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EDITORIAL

Hello, hello!*

*Comedian Deniz Goktas’s opening word for his stand-up routine.
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Life flows on with all its force.

Human beings evolved to live in natural environ-
ments and in small communities held together by
strong kinship ties. Today, we live in crowded cities,
use social media, and are exposed to a continuous
stream of economic, technological, and social
change. Population growth, forced and voluntary
migration, fragmented communities, economic
inequality, and the exaggerations that run through
both traditional and social media are steadily
widening the distance between appearance and
reality.

Humor is born and flourishes precisely in this dis-
tance.

Looking at it the other way around, we might say
that societies with a highly developed sense of
humor tend to have a considerable gap between
appearance and reality. Political language claims
possession of the truth. It speaks with sharp cer-
tainty and can be rigid as crystal. The language of
humor, in contrast, is relaxed, expansive, flexible,
and ambiguous. It also makes room for absurdity.
Over time, absurdity has become one of the essen-
tial ingredients of a good joke.

What I mean is that a good joke requires the ordi-
nary chain of cause and effect to disappear, if only
for a moment, so that criticism and censorship can
lose their grip. It would not be entirely wrong to
place our own country rather high among the
nations of the world when it comes to the distance
between appearance and reality. Societies marked
by strong state authority, feudal structures, and
patriarchy are also remarkably fertile ground for
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humor, rather like a bubbling spring that never
runs dry.

One important way of soothing intertwined mental
and bodily unrest is to produce meaning. We create
meaning through chains of thought, with words
strung together one after another like pearls. Yet
humor appears at the very moment we realize that
something that seems meaningful may not, after
all, be quite so meaningful.

As the distance between meaning and meaningless-
ness grows, the contrast between them becomes
more pronounced and cracks begin to appear. Just
as the widening gap between appearance and real-
ity creates tension, so does the growing distance
between meaning and meaninglessness. Humor is
one of the most common and socially acceptable
ways of releasing this tension and anger.

Humor prevents tension-laden fault lines from pro-
ducing major ruptures. At the same time, it helps
repair the cracks that have already formed.

When we talk about humor, we often find ourselves
dealing with two related words: witticism and joke.
Humor itself is a broad and inclusive concept,
referring to a form of expression, an approach, or
an art intended to evoke laughter and amusement.
The Turkish word espri comes from the French
esprit, meaning spirit, intellect, or wit, which in
turn is related to the Latin spiritus, meaning
“breath” or “spirit.” Joke, on the other hand, refers
to an act or utterance intended to amuse or make
another person laugh without causing offense.
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The foundational psychoanalytic work on humor is
Sigmund Freud’s Jokes and Their Relation to the
Unconscious (1). Freud writes that every dreamer
is, in a sense, an insufferable joker, compelled to be
so because he is in difficulty and the direct path is
closed to him. He also links the humorous charac-
ter of unconscious processes closely to the theory
of jokes and the comic (1).

For anyone whose psychic organization is not at the
psychotic level, drive tension can only be dis-
charged through indirect routes. Humor is among
the most sublimatory of these routes. Both aggres-
sive and libidinal drives can find partial, and suffi-
ciently healthy, satisfaction through humor (1,2).

Psychoanalysis holds that the ego carries the indeli-
ble imprint of the id. It would therefore be difficult
for psychoanalysis not to see humor as evidence of
the way the unconscious quietly governs speech and
language. The mechanisms that give rise to laugh-
ter and smiling have much in common with the
forms of psychic work that take place in dreams,
including condensation, displacement, and repre-
sentation (1,2).

Through condensation, we can say a great deal with
very few words. Through displacement, repressed
aggressive and sexual contents can return in anoth-
er guise. Through representation, we can alter the
structure of words, create double meanings, play
with language, and produce absurdities or contra-
dictions (1).

Although humor makes use of psychic processes
similar to those found in dreams, there are also
clear differences between the two. Humor, for
example, is an exquisite form of play that seeks
pleasure without resorting to the regression seen in
dreams. In dreams, the search for pleasure pro-
ceeds through regression toward hallucinatory wish
fulfillment in order to avoid unpleasure (1,2).

There is another important difference. Dreams are
intensely personal, while humor is one of the most
social of all psychic activities (1).

According to Freud, jokes can be produced
through techniques based on words or through
techniques based on thoughts. Jokes that rely on
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verbal techniques are generally described as inno-
cent. Those based on thought, by contrast, are ten-
dentious (1).

Innocent jokes involve two people. Both parties
find the joke funny and smile or laugh.
Tendentious jokes involve three people, almost as
if they were recreating an Oedipal triangle. There
is the person who makes the joke, the person who
becomes its object, and the person who finds it
funny. We might also describe them as the one who
strikes, the one who is struck, and the one who
laughs. The joke-teller laughs through the laughter
of those who find the joke amusing (1).

Unlike innocent jokes, then, tendentious jokes
have a social dimension (1).

I mentioned earlier that espri can also mean wit.
The word wit is borrowed from the Arabic nukta(t),
derived from the root n-k-t. It is also related to the
Arabic verb nakata, meaning “to prod” or “to
touch with something pointed.”

The fact that espri also carries the meanings of spi-
rit and breath, while wit evokes the image of prod-
ding someone with something sharp, seems to hint
at humor’s relationship with aggressive and libidi-
nal drives. This connection with two sources of
drive tension may help explain why, throughout his-
tory, those who practiced humor as an art have so
often found themselves in trouble with authority
and, at times, with society itself.

According to legend, Hacivat and Karag6z, whose
actual historical existence has never been conclu-
sively established, nearly paid with their lives for
their humorous exchanges. Aristophanes (446-386
BCE) mercilessly satirized the politicians, philoso-
phers, and war policies of his time. Socrates (469—
399 BCE), though not a humorist in the conven-
tional sense, made masterful use of irony and prob-
ing questioning. Nasreddin Hodja, although there
is no reliable historical evidence that he was pun-
ished for doing so, appears in countless anecdotes
making fun of judges, imams, statesmen, and other
powerful figures. Voltaire (1694-1778) was impris-
oned in the Bastille for writings in which humor
and irony served as weapons of political and reli-
gious criticism. Dario Fo (1926-2016) used humor
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to target the church, the police, capitalism, and
government.

Looking at the history of our own country, we
might add Turhan Selguk, Rifat Ilgaz, Aziz Nesin,
Refik Halit Karay, and Hiiseyin Rahmi Giirpinar to
the list. It would be easy to extend it much further
by drawing on more recent examples from both
Turkey and the rest of the world.

Humor, then, is not simply a means of entertain-
ment. It is a “safety valve” against power, perhaps
one as old as human history itself.

Directly prodding the state, the statesman, the
powerful, the wealthy, or the judge with something
sharp may have dangerous consequences. Humor
makes it possible to criticize from a certain dis-
tance. It also offers a way for aggressive impulses to
be discharged collectively.

Humor, and tendentious jokes in particular, does
not confront dominant power directly. Instead, it
makes power look ridiculous. In doing so, it turns
authority and those who represent it into the
objects of the joke. Authority is no longer merely
criticized; it is ridiculed (3).

Those who hold power are much more accustomed
to direct opposition, to someone simply saying, “I
am against you.” They know how to fend off this
familiar form of rebellion and how to deal with it.
But when humor moves beyond criticism and starts
making fun of authority, those in power are often
caught off guard.

Humor is rather like a child who simply speaks the
truth, giving full meaning to the Turkish saying
“cocuktan al haberi”, which might roughly be ren-
dered as “hear the truth from the mouth of a
child.” Authority then resembles an adult bewil-
dered by a child who has unexpectedly said out
loud what everyone else knows but does not say.

Perhaps the best response would be to ignore it.
Yet when authority resorts to the methods it knows
best, it ends up exposing itself.

The truth has now been acknowledged by the very
authority at which it was directed.

The remark has hit its mark. The stone has fallen
neatly into its proper place, and suddenly the whole
picture is there for everyone to see.

The holes and cracks in the wall built by political
language, a wall often lacking in truth, have been
repaired by the language of humor. Humor has
come to our aid at exactly the right moment and in
exactly the way it was needed.

There is something about this that recalls psycho-
analytic writings on how and when an interpreta-
tion should be made in psychoanalysis and psycho-
analytic psychotherapy. Perhaps this is why one
might say, “A psychotherapy session without a joke
hardly counts as a psychotherapy session at all.”

An interpretation, like humor, must touch the
patient’s truth. It may even need to pass through
that truth.

And since we are speaking of telling the truth, I
would like to voice one final truth: our joy can be
stolen.

But truth, like everything else, has more than one
face. Our joy may be stolen. What the thieves can-
not steal is our capacity to take it back from them,
or the possibility of experiencing it again with
renewed intensity.
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