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Abstract: This paper uses presupposition theories from semantic, pragmatic and cognitive
perspectives to analyze the humor language in traditional Chinese art—xiangsheng (#4#/%), comic
dialogue. After a qualitative analysis of three episodes from Da Bao Biao (A /ZZ#7), Big Guard, a
representative of xiangsheng, the trace of humor in the comic dialogue is detected. | hope this paper
can give some hints on how to use presupposition to analyze humor.
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Résumé: Le présent article utilise la théorie de présupposition dans les perspectives sémantique,
pragmatique et cognitive pour analyser le langage humoristique dans I’art traditionnel chinois —
xiangsheng, dialogue comique. A travers des analyses quantitatives des trois épisodes de Da Bao
Biao, Grande Garde, programme représentatif de Xiangsheng, la trace de I’humour dans le dialogue
comique est détectée. J’espere que cet article peut apporter des éclaircissements a I’ utilisation de la
présupposition dans I’analyse de I’humour.

Mots-Clés: Xiangsheng (dialogue comique), baofu (enveloppe de toile), présupposition, humour
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1. INTRODUCTION

Xiangsheng (#H7%), comic dialogue, as a special kind of
art, is popular and influential in China. There hasn’t
been an agreeable definition for it. A tradition viewpoint
to Xiangsheng is that it is the combination of xiang (#7),
facial features, and sheng (29, voice. Hou Baolin ({% &
A ) said, xiangsheng is a comic language art
characterized by “speaking” and “laughing” (Fang,
2006, P.3). Wang Liye in his book The Art of
Xiangsheng and Laugh defined xiangsheng as a comic
shuochang ( &t M ) (talking and singing) art
characterized by language. By summing up the above
viewpoints, we can conclude a common point about it,
which is the highly involvement with language. The
language here refers to the words, phrases or sentences
in xiangsheng that can produce humorous, comic,
absurd and enjoyable results. The study of humorous
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xiangsheng language from the point view of pragmatics
is of great importance, which can let us explore the
deeper features of humorous xiangsheng language and
find out the source of humor.

There is one jargon in xiangsheng, which is baofu
(& #0), cloth-wrapper. It is one of the most important
sources of humor in xiangsheng. It means a wrapper
wrapping something that makes you laugh. At first, the
talkers say something that seems quite reasonable and
normal to the listeners-this is the process of zhuang
baofu (#42#4), wrapping, but suddenly, one utterance
makes all the things said above absurd and humorous,
which is called dou baofu ( £/ % #), unwrap, in
xiangsheng’s jargon. This paper is focused on how
baofu makes one laugh, and why something normally is
turned out to be absurd suddenly. | will explain these
guestions from pragmatic perspective, especially using
the theory of presupposition.
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2. THEORIES AND LITERATURE
REVIEW

The study of presupposition has always been an
important topic in the study of pragmatics. Leech (1981)
divided presuppositions into two types which are
semantic presupposition and pragmatic presupposition.
Strawson (1950) first gave out the concept of semantic
presupposition, which can be stated as follows:

A statement A presupposes another statement B iff:
(@) if Ais true, then B is true
(b) if A'is false, then B is true

Levinson (1983) presents 13 presuppositions
triggers that are linguistic items generating
presupposition: factive verbs, implicative verbs,
changes of state verbs, comparisons and contrasts, etc.
The focus of them does not exceed the layer of sentence.
So the presuppositions generated by these triggers are
purely semantically, with no relation to context.

As for pragmatic presupposition, the main viewpoint
is that it refers to the assumptions made by the speaker
about the context in which language communication
takes place. Some linguists (Stalnaker, R., 2002)
regard pragmatic presupposition as the mutual
knowledge or common ground (joint assumption)
between the speaker and the listener. There is something
common among the above viewpoints of pragmatic
presupposition: presupposition is the knowledge shared
by the participants engaged in a communication act,
which is the basis for the speaker to express himself or
herself to the listener. As Stalnaker, R. puts it,

To presuppose something is to take it for
granted, or at least to act as if one takes it for
granted, as background information—as common
ground among the participants in the
conversation . . . [Presupposition] is a social or
public attitude: one presupposes that - only if one
presupposes that others presuppose it as well.
(2002, P.701)

Cogpnitive linguistics holds that presupposition is not
only semantic and pragmatic phenomena, but also a
cognitive issue. The cognitive theory expounds
rationally the features of the presupposition—subjective
one-side, implication and dynamics (Chen & Wei,
2002). Cognitive linguistics surely provides a new
perspective to study presupposition. This paper also
tries to use presupposition theory from cognitive
perspective to analyze humors xiangsheng language.

There have been a lot of studies using the theories of
presupposition, especially on advertisement, political
debate and dialogue in court etc. (Cook, G., 1992; Li, L.,
2007; Benoit, W. J. & Wells, W. T., 1996.), but few have
been studied on xiangsheng, the traditional Chinese art.
Wu (2007) analyzed the humorous xiangsheng language
from the point view of pragmatics. Using the pragmatic

theories of deixis, conversational implicature,
presupposition, politeness principle and relevance
theory, she found that any single pragmatic theory can
not bring satisfactory explanation to the analysis of
humorous cross-talk language. But her study doesn’t go
deep into every aspect. As for presupposition, what she
analyzed doesn’t explain what is implied in certain
context, when the presupposition is implied, and how it
is turned out to be absurd and humorous. In this paper,
the whole process is what | target.

3. ANALYSIS OF ONE PIECE OF
XIANGSHENG—DA BAO BIAO (A #&£%),
BIG GUARD

Xiangsheng is different from other dialogues in one
aspect that it has two different listeners. On the one hand,
it is one of the xiangsheng talkers; on the other hand, it
is the audiences. The roles of them are different. The
listener of the xiangsheng talkers participates in the
dialogue directly, pretends not to or pretends to know
something said by the other one. In this way, he can
follow or obey the other’s presupposition, especially a
pragmatic presupposition under that context, which is
negotiated by the performers beforehand. The audiences
get to know the presupposition indirectly by listening to
the dialogue, though they don’t engage in it. When the
talkers go on talking with one presupposition until the
presupposition is turned out to be false or inappropriate,
the audiences will find they have been wrong since they
get the presupposition. They will feel funny about the
contradiction between the presupposition and the fact,
while the xiangsheng talkers themselves won’t laugh
because it is an artificial dialogue performed by them.
What they need to do is to perform it as natural as
possible to amuse the audience. This paper will trace the
whole process from the beginning of presupposition
establishment until the audiences find they are wrong,
which is evidenced by the laughter of the audiences in
this paper.

The material this study used is Da Bao Biao (Kfx
§%), translated as Big Guard, is performed by Ma
Zhiming (J5& 1) and Huang Zumin (3#H[K). As a
well-known and influential xiangsheng performer, Ma
Zhiming has performed many xiangsheng until now,
which are all very welcome. In Da Bao Biao, Ma told
Huang that he is a Wushu * practitioner. With his
co-disciple, he was invited to guard some wealth to a
place. But both when introducing his master, his
co-disciple and himself, and telling the story about
guard, the audiences laughed from time to time. In the
following part, | will use the theory of presupposition

L Wushu is traditional Chinese martial arts. It has been created
and developed for self-defense and survival throughout
human history.
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and analyze some excerpts that make the audiences
laugh. The full text version is appended at the end of the
current paper.

The 1° episode:

This episode is extracted from the beginning of Da Bao
Biao when Ma introduced his identity as wushu
practitioner to Ma.

L Ma  (W):  niEFEpIs?
2 Huang (H): EIRTAEGR.
3M: KT

4 He A1 EESEHE?

5M: S,

6 H: W, ot

7M: g

8 H:  fEAbAiE A1/ ?

9 M:  FRACH ST TIFIZEI.

10 H: W, FeyJ#Bsiasftz?

1M AFEEN IR G, 7reken X, ¥
SHPEYN, SEMSZEME, P TURAL; ARERSL, A
RGLI, AR )G, AL, ARSI,
MEHEE L, T UR R T AR —

12 H: Ky
13 M:  Figx!
(Laughter)

At turn 5, Ma first exposed himself as wushu
practitioner to Huang, the listener of the dialogue, and
also to the audience. As an important and unique
component of Chinese cultural heritage, wushu is
well-known to every Chinese. Practical wushu training
includes many basic skills, such as strength training,
fencing, staff sparring, spear training, etc., and wushu
practitioner is thought as a person who is superior to
ordinary people in physical ability, health, and
willpower. This knowledge, as common ground
knowledge, is presupposed by Ma. He thought that
Huang should know it. It turns out that Huang knows the
knowledge as he answered at turn 6. Huang responded
to Ma that he got the information rather than raising the
question about what is wushu. Then the presupposition
is shared by the dialogue participators. After exposing
his identity, Ma showed that he used many weapons at
turn 9. With the presupposition above, which is that he
is quite good in physical ability, and Ma keeping
counting different weapons at turn 11, the listener
presupposes that he is good at those weapons. There is a
phrase in Chinese called yang yang jing tong (464677
), excellent in every thing. When Ma started a phrase
started with yang yang, it is natural that at turn 12
Huang finished Ma’s utterance with the presupposition
he got, which is that Ma is yang yang jing tong. But at
turn 13, it turns out that Ma uttered the left half he
intended to say, which is xi song (4 #), poor. This is
contradictory to Huang’s presupposition. When the
audiences listen to the comic dialogue, they got the
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same presupposition with Huang, since they, as same as
Huang, are the listeners of Ma. At last they found the
result is contrary to their presupposition, The effect of
humor functions, and they laugh.

The 2" episode

This excerpt happened when a shopkeeper wanted to
employ them to guard something to a place. Before the
employment, they were asked to display their kung fu,
to demonstrate that they were qualified.

14 M: FRis Gl gLk ], 2SR A T
MR, W R, CWl—" R sk
T

15 H: 38R T.

16 M: W]t FRiE e B,

17 H: JEEEmET?

18 M:  JERfik A BT A g !

19 H: W&

20 M:  EiEFRE L), AT EEE,
Tk, BRI, TN R TIAN R
N, TR T, Peth boas i RS AR AT .

21 H: W8, PREEFCEHT]?

22 M:  RAE R R .

(Laughter)

Through the two utterances at line 14 and 15, the
weather of that context is made clear. It began to rain
when Ma just started to perform his kung fu. At turn 16,
Ma said he was happy. From cognitive perspective,
presupposition has one character called “subjective
one-side” (Chen, Y. D., 2005). Presupposition is the
speaker’s subjective supposition to the hearer’s
cognitive status. So it is always prone to the experience
and cognitive background of the speaker. The so called
common ground is the speaker’s subjective cognitive
status. Before the hearer recognizes the speaker’s
supposition, common ground exists relatively to the
speaker (He, Z. Y., 1998; Chen & Wei, 2004; Chen, Y.
D., 2005). In this episode, Ma said he was happy
according to his subjective experience. But it is
apparently not understood by Huang that Ma was happy
because of the raining, since they don’t share the
common ground of the psychological process of Ma.
Huang didn’t share the presupposition why Ma is happy.
So at turn 17, he asked the reason why Ma is happy. Ma
exposed his reason at turn 18 that when it rained he can
better display his kung fu. Let’s analyze this sentence
first.

Original text: JERHEA BRI ATE! (a)
Negation form: i@ RHEAEIRIIA T . ()

After the negation of the original sentence, it still
tells one thing that is “& 4 A ZF”, which is the
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presupposition of this sentence. At turn 19, Huang utters
“ME” to respond to Ma’s utterance. The word has been
proved to have the function of making the conversation
go on fluently. By smoothing the conversation, the
listener, Huang, implicitly agrees the presupposition
that Ma “#5 A3%”. Then at line 20, Ma described the
scene that the movement of the falchion in detail.
Although there is no one word indicating that it is Ma
himself using falchion, based on the knowledge gotten
from the last utterances, the listeners further
presupposed that he is describing the scene that he
displayed kung fu. It also reinforces their belief that Ma
is a good falchion user. The presupposition gets
strengthened. To testify the presupposition, Huang said
it out by taking the turn at line 21. He asked Ma “fx4¢
g 324K J1?” (ni zai yuan li LIAN DAO? you were
PRACTICING FALCHION in the yard?) This utterance
was said by Huang with stress on lian dao, practice
falchion, two words. The stress on some part of the
sentence is one of the presupposition triggers. The
utterance with the stress on lian dao has a
presupposition that “you are doing something in the
yard”. But at the following turn, Ma said that he was
taking shelter from the rain in the room. The
presupposition gotten earlier becomes defeasible. So it
causes the audience laugh again.

The 3" episode

This excerpt happens when the shopkeeper took them to
have a look at the things they will guard. They found the
thing they guard is cushaw.

23 M:  “IRPEERE AR B L ER BRI,

24 H:  BAEWRMHERE AT BRI,

25 M:  BZRE—HER], /SR,

26 H:  BEHEAD,

27 M:  BEI A AL IS M 5 (A HAK
— RIEET), ST
28 H: S¥F!

29 M:  ZHER.

Ma said at line 23 that the shopkeeper wanted them
to go to the backyard to check what they would guard.
Yan biao, check the things needed to guard beforehand,
is a jargon in guarding service. When Ma says these
things, he presupposes that H understands the word.
Huang showed that he had the common ground with Ma

by saying 24. This is a turn taking that aims to let the
conversation go on smoothly. Also, the utterance 24 has
another function. In xiangsheng performance, the
talkers are not aiming at how to let the conversation go
on smoothly, but to amuse the audiences. One premise
they must guarantee is to make sure that audiences
know the knowledge. So by uttering 24, Huang further
explains Yan Biao to help the audiences who do not
understand. Then line 25 and 26 showed that there are as
many things as 16 carts. Near the beginning of this
comic dialogue, Ma had explained that, “ig fiil 5 3% 1) A\
e, P e T, MiEek EA R e, wifgdk
PR)e T, BRI TR RIS e g N 4 i3k .So when
the shopkeeper came to employ them as guards, it
implied that the shopkeeper wants to guard some
valuable things. When it came to utterance 25 and 26,
the listeners get the impression that the things needed to
guard are valuable and also large in number. With the
background knowledge in mind, Ma said in line 27 that
all of them are huang cheng cheng (2747, golden,
and didn’t say out the name of the thing. He presupposes
that the listeners know the thing through his description
and their encyclopedic knowledge. In the past, the
valuable things which are big in size are normally gold,
silver, jade and diamond. When mentioning the color of
golden, it is natural to suppose it is gold. In this episode,
Huang thought that he reached to the common ground
that Ma means gold, so he said it out at line 28. But it
turned out that what Ma wanted to say is cushaw.
Cushaw is not valuable enough to have people guard, as
everyone knows. The answer that Huang got is not
consistent with the presupposition that he thought he got
based on common knowledge. This is the source of the
audiences’ laughter here.

4. CONCLUSION

From the above analysis, it can be seen that
presupposition, as one of the pragmatic theories, can be
used to trace the source of humor in comic dialogue.
However, this paper is only a tentative study; more
research is still needed in the future. But it surely
indicates that presupposition theory plays an initial role
in the design of xiangsheng. Using presupposition, we
can better explain the formation of humorous
xiangsheng language, which provides a new way to the
study of humor.
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APPENDIX
The full text version of Da Bao Biao (*k fil 1), Big Guard.?

R IREMGREE—AT, WE—3E, S AR Lr B .
W W, SRR,

5. BRGHEER?

B RIS SR, (RES BT .
B e

e 2L,

R JniERERIGI 2

o B RAHGH

B X1

e AR ?

B k.

wo I LR ?

B o

o ISER GO BN 2

Ro: IRk T T RIERI

e WE, JeU)HiskIE AR ?

K
4

e ATEEN ISR, FREE S, HESHEEN, SEALZEME, P UiAE; AEWULM, ARG, Y)Y,
R, ARORE S, AREHEE L, ) U ) IR

W ﬁﬁ!

T ﬁﬁ?& T2 AT ANE B

R BRI, 2.

2 Appendix source: http://www.xiangsheng.org/asp/SmallClass.asp?page=3&BName=#{i#¥ 7 &SName=F VT %
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v AR ?

Ry AW,

e EHEROEAT SR

R APEEMRALZE, PALZE. JULZE. M, W2,
s BE— HERIE R, EEBESRE T
e B0, REAHT. SR

W UfEG.

My Pedk, $RIRZEHG LW

W T?

My W, BHEIRATA, "R KA 4.

s R, SRS FE ?

Ry: SERUABMISRAEELIT, SRR EREH
e W, IREE RIS ? R AR R SRR .
5

e

B RIEEEAEEE, A,

e BN EE ?

S BHTRPHERT, BATEE?
weo R, RIEHHTERETINZ .

B HERT, MRHEFRARAE Ak, M AMEERET 1.
o U8, TR

JES PR S

e WV

B Mz AR sk, PG

e JEERETI VORI LR

R VLZAFEAL g FARA A5, 1T LGS 500 e
e ASAIAS, B H ETREANEZ 2 M 2
B BEleEEE?

e W], AW

e BOEm R s, RV

we UE, AR .

e —HAWmisE .

e HPHENE?

B RENFRAEREE, SR EHNAE AL T T .
B JSPRAM SRR IS 4

RS FRaREFY EORE,  FRIY 68 .

e fl/NVEET D AR e

e FRAMEHWER B AL S T A A G,
e BRE A FR 2

B BarorelE, BHEEGX.

v R, AAGERMEE?

R BEHMmT!

e EM?

IRYRE ?

W, PRICIS LA AR, HEAEFRIARTT, F—bk ARt E—
SR !

B,

B BRI ? Tt g

Ak, FFREGR, BRI

U2, RS
B,

MR, IE T R%, O THAT, PRTIRA%E.

REMFAEAERPIG, PO FRR, ARSI, Mg NSRRI
S ATTAFT. B “BZAK” T. AUSAS? WAL T, KB T HAS K, R
BT, 52

For AEEER, RIS AGRIE, AT — A P

SRS AP, SR DR, BRBEAL IR, e T

“EEL, I8 AR PIRE FORE
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PREA LIS ? 7 JAR

N
4

#H

BEES 2@*

o, HRTHEETHT .

R Bt ReE R, AR, EREne. 7

T8 BUAER R 7 N AT EHG A2 SR T R 25 PR R

PREE?
PREZ NG ?
TSR

IEMEAT BN, P R

h%ﬁ——%ﬁ

A
/!

%ﬁ

T,
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R EFEFERESE

R EFEFEFESEF SIS EREFEFEEELTEES

2, BRI RALNE?

g EA L4, WA RE R T,

JERn, A LI EF? OB ER AN R
R, Tt HEAE EANIE SRR AW TRARAE S ?

RIEMAMTES, AMT T
BET?

MR ST IR TR, TR 7 -

A, W2l B ?
TS — AN g ?
RIEAIRFLIG ! BEfR L.
ANFIRFALAR T

W EE L.

Z, BIERFPIH- N EL, EERE
HImAAE. 7

EZ- <)

R NAET LML, YT

Fift:  “SHCSE, BAMTEMW AT, I AR AR G R A

T, JRERZ A SR AR T AR o

PRAPHR S8 T AN HYIE A 2

e TRM, SRMBET, W AR St

BRJR T

B T 2, Fag Sl i, BRI E-T-5, AR /2 SR

W, RIS A AR L
R ZBERERITE
B b JeWig ?

%, 15
W EEAW N1

P R — 4,

W, AR EEAT BRI ?
BHAG T AT

MR ? ARG b Je?
MEFRIT ! e BRI

A At

CEIE)

HE, B ET.

CEIE)

I !

L

PRt 272

B 2T

MR, LJiRi? !
BTN 5

Lk, BRANT.

P “RAL 7

G ?
CHRE TR RS

W, AN, BRI ?

%%,T?% JEGRY ERERT e

AT TR IE

ER TR ERAE L RE N S

FRAER, PR B ERAN AT RERE R ATE S

“Opn R, R

A, BERME R 7 AR A ARG
FEG G, AT R RHE” , m RRT
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5
,% :

W, BB, L AEh L.

B Py, ik AT TAT T, ARREGELL, A Ok
TaREET.

IS T

B Fag e —MEw, WG IS E AT

of .

AN

z !

MW=, JOETR, ZHEMER. 5 At A&,

Or, MEAE AR BRI K 2 KB, AN ] kg e 7

BERE, DR, U7 JRAM M

A R

- ABERER. TUBRERHAA N HL

e WE, PRI EHMWECA B .

B iR CEE. 7

o W,

e “RERMAER. 7

o !

B “WIRMA D! 7

e H!

N “AmaigRans? 7

e AN

R “PAAEPEIE HEm . 7

e AT, M, PSS RS Ji !

B WA MEVUIE AN, WA AGE, W

JES PR U1 AT o

W BT

R BN e ?

e RGOS 7 AE R ER B!

S ERAEER.

e FAERHIE !

B ZEMERR.  “ AIAMEE, SEE NS RIE, 7

W If.

B AP “aEasyt v w2

e MISESER, B VRN AR A AR

e M, 2R S ERPFEER L, AT T =K, WA N T, b EE
BB SR A .

e dg MY

S URABIE B, M2 DA T SREE D a2 .

B MR

B L, mlBL, dEANES.

e RREETT e

B B, shiRSERER FETET A

W REE?

F: FE, Hmm!

e AR,

R FAT—A e

e EfTE?

R FRAR—fl——mF, AT RIS S R IE

;%: |]~ ...... !

B BT, SR R BRI EMN ERT T, WL W2 AR R ?

PR . A BN R B AT AR T

e AT .

S BB, BEEF—MT, W )BT R E TR T .

e LR

59



Dong Wenbo/Cross-cultural Communication, Vol.4 No.1 2008 52-64

JEF R ERON G, it REER, RERE LS, ERT R EE, 7 AR AR SRS T R
A 7 JEHETRIR L, ARG, IRECR SR A, A .

JaE | A ARAS B Ak !

b ?

La¥

ik, FRATARAR -

R, RAKH

ik, W SCHEIIPEAT .

T Mk, BRG] .

Moo JIRET A EMETE I, REJIT, EEIJIR, TEHFH ML, BIHT, %
JVER KRIVEET, BAME B\ T I

ﬁ

B EBIRAMT.

o el

B BRI

W BEGHE

B BRZE, BHEAM, KE—LF)\Fe —FR—15, —/Ah—117, WaFEFER NS

¥ RN ER?

5. %W#m,%géo

B BN EH?

,%: IL\D\ /"7?‘\ E%o

W AhEA?

B FOM. iR,

e MR

5 MRELOG, RELGG, BHEHE. G854

¥ BB ?

Fo: —RUEE R0, SRR VUSRS, AR NEN, BB . B A, W S, HT
fERHE, BIERE, KA SNl

5%: ”}ifﬁ/\ﬂ?”
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