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While relatively recent, the phenomenon of onlimarids has been steadily gathering
momentum as Internet users become both more nusema more computer literate, and
technology makes it ever easier to upload datanenlin the process, Internet diaries have
morphed into weblogs, soon called blogs by botfetjitaners and publié.If some bloggers
have gained prominence as acute commentators oéntuevents, many more carry on
writing about themselves, using the new medium talify the form but also to preserve the
traditional goals of self-representational writingmerican Internet users have proved
especially susceptible to the hybridisation of pulaind private spaces afforded by online
diary writing and they are now numerous enougheamiganized in webrings, teeming with

often daily updated stories and cogitatiéns.

! For a more detailed history of weblogs, see Reb&ood, « Weblogs : A History and a PerspectivBept.

7, 2000 http://www.rebeccablood.net/essays/weblog_histtmy.nAccessed Feb. 15, 2002.

2 See for instance diarist.nettp://www.diarist.net/; Fem-Mas& he Personal Websites of the Female Masses
http://www.grownmencry.com/mijo/Femmass.htnilouston’s blodttp://h-townblogs.blogspot.com/

Open Pagesttp://www.hedgehog.net/op/




Viviane Serfaty — Communication au colloque intéiorzal L’humour dans I'écriture de spUniversité de 2
Bourgogne, Dijon, 26-28 mars 2003

In this tidal wave of diaristic narratives, humserused under various guises, making it
necessary to focus first on its forms, before itigating its functions in American online
diaries. Because the definition of humor is notasiy elusive' this study will subsume jokes
and witticisms under the category of humor, everugin their effect on the audience differs,
the former attempting to elicit laughter, the latteore often ending up in smiles. This
theoretical choice is a way of underscoring thdinendiaries conform to the general tendency
of websites towards playfulness, no matter howosertheir purpose might Bedumor being
in and of itself a playful manipulation of languagis prevalence in Internet self-

representational writings comes as no surprise.

Most online diaries use text as well as drawindgmtpgraphs and sometimes audio
recordings of the diarist's own voice. The juxtapoa of different media is used for
humorous effect through a process of either ilaigin or counterpoint. In the following
example, one of the photos provided is that of ima@ging young woman’s face, while
another one shows the diarist with her tongue istickut® The entry reads as follows :

In the first pictures taken of me as a newbormdkl like an oversized,
partially digested tadpole with a bad case of sumland a toaster for a
head; my parents hold me in their laps and starendat me with frozen

smiles of dismay while my grandmother leafs througle baby book

looking for a name that means “lumpen blob” in WielMatters did not

improve much in my early childhood; in my Sears\bpbrtraits, | worked

the giant-muffin-with-arms look, and then my pasenapparently in an
effort to snag the prize money in some sort of @sarTwo-Year-Old In

New Jersey contest, took a series of photos of mallimy just-bathed,

stark-naked, Gorgon-headed toddler dlory

! Franck EvrardlL.’humour, Hachette (Paris, 1996), p. 3.

2 Viviane Serfaty, “Showdown on the Internet : Thesthetics of Al Gore’s and George W. Bush’s Campaig
2000 Sites”, in V. Serfaty ed.,Internet en politique, des Etats-Unis a I'Eurgpg#resses universitaires de
Strasbourg (Strasbourg, 2002), p. 81.

3 “Picture Imperfect: So Many Chins, So Little Timéttp://www.tomatonation.com/picture2.asp

* “Picture Imperfect: Don’t Point that Thing at Mehttp://www.tomatonation.com/picture.asfhis entry and
all subsequent quotations from diaries are unedited
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On the surface, the hyperbolic description of wEgs which comes complete with
mythological references to the Gorgon, is meantramforce the significance of the
supposedly ugly photograph illustrating it. Thessteots act as a sort of visual match for the
text. In addition, the similes all tend to likerethewborn baby to either an animal (‘tadpole’)
or a thing (‘toaster, blob, giant muffin’), a metarphosis which casts off the baby into the
realm of the non humanOn a deeper level, however, exaggeration is atiom®red, humor-
creating rhetorical device aimed at undermining eveh reversing the ostensible meaning of
the text and of the pictures interwoven with it. eTtsnapshots of the supposedly
unprepossessing young woman mesh with the hypedbgliexaggerated description of
ugliness to produce the exact opposite of dismayooror — laughter and admiration for the
wit of the writer.

On the other hand, next to the picture of Terpretty smiling brunette, the text reads:
“First the bad news: | am a cranky, self-absorbddrtysomething/noncustodial
mom/recovering alcoholic/newlywed/transplanted-Beist-turned-California-Girl ... and |
write about it in relentless, mind-numbing detail the Internet every day."The “good
news” is, predictably in the humorous context, &liedy identical. Here, text and image clash
and thus heighten the comic effect through coupiatpand the tension between visual and
lexical elements it affords. This kind of ‘incongyl was seen by A. Schopenhauer to be
essential to eliciting laughter :

The origin of the ludicrous is always the paradakiand thus unexpected,
subsumption of an object under a concept that isotimer respects
heterogeneous to it. Accordingly, the phenomenonlaoighter always
signifies the sudden apprehension of an inconghetyeen such a concept

and the real object thought through it, and heretevéen what is abstract
and what is perceptive.

! Evrard, p. 119.

2 Footnoteshttp://www.secraterri.com/bio.html

3 Arthur SchopenhaueThe World as Will and Representatjoh E. F. J. Payne, trans., Dover (New York,
1969), p. 91.
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Some diarists base their humor primarily on tegtus Shmuel uses the lyrics of a
song as an epigraph and wry commentary on his abioyt the choice of Joe Lieberman as

Al Gore’s running mate in the 2000 presidential pargn:

| think | now have a new benchmark for ‘mixed fagk.’

Let's see: Orthodox Jew running for V.P. On the loaed, if this happens,

Al Gore has just lost the election. | simply ddrétieve the country is really

going to put a Jew in the White House. (I can'tideeavhether the next

sentence should be "Especially a religious one™&wen a religious one."

Each applies, albeit to a different segment ofpihyeulation.) . . .

Am | cynical? A few millennia of systematic oppriess can do that to a

people. In a way, I'm even more scared they'll thism anything else. Just

what we need to convince people that we reallyutothe world. As if the

film industry weren't enough.

Next to this entry, the epigraph is located onl#fehand margin, in a much smaller

font and in verse form, and reads : “Before thghhis done / Their plan will be unfurled / By

the dawning of the sun / They'll take over the wadr{ Pinky and the Brair)”

In this case, both space and contents are usedniplex interaction. The marginal
text is set apart from the central one by the laly-and the use of different-sized fonts,
resulting in an a-symmetrical use of space. Th@raph’s contents, on the other hand,
provide an apparently straightforward and therefmmetrical comment on a tongue-in-
cheek entry. Yet connoisseurs of American populdtuce will have identified the source of
the quotation : it is a song in a cartoon wheretiy characters, a cat and a mouse, make up
elaborate plots to dominate the world in each ej@sdhe contextual background therefore
reinforces the rhetorical device of creating aatise between what is said and what is meant,
even as it strengthens the real, implicit meanidgre the Jewish diary-writer seemingly
appropriates a common piece of anti-Semitic slarddse better to send it up and encourage

readers to decipher the significance embeddeceitightness of his words.

! Shmuel's Soapbox, http://www.babeltower.org/soag®800/080700.html. August 7, 2000.
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Other diarists relying primarily on text create ecagnizable form studded with
repetitive formulae eliciting amused recognitioonfr the readers. Terri thus writes an entry
about how she watched a videotape of her childegimgl back to the early 90’s and sent to
her by her ex-husband, along with some homemadgdrky :

Well ... it was a lot tougher than | thought it wgeing to be. [The
Christmas video, | mean, not the beef jerky].. On the other hand, it was a
lot sweeter than | expected it to be [The Christmideo, | mean, not the
beef jerky]. . . . It was definitely a lot smoki#ran | remembered it to be
[The Christmas video, | mean, not the beef jerky]. And it was a lot more
interesting, from a purely historical standpoitan | thought it would be
[The Christmas video, | mean, not the beef jerky] . On the down side, it
wasn't as filling as I'd hoped it would be . . But at least it wasn't as
painful as | thought it would be. Usually | indulgethis sort of thing even
though | know it's probably going to be hard arid grobably going to hurt
and I'm probably going to be spitting blood andkpig gunk out of these
iffy molars of mine for the next two or three days.

The beef jerky, | mean, not the Christmas villeo.

The string of double-entendre (‘tough, sweet, smblkyd, hurt’) builds up tension with
a long list of ambiguities and misleading allusiamdil the punch line finally erupts in a kind
of climactic resolution of tension. In the processwever, the suffering caused by separation
and loss has been hinted at, albeit in terms wbaifld be taken at face value as well as
metaphorically.

All three examples evidence that the productiolhwhour in online diaries relies on a
juxtaposition of media reflecting the juxtapositiohevents in a diary and working through
either illustration, with thematically linked elents, or counterpoint, with deliberately
clashing features. When images are not used, yloeitiaf the text may function as a visual
prop interacting with the meaning of the text. bid@ion, the language used introduces a
cognitive dissonance between signifier and sigajftaus leading to laughter and at the same

time indicating that the intention of the writersaynbe at variance with their apparent

! Footnotes February 24, 2003.
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meaning. However, reducing humor to its meaningstrdgs laughter, as can be seen
whenever anyone tries to paraphrase a jokermal devices are therefore essential both to
producing laughter and to pointing out that theeg/dme more to it than meets the eye.

Such humor-creating devices are so prevalent im@mliaries that they seem to be the
indicator of an all-important, probably self-cormes function for humor in self-

representational writing.

Ever since Freud’'s 1905 study of jokes, followedHiy 1928 article on the same
subject the functions of humor have been understood tthdse of the release of aggressive
and sexual drives providing a means of saying pedgciwhat cannot be voiced because of
social or personal inhibitions. Humor thus mimesgtaous drives as a defence against them
and so as to better master th&fhanks to language, the danger of these drivemiis
represented and contained. Humor, however, is taerthan a mere defense : the laughter it
generates shows that something which should nesxe been said, has nevertheless been
conveyed and is right on tardletHumor therefore functions as a device enablirgjasility,
even as it gives expression to drives society woattler keep hidden. This is why humor
requires the presence of a third party, evenig tinly an implied ideal reader or listener, to
take part in the fun.

Because this analysis of humor acknowledges thd fagean audience, it shows that
humor has to do with sustaining relationships :tlo# one hand, when eliciting laughter, it

pinpoints the existence of a kind of common groanthterest, giving access to the innermost

L A. W. Szafran et A.Nysenholc, « L'originalité deskid », inFreud et le rire A. W. Szafran et A.Nysenholc,
dirs., Métailié, (Paris, 1994), p. 11-28.

2 Sigmund FreudJokes and their Relation to the Unconscidd€05], Hogarth (London, 1978). See also
“Humour” [1928] in S. FreudThe Standard Edition of the Complete Psychologi¢atks Hogarth (London,
1978). vol. 21.

® Daniel Rosé, “Essai d’évaluation du travail du séine” in S.A. Shentoub, dirl,humour dans I'ceuvre de
Freud Two Cities (Paris 1989), p. 22.

* Paul-Laurent Assoun, « Freud et le rire », in Bzafp. 53.

® Jean Guillaumin, « Freud entre les deux topiguesomique apres « L’humour » (1928), une analyse
inachevée »Revue francaise de psychanaly$¢1973) p. 637.
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reaches of the Otheand establishing a communftyOn the other hand, the shared smile or
laughter is a way for humorists to get in touchhwtltemselves or more accurately with that
part of themselves that seeks to emerge to cormuiss. Humor thus tends towards self-
revelation.

This analytical framework, when applied to onlinarges, sheds light on the reasons
why the self-deprecatory variety of humor is sovptent in that particular medium. The first
one is to deflect criticism : while diary writingsed to be a widespread practice for religious
or social purposesit has now become a highly individualized undeirtgkand contemporary
diarists cannot rely on any social support forrfiis is why all of them without exception feel
the need to justify their diary writing with a seléprecatory strain of humor, which acts as a
cover-up for the embarrassment of self-descripdind its attendant hint of ego-worship. One
of the purposes of self-deprecatory humor thusoishort-circuit the criticism of others
through pre-emptive striking, as can be seen fioereikamples quoted above. Tomato Nation
and Terri make fun of themselves while Shmuel mdkasof himself, of the entire Jewish
people and of the hatred some harbor againstrialfahree diarists, however, the point is to
take the initiative and in so doing, take away frpotential attackers any enjoyment they
might have derived from uttering a similar kindvatticism. Self-deprecatory humor is a way
of appropriating the enjoyment of the Other ancdhwmfking it one’s own.An additional
purpose of self-deprecatory humor is to highligtattthe diarist is a clear-sighted, self-aware

observer of his own life, again defusing potenttzrges of being self-deluded.

The second function of humor is to enable diartstsadmit to painful affects. In

Tomato Nation’s case, the hyperbolical self-disgamaent helps the writer to confront fears

! Assoun, p. 54.

2 Serfaty, p. 82.

3 Assoun, p. 41.

* Philippe Lejeunel.e moi des demoiselles : Enquéte sur le journgedee fille (Paris : Seuil, 1993).
® Daniel Sibony, « Bribes de rire et d’humour »Sirafran, p. 75.
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of rejection at birth through the disappointmere shight have caused. By assigning inhuman
characteristics to her baby self, by turning hebybaictures into the very expression of
otherness, she is able to sever herself from her dwdhood and from her parents’ desires
for and/or disappointment in her. Similarly, Teiin,one single sentence, crams together all
the sore points in her life (‘non-custodial montgaeered alcoholic’). Self-deprecatory humor
enables writers to convey the hardships they anmeggihirough, even as they make light of
them. Humor thus makes it possible to avoid theyiotp sentimentality all too often
permeating self-representational writing, a sentitaldy which plunges the writers into
depths of despair, without providing them with ayweaut. Thanks to humor, what could have
been a tear-jerker is turned into a purposeful atiae of self-construction through self-
revelation. Taking Terri’s diary as a basis for analysis, we shall see that humor functions
first as a defence then as a device for recovedyfemally as a means of intergenerational

transmission, all three functions contributinghe tiarist’s identity construction.

Terri’s diaryFootnotess self-described as “an ongoing tale of romaneepvery and
uncomfortable shoes”, the zeugma immediately gptanhumorous tone which will be
sustained throughout her autobiographical backgtaketch, as we saw above, and all her
entries. Terri does not attempt to reach exhausts® in her diary ; she does not stray from
the subjects she has set forth to write about ctaly has a story line and sticks to it, even
while making fun of her own mannerisms, as in thayeentitled “How to write your own
‘Footnotes’ entry in one easy lesson”, where shetely deconstructs her own style.

The carefully structured story that unfolds is tloata little girl whose mother left
home to live her life and who was raised by kindenaal grandparents. Terri grows up to

marry early, to become a stay-at-home mom for tholeiédren — and an alcoholic. She

! Footnotes February 13, 2001.
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describes her discovery of Internet chat-rooms,reviske eventually meets another man she
falls in love with. She thereafter gets a divortegves her three children in her former
husband’s custody and recovers from her addictmralcohol. Her second marriage is
described as a blissful experience, yet it is advpyesented in a light, humorous tone
characteristic of her entire journal.

Thanks to humor, Terri is able to let her guiltfaoe — her guilt over drinking or over
leaving her children behind in order to live witartrsecond husband. But no sooner has this
guilt been stated than humor appears to raiseefendes; Terri never admits that the traumas
of her life or of reality might have dented her ception of herself.In fact, humor helps her
achieve the exact reverse : it highlights the recpand triumph of the self, and as such it has
a strong narcissistic componénHer humor achieves a compromise between the pkeasu
principle and the reality principle by exhibitingdagree of trust in the power of the self to be
re-born®

Being online, Terri's diary has a devoted audiensijch responds warmly and
frequently to her posts. This audience functiona icomplex way but | will merely argue at
this point that one of its roles is to take awag fuilt associated with the unorthodox life
choices of the diarist, by sharing laughter dirdceothers, be they her former husband or her
former self. Terri can thus construe her tale as ailiberation from her former marriage as
well as from alcohol, and put herself in the hemasition of the woman who reinvented
herself in midlife. This is evidenced by her respwmo a memorable email, letting her know
that her journal is required reading for a colle@ss. She comments thus :

I've gotta admit that the idea of this website beirequired reading” for a

group of women in transition is a little ... unnexy. Me — the poster child
for feminine dysfunction — serving as a role mod@i® then again, maybe

! Jean Bergeret, « Pour une métapsychologie de 8humRevue francaise de psychanalys¢1973) 557.
2 .

Ibid., 560.
3 Jacqueline Cosnier, « Humour et narcissisnieewue francaise de psychanaly$¢1973) 579.
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I'm not a role model so much asvarning label. (“Here's what NOT to do
with your life, ladies.”) Either way — it's an iméssting feelingd-

This passage shows the back-and-forth movementeletwarcissistic enjoyment of
success and recognition to self-deprecatory rentagts however, still put her in center stage,
if only as a ‘warning label’. The overall result immorous enough to both constitute and
conceal a strong assertion of self-worth, thus shgwven more clearly the defensive role of

humor and the part it can play in developing ooweeing a solid sense of identity.

Identity is a notoriously fragile construct and iMealong with many diarists, has to
balance the twin demands of autonomy and of whatieheritance has been handed down to
her by her parents. An entry devoted to Terri'sheds birthday is a case in point. As the
narrative wanders from childhood through adoleseeiocadulthood, the diarist sketches a
family history demonstrating how she was socializetb alcoholism and less-than-
conventional motherhood, thus outlining a modeltled intergenerational transmission of
behavioural patterns.

Terri begins with her earliest childhood memoryhef mother, then moves on to the
time when her mother walked out of her marriage laftdsix-year-old Terri and her younger
brother in her family’s care. Terri reports herertjon of her mother’s behavior : “All | know
is this: when | grow up and become a Mama, | anenewver going to go away and leave my
children.” Then the narrative skips to age thirte@hen Terri discovers her mother’'s diary
and reads it through. Her comment : “My mom iswwld's coolest mom ... | swear to god, ”
is immediately followed by “My mom is the world's magnnoying mother ... | swear to
god,” as she recounts her mother’s break with alisim while Terri herself, now a mother of
three, is still in the grips of the same addictibhen the entry moves on to Terri’'s own break

with her sixteen-year husband and her leaving lieher own three children. Finally, the

! Footnotes February 24, 1999.
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narrative winds up full circle and reaches the @nédime, with these concluding words :
“basically she [Terri’'s mother] is exactly whawant to be when | grow ug.”

Both women left their families behind, both werenacustodial moms’, both were
alcoholics, both have had a diary for years : thelarities are quite striking and seem at first
to be leading to mere duplication of the past. Netvhere do we get the impression that
Terri’s life is a carbon copy of her mother's. Bytarweaving her mother’s story with her
own, she indeed highlights the obvious networkafe&spondences between them. However,
by insisting on the process of early rejection anldsequent acceptance she went through,
Terri appropriates her mother’s story and turnstia a force for change, rather than a drive
towards repetition. What might have been a destreigbattern of iteration turns into a
healing, life-giving process by virtue of the liglobted humor with which the diarist glosses
over the pain such a life history must have caulsefhct, Terri’s telling of her mother’s story
within her own story amounts to a positive assertad her place within a lineage — a
matrilineal chain of transmission : after her militirejection, she accepts her mother's
inheritance and embraces their resemblances. Henegr functions as a defence against the
fear of merely repeating one’s mother’s life instefbeing an autonomous individual.

Terri’s acceptance of her mother as a model igsha&llmore intense as the model is
unconventional. She has to vindicate in her owrsglpat also in the eyes of others, the fact
that she has left her children in her former hudlmmare, i.e., that she has deliberately
flouted the motherly stereotype. This she does vargety of ways : she mentions her guilt
(March 21, 2002), her love for her drug-using ddagkwho is about to stand trial (March 7,
2002), thus establishing that her maternal feelargsnot at fault ; but she also mentions that
her husband is much better than she is at taking afathe children, that he is the one who

attends the hearing at the courtroom (March 9, POB2re again, the defensive role of

!bid., February 25, 2001, re-entered March 27, 2002.
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humor is apparent, as it contributes to converangotentially destructive deviation from
social stereotypes into a success story and aat@lid of her choices. Humor makes it
possible for Terri both to handle her own feardeing out of line with the expectations of
her social group and to rally a few others to lzrse.

Interestingly, Terri grapples with the tug of wastleen repetition and change with
her own elder daughter. Recounting in a recentyemtminor accident that happened to her
daughter, she draws a parallel with an accidehieofown in which a six-pack of beer landed
on her toes, and writes :

But | couldn't help it. It was the sheer poeticitudusness of the incident that did
it. Sticking your hand in a chicken pot pieTRat sounds like something *I*
would have done at her age. [Hell. It sounds liamething | would do amY
age.] | had to struggle for a long, painful momémtget my emotions under
control before | could speak again. “Congratulaidn told her finally ... my
sides aching from all that unspent mirth. “Yourak@n pot pie beats my six-pack
of root beer. No contest.”

And then we both burst into giggles.

Daughter #1 may not have inherited my blue eyemwibad teeth or my little
round chin. She may have completely bypassed nppgranoney management
skills and my fondness for pseudo-reality TV sholugt there's no doubt about it:

she's definitely inherited my *Stoopid Accident*nge

And my sense of humor. (Feb. 11, 2003)

Incongruity appears in the use of language : ‘poletilicrousness’ appears instead of
the expected ‘poetic justice’, ‘struggle, pain, iaghare conjoined with ‘mirth’. In addition,
this entry ostensibly makes fun of the notion @nsmission or inheritance : it uses the
rhetorical device of comic denial (“she may notdavherited...”) and a reversal of meaning
which turns physical flaws or imaginary ones int@lifies (“my bad teeth, my fondness for
reality TV, my *stoopid accident* gene”). The diféace between mother and daughter is
also clearly asserted (“she may have completelyassgd...”) and the traits described as

flaws are interspersed with compliments to theisligfmy blue eyes, my little round chin,
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my sense of humor”). The ostensible denunciationhef flaws amounts in fact to a
celebration of herself and of her elder daughtée Ppunch line shows that what is really at
stake is a transmission of family values througmbuy the latter being of course one of these
values. Therefore, in this passage as well asardtary as a whole, self-deprecatory humor
functions as a means of asserting the inter-ganeedtlink binding three generations of
women through the celebration of a number of comtraits, while allowing each generation
its own individuality. No less importantly, the horous mode of diary-writing also provides
a socially acceptable way of publicly acknowledgioge’s heavy burden of guilt and

ambivalence, and actualising one’s potential faradigic transmission rather than repetition.

Self-deprecatory humor in online diaries can thenefbe said to possess complex
functions, closely interwoven with the self-constion process diarists have long been
engaging in. The protection it affords diaristsl@daa them to bring to light habitually silent
and potentially dangerous affects and drives withendangering their sense of identity.
Humor makes self-revelation possible yet at theesime it offers a shelter from the doubt
and division that we all labor under and which,dtddt come to light, might endanger our
narcissistic feeling of wholeness. Self-deprecatouynor therefore does not tend towards
subversion or transgression but allows the seffustain the buffeting of life and to emerge
unscathed and as such, it is particularly adapteitheé hybrid of private and public selves

emerging in online diaries.



