


Chapter 1

 Working Backward from Funny

Preparing Language Learners to Use Humor in Intercultural Encounters

Anne Pomerantz

In 2015, Moroccan-born, French comedian Gad Elmaleh took his French stand-up act to the United States of America. Known as the Jerry Seinfeld of France for his witty observations of everyday life, Elmaleh is credited with introducing French audiences to American-style stand-up routines, albeit with a French spin. Why, then, would this award-winning, so famous he gets stopped on the street, multilingual (French-Arabic-Hebrew-English) comic want to deliver his act to a new audience? For the challenge, Elmaleh told interviewers at the start of his venture.1 In the United States, he would be performing in English—the language in his plurilingual repertoire in which he felt the least comfortable communicating—for a largely American audience used to a certain style of stand-up comedy. Could he make his act work across various, complex, and likely unpredictable, linguistic and cultural borders?

While few language learners aspire to do stand-up comedy professionally in their new language, scholarly accounts of second language development have long illustrated that being recognized as funny and making others laugh within and through an additional language is something that some learners desire and actively work toward in their day-to-day interactions (e.g., Bell 2005; Davies 2003; Shively 2013, 2018). Spontaneous turns at interactional humor, both in person and online, can serve as displays of a speaker’s intelligence, quick-wittedness, and good cheer. Indeed, for some learners, being funny is a central part of who they are socially and psychologically and not being able to enact this publicly is akin to losing a part of themselves (Bell 2005). Likewise, as sociolinguists have aptly demonstrated, interactional humor is a key resource for deftly accomplishing an array of social functions, from building rapport and easing tensions, to leveling critiques and challenging relations of power (e.g., Norrick 1993; Holmes 2000; Tsakona and Chovanec 2018).


Yet, as research on the use of humor by second language users (see Bell and Pomerantz 2015 for review) and Elmaleh’s experience illustrate, being funny in an additional language is not as simple as translating one’s humorous utterances to a new idiom. As Elmaleh told Zach McDermott in an interview on This American Life,2 cultural knowledge, genre, language forms, timing, and prosody are just some of the many factors that must be considered in making his humor meaningful and, more important, funny to an English-speaking, yet ethnically diverse and potentially bi/multilingual, US audience. As anyone who has ever tried to be funny in conversation or online knows, there is no “one-size-fits-all” recipe for getting a laugh. Producing humor requires the flexible and contextually contingent cobbling together of various communicative resources—some formulaic and rehearsed, others novel and created on the spot—and there is no guarantee, no matter how good the performance, that recipients will understand, acknowledge, or appreciate its funniness.

What, then, might Gad Elmaleh’s story have to offer to language educators—aside from hope that additional language users can become successful stand-up comedians in their L2? Approaches to teaching for humor competence have tended to focus on the receptive dimensions of language in use (e.g., Hodson 2014; Kim and Lantolf 2016; Prichard and Rucynski 2018; Wulf 2010). That is, they have focused on helping learners identify, comprehend, appreciate, and reflect on the meanings created within and through particular instances of humor. In a word, they have tended to foreground what people need to know in order to arrive at particular interpretations.

Teaching people to use humor interactionally, however, provides an additional entry point. It asks us to consider what communicative resources, at what levels of language, might be used to achieve the goal of making someone else identify, comprehend, acknowledge, and hopefully appreciate an utterance or text as humorous. That is, instead of asking What social meaning(s) are being constructed here? We might take humor as our starting point and ask How do we create “funny” as a possible social meaning here? In other words, focusing on teaching humor production pushes us to work backward from funny and to ask how we get there communicatively.

In this chapter, I discuss how pedagogical activities that position learners as creators and enactors of interactional humor, rather than solely interpreters or recipients of humorous discourse, can contribute to ongoing work on developing approaches to humor competence training. To this end, I draw on both Elmaleh’s story and research on additional language use to highlight aspects of successful humor production that are both isolatable and amenable to instruction. In so doing, I argue that an approach that asks us to work backward from funny resonates with scholarly efforts to specify what it takes to communicate successfully and with intention across multiple linguistic and cultural frontiers simultaneously. That is, it brings humor squarely into discussions about intercultural communication. Thus, in addition to contributing to this volume’s aim of developing robust approaches to humor competency training, my chapter shows how a focus on doing humor and being funny can add to ongoing work in language education on articulating the dimensions of intercultural competence.


FUNNY BY DESIGN

Whereas Elmaleh’s story is by no means representative of the experiences of typical language learners who engage in interactional humor spontaneously, it does highlight the communicative dimensions of being funny from the perspective of a professional, and highly successful, transnational comedian—a perspective that is missing from research on additional language use. Indeed, Elmaleh talks openly and in detail about his work with a language coach in New York City who helped him to refine aspects of his act. These adjustments, Elmaleh notes, were crucial to help him get laughs from English-speaking audiences and, ultimately, landed him a multi-city tour and several shows on Netflix. Thus, his story provides some guidance as to what aspects of language and interaction—including topics, genres, lexical choices, and intonation—might be implicated as humorous in the construction of a given utterance.

Moreover, rather than offering prescriptions, Elmaleh’s story can also help language educators think about how they might help language learners recognize the meaning-making potential of particular communicative resources and how they might go about bringing these elements together for the purpose of amusing others. The research literature consists primarily of detailed descriptions of learners using humor of their own accord and without explicit instruction both in and out of the classroom (e.g., Bell 2005; Broner and Tarone 2001; Bushnell 2009; Davies 2003; Garland 2010; Moody 2014; Pomerantz and Bell 2007, 2011; Shardakova 2016; Shively 2013, 2018). Reading this literature in the context of Elmaleh’s story can help language educators identify what instructional activities and experiences might help learners become more confident, comfortable, and successful engagers in communication that is both intended to amuse and intended to confer on the speaker the identity of being funny or witty. In the sections that follow, I discuss four areas of humor production that both Elmaleh and researchers have identified as important.



Creating, Establishing, and Checking for Shared Knowledge

As Elmaleh notes, a joke about serving ice water to guests in overly air-conditioned US restaurants was a big hit in France, where room temperature water and less aggressive cooling are the norm, but it fell flat among Americans who did not understand or perhaps did not appreciate the irony of serving drinks meant to cool in an already very cold room. Whereas efforts aimed at humor identification and comprehension have focused on familiarizing language learners with the cultural knowledge and logical mechanisms necessary to identify, comprehend, and appreciate particular instances of humor, such work has also illustrated just how large and seemingly endless a task this might be (e.g., Hodson 2014; Kim and Lantolf 2016; Prichard and Rucynski 2018; Wulf 2010).

In contrast, research on spontaneous humor by language learners suggests that language educators might also focus their efforts on highlighting the ways that people go about creating shared knowledge, establishing whether knowledge is shared, or checking for familiarity with the logical mechanism at play in a particular attempt at conversational humor. For example, much of the research on language learners’ spontaneous uses of humor, both in and out of the classroom, has shown that learners—and in particular those with less developed proficiency—often rely on aspects of the immediate interactional context as affordances for producing humor as a way to ensure that knowledge is shared (e.g., Bell 2005; Broner and Tarone 2001; Bushnell 2009; Pomerantz and Bell 2007, 2011).

Davies (2003), for instance, recounted an episode in which learners of English were discussing idiomatic expressions with their monolingual English-speaking peers. In Davies’ example, a monolingual English speaker had asked for “examples of funny things that happened in trying to communicate with Americans” (1371). As one Indonesian learner laughingly described his confusion when confronted with the question what’s up?, a Japanese learner exploited the humorous frame emerging during the storytelling to coin a new idiom, what’s down? Among features of this interaction, Davies noted how the Japanese learner was able to use the semantic opposition between the prepositions up and down to humorously mock the arbitrariness of idiomatic expressions in English. This bit of humor, Davies observed, was tied to the local interactional context and made possible by the fact that the idiom, what’s up, was the focus of the Indonesian learner’s story.

In addition to capitalizing on the immediate context, learners might also be encouraged to think about what they know about their interlocutors and their shared interactional histories. For example, Shively (2013) highlighted deepening friendships and the amount of time spent with particular peers as responsible, at least in part, for one learner’s increasingly successful efforts to do humor in Spanish during a study abroad program. These factors, Shively argued, led to the growth of “shared knowledge about each other’s experiences, attitudes, and [interactional] styles” (942) and provided a base for producing novel instances of humor. But beyond familiarity, teachers might also help learners develop strategies for identifying or establishing shared knowledge prior to the humorous moment itself. Elmaleh himself references this practice, as he describes modifying the sequential ordering of jokes to provide enough in-the-moment context to increase the chance of jokes being perceived as funny. Yet, he also acknowledges that, no matter how much shared knowledge he builds, some jokes just don’t seem to fly.




Playing to and with Expectations

When Elmaleh took his stand-up routine to North America, he quickly discovered that his new audience was surprised by the physicality of his performance. Whereas in France it is common for comics to act out humorous stories and jokes as they relate them, this practice struck his new public as odd and unexpected. It was not so much that his new audiences did not understand or appreciate his tendency to embody his comedy, but rather that they were not accustomed to seeing this kind of activity in a performance billed as stand-up comedy. Their underlying assumptions and expectations about genre were challenged. Hyland (2008) defines genre as the ways in which “writers typically use language to respond to recurring situations,” arguing that “texts are most successful when they employ conventions that other members of the community find familiar and convincing” (543). The concept of genre, however, need not be limited to written texts. As linguistic anthropologists have long argued, oral interactions are also guided by expectations around the goal, sequence, participant roles, and interactional rights and responsibilities, as well as by assumptions about what should or should not be said and how (see Rampton, Maybin, and Roberts 2015 for discussion). Shively (2013), for example, found that one learner’s attempts to use humor with Spanish-speaking peers were more successful when he moved away from the genre of deadpan humor and began to use other, more locally recognizable, genres, like the humorous revoicing of others’ utterances. Likewise, Moalla (2015) found that in interactions between Tunisian learners of English and users of English from the United States, both groups favored affiliative humor over forms of humor that were more dis-affiliative in form and function.

While such findings might lead language educators to focus on what genres of humor typically circulate in particular communities and to instruct learners on what might constitute “conventional” humor use, such an approach has its limits. On the one hand, it is useful for teaching learners how to recognize, comprehend, and produce formulaic kinds of humor, like bar jokes (i.e., a man walks into a bar…). In terms of reception, a genre approach can help learners recognize the signaling of a humor frame and to look for a humorous interpretation. In terms of production, a genre approach can also give learners access to clusters of communicative resources that are conventionally associated with cuing humor and thus help them use these pre-existing frames for signaling and crafting novel instances of humor use (see Bell 2012 for discussion). On the other hand, a genre approach must not be understood as offering rigid prescriptions, because humor is often produced by violating genre expectations. Thus, metapragmatic awareness and learner agency must enter the picture, as language learners come to terms with the effects of manipulating or violating expectations around conventional aspects of language use. As Bell (2012), quoting Wray, put it:


In many instances, the ability to playfully manipulate—and understand the playful manipulation of—formulaic strings will indeed demonstrate that the user is “sensitive not only to what is possible, but also what is likely” (Wray 2008, 240). This ability allows the user to create or comprehend language that is “sufficiently right to be acceptable but sufficiently wrong to cause amusement” (Wray 2008, 240). (Bell 2012, 199)



Indeed, it is important to note that Elmaleh did not rid his stand-up act of its physical elements just because North American audiences were not used to this kind of performance. Instead, he played on this difference as a strength. In playing with the genre of stand-up comedy and its various nationally situated iterations, Elmaleh was able to craft a style that was at once familiar enough to be recognized as local form of comedy and strange enough to be attention-getting and potentially amusing. Moreover, he was able to find a way of being funny that was consistent with not only who he wanted to be in English, but also how he saw himself as funny in French.

Indeed, Elmaleh’s story is instructive here, as it foregrounds the importance of considering whether and to what extent being funny accords with learners’ actual and aspirational identities. Whereas some learners may consider themselves funny people and desire to enact this kind of identity within and through an additional language, others may not. Thus, the relationship between humorous language use and leaner identities cannot be ignored in planning instruction. In addition, teachers might want to stress that being funny in an additional language may require engagement in forms of humor that feel personally or culturally strange or uncomfortable. Like Elmaleh, learners may need to make some changes to their ways of being funny or take some risks in order to (eventually) get the responses they desire (see the chapter by Ramirez de Arellano in this volume for more on humor competency and cultural adjustment).





Attending to the End Game: Making Intentional Repertoire Choices

An additional aspect of Elmaleh’s backstage preparation concerns the work he did with a language coach in New York City. Elmaleh noted that he spent approximately two hours per day with this educator, refining his communicative choices. For example, in a joke about his childhood, Elmaleh worked with the coach to figure out what tense/aspect markers to put on the main verb in order to convey the precise meaning he was aiming for in the set up. He credits this intensive, language-focused work in helping him get North American audiences to laugh.

This attention to fine-grained communicative choices echoes accounts of what happens when teachers encourage learners to write humorous texts in monolingual contexts. For example, Hogue (2011) reported that students in her university writing course were particularly deliberate in their language choices when the resulting product included the goal of amusing readers. Moreover, Moalla (2015) found that when people desire to use humor across what they perceive to be salient linguistic or cultural borders, they rely on discourse staging as a way to prepare for and potentially mitigate the potential for misunderstanding or lack of humor appreciation in interaction and thus adjust their utterances accordingly. Moalla noted that the participants in her study “reported to think ahead before exchanging humor with someone from another culture,” taking into account “the hearer’s point of view and possible reactions to their speech” (2015, 373). Likewise, she found that participants also drew on an array of what she called “accommodation strategies,” including repetition, explanations, and the overt contextualization of their utterances as humorous through laughter, smiles, and direct references (e.g., “here’s something funny”) as a way to pre-empt the possibility of failed humor.

Thus, both Elmaleh’s story and research on humor suggest a need for language-focused instruction that centers on meaning and audience reception rather than on correctness or conformity. Instead of asking, is this the right communicative repertoire element to use? We should be asking, will the use of this repertoire element here and now make people laugh? While a positive response cannot be guaranteed, shifting the instructional focus from correctness to meaning has implications not only for developing learners’ capabilities with respect to humor but also for their overall understanding of intercultural communication more broadly.




Focusing on Delivery: Pronunciation and Timing

A final lesson from Elmaleh’s story relates to pronunciation and timing. As Elmaleh noted, successful oral humor relies, in part, on the ability to construct contrasts by carefully manipulating stress, syllable length, juncture, pauses, and other meaningful phonetic resources. For a professional comic, this means paying rigorous attention to and rehearsing the delivery of every joke to make the humorous juxtapositions stand out within the ongoing stream of talk. Again, much like in the preceding sections, attention to pronunciation from a humor perspective puts the emphasis on the listener and not some idealized notion about correctness. In line with intercultural approaches to language education, helping people be funny in an additional language is not about teaching them to mimic the pronunciation patterns of native speakers, but rather about helping them construct their utterances in ways that are comprehensible and meaningful to others.

Indeed, Elmaleh’s story echoes calls from contemporary work on pronunciation teaching in English language education, which has increasingly urged educators to focus on issues of intelligibility and comprehensibility within particular interactional contexts, rather than some externally defined notion of “nativeness” or correctness (see Ketabi and Saeb 2015 for review). For example, Murphy (2014) reported on a study in which he explored the possibility of “non-native” role models for pronunciation teaching. Inspired by an interview on US television with the Spanish actor Javier Bardem, Murphy developed a questionnaire for experienced language educators to assess whether Bardem’s speech could serve as an exemplar text for pronunciation teaching in particular settings. Briefly, Murphy’s questionnaire focused on aspects of Bardem’s speech that past research had identified as contributing to intelligibility and comprehensibility, including topic; degree of deviation from what listeners considered a “familiar” accent; ease/difficulty of understanding content of talk; how much energy listeners had to expend to understand a speaker; rate of speech; use of “thought groups, rhythm, prominence (i.e., sentence-level stress), and contrastive stress; clarity of word endings; uses of facial expressions, body language, intonation, clarifications; and clarity of sound segments” (263).

Whereas Murphy’s emphasis was on assessing the pedagogical suitability of the Bardem speech in terms of “what he does well” (262), one might imagine instructional activities that help learners identify and improve aspects of their pronunciation based on the funniness of their delivery. Indeed, Smorenburg, Rodd, and Chen (2015) offer one such example, as they provided Dutch learners of English with explicit access to a training program intended to increase their ability to produce recognizable instances of a type of humor—namely, sarcasm. The training, which focused on rate of speech, loudness, pitch range, and emphasis, included both exposure to recorded examples and opportunities to practice using a software program that documented pitch contour. They also received explicit feedback from the study authors on their ability to recognizably produce sarcasm. Smorenburg et al. found a positive effect for the training, suggesting that focused attention on issues of pronunciation can increase the likelihood of success with respect to learners’ intent to be funny.

Beyond the enunciation of particular sounds and contrasts, however, the issue of timing bears mention as well. Here, it is worth bringing in the voice of John C. Reilly, the actor who plays Oliver Hardy in Stan & Ollie, the film about the comedy duo Laurel and Hardy.3 In the following quotation, taken from an interview with Dave Davies on the radio program Fresh Air, Reilly observes the choreography that goes into producing physical comedy:


And in order to get that comedy to look right so it just looks like we’re just accidentally missing each other 15 times in a row (laughter)—in order to do that, it requires this diligence with the timing. And it’s almost like a ballet or a piece of music that you’re playing when you’re doing it because what looks like very nonchalant just kind of like normal human behavior from the outside, inside is Steve and I going, five, four, three, two, turn. Wait—two, three, turn—right? So it’s almost like this choreographed thing in our mind.



Whereas Reilly’s comments describe the work he and his fellow actor had to do in order to produce a credible rendition of a Laurel and Hardy routine that was predicated on coordination, they echo findings by humor researchers that report on the frustration language learners feel with regard to the need to produce humorous utterances in ways that keep pace with the ongoing flow of interaction (e.g., Shively 2013, 2018) and will be understood as efforts to be funny. Thus, pedagogical activities that focus on turn-taking patterns in interaction, as well as strategies for getting a turn at talk and maintaining the floor, may also help learners to develop the interactional resources necessary for engaging in spontaneous humor.






HUMOR AND INTERCULTURAL COMPETENCY

While research on efforts to both specify what humor competency might entail and how it might be facilitated through instruction is still in its infancy, it is worth pausing for a moment to consider how these lines of inquiry might intersect with and inform a much larger body of scholarship in language education: research on intercultural competence. The latter, like scholarship on humor competency, aims to specify what knowledge, skills, and attitudes learners might draw on to communicate successfully and with intention across multiple and perhaps unanticipated linguistic and cultural frontiers, albeit on a much larger scale. Whereas the goal of humor research is to look specifically at how learners identify, comprehend, produce, and acknowledge/appreciate instances of communication that intentionally (or unintentionally) produce a feeling of mirth in oneself or others, the goal of research on inter-cultural competence has a broader purview. It is aimed at specifying the various competencies learners might draw on to handle a limitless array of social situations, functions, actions, intentions, and identities in new or unfamiliar settings. Yet, in bringing these two lines of inquiry together, it is clear that they both entail a shift from things one needs to know in order to communicate in ways that are in line with one’s intentions and identity aspirations, to how one might bring together particular communicative repertoire elements to achieve particular meanings and enact particular identities. Thus, I now turn to what research on language teaching from an intercultural perspective might offer to those interested in humor competence training and to what humor scholars might offer to those working from an intercultural perspective in language education.




REFLECTING ON THE STATE OF PLAY: WHERE ARE WE AS LANGUAGE EDUCATORS?

Reflecting on the contemporary state of language education, Kramsch (2014) observed that instruction has never been more “interactive and imaginative” than it is today. Gone (well, mostly gone) are the days of senseless choral repetition and endless grammar drills. In their stead, teachers have developed an array of communicative pedagogies to engage learners in meaningful interaction in both face-to-face and online environments, including humor. In many classrooms, the development of communicative competence has become the goal, despite ongoing scholarly debates about what, precisely, communicative


From Language to Communicative Repertoire













From Having to Doing Culture





















TEACHING FOR INTERCULTURAL COMPETENCY

















RECOMMENDATIONS FOR HUMOR COMPETENCY TRAINING



	creating, establishing, and checking for shared knowledge;

	playing to and with expectations;

	attending to the end game; and

	focusing on delivery.
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