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Constructing the Humor Assignment: Exploring Audience and Identity through Resistance
In order to get the most out of a good “Don’t you hate ‘The Man’?” bit, it’s important to establish that you are not “The Man.”  This will get the audience on your side immediately (unless your audience is filled with “The Men,” in which case, we recommend running offstage).



Eric Hoffman & Gary Rudoren




Comedy by the Numbers
Clevinger really thought he was right, but Yossarian had proof, because strangers he didn’t know shot at him with cannons every time he flew up into the air to drop bombs on them, and it wasn’t funny at all.  And if that wasn’t funny, there were lots of things that weren’t even funnier.



Joseph Heller




Catch-22

Here’s one of those things that aren’t even funnier: on some level, our students react and respond to the academy as Yossarian does to military authority.  And just as Yossarian defines himself through his resistance and eventual refusal to fly missions, some students resist assignments, hand in work late, or refuse to make an attempt altogether.  Robert Brooke’s examination of underlife shows how some resistance takes the form of a student’s refusal to think.  When this happens, we have to remember what Barthomae tells us: “When the writer says, ‘I don’t know,’ then, he is not saying that he has nothing to say.  He is saying that he is not in a position to carry on this discussion” (77).  Brookes sees opportunities in student disruptions in that “no matter how jokingly, students are actively connecting ideas in the classroom to their own lives outside the classroom, and are discovering ways in which classroom knowledge seems useful even when (or especially when) it isn’t used for classroom purposes,” and we can capitalize on those opportunities through the humor assignment.

Since every attempt at laughter contains implicit value structures, every joke presents a dense opportunity for audience analysis and identity exploration.  Basic writers, like all writers, are unconsciously aware of those structures.  As the comedian (through written or oral performance) and audience communicate through the interplay of joke and reaction, they are sharing and shaping those intrinsic values, some of which are assumed and require further probing.  Questioning the assumptions of the joke’s values leads to an exploration of the writer’s and audience’s identity.  As student’s present jokes through the humor assignment, they are creating a rhetorical argument for the value of their identity and authority by positioning it against the subject of the joke, which, in some cases of self-deprecating humor, may even be themselves.

When we invite basic writers to compose a humorous narrative, students must necessarily go through a complex process of understanding their own identity as a humorist/promoter of value as well as the identity of their intended audience as evaluators.  While students’ comfort level with humor will vary, the humor assignment opens the floor for students to participate in an academic discourse based, in part, on their terms.  They will be asked to write personal narratives about a humorous moment, they will be asked to write a rhetorical analysis of why a joke works or fails, they will be asked to research the history and effect of a particular humor style/movement.

These types of assignments slip under the students’ radar – they choose what appeals to them, what has brought them laughter and pleasure, and thus will be more invested in the assignment.  Their resistance lowered, we can get to work on what Terry Dean and Mike Rose find important – the development of the student as person instead of person as student.  Susan Jarratt, who uses feminist humor in her classrooms, tells us that we can bridge the authority gap (thereby pleasing Freire and our Yossarians) by transitioning our power through jokes: “Laughing together made us co-conspiring cultural critics, bound us together as a group, cutting across the social boundaries we were simultaneously working to demarcate through our writing and reading about difference” (94).

The humor assignment is intended as a new genre of writing assignment that can produce fresh responses as students navigate new versions of themselves.  Primarily intended for basic writers who often write narratives, the humor assignment can easily be modified to fit research papers assigned later in the English course writing cycle (student resistance doesn’t end after the first year).  Students writing jokes, anecdotes, sketches, or humorous essays construct arguments for particular values.  Poking fun at the flashiness of the news makes an argument for journalistic integrity.  Describing a time when someone was publicly embarrassed makes an argument for increased common sense.  Expressing awkwardness at quotidian observations makes an argument for more or less rigidly defined rules of conduct.  Justifying the popularity of recent low-brow films makes an argument for the current state of American culture.

While humor may turn off those same students we are attempting to motivate on the basis that some people are uncomfortable trying to be funny, it is important to realize that humor is a skill.  Great writers are not born with communicative flexibility and the same is true for funny people.  Humor needs to be practiced in multiple modes in front of varied audiences in different mediums.  Our students are more experienced in verbal communication and, since humor is a common device used in their social interactions, most of our students enter the academy as experienced comedians.  We should be embracing this developed skill as a resource for their writing instead of seeing classroom outbursts and seemingly disrespectful comments as anathema to our goals, especially since those outbursts may be rooted in efforts to assert identity.  As a ubiquitous social force, humor stands in a unique position to subvert the subversion reflex of under-prepared or unmotivated first-year students.  Nathan Miczo, in a study conducted to see what the relationship is between humor ability and communication ability, found that students with high humor orientation are better equipped to deal with stress and are more competent in utilizing coping resources (214).  Similarly, Hackman and Barthel-Hackman found that “a sense of humor was related to reduced communication apprehension and more willingness to communicate” (qtd. in Miczo 213).

Using humor as pedagogy and practice isn’t new, nor is it fully utilized as a writing strategy.  I recall in grad school being told not to smile in front of a class until October or else the students would usurp my authority.  I also recall how foolish that sounded and what opportunities for personal connection would be lost if we didn’t share in each others’ laughter, or, at the very least, acknowledge that we were people with parallel instead of adversarial goals.  A teacher’s use of humor builds rapport with students and helps to positively break down the authority structure of the classroom.  Numerous studies have shown that when used appropriately, humor leads to higher immediacy in instructors, greater retention in students, a more enjoyable and less anxious classroom environment, and leads to more effective compliance-gaining attempts.  Observing what makes our students laugh is an effective shortcut in determining what they care about.  For all our research on promoting audience awareness for our students, there seems to be a paucity of discussion on teachers being aware of their audiences, namely, their students.

The humor assignment is also a rich field for analyzing the differences between written and performance comedy.  Miczo’s concept of a “play frame” helps define those differences.  According to Miczo, “a play frame consists of any number of meta communicative devices that signal the humorous intent of a message,” most of which he says are nonverbal, such as “facial expressions [and] alterations in vocal inflection” (211).  A written work of humor, then, has an interesting set of challenges in that diction and syntax must necessarily be given precedence since nonverbal modes of expression are removed from the performance.  Teaching the difference between writing jokes and performing jokes can lead us in new directions as to the function of rhetoric.  Beyond simple classroom discussions about particular jokes or effective anecdotes, humor rhetoric changes how we might look at the steps of the writing process.  For instance, spontaneous conversational humor and wit can tell us much about invention in the writing process.  The faculty by which instant and effective humorous comments are made is similar to Sondra Perl’s “felt sense.”  People who are more comfortable attempting humor are generally more socially competent and can more easily adapt to new social situations, modifying their interactions quickly.  The practice of immediate humor, of knowing when a joke will succeed based on knowledge of the audience can lead students who are prone to long, arduous hours in front of a blank computer screen to feel more confident during the invention stage of a draft.

Once the student’s draft is complete, peer workshops take on a new shape.  In order to analyze and critique the effectiveness of the humor rhetoric, a peer workshop could view the text as performance, thereby allowing the student to provide an auditory voice to the composition voice on the page.  I imagine most students would feel unbearably vulnerable in such a situation, but I also imagine most of them would be successful in eliciting at least a few self-esteem boosting laughs throughout their reading.

Revision of written jokes could be more intense than typical writing assignments.  John Cleese of Monty Python fame was said to have spent hours on word choice when writing his sketches.  Kurt Vonnegut has confessed that, “Jokes are efficient things and they must be as carefully constructed as mouse traps.  And so for me to write a page of a novel is a very slow business, because the whole thing has to be rigged in order to snap at the end” (69).  Teaching students how to construct a joke to snap properly with some sort of punch-line requires our instruction to focus on rhetorically sensitive comedic timing.

Each attempt at humor makes an argument for a particular set of values and, often, the humor succeeds or fails based on the level of audience acceptance of the joke’s argument.  The communicative effort of a joke succeeds when a connection is made, linking the audience to the comedian through the shared acceptance of the joke’s argument.  Conversely, when jokes fail, students see that what they have valued in the joke may not be accepted by their audience.  A failed joke, then, challenges the identity of the author.  If the audience disagrees with the value structure of the joke, then the audience is essentially telling the author that they disagree with the argument.  Failing to be funny may be more damaging to students’ self-esteem than failing a paper, but it immediately forces students to reevaluate their arguments and either modify their values or try again.  Similarly, when an audience “doesn’t get it,” they are forced to reevaluate themselves.  Both audience and comedian throughout the reading of a text must continuously balance and navigate a shifting set of values and identities as they accept or reject jokes.

One potential danger of a humor assignment, to borrow a term from Wayne Booth’s The Rhetorical Stance, is that our fledgling comedians will adopt the advertiser’s stance, which “comes from undervaluing the subject and overvaluing pure effect: How to Win Friends and Influence People” (175).  The purpose of the humor assignment is not to make the audience laugh, although this will be welcome if it occurs.  Instead, to prevent the advertiser’s stance or the pedant’s stance and push student’s toward the rhetorical stance, we need to stress that the humor being used is a conduit for the argument, an argument that they would otherwise be making in other assignments.  Encouraging humor in their writing provides them with an alternate framework by which to construct arguments and develop greater rhetorical agility.

Melanie Kill’s essay Acknowledging the Rough Edges of Resistance pushes the argument that “rhetorical agility [is] the most productive goal of first-year composition” (214) and that “renegotiating classroom identity cannot fall to students alone, and if we are to join in, we must not allow the weight of our authority to secure us in comfortably familiar positions” (215).  If we can resist the urge to hoard our institutional authority and provide students with a productive voice to their own resistance, we might find deeper insight into what they resist and why they resist the university.  The power of authority to influence identity always looms, and some instructors will resist handing over portions of their class to students who seemingly aren’t interested.  Kill suggests “that students have the power to influence our self-presentations,” possibly forcing us into “defensive postures” (229).  More importantly, however, is the potential for teachers to influence the identities of students.

When we give greater freedom to the rhetorical possibilities of a humor assignment and allow for potentially inflammatory or inappropriate uses of humor, we are essentially creating a lure for students.  The humor assignment invites students who would normally resist academic writing to write on their terms using language and humor arguments that they find appropriate (even if that “appropriateness” is intentionally inappropriate).  Should the result of those arguments prove difficult or aggressive to the authority of the instructor or the class, we have at least given voice to those concerns instead of ignoring them or burying them in the density of work we would otherwise assign.  The humor assignment, therefore, will doubly function as a kind of academic anxiety therapy.

That form of therapy will be particularly effective if we encourage writing that is focused on the dichotomies of authority and submission, injustice and rebellion, and motivation and indolence.  If we are not willing to allow our authority to be challenged, then perhaps our pedagogy needs revision.  If we cannot bear to see our ideas attacked and questioned, then perhaps students are justified in whatever form their criticism may take.  John Morreall tells us that the satiric use of humor can provide “an antidote to blind allegiance or orthodoxy” (qtd. in Smith 51).  Perhaps the opposite is true as well.  We can show students that allegiance, loyalty, and acceptance of our academic goals does not, contrary to their first impressions of college, contradict their goals.  Perhaps by using the humor assignment, we can accept our students’ resistance just long enough to convert them.
Works Cited

Allen, William Rodney.  Conversations with Kurt Vonnegut.  “An Interview with Kurt Vonnegut, Jr.”  Frank McLaughlin.  U. Press of Mississippi, Jackson: 2003.  66-75.
Bartholomae, David.  “Inventing the University.”  Teaching Composition: Background Readings. Ed. T.R. Johnson and Shirley Morahan.   Boston, MA: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2002.
Booth, Wayne C.  “The Rhetorical Stance.”  Teaching Composition: Background Readings.  Ed. T.R. Johnson and Shirley Morahan.  Boston, MA:  Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2002.
Brooke, Robert.  “Underlife and Writing Instruction”.  Teaching Composition: Background Readings. Ed. T.R. Johnson and Shirley Morahan.   Boston, MA: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2002.

Frymier, Ann Bainbridge, and Benjamin Weser.  “The Role of Student Predispositions on Student Expectations for Instructor Communication Behavior.”  Communication Education 50.4 (Oct. 2001): 314: Communication & Mass Media Complete.  EBSCO.  L.P. Hill Library, Cheyney, PA.  20 September 2007.  <http://navigator-cheyney.passhe.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=ufh&AN=5357448&site=ehost-live>.

Gorham, Joan , and Diane M. Christophel.  “THE RELATIONSHIP OF TEACHERS’ USE OF HUMOR IN THE CLASSROOM TO IMMEDIACY AND STUDENT LEARNING.”  Communication Education 39.1 (Jan. 1990): 46.  Communication & Mass Media Complete.  EBSCO.  L.P. Hill Library, Cheyney, PA.  20 September 2007.  <http://navigator-cheyney.passhe.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=ufh&AN=9455938&site=ehost-live>.

Jarratt, Susan C.  “Teaching Across Differences”.  The Writing Teacher’s Sourcebook: Third Edition.  Ed. By Gary Tate, Edward P.J. Corbett, and Nancy Myers.  New York: Oxford U Press, 1994.

Javidi, Manoochehr N., and Larry W. Long.  “TEACHERS’ USE OF HUMOR, SELF-DISCLOSURE, AND NARRATIVE ACTIVITY AS A FUNCTION OF EXPERIENCE.”  Communication Research Reports 6.1 (June 1989): 47-52.  Communication & Mass Media Complete.  EBSCO.  L.P. Hill Library, Cheyney, PA.  20 September 2007.  <http://navigator-cheyney.passhe.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=ufh&AN=18443661&site=ehost-live>.

Kill, Melanie.  “Acknowledging the Rough Edges of Resistance: Negotiation of Identities for First-Year Composition.”  College Composition and Communication 58.2 (December 2006).  213-235.
Merolla, Andy J.  “Decoding Ability and Humor Production.”  Communication Quarterly 54.2 (May 2006): 175-189.  Communication & Mass Media Complete.  EBSCO.  L.P. Hill Library, Cheyney, PA.  20 September 2007.  <http://navigator-cheyney.passhe.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=ufh&AN=20650892&site=ehost-live>.

Miczo, Nathan.  “HUMOR ABILITY, UNWILLINGNESS TO COMMUNICATE, LONELINESS, AND PERCEIVED STRESS: TESTING A SECURITY THEORY.”  Communication Studies 55.2 (Summer 2004): 209-226.  Communication & Mass Media Complete.  EBSCO.  L.P. Hill Library, Cheyney, PA.  20 September 2007.  <http://navigator-cheyney.passhe.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=ufh&AN=13327406&site=ehost-live>.
Punyanut, Narissra Maria.  “The Effects of Humor Perceptions on Compliance-Gaining in the College Classroom.”  Communication Research Reports 17.1 (Winter 2000): 30-38.  Communication & Mass Media Complete.  EBSCO.  L.P. Hill Library.  20 September 2007.  <http://navigator-cheyney.passhe.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=ufh&AN=9477251&site=ehost-live>.

Smith, Stephen A.  “Humor as Rhetoric and Cultural Argument.”  Journal of American Culture 16.2 (Summer 1993): 51-63.  MLA International Bibliography.  EBSCO.  L.P. Hill Library, Cheyney, PA.  11 September 2007.  <http://navigator-cheyney.passhe.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=mzh&AN=1993061128&site=ehost-live>.

Tracy, Sarah J., Karen K. Myers, and Clifton W. Scott.  “Cracking Jokes and Crafting Selves: Sensemaking and Identity Management Among Human Service Workers.”  Communication Monographs 73.3 (Sep. 2006): 283-308.  Communication & Mass Media Complete.  EBSCO.  L.P. Hill Library, Cheyney, PA.  20 September 2007.  <http://navigator-cheyney.passhe.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=ufh&AN=22724985&site=ehost-live>.

Wanzer, Melissa Bekelja, et al.  “Appropriate and Inappropriate Uses of Humor by Teachers.”  Communication Edition 55.2 (Apr. 2006): 178-196.  Communication & Mass Media Complete.  EBSCO.  L.P. Hill Library, Cheyney, PA.  20 September 2007.  <http://navigator-cheyney.passhe.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=ufh&AN=20219081&site=ehost-live>.

PAGE  
1

