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There are reportedly seven laughing festivals still held today in Japan.

These include the rites conducted by Shinto priests at Atsuta Shrine in Nagoya and rituals  performed by laughing fraternities in Yamaguchi, Mie, and Hyogo prefectures in western Japan. Japanese ethnographic studies describe in fascinating detail the role of laughter in early fertility rites, in ancient rituals surrounding the summoning of kami (deities) and in rituals for greeting the emperor, who was believed to be a kami. Behind all these rituals, and their present manifestations as laughing festivals, is the belief that laughter has the power to soften the heart of the kami (Shinto deities) and to serve as a medium through which kami and humans can be made one. The association between laughter and the flourishing of crops is not unique to Japan. The birth of Greek attic comedy from Phallic processions in which satiric utterances were directed against the spectators to drive way evil influences and thus enable the fertility magic of the phallus to operate is another instance of an association made between laughter and fertility. But whereas the Greek rituals focused on verbal invectives, in Japan, the act of laughing itself appears to have been the primary goal. Beginning with an account of the Ohoho matsuri (laughing festival) held at the Atsuta Shrine every May, this paper will discuss the role of laughter in Japanese ritual and social life and the concept of the playful heart (asobigokoro) that makes life possible in the highly disciplined, hierarchical society of Japan. I will attempt to show how the case of laughter in Japan contributes to a widening of the theoretical perspectives on laughter offered by thinkers such as Hobbes, Freud, Bergson, Langer, Koestler, Morreal, and others.

