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Abstract

There is little doubt that humor is regarded as an important element
of creativity , personal charisma and social harmony in Chinese society.
However, humor has not been academically and systematically studied
to a significant extent in China. Consequently, the author has embarked
on this journey to study the application of humor in selected English
language and Chinese language situation comedies using an approach
based on a newly developed concept and framework of contextual
dimensions. Situation comedies are a form of performing arts
deliberately created to arouse laughter in the audience. As such, they
serve as a rich corpus for the analysis of interpersonal and interactional
humor from a linguistic perspective. In this book, the author studies the
mechanisms of humor embedded in interpersonal interactions in situation
comedies created in the United States and China.

The author believes that context is an important factor which
affects how humor is perceived and understood. The extent to which an
individual finds something humorous depends upon a large number of
variables, including geographical location, culture, maturity, level of
education, intelligence and context. In fact, the author believes that
geographical location, culture, maturity, level of education, and
intelligence can all be categorized into certain dimension of context,
which is a new framework developed by the author that allows instances
of humorous encounters to be analyzed systematically.

The physical dimension of context consists of all factors which

exist in the tangible universe. The temporal dimension of context
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describes factors which are affected by the sequence in time of the
occurrence of the associated events. The experiential dimension
encompasses all factors related to the intangible memory of the mind
that is stored over the lifetime of individuals through collective and
private experiences. These factors include, but are not limited to,
social setting, culture, personality, world view, knowledge,
discourse, status, etc.

The innovation of this book is mainly reflected in the following
aspects: First, a novel concept of categorizing context in terms of
mutually orthogonal dimensions has been developed. Although context
is one of the most frequently discussed subject matters in linguistics, it
tends to be treated largely at the semantic level. This book attempts to
draw a parallel between the linguistic system and the physical universe
by dividing context into mutually exclusive dimensions, which greatly
simplifies the way in which it may be analyzed. Second, this book fills
an academic void in the study of humor in China. Existing research
tends to be concerned with the analysis of humor within one language
( such as using classical theories to discuss one chosen passage either in
Chinese or in English) , or within a single area of interest ( such as the
translation of humor between Chinese and English) , rather than
systematic explorations of humor and its underpinning elements. In the
meanw hile, humor studies in Western academia are relatively more
concentrated in the areas of psychology and philosophy. The
comparative examination of humor in both the English and Chinese
languages in terms of linguistic and cultural aspects described in this
book provides a fresh and innovative approach to the study of humor.
Third, the use of situation comedies for humor studies is relatively
scarce and most of these studies involve single language works only.
The novelty of this book is reflected in the comparative examination of

the works of two languages, which were produced in approximately the
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same era, in terms of how humor is applied and received.

An introduction to this study is presented in Chapter 1. In Chapter
2, a comprehensive literature review is provided to determine the
current state of humor research, including the definition of humor, the
history of humor in the West and in China, and current humor theories.
A novel framework for the analysis of humor using the concept of
contextual dimensions has been developed and is presented in great
detail in Chapter 3, with a large number of examples provided to
illustrate how this framework may be used to analyze instances of
humorous encounters. Comprehensive analyses on how humor is
projected and received for an English situation comedy and a Chinese
language counterpart produced in the early 1990’ s have been conducted
using the framework of contextual dimensions, and they are presented
in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 respectively. Chapter 6 outlines a
comparative investigation that discusses the similarities and differences
between the English language works and the Chinese language works in
terms of the application of humor. Finally, a conclusion of this study is
presented in Chapter 7. Due to the large volume of the text, analyses of
the 24 scripts, with more than 220, 000 words, will be listed as
statistical forms and included as appendixes.

In this research, both qualitative and quantitative methodologies
have been employed. The thorough literature review presented in
Chapter 2 represents a qualitative approach to determine the current state
of research and body of knowledge in the areas of interest. The
discourse analyses presented in Chapters 4 through 6 have been
conducted using quantitative research methods such as corpus tagging
and statistical analysis.

At the completion of this study, a thorough understanding has been
gained on how humor is projected and received through examining the

similarities and differences between the English language works and
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Chinese language works. The frequency of humor has been found to be
just under 50% in both literary works, which bears a remarkable
consistency. Overall, the English language situation comedy “Friends”
is found to be more palatable to an international audience compared to
the Chinese counterpart “I Love My Family ”. The greater utilization of
the temporal contextual dimension and the lesser utilization of the
experiential contextual dimension for “Friends” compared to “I Love
My Family ” means that the former works depend more on linguistic
elements and less on social and cultural knowledge in order to achieve
the humorous effects.

These research findings and newly acquired understandings will
contribute to the study of socio—and cultural linguistics associated with
humor in the English and Chinese languages and aid in the linguistic
exchange between the two languages. Ultimately, the author hopes that
the research findings will enhance intellectual and cultural exchange
between China and the West from the linguistic, literary and social

perspectives.

Key words: humor, contextual dimension, situation comedy
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Chapter 1 Introduction

Humor is a social phenomenon shared by all human cultures. It
refers to the tendency of particular cognitive experiences to provoke
laughter and provide amusement. The English term “humor” is derived
from humoral medicine of the ancient Greeks, which taught that the
balance of fluids in the human body, known as “humours”, control
human health and emotion ( Martin, 2007). Humor is projected
through visual or aural stimuli. Visual stimuli include humorous acts,
amusing imagery, and other information perceived through sight. Aural
stimuli refer to verbal language, peculiar sounds and other audio signals
which provide aural input to the brain.

Because humor is such an omnipresent aspect of our daily lives,
many people think that they already understand it and do not need
systematic research to explain it. However, studies on humor have
revealed many interesting surprises. Humor has been found to serve a
number of social, emotional, and cognitive functions, making it a
worthwhile and rewarding subject matter for scientific research
( Martin, 2007; Kotthoff, 2005; Eckardt, 1991; Z=/N7wi, 2007) .
Indeed, the concept of humor is a complex subject matter, and it
continues to attract significant research attention from multidisciplinary
perspectives. Recent contributions have come from such diverse areas
as anthropology, linguistics, psychology, semiotics and sociology, to
name just a few ( Attardo, 2007; Martin, 2007; Weisfeld, 1993;
Kotthoff, 2005; Crawford, 2002; Berger, 1999; Dubinsky, 2011) .
Through these studies, researchers attempt to discover how humor is

constructed, projected, received and understood in the interaction of
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sentient beings.

Humorous encounters most often involve the participation of
multiple interactants, where it is projected by certain interactant( s) and
received by others. Hence, it is apparent that humor cannot be
understood monadically — that is, by studying one person. Rather, it
has to be understood dyadically, where people are influencing each
other. Hence, the move is from intrapsychic to interpersonal
explanations in the understanding of humor as an anthropological
phenomenon ( Hay, 1999; Chapman, 1995; Gruner, 1999; Morrison,
2012; Lundberg, 2002) . Unless humor stimulates people towards a
quantum of growth, it may not be humor at all, however intended it
might have been.

Situation comedies, often shortened to sitcoms, belong to a genre
of comedy that features characters sharing the same common
environment, such as a home or workplace, accompanied with jokes as
part of the dialogue ( Molon et al., 2005; Sedita, 2005; Z=%, 2010) .
Such programs originated in radio, but today, sitcoms are found almost
exclusively on television as one of its dominant narrative forms. As
situation comedies are a form of performing arts deliberately created to
arouse laughter in the audience, they serve as a rich corpus for the
analysis of interpersonal and interactional humor from a psycholinguistic
perspective ( Molon et al., 2005; B Kk, 2008; #higff, 2003; 2k
{id, 2009; XF$Fs and Z=4t, 2006) .

I intend to study the mechanisms of humor embedded in
interpersonal interactions in situation comedies created in both the
United States and China. This investigation will provide valuable
knowledge in terms of how humor is projected and received in the
situation comedy works of two completely different language

systems.



1.1 Rationale

There is little doubt that humor is regarded as an important element
of creativity , personal charisma and social harmony in modern Chinese
society (and in all human societies, for that matter) ( K47, 2011;
Hay, 1999; Berger, 2010) . However, important as it is, humor has
rarely been studied academically and systematically in China. On the
other hand, significant research on the subject matter exists in Western
academia. The author hopes that this study will contribute significantly
to the scarce literature on humor currently existing in this country. By
studying how humor is practiced and received in the US and Chinese
situation comedies, a better understanding of the differences in Western
and Eastern humor may be acquired which will ultimately enhance
intellectual and cultural exchange between the East and the West from
the linguistic, literary and social perspectives.

The extent to which an individual will find something humorous
depends upon a large number of variables, including geographical
location, culture, maturity, level of education, intelligence and
context. Context is an important factor which affects how humor is
perceived and understood ( Sommers, 2011). In fact, the author
believes that geographical location, culture, maturity, level of
education, intelligence, can all be categorized into certain dimensions
of context.

Context has been previously studied extensively by Western
scholars. However, the wide utility of context as an explanatory
concept has led to the equally extreme degree of polysemy in the word
itself and its vague meaning from a pragmatic perspective. For
instance, as Grice ( 1975) pointed out, in language use, some content

cannot directly be transmitted by words, but is implied by what the
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speaker utters. He argued that on some occasions, particular contextual
features help the listener to reconstruct the speaker’s communicative
intention. Thus, in case of doubt, the context makes clear to the
listener the meanings an utterance was intended to convey. In
particular, Grice considered that an agent could rely on both the
linguistic and the extralinguistic context in  comprehending
conversational implicatures.

Context has been described in terms of a taxonomy of categories
that contribute to the reconstruction of the speaker’s communicative
intentions ( Bosco et al., 2004) . The authors identified Access, Space,
Time, Discourse, Move, and Status as the fundamental categories of
context. However, the difficulty of this approach lies in its inability to
provide an exhaustive list of categories into which context can be
partitioned, for there is always the risk of certain categories remaining
undiscovered.

The author proposes to describe context that influences the way in
which humor is received in terms of three unique dimensional
constituents — physical, temporal and experiential, each of which
occupies an independent axis in the cognitive universe. This contextual
framework will serve as a useful tool to study how humor is applied and
whether it is effectively received.

In this thesis, the author shall demonstrate how humorous
encounters can be analyzed and explained using this framework of
contextual dimensions. An English language situation comedy and a
Chinese language situation comedy will be examined and used as the

linguistic material for this analysis.

1.2 Research Methods

There are two general classes of research methods — qualitative
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