere. At that time (i.e. the 1950s) 60,000 people lived in a quarter of a square mile, most of them with the egalitarianism and antiauthoritarianism which were the so-called backbone of the legendary Australian character. So a walk along Darlinghurst Road in the Cross was street entertainment par excellence.

The English prefer the one-man show. In some cases, the actor just stands in front of a crowd and tells jokes, in others he links this with pantomime etc., like Rowan Atkinson as ‘Mr Bean’. Comedians appear in theatres, on television, in pubs and clubs. However, these shows are also held by more than one man (or woman). Palmer writes,

[A]lternative comedy is responsible for the appearance on the stage and on TV of both black comedians […] and comediennes […]; despite the long tradition of excellent comic actresses in this country and of female comic singers in the music halls, joke telling in public has been dominated by men.

[…]

In Britain the stand-up comic (the man – or occasionally woman – who simply stands in front of an audience and tells jokes) is still well-known. Television tends to prefer the more elaborate forms of variety and sitcom, although there have been occasional series of shows featuring stand-up comics: the best-known is Granada Television’s “The Comedians,” which consists entirely of jokes told straight to camera …

However, the standard venue for the stand-up comic is the working men’s club, a long-established British institution … The institution has survived, although nowadays the entertainment the clubs offer does not differ substantially from that offered anywhere else: rock music, strip tease, mild gambling, comedians, etc. Because these institutions are clubs, performances are less censored than broadcast ones, and the style of comedy tends to be considerably broader. These clubs form a more important part of public life in the north of England than in the south.

Finally, there is the American comedy. Lawrence E. Mintz, in his essay ‘Standup Comedy as Social and Cultural Meditation’, shows us the high ranking of situation comedy (sitcom) and stand-up comedy on the scale of US American humour.

Standup comedy has been an important feature of American popular culture since its earliest days. […]

In the twentieth century standup comedy has been the backbone of vaudeville and burlesque and the variety theater […], as well as night-club and resort entertainment. More recently, standup comedy has spawned a popular entertainment movement of its own, the comedy clubs, where a rather lengthy bill of comics have exclusive possession of the stage and audience for a long evening of laughter. Standup comedy has also contributed to all of the mass media in America, from the silent films through radio, to the record industry and, of course, to television. Clearly it is a popular art that is central to American entertainment, but in the universal tradition of public joking rituals it is more than that as well; it is an important part of the nation’s cultural life.

The main topics in American comedy shows are politics, people who are played the fool, and of course, sexuality. American comedy, however, is often exaggerated in its action, especially concerning sexuality. This is a result and at the same time a characteristic of the different ways of life. As I mentioned on page 5, American behaviour is much more casual. The difference comes out in two actions, evoking the same reaction at the customer: Al Bundy says to his wife, ‘Honey, what’s the matter,’ and approaches her with legs spread. The viewer smiles. But the wife has to answer, ‘I see it through your underwear – he’s too short,’ before the viewer lies under the table. If Mr Bean just jumps somewhere, and then goes a few paces forward with legs spread, perhaps humming quietly, this reaction is already reached. And why? Because his audience is English, not American.

Final Conclusion

Let us now once more have a general view at what we have established comparing the national varieties between Australian, English and US American humour.

Australian humour largely consists of disrespectful conversation, of playing with the Aussie slang (Strine), and contains no ethnic humour imported from abroad. The true-blue dinky-di behaviour is marked by pride and fearlessness; men are the dominating group, women are subordinated. Sexual humour is accordingly violent. In many parts, Australian humour resembles American humour: cruel, defending, and overreacting.

The main topics in English humour are punning, understatement and sex. While punning is an every-day business for the Englishman, understatement is part of his attitude towards his environment. Because of their generally decent manner, the English can laugh already when sexual innuendoes are made. If the joke is more aggressive, more tempered, they howl with laughter.

Americans can generally laugh at anything. Nonetheless, we should say that there are themes by which they are not at all amused. The recent terrorist acts were a good example. In contrast to the English, Americans rather tend to overreactions; and this is why American humour also consists of over-actions. As long as serious affairs are concerned, this may cause danger. The crime statistics prove this. But as long as we talk about humorous matters, these varieties show how different human beings can be. The positive thing is that it’s interesting, the negative is that being witty in a different country can be tricky.

This sounds similar to the Mikes quotation in the introduction. I shall leave the final remark to him, too, for I think he is right again here. I just should say that what he calls ‘eminent thinkers’ are in fact Aristotle, Bergson and Freud. Nonetheless, we have dealt with similarly great essays on humour.

While we may have learnt a great deal about humour from these eminent thinkers, and have enriched ourselves with most profound ideas, we have still failed to reach a definition. The first Lord Birkenhead, then still F. E. Smith, was once told by a dull and pompous judge: ‘Even after your speech, Mr Smith, I am none the wiser.’ Smith replied: ‘Not wiser, my Lord, but better informed.’ This is our position, too. We are much [???, the answer is to you] better informed, but not any wiser.

Appendix

Examples for Humour: Jokes, Jokes, Jokes …

and a few anecdotes in between

Sources:

(1) taken from G. Mikes, 1980. (2) taken from R. J. Alexander, 1997.

(3) taken from A. Ziv (ed.), 1988: 1-27. 87-109. 171-188.

(4) taken from P. Petr et al. (ed.), 1985: 79-90.

(5) taken from A.P. Dudden (ed.), 1987: 83-89.

No number: other source.

A
Jokes & Anecdotes from England

Irish jokes (i.e. of course, jokes told in England about the Irish)

· There are two clocks on a tower in Dublin. An English visitor points out to an Irishman that the two clocks show different times. The Irishman replies: ‘What’s the point in having two clocks if both show the same time?’ (1)

· An Irish traveller dies on a boat and has to be buried at sea. Later the Captain reports with regret that twenty sailors died digging his grave. (1)

· A man was walking home through Soho one night, after working late at the office. Suddenly an attractive black girl stepped out of a doorway and said, ‘Hello, darling. Would you like to come home with me?’

‘What?’ says the man. ‘All the way to Africa?’ (2)

· Paddy’s Showband was asked to do something typically Irish – so they went up, took the roof off the Theatre and dug up the car park. (2)

Scottish jokes

· The Scotsman (in the distant past) arrived in London with three pieces of luggage. He asked the porter at the station what his charges were.

‘Fivepence for the first piece, threepence for the others.’

‘Very well, I shall carry the first piece and you the second and the third.’ (1)

· A Scot was travelling on a train. The train was just crossing the River Forth when the ticket-inspector came and asked to see his ticket. The Scot searched in all his pockets, but he couldn’t find it anywhere. He said that he had lost it.

‘I don’t believe you,’ said the inspector. ‘you didn’t buy a ticket.‘ The inspector was so angry that he picked up the Scotsman’s suitcase and threw out of the window into the river below.

‘Good heavens!’ shouted the Scot. ‘First you call me a liar, and now you drown my son!’

(2)

‘Laughing at yourself’

· There was a motor car exhibition during the early age of car industry. A ragged man, a prowler, in shabby overcoat and with a two-day beard came up to the man in charge at the Rolls Royce stand and asked: ‘Where’s the gentlemen’s toilet, Guv’nor?’

The Rolls Royce salesman jumped off his stand: ‘Permit to guide you there, sir,’ he replied and conducted the man to the loo. When he returned, the salesman from the next stand, representing a much more modest make, asked him: ‘Are you mad? Why did you do that?’

The Rolls-Royce chap explained: ‘That was the first genuine inquiry I’ve had for three days.’ (1)

‘Understatement’

· P. G. Wodehouse’s Bertie Wooster speaks to his valet:

‘Have you seen Mr Fink-Nottle, Jeeves?’

‘No, sir.’

‘I am going to murder him.’

‘Very good, sir.’ (1)

· A violent English family scene as reported by The Times:

Mrs Diana Evans, mother of three children and married for seventeen years, called to her husband in the garden. ‘I am getting a divorce.’ The news was shattering; utterly unexpected; the husband’s marriage lay in ruins. His answer was: ‘If I do not get these tomato plants in soon they will die.’ (1)

Practical jokes

· W. S. Gilbert, many years after Wagner’s death, was asked at a party by a lady with high-brow pretensions: ‘Tell me, Mr Gilbert, is dear old Richard Wagner still composing?’ ‘No, Madam,’ replied Gilbert, ‘actually he is decomposing.’ (1)

· Psychoanalysis is the disease it pretends to cure. (1)

· ‘Waiter! What’s this fly doing in my soup?’ ‘Looks like the breast-stroke, sir.’

(2)

· Oscar Wilde about a famous novelist: ‘Ah, Meredith! Who can define him? His style is chaos illuminated by flashes of lightning. As a writer he has mastered everything, except language; as a novelist he can do everything, except tell a story.’ (1)

· A father tells his very young son a good-night story in which they both are caught by Red Indians who threaten to eat them up. While the Indians have the water boiling and are ready to cook them, he and his son are unexpectedly rescued in last-minute. After the father has finished his story, the son says, ‘Now tell me that story again – but this time in the end they should save only me and the Red Indians should eat you up.’ (1)

Cynicism

· Wilde on the infinite goodness of the Almighty: ‘Don’t you realize that mis-sionaries are the divinely provided food of cannibals? Whenever they are on the brink of starvation, heaven, in its infinite mercy, sends theme a nice, plump missionary.’ (1)

· When the Ayatollah Khomeini was establishing his new Islamic Republic with its horrible, retrograde laws, thieves’ hands chopped off, adulterous women stoned to death, drinkers of alcohol flogged publicly, the story was told that the Shah sent a telegram to the Ayatollah: ‘I hear you have established a peaceful regime in Iran. I wish to shake your hand. Please send it registered post.’ (1)

Nonsense jokes

· Two chaps meet. One says to the other: ‘Didn’t we meet in Newcastle, years ago?’ The other shakes his head: ‘Never been to Newcastle in my life.’ ‘Neither have I,’ says the first chap and then adds reflectively: ‘Must have been two other fellows.’ (1)

· An English commercial traveller arrives at a village with no hotel, so he is put up in the house of the publican. The publican’s wife has just made an apple pie which she leaves on the kitchen table when they all go to bed. As the house has only one bed, the publican sleeps between his wife and his guest. Fire breaks out during the night and the publican rushes down to deal with it. His wife whispers to the guest: ‘This is your chance.’

Upon which the man jumps up, runs down to the kitchen and eats the apple pie. (1)

Sexual jokes

· A little girl sees a little boy peeing and tells her mother: ‘Mummy, I want one of those.’

Her mother replies: ‘If you are a good girl you will get one later.’

Upon which her father butts in: ‘And if you are a naughty girl, you’ll get a lot of them!’ (1)

· A father visits his son’s teacher and tells her that something must be done because the boy is on the way to becoming an obsessive gambler. He makes bets on everything all the time. The teacher promises to do what she can.

Next day the boy tells the teacher that she looks like someone who is having her period. The teacher tells the boy that he is wrong. Oh no, says the boy, he is quite sure, in fact he is ready to bet fifty pence. Very well, says the teacher, takes him into the common-room, locks the door, lifts her skirt, pulls her pants down and supplies the required proof. The boy pays her the fifty pence.

Next day the father appears again, even more worried.

‘I hope,’ says the teacher, ‘that this taught him a lesson.’

‘Like hell it did,’ says the father. ‘Yesterday morning he bet me five pounds that before evening he was going to see your pussy.’ (1)

Punning

· What is yellow and highly danger-ous? – Shark-infected custard. (3)

· I met a beggar this morning who said he hadn’t had a bite in weeks. So I bit him. (2)

· Doctor to fat man: ‘Take these pills four times a day – round the park!” (2)

· A man said, ‘I fell off the roof of the pub tonight; I thought the drinks were on the house.’ (2)

· Cannibal 1: ‘Am I late for supper?’ Cannibal 2: ‘Yes, everybody’s eaten.’ (2)

· A Pakistani goes to the manager of a small firm and tells him: ‘Want a job. Have one O level, have one A level.’

‘All right,’ says the manager, ‘take the broom and clean up the courtyard.’

‘No. Want good job. Have one O level, one A level.’

‘Very well. You can go into the office and make the tea.’

‘No. Want better job. Have one O level, one A level.’

The manager gets a little weary: ‘Are you interested in sex and travelling?’

The man’s eyes light up.

‘Sex and travelling? Interested in sex and travelling.’

‘Then fuck off.’ (1)

Ethnic joke

· A West African bus-conductor went into a small café in Marylebone and sat down at a table. The waiter came over and said, ‘We don’t serve blacks here, mate.’

‘That’s all right’, said the bus-conductor. ‘I don’t eat them!’ (1)

Jewish jokes

· An old Jew is travelling on a train in Czarist Russia. A young and smug officer is the only other passenger in the compartment. The officer does not like the idea of being closeted with the old Jew for a long journey so he is silent and aloof for a long time. But in the end he gets bored and starts talking to the other man who is having his lunch now, from a brown paper parcel, placed on his knees.

‘I say, Jew,’ says the lieutenant, ‘you all have the reputation of being so clever.’

‘Well, perhaps we are.’

‘Are you? … Then tell me what makes you so clever?’

‘Oh, I can tell you that easily,’ says the old man. ‘The heads of fish.’

‘What d’you mean “the heads of fish”?’ asks the officer, astonished.

‘Yes … you see, the fish have wonderful brains. We eat them – and that’s all.’

The officer is incredulous but the journey is long and one should try everything once, so he says: ‘Very well. Will you sell me a couple of those fish-heads you have there?’

‘With pleasure. It will be one rouble each.’

The officer buys two fish-heads and starts munching them with the greatest disgust. Suddenly he exclaims: ‘I say, Jew … A whole herring costs only 50 kopeks. And you have sold me just the head of one for twice that price, a whole rouble.’

The Jew nods with satisfaction: ‘You see … It’s working already ….’ (1)

· A middle-aged man in his fifties goes to the Colonel on the first day of the Six Day War and volunteers his services. He is told that he is too old but he goes on pestering the Colonel who in the end tells him: ‘Very well. Take these 5,000 leaflets, go up to the Arab lines just in front of us, get rid of them and come back.’

The man returns six hours later and asks for another job. The Colonel shakes his head: ‘I’ve told you you are no good. What the hell were you doing for six hours?’

The man gets a little indignant! ‘What I was doing, Colonel? Do you think it’s all that easy to sell 5,000 Jewish leaflets to those Arabs?’ (1)

· A Jew in a small Polish village goes to the rabbi and tells him: ‘Rabbi, I’m worried. The Talmud says that whenever you drop a piece of bread and butter, it always falls on the buttered side., Today I’ve dropped a piece and it fell on the non-buttered side.’

‘Well,’ says the rabbi, ‘that was an exception.’

‘No, no, rabbi. There should be no exceptions … The Talmud said always.’

The rabbi scratches his head and tells the man to come back the next day, he will look it up. The man comes back and the rabbi tells him: ‘Yes, the Talmud does say that the bread and butter always fall on the buttered side. And, of course, it does. All that’s happened was that you, stupid man, buttered the wrong side of the bread.’ (1)

· Two Jewish men were overheard talking in an East End pub. ‘Look, Rosenfeld, those herrings you sold me last week – they were off!’

‘Brodsky, Brodsky,’ the other chided, ‘those herrings weren’t for eating – those herrings were for selling!’ (1)

Jewish jokes about themselves

  Jewish hostess

· ‘Please, have another piece of cake, Herr Levy.’

‘No, thank you. I have already had two.’

‘You had four. But who’s counting?’ (1)

  ‘Jewish Mamma’ jokes

· A Mamma buys two shirts for her son’s birthday. He – to please his mother – goes into the other room and puts one on immediately. When he comes back, she looks at him anxiously and asks: ‘You don’t like the other one?’ (1)
B
Jokes & Anecdotes from the USA

Light-bulb jokes

· How many Polacks does it take to change a light bulb?

Three. One to hold the light bulb and two to turn the ladder around. (3)

· How many bureaucrats does it take to change a light bulb?

Two. One to screw it in. And one to screw it up. (1)

· How many psychologists does it take to change a light bulb? (3)

Only one, but it really has to want to change.

· How many feminists does it take to change a light bulb?

That’s not funny! (3)

Political jokes

· Before the 1968 elections there was only very limited enthusiasm for either candidate. People were fond of telling one another: ‘Cheer up! Only one of them can be elected.’ (1)

· The political systems (according to Moormon
):

–– Capitalism is when you have two cows and sell one and buy a bull.

–– Communism is when you have two cows and you give them to the government and the government then gives you some milk.

–– Fascism is when you have two cows and you keep the cows and give the milk to the government and the government then sells you back some of the milk.

–– New Dealism is when you have two cows and you shoot one and milk the other one and then pour the milk down the drain.

–– Socialism is when you have two cows and you give your neighbour one.

–– And finally, totalitarianism is when you have two cows and the government shoots you and keeps the cows. (3)
Cynicism

· What a great country God could make the United States – if he only had the money. (An often heard comment in the United States) (1)

Social jokes

Anti-teacher jokes

· A school children song

Row, row, row your boat, Gently down the stream. Throw your teacher overboard, And you will hear her scream.

   San Francisco version: Throw your teacher in the bay, The sharks will eat today. (3)

Anti-virgin jokes

· At the University of Wisconsin in Madison the most notable landmark is a statue of Abraham Lincoln sitting atop Bascom Hill. Every time a virgin walks up the hill, Lincoln is said to stand up. (3)

· Rising from the centre of the campus of the University of Northern Iowa in Cedar Falls is a majestic bell tower. Local legend says that every time a virgin graduates a brick falls from the tower. It is in perfect condition. (3)

· One year at Brigham Young University there was no homecoming parade. The committee cancelled it because all the school’s virgins were going to march in it. However, one became ill and the other one did not want to walk alone. (3)

Anti-prostitute jokes

· A woman goes into a bank to cash a $50 check. The teller returns her check saying, ‘I’m sorry, Miss. This man has no account here.’ ‘Oh, my God!’ screams the woman. ‘I’ve been raped!’ (3)

Aggressive language

· Sign on a brothel door: ‘Out to lunch. Go fuck yourself!’ (3)

· To the virgins – thanks for nothing! (3)

Punning (not always intentional)

· Note on a soccer match situation outline: ‘The server can pass the ball to either 01 or 02, or play the ball short and shoot himself.’ (2)

· A little boy asks his mother where he comes from. After she gives him a lengthy lesson on the birds and the bees, he shrugs and says, ‘Oh, I just wondered. Bobby comes from Boston.’ (3)

· The big difference between sex for money and sex for free is that sex for money usually costs a lot less. (3)

· Ice cream, you scream.

Punning with ‘(do) it’

· Nurses do it with patience. (3)

· Teachers do it with class. (3)

· Pilots keep it up longer. (3)

· Photographers develop it better. (3)

· Architects plan it better. (3)

· Taxi drivers do it fairly. (2)

· Shoe salesmen do it solefully. (2)

· Fruit packers do it cannily. (2)

· Old bruins do it barely. (2)

· Surfers do it waveringly. (2)

· Tailors do it pantingly. (2)

· Railroad engineers do it tenderly. (2)

· Oxen do it yokingly. (2)

· Priests do it massively. (2)

· Poles do it magnetically. (2)

· Robots do it mechanically. (2)

· Philanthropists do it generously. (2)

· University lecturers do it for 30 weeks a year. (2)

· It is not clear how academics do it (but research is continuing).

· Popes do it infallibly. (2)

· Sinatra does it frankly. (2)

· Cain did it ably. (2)

· Einstein did it relatively. (2)

· Beavers do it with their teeth. (2)

· Chefs do it three times a day. (2)

· Surfers do it standing up. (2)

· Comedians do it standing up. (2)

· Clowns do it, but make up for it. (2)

· Napoleon did it and pulled his bone apart. (2)

· Tailors have you in stitches when they do it. (2)

· Pessimists don’t do it. (2)

· Parents didn’t do it. (2)

· Nudists barely do it. (2)

· Mickey did it mouse-to-mouse. (2)

· Beethoven did-did-did-dash’d it. (2)
· Genghis Khan do it. (2)

· Frank Sinatra doobie-doobie does it. (2)

Jewish jokes from New York (according to Mikes, they have a special flavour
)

· A woman is travelling in a half-empty bus in Brooklyn. She asks the driver: ‘Driver, are you Jewish?’

‘No,’ is the curt reply.

Two stops later: ‘Are you Jewish, Driver?’

‘I have already told you, lady, that I am not Jewish.’

Another two stops later: ‘You are Jewish, Driver, aren’t you?’

The man breaks down: ‘Of course, I am Jewish.’

The lady scrutinizes him more closely: ‘You don’t look Jewish.’ (1)

· When you tell a peasant a joke he laughs three times; once when you tell it, one when you explain it, and once when he understands it.

When you tell a land-owner a joke he laughs twice; once when you tell it and once when you explain it – he’ll never understand it.

When you tell a military officer a joke he laughs only when you tell it. Because he won’t let you explain it and of course he does not understand it.

But when you tell a Jew a joke, he tells you that he’s heard it already – and, besides, you’re telling it wrong. (5)

Ambiguous kind of humour: Overstatement or punning?

· ‘Mommy, mommy, I hate my sister’s guts!’

‘Shut up and keep eating!’ (2)

C
Jokes&Anecdotes from Australia

Punning

· A very pompous pommy walked up to an Aussie in Sydney because he was lost and looking for the subway. He said, ‘Excuse me, old fellow, could you tell me how I could get underground?’ and the Aussie said, ‘Sure thing, drop dead, you pommy bastard.’ (3)

Rabbit joke

· One old buck rabbit sat up and nearly laughed his ears off at a joke of its own about that fence [i.e. the fence in Hungerford on the Queensland-New South Wales border]. He laughed so much he couldn’t get away when I reached for him. I could hardly eat him for laughing. (4)

Sexual joke

· An Aussie approached a young lady and said, ‘What about sex?’

‘No’, she answered.

‘Well, would you mind lying down while I have some?’ (3)

Rhyming slang

· I was having a quiet gunga and philla when a grass grabbed in the aris, stuck it in his north and finished up Brahms.

=> I was having a quiet Gunga Din and philharmonic when a grasshopper grabbed the Aristotle, stuck it in his north and south and finished up Brahms and Liszt.

=> I was having a quiet gin and tonic when a copper grabbed the bottle, stuck it in his mouth and finished up pissed. (3)

Humour as a Defence Mechanism

· A local farmer’s wife had a baby and the farmer came into the hospital to see them for the first time.

‘You’ve got a fine boy,’ said the sister, ‘but as you know, he is premature, so he is very small.’

‘Ah well,’ said the farmer, ‘a season like this you are lucky to get your seed back.’ (3)

D
Unintended jokes caused by national standard language varieties in English
Standard British English vs. Standard American English

· An American asks an Englishman what his job is and the Englishman replies: ‘I’m a clerk.’ The astonished American shakes his head and asks: ‘You mean, you go tick-tock, tick-tock?’ (2)

· An American asks an Englishwoman: ‘Do you have children?’
Whereupon he hears the reply: ‘Yes, one a year.’ (2)

· Tina from Boston visits her pen-friend Angie in Birmingham. One evening Angie says,

‘We’re going out for supper. Do you want to join us.’

‘Fine, let me just change my pants.’

‘You don’t want to tell me …?’ 

Standard British English vs. Standard Australian English

· When the English writer Monica Dickens was autographing copies of her latest book for a few members of the public in a Sydney shop, a woman handed her a copy and said, ‘Emma Chissit.’ Thinking that this was the woman’s name, Monica Dickens wrote ‘To Emma Chissit’ above the signature on the flyleaf. The purchaser, however, in a rather more positive voice, said, ‘No, Emma Chissit?’ … It took a while until it had turned out that the woman had only asked for the price (‘How much is it?’), she had only just spoken Strine.
 (3)

Standard American English vs. Black American English

· Little white girl to little black girl: ‘Where’s Pee Wee, Mary France?’

Little black girl: ‘He sick.’

‘You mean he is sick! – I am sick! You are sick! He is sick!’

‘Must be an epidemic!’ (2)

E
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