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(5) J. D. Walsh, ‘Sydney Smith: the Clergyman as Humorist and Refor-
mer’,

(6) J. C. H. Davies, ‘How Ethnic Jokes have Changed over Time in Bri-
tain and America’.
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Humor in the Context of Chinese Culture
on the Eve of the Modern Era: A Study of
Ching-hua-yuan (The Destinies of the Flowers

| in the Mirror)

MAX K.W. HUANG

This article, mainly*using the material from Ching-hua-yuan (The
Destinies of the Flowers in the Mirror) (hereafter CHY) deals with the
social and intellectual implications of humor in China on the eve of the
modern era. Many would agree that humor in different societies and at
different times is not the same, and that the comprehehsibility of humor
by and large depends on shared life experiences and habits of communi-
cation. Thus humor reflects the collective mentality and social environ-
ment from which it is created. Conversely, to understand a culture, one
should study its patterns of humor as one of its most important aspects.

There are four types of humor in CHY. The first type is humor

about scholars and scholarship, a topic that Li Ju-chen, the author of
CHY, was especially familiar with. He was an expert on phonetic studies,
and, by the time he wrote this novel, had failed several times in the
civil service examinations. In CHY, several jokes are relevant to his
academic interests and personal experience. A good example is the use of
fan-ch’ieh (the system of expressing the sound and tone of any given
character by using two other characters) to make fun of a person.
Apparently this kind of teasing was fashionable among k’ao-cheng scholars
in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The author also in-
herited the tradition of Ju-lin wai-shih, making many jokes about ‘sour’
scholars who are shallow, old-fashioned, or obsessed with the taking of
civil service examinations.

The second type of humor centers on a clownish figure Lin Chih-
yang. In this context, the emphasis is on the contrast between elite value
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orientations and those of merchants. In this novel, Lin is always mocked

by his companions, two Confucian scholars. Thus humor is a kind of
social sanction imposed by the elite on those of other social strata. Jokes

about Lin are sometimes also ‘character humor,’ for example, he is
depicted as bragging and a cheater.

‘ The third type of humor displays what some have called the
““disorder of categories.”” The author reverses various kinds of roles or
functions, such as having a woman play the role of a man, or a‘
vendor that of a buyer. Also, secular and sacred things can be mixed up
with each other. Such reversals are not only humorous but also imply
criticism of social customs and institutions. Relying on traditional sources
such as Shan-hai Ching and Huai-nan Tzu as well as his own imagination,
Li Ju-chen describes a variety of real and imagined behavior and expresses
a remarkable lack of prejudice toward un-Chinese customs. He under-
_stands that different physical and cultural environments lead to different
behaviors. Thus he uses humor to reveal moral principles.

The last type of humor in CHY revolves around a special imagined
social occasion, that of a dinner party attended by one hundred girls with
spirits symbolized the “flowers in the mirror.”” In the early nineteenth
centufy, telling jokes is typical of dinner parties. Most jokes in this
section are “‘package jokes’’ or ‘‘standard jokes,” which can be found in
traditional jest books. In contrast with the other types of jokes, the
package jokes are less connected with historical background and less
serious in nature. If we posit a spectrum ranging from “‘serious discourse”
and “humorous discourse’”, these jokes can be divided into two kinds:
one is the pure joke, fully outside the pale of serious discussion, and the
other is satirical and closer to the pale of serious discourse. These satirical
jokes are always used to deride other people or attack authority indirect-
ly.

By using these four categories to describes the sense of humor in
CHY, we can better understand one complex aspect of Chinese culture on

the eve of the modern era.




