
“Why was that funny?”:  
Exploring humor and language in Norwegian Sign Language 
 
Eli Raanes  
eli.raanes@hist.no  
 
Lindsay Ferrara  
lindsay.n.ferrara@hist.no 
 
Anna-Lena.Nilsson 
anna-lena.nilsson@hist.no  
 
 
Humor aims to entertain and has linguistic and cultural underpinnings (Martineau, 
1972; Roeckelein, 2002). Among Deaf communities, humor, expressed through a signed 
language, is used to share experiences, support the in-group, and talk about taboo topics 
(Sutton-Spence & Napoli, 2012). Much of the impact of such signed language humor 
comes from its linguistic form. Sutton-Spence and Napoli (2012) explain that signers 
often manipulate the form of signs in creative ways, make new signs, and will also draw 
on their bilingualism to blend spoken and signed languages together.  
 
This study is interested in the cognitive underpinnings of these humorous signed 
language behaviors. In particular, we explore how the humorous form of signs can be 
the result of the creation and manipulation of real-space blends. Real space blends are 
conceptual integrations that have a person’s conceptualization of their surrounding 
physical environment as one of the inputs. In this way, signers, parts of signers, as well 
as the space around the signer are able to be conceptualized as something else (Liddell, 
2003). 
 
Data for this study come in the form of a collection of jokes and short humorous 
anecdotes told in Norwegian Sign Language by Deaf signers from across Norway. We 
first compare the types of humor found in these language texts with those reported for 
other Deaf, signing communities. Then we examine the humorous instances in these 
texts by detailing and examining their blend structure (if any). Findings from these 
explorations show that signers often prompt blend structures that they then exploit to 
humorous ends by ultimately introducing unexpected elements and relationships.  
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