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Abstract

This paper aims to propose the use of Xiangsheng techniques in the Chinese EFL classroom.
Many previous studies have discussed the perceptions and benefits of the use of humor in the
language classroom, but there are rarely any discussions on how to initiate humor. This article
summarizes 10 Xiangsheng techniques, which meant to engage teachers and students in
interactions which are both interesting and humorous. It is hoped that these Xiangsheng
techniques will be able to provide insights into the use of humor for those teachers who wish
to use it in their language classrooms.
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1. Introduction

The use of humor has direct and indirect benefits in the EFL classroom, such as increased
comprehension, cognitive retention, interest, and task performance, besides enhanced
motivation, satisfaction, creativity, and divergent thinking (N. D. Bell & Pomerantz, 2016;
Berk, 2000, 2001; Decker, Yao, & Calo, 2011; Martin, 1998; Wilkins & Eisenbraun, 2009).
Humor in Chinese EFL classrooms is valuable because the atmosphere in the Chinese
classroom is generally quite tense due to the competition between students or peer pressure
and the pressure of speaking or presenting on formal and public occasions. Moreover, it is
likely that teachers have used humor for as long as there have been educational institutions
(Melissa B. Wanzer, Frymier, & Irwin, 2010). It is noted that the classroom is not a comedy
club and using humor is not mandatory although we promote using humor in the foreign
language classroom for its numerous benefits.

Previous research on humor tends to investigate the benefits and the types of humor, and the
perceptions of students and teachers of using humor in the EFL classroom (Askildson, 2005;
T. R. Bell, 2005; Berk, 2000; Chabeli, 2008; Huss & Eastep, 2016; Pomerantz & Bell, 2011).
Moreover, there is little awareness of how to use humor, especially in spontaneous
conversation. Therefore, this paper focuses on the techniques in spontaneous conversational
humor, such as Xiangsheng techniques in teacher-student interaction (Martin, 2007). Chinese
Xiangsheng is a kind of crosstalk that is always pre-scripted, following a set format but
appears unrehearsed (Lawson, Sims, & Lawson, 2020). The use of Xiangsheng techniques in
the language classroom is meant to engage students to make the interaction vivid and creative.
It is hoped that the ten Xiangsheng techniques in this article would be able to offer the
methods that can be used in the second language classroom, especially for those teachers who
wish to incorporate humor into their lessons.

2. Literature Review

Humor is an extensive term that refers to anything that people do or say that is comprehended
as funny, comical, or amusing and tends to make others laugh (Graesser & Long, 1988;
Martin, 2007). The Cambridge Dictionary defines humor as amusement, the ability to be
amused by something seen, heard, or thought about, sometimes causing you to smile or laugh,
or the quality in something that causes such amusement. The Oxford English Dictionary
defines humor as the quality in something that makes it funny or the ability to laugh at things
that are funny. Martin (2007) regards that humor is also a mental process that goes into both
perceiving and creating such an amusing stimulus, and also the affective response involved in
its enjoyment. Although the definitions of humor vary, there is extensive agreement among
scholars that humor involves the communication of multiple, incongruous meanings that are
amusing in some manner (Martin, 2007). Different scholars have different classifications,
Martin (2007) categorizes three types of humor: (i) jokes, (ii) spontaneous conversational
humor, and (iii) accidental or unintentional humor. The spontaneous conversational humor is
the focus in this paper.
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In China, humor was first recorded and documented about 2,000 years ago, and the Chinese
word huaji (#5%&) is thought of as an optional word for humor, meaning wit, irony, and
sarcasm (X. Yue, 2010; X. Yue, Jiang, Lu, & Hiranandani, 2016). It was Lin Yutang who first
coined the Chinese term (44#R) in 1924 and introduced and promoted the idea of humor in
Chinese culture (Qian, 2007). Yue (2010) elaborates on the different historical perceptions
and influences on humor from different philosophical schools such as Confucianism, Taoism,
and Buddhism. Humor is both universal and specific. Although humor has a biological
fundament implanted in human genes, it is also found that cultural norms and individual
knowledge play an important role in determining how it is used in communications, and what
topics are considered appropriate for it (Martin, 2007). Moreover, even people who share the
same ethnicity, culture, or language might not share the same sense of humor. Actually, even
jokes from the past often fail to amuse the modern hearer (N. d Bell & Pomerantz, 2016).
Since the planned jokes conform so strongly to targeted generic conventions, it is possible to
engage in meta-humor.

In principal, collectivism, socialization for achievement, and high acceptance of power and
authority are strongly characterized in Chinese culture (Rao, 2006). Learning and teaching
have been seen as formal and serious acts in Chinese conventional culture, so humor was
ignored and lag far behind other teachers’ abilities (Frymier & Houser, 2000; Keeley, Ismail,
& Buskist, 2016; Richmond, Berglund, Epelbaum, & Klein, 2015). Besides, Chinese humor
varies considerably when compared to the humor in western culture. Previous research has
attested that the Chinese do not view humor positively like their Western counterparts- They
tend to value humor but consider themselves to lack humor (X. D. Yue, 2011), so most of
them has ambivalent attitudes toward humor. Therefore, this perception makes the Chinese
less likely to use humor as a coping strategy in comparison with Westerners. However, it is
necessary to notice that culture is not a stable construct. Globalization has brought about big
changes in human psychology and culture. Caution should be taken when concluding cultural
differences in humor from the common perspective. So the Chinese attitudes to humor may
be changed in this rapidly changing age (Jiang, Li, & Hou, 2019).

While Western comedy is increasingly becoming more popular, the stereotype of China as a
country devoid of humor has taken root gradually. Some claim China lacks humor and
comedy. For example, Jimmy O. Yang, a Hong Kong-born American comedian, and Russell
Peters, a Canadian comedian of Indian roots, have both joked that China is a place devoid of
humor (Piwowarczyk, 2019). However, their statements are not true. There is no doubt that
China has a rich culture of humor historically and currently — even despite Confucianism’s
ambivalent or even unfriendly stance. People who are interested in Chinese culture are
familiar with Chinese crosstalk, also known as Xiangsheng. It is a traditional performing art
in Chinese comedy, and one of the most popular elements of Chinese culture. It is typically
performed as a dialogue between two performers. The 10 frequently-used Xiangsheng
techniques summarized in this study are based on different books and articles (Chen, 2006;
Guo, 2018; Hou, Xue, Wang, & Li, 1982; P. Zhang & Chen, 2018) and Dyment’s techniques
of creating humor (Dyment, 2020). All sketches are from the Xiangsheng performances of
Guo Degang and Yu Qian who are the two most famous Xiangsheng artists in China.
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3. Statement of Problem

The use of humor in the language classroom in China has been underestimated for many
reasons. In Chinese traditional English classes, teachers often give all students
undifferentiated teaching according to the national prescribed teaching syllabus and teaching
tasks. Most Chinese teachers are in favor of traditional pedagogical approaches like the
grammar-translation method and audio-lingual method that allow teachers maximum control
and opportunity to transmit knowledge (Barnard, Richards, & Rodgers, 2002; Hu, 2002; Wen
& Clément, 2003). Although the CLT and TBLT approaches were introduced and advocated
in China many decades ago, the emphasis is on traditional Chinese education which
maintains a hierarchical but harmonious relation between teachers and students (Liu, 2015; D.
Zhang, Li, & Wang, 2013). However, the drawbacks of such a teaching approach will
produce problems like a single teaching model and a dull classroom atmosphere. The
traditional teaching model of '"Teacher-centeredness” is far from meeting the needs of
Chinese students in the new era.

The communicative approach has been introduced into Chinese EFL education recently to
address the weakness of learners” communicative ability. Traditionally, due to the influence of
Chinese philosophy, culture, and basic concepts of education, English teaching in China is
dominated by a teacher-centered, book-centered, grammar-translation method, and an
emphasis on rote memory (Hu, 2002; Rao, 1996). Based on the Chinese centralized
curriculum, almost all English textbooks are designed to teach reading and writing with little
emphasis on speaking and listening, let alone activities such as games or role-playing (Rao,
1996). Besides, English is mainly taught by Chinese teachers, and the majority of them have
never been outside of China or talked to a foreigner (Cortazzi & Jin, 1996b). A lot of them
worried about not being able to respond to spontaneous questions related to the target
language, sociolinguistics, or culture from interactions in the classroom. So it is difficult for
the Chinese teachers to use humor through a non-native language.

However, with the promotion of the CLT approach, the Chinese curriculum and the attitude
of the Chinese students are changing (Cortazzi & Jin, 1996a, 1996b). In recent years, oral
English tests are being prepared to be added to the College Entrance Exam and College
English Test. For this form of examination, it is assumed that teachers will pay more attention
to the communication part, which may affect the use of humor. However, there are rarely
empirical studies on the use of humor in EFL classes in the Chinese context while this
research area has been explored in other contexts. The reviews of the studies mainly discuss
the benefits of humor on language learning (Bell & Pomerantz, 2014; Deneire, 1995;
Reddington, 2015), but how to use humor in classroom is under-researched.

4. Method: Xiangsheng and Its Techniques

Chinese Xiangsheng is a kind of crosstalk that is always pre-scripted, following a set format
but appears unrehearsed. Comedic results will be reached when the baofu (package) is
unpacked (Lawson et al., 2020). Xiangsheng #H75, literally meaning “face and voice”,
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indicating that the art form primarily emphasizes facial expression and vocal skills (Moser,
2018). Standard Xiangsheng performance has two actors standing up on a stage:, one is
penggende, “joke supporter” while the other is dougende, “joke cracker”. For instance, Guo
Degang (Guo) and Yu Qian (Yu), are two of China’s most popular crosstalk actors. Guo is the
protagonist as a “joke cracker” while Yu is a “joke supporter”.

Although Xiangsheng is a Chinese traditional performance, it has regained the popularity of
the audience especially the young generation nowadays. The emergence of the Chinese
internet in the 2000s opened new spaces for humor and satire, and the punchline can spread
overnight. The popularity of Guo Degang’s Xiangsheng performance provides an example of
revitalization in the comedy in this information era. However, the Chinese Xiangsheng is not
exactly the same as western crosstalk or talk show. In China, Xiangsheng, together with other
popular folk art performing forms, has been under the surveillance of censorship (Cai, 2016).
For instance, explicitly political content and risqué content are largely prohibited. All
sketches quoted in this study, translated by the author, are from the Xiangsheng performances
by Guo Degang and Yu Qian. The symbol @ recommended by Chafe (2007) represents
laughter. Two symbols @@ indicate more intensity than @.

4.1 Unexpected Endings
(a)

Guo: Oh, thank you for sending flowers. Come on, don't waste your money. Especially the
girl who gave flowers, | must criticize you.

Yu: Why?
Guo: Don't buy flowers. It's not easy to hold them. (@)

Yu: Hey, hey, hi.
Guo: I will be dead in 2 days. You don t know if I like it or not if you buy something else. Just

leave the money. (@@)

Yu: Hey, what kind of person you are.

(b)

Guo: There is good news and bad news. Which one do you want to hear?
Yu: What is the bad news?

Guo: We are lost, and | don't know this place. I guess we will have to live off eating cow dung
in the future.

Yu: What about the good news?

Guo: There is a lot of cow dung! (@@)
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This Unexpected Endings technique is typically reflected in the incongruity theory in humor.
If what occurs is unexpected and positive and we have the resources to respond effectively,
we move into a state of joy—becoming happy, optimistic (Morrison, 2008). There are two
unexpected endings in this sketch. The first one is that one should prise praise the people who
had sent the flowers but Guo responded by saying that flowers are not easy to hold. Laughter
is elicited when conforming to a Chinese phrase “Beneficial actions often go unappreciated.”
The second one is that Guo said “just leave the money”, which is classified under unexpected
endings because giving money to others is not in line with Chinese social norms. In the EFL
classroom, the teacher can use this technique to yield humor or funny comments. Using this
technique may need the instructor to break the general rules and regulations that have been
implemented in conversations.

4.2 Misunderstanding
Guo: In the early years, Yu loved to sing. After the performance, he turned around and rushed

to the KTV. Yu shouted when he entered KTV: Give me two! No over eighteen! (@)
Yu: What? What do you mean no over eighteen?
Guo: Fruit dishes. What do you think? (@@)

Yu: Ah... I thought it was time to increase the price.

Misunderstanding is a deliberate mechanism to mislead the audience from situations they are
familiar with using literary devices which are not normally used in that particular context: In
“give me two”, Guo deliberately omits naming the objects leading to ambiguity. Then in “no
over eighteen”, the audience could associate the phrase with young bargirls whose age is not
beyond eighteen. In Chinese culture, asking a lady to accompany you to sing a the KTV is a
veiled negative behavior. Laughter is evoked when Guo clarifies that he was asking for fruit
dishes. EFL teachers can use this technique to misunderstand students’ speech in order to
achieve a humorous outcome. For instance, teacher asks students: How many times do you do
laundry a week? Students respond: Uh, five times a week. Teacher: Ah, one time a week.
Crazy.

4.3 Homophonic
Guo: There is "Dai (catch) Zu (ethnic)™ in Yunnan.
Yu: Dai(ethnic) people?

Guo: They all tied themselves.

Yu: Well, there are no more people left in this clan, right? (@) What is Dai Zu?
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Guo: Dai (catch) Zu. (@)
Yu: Dai (ethnic) Zu.
Guo: Is Dai different from Dai? (@)

Yu: They are not the same words

In this sketch, Dai (catch) and Dai(ethnic) have the same pronunciation in Mandarin. Guo
intentionally interprets Dai ethic as another “wrong” meaning to achieve the comedic effects.
In the EFL classroom, teachers can use English homophones. For instance, if the heel breaks
on your shoe, you might fall. However, your injuries will heal over time.

4.4 Pun

Guo: Wu Minxia and Guo Jingjing! Back somersault, three and a half Zhou (weeks), and
more than a month.

Yu: What happened to them? They are hanging on the board? What are they doing in one
month? (@@)

Guo: What do you say in professional terms?

Yu: Don't say it if you don't know the terms. It's just back somersaulted a few Zhou (circuits).
Guo: How many Zhou (weeks)? Four weeks equals one month. (@)

In this sketch, Zhou, a polysemous word, has two meanings here: week and circuit. Guo used
a pun to make sure that a misunderstanding occurred. The pun, is a form of language play
that exploits multiple meanings of a term, or of similar-sounding words. However, for
teachers, using a pun may be difficult, and also hard to be understood by students. For
instance, “A chicken farmer's favorite car is a coupe.” This is a pun because the car, a coup&
is pronounced the same way as a chicken house, which is also called a coupe. This technique
requires higher language proficiency and cultural knowledge from teachers and students.

4.5 Exaggeration
(a)

Guo: There are a lot of people sitting here today, tens of thousands of people upstairs and
downstairs.

(b)
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Guo: There was a robber who was very successful. He robbed 1.83 million in cash. At 5:40
pm, when the police found him, he was still in traffic on the Third Ring Road of Beijing.

Kids love to exaggerate and it is an excellent way to engage with the audience as it uses
humour which is relaxing. Using exaggerated tone or words may make students remember
more and the class no longer boring. As an EFL teacher, using this technique (exaggeration)
can make our class vivid and funny, especially in a class of younger students. Hewever-using
exaggeration in language classes is not necessarily only suitable for children but also teenager
lerners, especially on describing something or learning adjectives.

4.6 Self-Deprecating

Guo: | want to open a hotel, but there is only one Valentine's Day every year.

Yu: It will be closed for the rest of the year, right?

Guo: Being a painter, | have color blindness. Being a doctor, | have blood phobia. Being a
basketball player, their knees keep hitting the back of my head. (@@)

Guo was of short stature and often made fun of himself or allowed his colleagues to ridicule
him during the Xiangcheng performance. However, teachers should be careful when using
the self-deprecating technique. According to Frymier et al. (2008) and Wanzer et al. (2006),

disparaging remarks and sarcasm are not appropriate humor. It may not be funny and
could hurt the teacher’s image in the students’ eyes (Morrison, 2008; Pham Nguyen, 2014).

4.7 Mock

Guo: If you like me, please raise your left hand. If you like Yu, please stretch out your middle
finger.

Like the self-deprecating technique, the mock technique should be used very carefully.
Mocking is usually done with good friends who understand each other. However, mocking
will lead to sarcastic humor which is regarded as inappropriate humor (Frymier, Wanzer, &
Wojtaszczyk, 2008; Melissa Bekelja Wanzer, Frymier, Wojtaszczyk, & Smith, 2006a). Thus,
it is best not to use mocking as a technique unless you are on familiar terms with the person.

4.8 Imitations

Guo: You don't understand science. The computer is high-tech. | have used a computer long
ago.

Yu: Really?

Guo: When the computer came up, many people didn't know it. 1 was already Da (beating)
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the computer at home (Guo is doing beating moves).( @@ )
Yu: You are smashing it, not playing a computer.
Guo: It is Da (playing) computer (Guo is doing beating moves). (@ )

In this sketch, Guo brags that he knew science and how to use a computer, but from his
imitation moves, the audience knows that he did not know how to use a computer at all. Da
(¥1), a polysemous word, has two meanings here: beat and play. Imitation is an important
method in cross-talk. This kind of imitation has to be brilliant, and it has to be inadvertently
slanted to create unexpected effects, rather than relying on grandstanding, or ugly behavior to
win cheap laughter (X. D. Yue, 2011). In the EFL classroom, teachers can imitate a celebrity
to demonstrate the accent of a certain place. For instance, when our audience is children, we
use more movements or gestures. On the other hand, we may use more voice inflections than
actions when students are older. Regardless of whether it is action imitation or sound
imitation, teachers need to have a lot of training in order to do it.

4.9 Flattering and Bragging

Guo: OK, I write. I will be a great writer shortly. I swear, | will start studying tonight, and 1
won’t do anything from this evening, just writing.

Yu: Oh, just practice calligraphy?

Guo: Hey, classical literature,

Yu: Can you?

Guo: No problem! I write "Outlaws of the Marsh™ first.

Yu: You don't need to write "Outlaws of the Marsh", someone wrote it long ago.
Guo: I wrote him a little more complicated. (@ )

Yu: Isn't that also "Outlaws of the Marsh"?

Guo: | blended "Three Kingdoms™ and "Outlaws of the Marsh" together. ( @ )
Yu: Huh? Can that still be good to read?

Guo: Why can't you read? | wrote "Outlaws of the Marsh”, a "Shuipo Liangshan”, then a
"The Story of Shuipo Liangshan™, and "Liangshan Heros", and ...... (@)

Yu: What's the meaning of so many names for one book?

Guo: It's not the same. I will write "Xi Men Qing and His Women". ( @@ ) This my favorite,
and | write this first!

Outlaws of the Marsh is a part of Chinese classical literature . Guo brags that he will change
the title of the book, plagiarize from other books, and finally merge it into his book. This
bragging has ironic effects because it scorns the popular practice of persistent plagiarism.
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Flattering and bragging are often used in cross-talk to evoke ridiculte. However, teachers
should exercise caution when using it in order to avoid the adverse effects such as contempt
and humiliation.

4.10 Omission

Guo: When | was traveling in Yunnan and walking on the street, two women came to me:
"Brother, let's see the dance!"

"What dance? "

"Ethnic style of dance.”

"Oh, Beijing has it. "

"Have you seen dancers who don't wear clothes?"

"Without clothes? "

Yu: Ah?

Guo: Without clothes, how can | know what ethnicity is? No, thanks. (@@ )

In Guo’s last sentence, he deliberately omits ethnic in “without clothes”. Laughter appears
after the audience hears an unexpected ending. In teacher-student communication, teachers
can deliberately remove the words to achieve misunderstanding or unexpected endings for
comedic effects.

5. Discussion and Limitations

The Xiangsheng techniques will help teachers to initiate humor in the EFL classroom. The
obvious part of the humor in foreign language education concerns its indirect benefits.
Researchers have found that humor can: lower students’ affective filters, increase teacher
immediacy and decrease the psychological distance between teachers and students, produce a
safer, more open classroom environment (Askildson, 2005; Morrison, 2008; Pomerantz &
Bell, 2011; Melissa B. Wanzer et al., 2010). Berk (2000, 2001) reviewed the psychological
effects on the reduction of anxiety, tension, and stress. Humor can reduce anxiety, tension,
stress, depression, and loneliness. Moreover, humor can improve self-esteem, restore hope
and energy, and provide a sense of empowerment and control (Berk, 2000, 2001). This
tension-releasing function of humor has been mentioned by many researchers over the years
(N. D. Bell, 2009; Deiter, 2000; Petraki & Pham Nguyen, 2016; Torok, McMorris, & Lin,
2004), and some have even proposed that tension relief is a determining feature of humor
(Savage, Lujan, Thipparthi, & DiCarlo, 2017). Many researchers have proposed that positive
emotions play an important role in interpersonal relationships. These authors have remarked
that humans are social animals that demand close relationships in order to survive (Martin,
2007). Attardo (2017) considered that as learning is an increasingly effective engagement in
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social action, the role that humor seems to play in facilitating the development of voices,
registers, and styles becomes very important.

It is noted that the difficulty of transliteration from the Xiangsheng sketch existed, and some
of the meaning is lost upon the non-Chinese reader consequently. The punchline is explained
as follow, it seems not funny as explained. Because based on the incongruity theory, the
punchline must create a different mental representation that conflicts with the one set up by
the joke. Of the ten Xiangsheng techniques, there are three which may be difficult to
implement in the EFL classroom: self-deprecating, mockery, flattering, and bragging.
Teachers should use these carefully or not at all because they can easily lead to
self-disparaging humor and sarcastic humor, which may not be that funny and could hurt the
teacher’s image in students’ eyes (Morrison, 2008; Pham Nguyen, 2014). According to
Frymier et al. (2008) and Wanzer et al. (2006), disparaging humor and sarcastic humor are
not appropriate humor. Wanzer, Frymier and Irwin (2010) argued that not all forms of
instructor-generated humor seem to be appropriate for the classroom, and even if it is
appropriate it does not necessarily mean that it will increases student learning (Melissa B.
Wanzer et al., 2010). Wanzer et al. (2010) proposed that humor related to instructional
content would correlate positively with student learning, while inappropriate forms would not.
The inappropriate humor that instructors joke about is probably going to cause students to
feel awkward or uncomfortable, such as topics regarding religion, politics, sex, and ethnic
issues (Frymier et al., 2008; Melissa Bekelja Wanzer, Frymier, Wojtaszczyk, & Smith, 2006b).
Thus, using humor in the classroom is not as easy as it seems. Instead, instructors should
avoid inappropriate humor and use instructional content-related humor as much as possible.

Although being humorous is not a necessary competency for for language teachers, Chinese
students prefer humour and fun, valuing these qualities in their teachers (Wu & Huang, 2003).
Using humor has a lot of direct and indirect benefits in the classroom, such as building a good
rapport, increasing effective teaching, and enhancing student participation (Adamson,
O’Kane, & Shevlin, 2005; Estepp & Roberts, 2015; Frisby & Martin, 2010; Richmond et al.,
2015). Moreover, the understanding of the humor instance needs requires shared awareness
between the speakers and listeners of the implied meaning and is associated with
socio-cultural values (Wang, 2014). So, Chinese EFL teachers may have difficulties with
using some types of humor in the classroom. But Xiangsheng techniques would help them in
spontaneous conversation. This paper has outlined the use of the Xiangsheng techniques to
induce spontaneous conversational humor. It is beneficial for language teachers to know
how to make use of these techniques in teaching a foreign language. However, It may be
worthwhile to note that making teacher-student interaction humorous is a continuous process
that can be sustained by various personal or situational motives.
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