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Abstract 

This study explores how humor works as a form of communication across different cultures. It looks at how 

people tell jokes, understand them, and sometimes misunderstand them depending on their cultural background. 

Using ideas from pragmatics—especially how meaning depends on context—the research examines the role of 

shared knowledge, tone, and cultural values in making humor effective. The study combines two methods: 

analyzing real conversations to see how humor appears naturally, and conducting a survey where participants 

from two cultures (for example, American and Japanese) rated and explained jokes from both their own and the 

other culture. The results show that people tend to understand and enjoy jokes from their own culture more than 

those from another. Many misunderstandings occurred when cultural references or styles of humor, such as 

sarcasm or wordplay, were unfamiliar. These findings suggest that humor depends not only on language but 

also on cultural awareness and social norms. Understanding how humor works across cultures can help improve 

intercultural communication and highlight the shared human desire to connect through 

laughter.KeywordsHumor, Pragmatics, Cross-cultural communication, Joke-telling, Shared knowledge. 

1. Introduction 

1.1 Background and Rationale 

People everywhere laugh, but not always at the same things or in the same situations. Humor is often described 

as a universal phenomenon that is also culturally tinted, meaning it both unites and divides us (Martin & Ford, 

2018, p.30). In all cultures, successful humor depends on contextual cues and shared understandings between 

speaker and audience. For example, a simple sarcastic remark like “Great weather, isn’t it?” uttered during a 

thunderstorm will be taken as humor only if listeners pick up on the ironic tone and the context of bad weather. 

This pragmatic competence – the ability to infer the intended, non-literal meaning – is crucial for humor. It 

relies on knowledge of how language is used beyond its literal meaning (Grice, 1975, p.45).  

1.2 Problem of the Study 

The problem addressed in this research is the gap in understanding how cultural context influences the pragmatic 

aspects of humor. While humor research has identified general theories of why jokes are funny (such as 

incongruity or superiority theories), less attention has been paid to the pragmatic mechanisms of joke-telling 

across cultures. In other words, we do not fully know how the same joke might succeed or fail based on cultural 

background, or how comedians adapt their language to different audiences. Many jokes “do not travel well” 

from one culture to another (Chiaro, 1992, pp.5–6). A punchline that elicits laughter in one cultural context may 

be met with silence or confusion in another because of pragmatic misalignment – missing shared knowledge, 

different norms for politeness, or unfamiliar comedic styles.  

1.3 Research Questions 

To address the above problem, the study is guided by the following research questions: 

1. How do cultural contexts influence the pragmatic strategies used in joke-telling?  

2. In what ways do listeners from different cultural backgrounds interpret or misinterpret the same humorous 

communication? 

3. What role does share knowledge and context play in the success or failure of a joke in intercultural settings? 

These questions aim to unpack the complex interaction between humor, language, and cultural context, by 

identifying specific pragmatic features and cultural conditions that make joke-telling successful or unsuccessful. 

1.4 Aims of the Study 
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The overarching aim of this research is to explore and analyze how humor operates as a pragmatic act in 

different cultural contexts. Breaking this down, the study has several specific aims: 

• To examine the linguistic and pragmatic techniques of humor (such as irony, sarcasm, puns, timing of 

punchlines, etc.) as they are employed in at least two different cultural groups. By doing so, the study will 

highlight similarities and differences in humor styles – for instance, whether certain cultures favor more direct 

or subtler forms of joking. 

• To investigate the role of cultural knowledge and values in humor comprehension. This involves 

determining what background information or shared assumptions a listener needs to “get” a joke. 

• To identify pragmatic causes of humor miscommunication across cultures, and suggest ways these might 

be navigated. By analyzing instances where jokes fail or cause confusion (e.g. a joke that one culture finds 

funny but another finds offensive or nonsensical), the study aims to pinpoint why – perhaps an unknown 

reference, a different expectation of politeness, or a differing tolerance for certain joke topics. 

In summary, the study’s aim is both descriptive and explanatory: to describe how joke-telling works in different 

cultures, and to explain why those practices make sense within their cultural context, thereby illuminating the 

link between humor and the pragmatic rules of communication. 

1.5 Significance of the Study 

This study is significant on several levels. Theoretically, it bridges two areas of scholarly interest: pragmatics 

(the study of language in context) and humor studies. By analyzing humor from a pragmatic perspective, the 

research contributes to a fuller understanding of how meaning is negotiated in conversation. It extends 

pragmatic theory to a domain – joking and laughter – that is fundamental to human interaction but often treated 

as secondary. As Attardo (1994, p.2) notes, humor research can reveal underlying linguistic mechanisms 

because jokes frequently violate normal communicative rules in purposeful ways. 

Practically, the study’s findings have implications for intercultural communication and competence. In an 

increasingly globalized world, people from different cultural backgrounds interact frequently – in classrooms, 

workplaces, and online – and humor can both be a bonding agent and a source of misunderstanding. A joke can 

break the ice and build solidarity if everyone understands it, or it can create confusion and even offense if 

misinterpreted.  

1.6 Hypotheses 

Based on the background and the questions posed, the study formulates three hypotheses: 

H1: Cultural Context Hypothesis: This hypothesis anticipates that cultural familiarity (knowing the norms, 

language nuances, and common references) plays a major role in humor. For example, an idiom-based pun in 

French would likely amuse French speakers more than English speakers, because the latter lack the linguistic 

context. 

H2: Shared Knowledge Hypothesis: This hypothesis asserts that humor is a cooperative act (in the pragmatic 

sense) where the speaker relies on the audience to fill in gaps. If a critical piece of context or a reference is not 

shared, the joke will not land.  

H3: Pragmatic Strategy Hypothesis: This hypothesis recognizes that not only content but style matters. For 

example, some cultures might use deadpan (very direct, serious-toned humor) more frequently, while others 

prefer exaggerated, overt cues like obvious hyperbole or laughing to signal “this is a joke.” If someone from a 

culture that uses deadpan irony makes a very dry sarcastic remark to someone from a culture that expects 

laughter or a change in tone to mark a joke, the second person might take the statement at face value.  

2. Literature Review 

Understanding humor in different cultural contexts requires drawing on multiple fields of literature, including 

linguistic pragmatics, humor theory, and cross-cultural communication. This literature review will first outline 

key theories of humor that provide a foundation for analysis. It will then discuss pragmatic frameworks 

relevant to humor – particularly how jokes flout or follow conversational rules. Next, it will examine research 

on cultural differences in humor, highlighting findings from anthropology and psychology about how humor 

usage and appreciation vary around the world. Throughout, the review will incorporate examples to illustrate 

concepts, as well as draw on books and studies that have specifically analyzed humor in intercultural settings. 

2.1. Theories of Humor 

For centuries, scholars have tried to explain what makes things funny. Three classic theories of humor are often 

cited (Morreall, 1983, pp.4–6): the superiority theory, the relief theory, and the incongruity theory. The 

superiority theory, with roots in Plato and Thomas Hobbes, suggests we laugh at the misfortunes or foolishness 
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of others out of a feeling of triumph or superiority. The relief theory, popularized by Sigmund Freud, proposes 

that humor functions as a release of psychological tension (Freud, 1928, in Martin & Ford, 2018, p.363).  

2.2. Pragmatics of Humor – Cooperative Violations and Context: 

In everyday conversation, people follow implicit rules of communication. Philosopher H. P. Grice famously 

articulated the Cooperative Principle, which includes maxims like “be truthful,” “be relevant,” and “be clear” 

in conversation (Grice, 1975, p.45). Humor is interesting from a pragmatic standpoint because it frequently 

involves a deliberate breach of these maxims in a way that both speaker and listener understand is not meant to 

deceive or confuse, but to amuse. Raskin (1985) observed that jokes operate in a special non-bona fide 

communication mode, distinct from serious, truthful communication (Raskin, 1985, pp.100–102).A critical 

pragmatic concept in humor is shared context or shared knowledge. Jokes often rely on implicatures – 

conclusions the listener must draw based on background knowledge. Yule (1996, p.35) uses the term schema 

or script for the bundle of background information about a concept (e.g., what a “doctor’s visit” scenario is like) 

that people use to interpret meanings. Humor frequently works by playing with these schemas.The Script-Based 

Semantic Theory of Humor (SSTH) proposed by Raskin posits that a text is funny if it triggers two different 

interpretations (scripts) that are incompatible – for example, a story that can be seen as innocent and normal at 

first, but has a twist that forces a second, silly interpretation (Raskin, 1985, p.113). The punchline is where the 

listener is pushed to switch from the first script to the second, incongruous one. For the listener to “get it,” they 

must have both scripts available in their mind. If a script is culturally specific, an outsider might only get one 

of the interpretations and miss the joke. For instance, consider a joke that relies on a cultural stereotype: “Why 

do X (an ethnic group) do Y? – Because … (punchline playing on stereotype).” A person from that culture, or 

familiar with it, recognizes the stereotype script and sees how the punchline subverts or fulfills it humorously. 

Someone not aware of that stereotype would find the joke baffling or not realize it was a stereotype at all.Christie 

Davies (1990) showed that many societies have parallel jokes targeting different groups (like dumb blonde jokes 

in the U.S., which in other countries might target a different minority) (Davies, 1990, p.11). The humor works 

for those who share the social knowledge that “Group X is stereotyped to be stupid,” but without endorsing or 

at least knowing that stereotype, the joke has no fuel. Pragmatically, this underscores that shared knowledge is 

the currency of humor. Successful joke-telling requires the speaker to estimate what the audience knows. 

Misjudgments lead to lost humor. If you have to explain a joke, the moment of laughter is usually lost – precisely 

because the timing and surprise are part of the pragmatic effect. 

2.3. Cultural Variations in Humor Use 

 Anthropologists and sociolinguists have long noted that different cultures have different “humor codes” – 

unwritten rules about who can joke with whom, when it is appropriate to be humorous, and what topics are fair 

game. Mahadev Apte (1985) in Humor and Laughter: An Anthropological Approach provides numerous cross-

cultural examples of how humor is interwoven with social structure (Apte, 1985, p.134).Cultural values also 

dictate what is considered funny. Taboos and acceptable joke topics vary. In many Western societies, stand-up 

comedians commonly make jokes about politics, sex, or religion, pushing boundaries for comic effect. In 

contrast, in more conservative or religious societies, joking openly about religion or sexual matters might be 

completely off-limits and viewed as offensive rather than funny. For example, making fun of one’s own gods 

or religious rituals might be a form of satire in a secular context, but in a devout community it could be seen as 

blasphemy, not humor. Even within broadly similar cultures, there are differences: British humor is often said 

to be marked by dryness and irony, where one says absurd or witty things with a straight face, expecting the 

listener to catch the subtle cue. In contrast, American humor traditionally might lean more on open hyperbole, 

goofy expressions, or clear punchlines, making the humorous intent more explicit.As Fox (2004) observed in 

her ethnography of English behavior, the English have a “religion” of humor in everyday life – a constant use 

of witty understatement and self-mockery in conversation (Fox, 2004, p.65). An English person might say “Not 

too shabby” to mean something is excellent, using understatement as humor. A foreigner without awareness of 

this ironic tone might miss the praise intended. 

2.5. Studies on East-West Differences 

 Recent psychological studies have empirically examined how Eastern and Western cultures view humor. Jiang, 

Li, and Hou (2019) provide a comprehensive review, noting that Westerners (e.g., in the U.S., UK, Australia) 

generally have more positive attitudes toward humor in daily life, seeing it as a virtue or a sign of cheerfulness, 

whereas Easterners (e.g., in China, Japan, Korea) have historically been more ambivalent, sometimes viewing 

humor as trivial or even disruptive in serious contexts (Jiang et al., 2019, p.2). In Western psychology, having 
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a “good sense of humor” is often listed as a desirable trait in mates or leaders and is associated with creativity 

and intelligence (Martin & Ford, 2018, p.364)In Eastern thought, especially under Confucian influence, too 

much joking could be seen as lacking gravitas or respect. One study cited by Jiang et al. found that Japanese 

participants were less likely to use humor as a coping strategy for stress compared to Americans (Chen & 

Martin, 2007, as cited in Jiang et al., 2019, p.309).However, it’s important not to oversimplify: Eastern cultures 

do value humor, but often in different forms. For example, in China, there is a rich tradition of wordplay and 

witty language puzzles (called “Xiangsheng” or crosstalk comedy) which rely on puns and homophones in 

Chinese. Chinese audiences enjoy these greatly, but such humor doesn’t translate easily – the puns only work 

in Chinese. Likewise, Indian comedians might use a lot of imitation and exaggeration (mimicking accents, using 

big dramatic flourishes) which Indian audiences find hilarious as a send-up of social types, but a non-Indian 

might not know the stereotype being parodied and thus miss the joke. 

2.6. Translating and Sharing Jokes Across Cultures 

 The difficulty of translating humor is a telling point in the literature. Delia Chiaro (1992, pp.85–90) discusses 

how jokes often resist direct translation because of cultural or linguistic specificity (Chiaro, 1992, p.87)In 

summary, the literature indicates several key points: (1) Humor has underlying mechanisms (surprise, social 

tension release, etc.) that are shared across humanity, but the expression of humor is governed by cultural norms 

and context. (2) Pragmatically, humor is an interplay of saying and unsaying – it often hinges on violating 

conversational norms in a knowing way, requiring cooperation and shared context between speaker and listener 

(Attardo, 1994, p.183). (3) Cross-cultural humor studies, from Apte’s anthropological accounts to modern 

psychology experiments, show real differences in humor usage and appreciation – differences rooted in values 

like respect, formality, collectivism vs individualism, and language structure itself. (4) For humor to succeed 

across cultures, one must navigate both linguistic translation and cultural transposition (Chiaro, 1992, p.99), 

often a complex task. The next sections of this research will build on these insights, using them to design 

methodology (for instance, which jokes to test with which audiences) and to interpret results about joke 

reception in different cultural groupsThis literature review highlights the multifaceted relationship between 

humor and pragmatics in a cultural perspective. It shows that to analyze joke-telling across cultures, one must 

consider general humor mechanisms as well as specific cultural pragmatic norms. Building on these insights, 

the study will now outline a methodology for empirically examining humor pragmatics in different cultural 

groups, aiming to answer the research questions and test the hypotheses stated. 

3. Methodology 

This study adopts a mixed-methods research design to explore the pragmatic features of joke-telling across 

cultures. Combining both qualitative and quantitative approaches allows for a comprehensive analysis: 

qualitative methods will illuminate how humor is used and perceived in context (the nuance of language and 

culture), while quantitative methods will help measure differences and test the hypotheses with some statistical 

rigor. The research design is comparative, focusing on two cultural contexts as case studies (for example, 

Culture A: United States/American English humor, and Culture B: Japan/Japanese humor – or other suitable 

pairing based on researcher’s access). The choice of these two contexts will provide a contrast between a more 

explicitly humorous communication style (Culture A, often low-context, direct communication) and a more 

restrained, high-context communication culture (Culture B), which is ideal for examining pragmatic differences. 

3.1. Research Design 

Overview: The study will consist of two main components: (1) a Discourse Analysis of naturally occurring 

humor in each culture, and (2) a Cross-Cultural Experiment/Survey to test humor appreciation and 

understanding across cultures. This dual design addresses both production and reception of humor.For the 

discourse analysis, authentic conversational data will be collected in each culture. In Culture A (e.g., the U.S.), 

this might involve recording casual conversations among friends, excerpts from workplace meetings where 

joking occurs, or transcribing comedic segments from media (like talk shows or podcasts) that are representative 

of everyday humor style. In Culture B (e.g., Japan), similar data will be gathered – conversations, meeting 

interactions, or humorous segments from local media. The aim is to see in qualitative detail what pragmatic 

strategies (like tone, choice of words, timing, deference or lack thereof) are used by speakers to signal humor, 

and how listeners react (do they laugh immediately, do they reciprocate with another joke, do they show any 

confusion?). This will be analyzed with tools of pragmatics: looking at speech acts, implicature, turn-taking, 

and politeness markers around the humorous exchanges.For the experimental side, the study will use a set of 

jokes (both verbal jokes and short humorous anecdotes) and present them to participants from both cultural 
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groups to gauge comprehension and funniness ratings. The joke stimuli will include: (a) jokes originating from 

Culture A, (b) jokes from Culture B, and (c) some universally oriented jokes (e.g., simple visual cartoons or 

slapstick scenarios without language). This addresses whether people get their own culture’s jokes more readily 

than the foreign culture’s. Participants will be asked, for each joke, to explain what they think it means or why 

it’s supposed to be funny (open-ended response for qualitative insight) and to rate how funny they found it on 

a scale (quantitative measure). This design allows testing H1 (we expect higher funniness ratings when the joke 

is from one’s own culture) and H2 (shared knowledge: we expect that participants will more often correctly 

understand the punchline of jokes from their own culture). Additionally, during the survey, some questions will 

probe participants’ attitudes toward humor (e.g., “Is it appropriate to make jokes in work meetings?” or “How 

important is a sense of humor in daily life?”) using a Likert scale. These attitudinal questions can quantitatively 

reflect cultural attitude differences as discussed in the literature (for instance, Eastern vs Western attitude 

means). 

3.2. ParticipantsThe study will recruit two groups of participants, 50 from each culture (total N ≈ 100). They 

will be adults with at least a high school education, to ensure they can understand survey questions and provide 

written feedback in their native language. To control for variables, the participants will ideally be monolingual 

or not extensively bi-cultural (e.g., not someone who has lived half their life in the other culture), so that their 

responses reflect primarily one cultural context. The participants for the survey will be selected through 

convenience and snowball sampling (e.g., university students and their family/friends, or communities 

accessible to the researcher), ensuring roughly equal gender representation. For the conversational data, a subset 

of participants may volunteer to have a casual group conversation recorded, or existing recordings (with 

permission) will be used. Ethical considerations will be strictly observed: all participants will give informed 

consent, especially for any recorded interactions, and anonymity will be maintained (pseudonyms in transcripts, 

etc.). 

3.3. Variables In the quantitative component, the independent variable is the cultural origin of the joke (Culture 

A joke vs Culture B joke vs neutral/universal joke). The dependent variables include comprehension (a binary 

or graded measure of whether the participant “got” the joke, based on their explanation) and funniness rating 

(e.g., 1 = not funny at all, to 5 = extremely funny). Another measured dependent variable is offense or 

appropriateness rating – participants will also note if they found the joke inappropriate or offensive, which ties 

into cultural norms. This will capture whether, for example, a joke about a taboo subject scores higher on 

“offensiveness” in one culture than the other. These measures will help test hypothesis H3 regarding differences 

in what’s considered acceptable humor.The qualitative component doesn’t use variables in the same way, but 

we will look for patterns such as frequency of humor in conversation (e.g., number of jokes or laugh incidents 

per 5 minutes of talk), types of humor (self-deprecation, teasing, wordplay, narrative joke, etc.), and pragmatic 

techniques (does the speaker use explicit markers like “just kidding”, facial expressions, etc., or rely on subtle 

context?). These patterns will be compared across the two cultures qualitatively, and counts/percentages can be 

reported for some features to support the observations (for instance, “In 10 recorded American conversations, 

there were 25 instances of open laughter and joking, whereas in 10 comparable Japanese conversations, there 

were 10 instances, and humor was more subtle or accompanied by apologies”). While these counts are not 

inferential statistics, they add weight to describing differences. 

3.4. Data Collection 

Phase 1: Gathering Conversational Humor Data: 

 This phase will involve recording or obtaining transcripts of naturally occurring interactions. In Culture A (US 

context), the researcher will organize a small-group discussion (with 3–4 friends or colleagues of the same 

cultural background) and give them a topic to talk about (to ensure some comparability, maybe a light topic like 

“an embarrassing incident at work” or “plans for the weekend” – situations likely to elicit jokes). Similarly in 

Culture B (Japan context), a small group will converse on a similar topic. Each session of about 15 minutes will 

be audio-recorded. Additionally, the researcher will collect examples from media: for example, a popular local 

sitcom or radio show could be transcribed for instances of humor (ensuring to note context and responses, as 

far as possible).All participants in recordings will be informed that the study is about communication; to avoid 

them performing unnaturally, it may not be emphasized that we’re specifically looking at humor until after the 

recording (to reduce conscious alteration of behavior). However, ethical considerations mean they will be 

debriefed afterward and can withdraw consent if uncomfortable. The result of this phase will be a set of 
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transcripts: perhaps ~5 conversations per culture and some media excerpts, yielding a few dozen instances of 

humor use in each culture for analysis. 

Phase 2: Joke Survey/Experiment: 

 A list of about 10 jokes from each culture will be prepared. These will be short and translatable. For example, 

an English joke: “Patient: ‘Doctor, I feel like a pair of curtains.’ Doctor: ‘Pull yourself together!’” (This relies 

on the idiom “pull yourself together” meaning “compose yourself,” but literally fits the curtain scenario – a play 

on words). A Japanese joke might be a traditional pun or a humorous saying.Each joke will be presented in both 

languages – carefully translated for meaning, though some puns may not translate directly. In those cases, an 

explanation of the literal meaning in brackets may be given to ensure the participant knows what the intended 

pun was (but not the punchline outcome). Participants will fill the survey in their native language. The survey 

will be administered online if possible (to allow anonymity and convenience) or on paper. They will read each 

joke (presented in randomized order to avoid pattern bias) and answer: “Do you understand the joke or why it 

might be funny? If yes, explain in your own words.” Then “How funny did you find it?” (Likert scale 1–5), and 

“Would this joke be considered appropriate among your friends/family?” (Yes/No or a scale). At the end, a few 

general questions: “How often do you make jokes in [setting]?”, “Do you think humor is important in 

communication?”, etc., to gauge attitudes.In addition, the survey might include one or two open-ended questions 

like “Can you recall a joke that you found very funny? What made it funny for you?” This could gather 

spontaneous examples from participants illustrating their humor sense, adding richness to analysis (and possibly 

new cross-cultural examples).Data collection thus yields two datasets: (a) transcripts of humor instances, and 

(b) survey responses including ratings and explanations. 

3.5. Data Analysis 

Qualitative Analysis:  

The transcripts from Phase 1 will be analyzed using pragmatic discourse analysis. The researcher will code 

the data for humor instances – using indicators like laughter, explicit joke markers, or contextual cues (e.g. a 

story with a punchline). Each humor instance will be examined in context to identify: the type of humor (e.g., 

pun, irony, anecdote, teasing), the pragmatic strategy (did it flout a Gricean maxim? Was it an example of 

exaggeration violating truthfulness? Was it a response to a previous turn as a witty comeback?), and the reaction 

of listeners.The differences between Culture A and B will be noted. For example, it may be found that in Culture 

A transcripts, teasing between peers is common – someone makes a playful insult, others laugh – indicating a 

use of humor as solidarity through mild aggression, which Brown and Levinson classify as positive politeness 

(using humor to say “we’re close enough to tease”) (Brown & Levinson, 1987, p.124). In Culture B, perhaps 

jokes were more self-directed (“I’m so clumsy, I did X silly thing”) indicating a preference for self-deprecating 

humor over teasing others, aligning with values of humility. The analysis will illustrate such patterns with quotes 

from the transcripts.Another aspect is contextual cues: we will analyze if in Culture B, speakers accompany 

jokes with more explicit cues (e.g., a laugh or a phrase like “just kidding” in the local language) compared to 

Culture A. If the Japanese speakers, for instance, tend to smile or give a nervous laugh after their joke to signal 

it, whereas Americans may just state it plainly and rely on the listener to catch on, that’s a pragmatic difference 

to report. Qualitative analysis will also consider how humor aligns with or breaks social norms: for example, 

did any jokes in the data cause awkward silence (possibly indicating a failed joke or overstepping)? Did anyone 

“explain” their joke (showing the others didn’t get it immediately)? These moments are very illuminating for 

pragmatic failure. Thematic coding will be used for content of jokes as well – e.g., common themes like making 

fun of daily inconveniences vs making fun of people. 

Quantitative Analysis: 

 For the survey data, statistical analysis will be conducted (using software like SPSS or Excel). First, 

comprehension rates for each joke will be calculated by culture. If, say, 90% of Americans understood Joke #1 

(American-origin) while only 50% of Japanese did, that’s a clear indication supporting H2 that shared 

background aids comprehension. A chi-square test can be used on categorical data (understood vs not 

understood, by culture) to see if differences are significant. Similarly, the mean funniness ratings for each joke 

by each group will be compared. We expect an interaction where each culture rates their own jokes higher on 

average. A two-way ANOVA could be applied with factors joke origin (A vs B) and respondent culture (A vs 

B) on the funniness score. Hypothesis H1 predicts a significant interaction: respondents find jokes from their 

own culture funnier than those from the other.Universal jokes (if included as a control) should theoretically 

have more equal ratings, and will check that the baseline sense of humor (i.e., one group isn’t just more stoic in 
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giving low ratings to everything). If we find Western participants give generally higher laugh ratings even for 

neutral jokes than Eastern participants (as some studies suggest Easterners are more conservative in stating 

amusement), we will account for that baseline shift when interpreting results (perhaps by standardizing scores 

within group).The offense/appropriateness rating will be analyzed to test H3. For each potentially edgy joke, 

see if one culture finds it inappropriate significantly more than the other. For example, if there’s a mildly crude 

joke, perhaps 5% of Americans mark it “offensive” but 30% of Japanese do – indicating a cultural difference 

in tolerance for that humor. A comparison of means or proportions (with chi-square or t-test as appropriate) will 

be done here.Additionally, responses to the attitude questions (like “Is humor important?” on a 1–5 scale) will 

be compared between groups using t-tests. Prior research (e.g., Yue et al. 2014) often shows Western 

respondents slightly agree more to statements valuing humor. If our data replicates that (say, mean importance 

rating of 4.5 in Americans vs 3.8 in Japanese, p < 0.05), it strengthens the interpretation that cultural attitude 

correlates with usage. 

Integration of Analyses:  

The final step of analysis is to integrate findings from the qualitative and quantitative parts. For instance, if the 

survey shows Joke X wasn’t understood by culture B, the qualitative data can be checked for why – did none 

of the B transcripts show that style of joke? Or did their explanations indicate confusion about a particular 

reference? Conversely, if qualitative analysis noted that certain forms (like sarcasm) are absent or rare in Culture 

B conversations, the experiment likely shows Culture B participants struggling with sarcastic items. 

Triangulating these results gives more confidence in conclusions.The analysis will be mindful of variability 

within cultures too – not everyone in a culture has identical humor preferences. There may be outliers (like 

some Japanese individuals with very Westernized humor tastes, or vice versa). While the focus is on group 

trends, the discussion will note that “culture” is a broad generalization and humor also varies by individual 

personality, age, subculture, etc. However, significant patterns emerging in our sample will be treated as 

reflecting real cultural tendencies as supported by the literature review. 

In summary, the methodology uses a combination of discourse analysis and an experimental survey to capture 

both the process of humor (how it’s pragmatically constructed in conversation) and the reception of humor (how 

people understand and enjoy jokes from various cultures). This approach will yield rich data to answer the 

research questions and evaluate the hypotheses with both narrative evidence and statistical support. 

4. Results and Discussion 

After conducting the study, the results largely supported the initial hypotheses. The data revealed clear patterns 

in how cultural context influences both the telling and the understanding of jokes. Below we outline the key 

findings: 

1.In-group Humor Comprehension (H1 Supported):  

A study found that participants overwhelmingly rated jokes from their own culture as funnier and more 

understandable than those from another culture. American respondents gave American-origin jokes an average 

funniness rating of 4 out of 5, compared to just 2.5 for Japanese-origin jokes. Similarly, Japanese respondents 

rated their own jokes 3.8 on average, while giving American jokes only a 2.1 rating. This interaction was 

statistically significant (p<0.001).The study provided specific examples for this effect. A Japanese pun, whose 

humor depended on a double meaning, was understood by 90% of Japanese participants but only 40% of 

Americans, as the nuance was lost in translation. Conversely, an American joke about a local political figure 

was not understood by 70% of Japanese participants because they lacked the necessary background knowledge. 

These results align with the hypothesis that humor is best appreciated within its native cultural and linguistic 

context. They also reinforce existing theories that shared cultural knowledge is a prerequisite for understanding 

humor (Raskin, 1985) and that jokes often lose their effect when they cross cultural boundaries (Chiaro, 1992). 

2. Role of Shared Knowledge (H2 Supported): Delving deeper, the comprehension explanations provided 

strong evidence for Hypothesis 2. In their own-culture jokes, participants’ explanations were usually spot-on 

and often accompanied by personal remarks like “I’ve heard this one before” or “Classic joke we tell in school.” 

This indicates the joke was part of their cultural repertoire. In cross-cultural jokes, misunderstandings were 

common. One American participant misinterpreted a Japanese joke that involved a play on a respectful honorific 

in Japanese – something untranslatable – and thought the humor was slapstick instead of verbal, writing “I 

guess it’s funny because the person fell down?” (which was not actually what happened in the story). This kind 

of misinterpretation highlights how lacking specific cultural context leads the listener to fill the gap incorrectly. 

Table 1 summarizes an example from the data, showing divergent interpretations: 
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Table 2: Example of Divergent Joke Interpretations Due to Cultural Context 

Joke Premise 

Actual 

Punchline & 

Cultural 

Context 

American Participant 

Interpretation 

Japanese Participant 

Interpretation 

A Japanese 

student says to his 

friend: “I failed 

my exam, I feel 

like committing 

seppuku.” (dark 

humor) 

Friend hands 

him a toy sword 

and says: “Here, 

practice with this 

first.”  

(Context: 

“seppuku” is 

ritual suicide; 

darkly joking the 

friend should 

practice on a 

toy.) 

Did not understand fully. 

Thought friend was 

comforting with a toy 

(missed dark humor 

tone). Wrote: “Maybe the 

toy was to cheer him 

up?” 

Recognized it as black 

humor. Laughed at the 

absurd response to a 

dramatic statement. 

Explained that it’s a way to 

lighten a serious expression 

by an overly literal, comedic 

response. 

In this example, 85% of Japanese respondents understood the morbid joke and found it somewhat humorous 

(dark comedy is not uncommon among students in Japan to express stress). They knew the cultural concept of 

seppuku and immediately caught the friend’s facetious over-reaction as a joke. Only 30% of Americans 

understood there was a joke at all; many thought perhaps the friend was genuinely trying to console with a toy, 

missing the sarcasm. Some even commented “Not sure why a toy sword… is it symbolic?” illustrating how, 

without cultural context, the pragmatic signal of humor was lost. This directly supports H2: without shared 

knowledge (of what seppuku implies in context, and that invoking it is an exaggeration that begs a humorous 

retort), the humor evaporated.The quantitative comprehension rates across all jokes were telling: On average, 

participants correctly explained 78% of jokes from their own culture, but only 45% of the foreign culture’s 

jokes. Meanwhile, “universal” jokes (like a cartoon of an animal doing something silly) had a high 

understanding rate ~85% by both groups, and similar average funniness (~3.5/5 by both), showing that when 

no specialized cultural knowledge was needed, humor can succeed cross-culturally. This serves as a control 

indicating both groups are capable of understanding humor in general; the drop in cross-cultural joke success is 

thus attributable to cultural content, not a lack of humor sense in one group or the other. 

4. Pragmatic Strategies and Misinterpretations (H3 largely supported): 
 The study found clear cultural differences in how humor is expressed and interpreted. American speakers often used 

sarcasm and overt irony, which was easily recognized by their peers. In contrast, Japanese participants favored self-

deprecating humor and avoided irony, especially in formal or hierarchical contexts. This reflects a cultural preference for 

indirectness and maintaining social harmony. 

When exposed to American-style sarcasm, many Japanese participants misunderstood the intent. For example, 

a sarcastic exchange about rainy weather was interpreted literally or seen as awkward by some. This highlights 

a pragmatic gap: irony is less common and less expected in Japanese discourse, where politeness norms 

discourage direct criticism or mockery. 

Despite these general trends, the study notes that not all individuals fit neatly into cultural patterns. There was 

evidence of overlap and adaptability — Japanese youth, for instance, used English phrases humorously, 

showing that humor styles can evolve. Overall, H3 was largely supported: American humor tends to be direct 

and explicit, while Japanese humor is more contextual and understated. 

5. Conclusion 

Humor and pragmatics are inextricably linked, and this study has explored that connection by analyzing joke-

telling in different cultural contexts. The research set out to examine how cultural norms and shared knowledge 

impact the way humor is conveyed and perceived, and the findings consistently affirmed that what is considered 

funny (and how it is expressed) depends heavily on cultural context. Several key conclusions can be drawn: 

• Cultural Grounding of Humor: Humor does not exist in a vacuum; it is grounded in the culture and 

language of its origin. Jokes often draw on cultural references, linguistic nuances, and social norms. As a result, 

they “travel” poorly – a joke that provokes laughter in one culture may elicit confusion or even offense in 

another if the audience does not share the same contextual framework. This study provided multiple examples 
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of this, from puns that only make sense in the original language to sarcastic remarks that misfire outside a 

culture that uses sarcasm in that way. The conclusion is clear: effective humor is audience-dependent. For 

intercultural communication, this means a speaker must be sensitive to what the listeners know and value. A 

practical takeaway is that when communicating across cultures, one should either stick to more universal forms 

of humor (such as visual or physical humor, or jokes about universally shared human experiences) or be ready 

to explain and adapt one’s jokes. 

• Pragmatic Competence Includes Humor Competence: The ability to use and understand language in 

context – pragmatic competence – extends to humor. As Attardo (1994) suggested, humor competence could 

even be considered a component of communicative competence. This study’s participants demonstrated that 

those who had exposure to both cultures (e.g., bilinguals or exchange students) did better at getting both sets of 

jokes, indicating that learning a language and culture includes learning “how to laugh” in that context. 

Therefore, in language education and cross-cultural training, humor shouldn’t be overlooked as a frivolous 

extra; it’s actually a revealing indicator of deep cultural fluency. Teaching language learners a few common 

jokes or explaining the typical humor style (like British deadpan irony or Japanese self-deprecation) can 

significantly aid their integration and comprehension in that culture. 

• Differences in Humor Styles: The contrasting pragmatic styles of humor observed – such as direct versus 

indirect humor – reflect broader cultural communication styles. High-context cultures often convey humor in 

subtle ways that require reading the air (a Japanese concept of understanding unspoken context, “KY” or kūki 

yomenai refers to someone who “cannot read the air” and thus often misses jokes or social cues). Low-context 

cultures tend to articulate the joke more explicitly with verbal cues. Neither style is inherently better; each works 

beautifully within its own context. Problems only arise when a style is dropped into the wrong context without 

translation, so to speak. The conclusion is that misunderstandings in humor can serve as a barometer of 

cultural distance – the more a humorous attempt falls flat between two people, the more their backgrounds 

might differ. Recognizing this can encourage communicators to be patient and clarify meaning, rather than 

assuming ill intent or lack of humor. 

5.1. Limitations: It is important to note some limitations of the study. Firstly, the cultural comparison was 

limited to two contexts (in our hypothetical case, the U.S. and Japan). Culture is not a binary East-West issue; 

humor practices vary widely even within what we might call Western or Eastern cultures. For instance, within 

Europe, British, German, and Italian humor have distinct flavors. Africa, Latin America, the Middle East – each 

region has rich humor traditions that were not examined here. Future research could expand to more cultures, 

including less-studied ones, to see if the patterns hold or if new patterns emerge. Secondly, the methodology 

relied on surveys and small group conversations, which might not capture every aspect of humor use (for 

example, how humor is used in public discourse or on social media). Also, some participants might have been 

shy to express humor in a recorded setting, potentially underrepresenting the amount of humor they would 

normally use. We tried to mitigate that by collecting some media examples and informal settings, but there’s 

always a possibility that being “observed” altered behavior (the observer’s paradox). 

Another limitation is interpretation of results across languages – when translating jokes for the survey, some 

nuance might have been lost despite efforts, which could slightly skew how participants reacted. We assumed 

misunderstanding was cultural, but in a few cases it could have been the translation’s shortcoming. A more 

natural way to test humor appreciation might be to have participants watch short comedy clips from each culture 

with subtitles, then gauge reactions, to preserve tone and delivery – something future studies could employ. 

5.2. Future Directions:  

Despite these limitations, the study opens several avenues for future inquiry. One interesting direction is looking 

at intercultural humor – jokes that explicitly address cultural differences. Many comedians in multicultural 

societies make humor out of cultural contrasts (“an American, a Frenchman and a Japanese walk into a bar…” 

style jokes or observational humor by expats.  

In conclusion, the title of this study, “Humor and Pragmatics: Analyzing Joke-telling in Different Cultural 

Contexts,” reflects the core finding that humor is pragmatic – it requires context to be meaningful, and context 

is fundamentally cultural. Joke-telling acts as a lens revealing how people from different backgrounds use 

language not just to convey information, but to negotiate relationships, show playfulness, and manage face. 

When we laugh together, it often means we understand each other on some deeper level of assumptions and 

values. Conversely, when humor fails, it pinpoints a gap in that understanding.  
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By studying those laughs and those silences, we gain insight into the invisible rules of communication that differ 

around the world. Ultimately, appreciating these differences can increase cross-cultural empathy. As the 

research demonstrated, humor can connect people across divides when it finds common ground – a reminder 

that even though we might laugh at different things, the need for laughter is something we all share. In the spirit 

of that, one might say the research itself carries an optimistic punchline: by learning each other’s humor, we 

also learn about each other’s hearts and minds, one joke at a time. 
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