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Laughter and quotation of thought in Japanese conversational storytelling

Tomoko Endo (in collaboration with Satsuki Iseki and Shoichi Iwasaki)

Laughter has been the target of analysis since the very beginning of conversation analysis
(Jefterson 1979, 1984, 1985). Recent studies of laughter have touched upon various
aspects including the phonetic variations, positions in turn, and identity established
by laughter (Glenn and Holt 2013). This study adopts the methodology of Interactional
Linguistics and aims to further deepen the understanding of the functions of laughter in

conversation, with a special focus on the syntactic structure of quotation of thought in



Japanese. The data for this study consist of eight conversations taken from the
Multilingual COVID-19 Conversation Corpus. For each conversation, two unacquainted
participants talked with each other about their COVID-19 experience for 20

minutes on Zoom.

Speakers often used the ‘omou (think) construction’ when reporting their thoughts. This
construction consists of the reported thought with a quotative particle (QT), to or tte, and
the cognition quoting verb omou. Unlike [ think in English, which can be placed either
before or after the reported thought, omou invariably follows the reported thought,

taking the following format:

[ Reported Thought - QT] + [ Quoting Expression (omou) |

Laughter can occur either within the reported thought as in (1) or within the quoting
expression as in (2). [Note: (h) indicates an interspersed laugh token; <(@ @> indicates

an utterance said with overlaid laughter.]

(1) [nanka mukatsu(h)ku(h) na tte ] [ omoinagara ]
somehow get.upset PP QT think.while
‘(D) thought [that it’s upsetting somehow].’

(2) [sore to nani ga chigaun daroo na tte] [ mata @< omoi @> nagara 1
that with what NOM different EVIPP QT also  think,while
‘[ (D) also thought (=wondered) ] how it is different from that,’

The implication of laughter in the two cases is different. We first note that the types
of information expressed in the reported thought are different between the patterns
represented by (1) and (2). When the reported thought appears with laughter as in (1), it
tends to present the speaker's evaluation/stance towards some fact. The speaker of (1), for
example, is expressing his frustration towards restrictions imposed by the pandemic
policies. Predicates appearing in pattern (1) include adjectives such as ‘difficult, not
necessary, easy to live, rough, the best.” Expressing one’s evaluation needs to be
modulated in a conversation with an unacquainted partner, and laughter assumes such a
role. In studies on laughter in troubles-talk in English conversation, speakers often use
laughter to avoid the implication that they are in a pitiful situation. Laughter used in

patterns like (1) eliminates the unnecessary implication associated with the speaker’s



personal evaluation more generally.

When laughter appears with the quoting expression, omou ‘think’ as in pattern (2), the
reported thought tends not to be a personal evaluation, but presenting a fact (e.g. ‘(COVID
cases) are decreasing, you are wearing a mask, who is contracting the virus?’ etc.) In such
cases, laughter mitigates the force of the quoting verb omou, and presents the fact as
his/her hedged, personal opinion.



