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It was less than 10 years ago, when Bell & Pomerantz (2016, p. 5) talked about a “playful turn”
in language education. Indeed, humour seems to have become increasingly popular mostly as a
classroom management tool and a means of enhancing students’ performances. Humour has also
started to infiltrate teaching materials and curricula both in first and in additional language
teaching, even though many teachers still have reservations and students are not yet accustomed
to such developments (see Tsakona 2020, pp. 139-148, and references therein). Furthermore,
recent research has documented a variety of teaching practices and proposals favouring a critical
approach to the analysis of humour in class. This usually entails the exploitation of humorous
material coming from students’ everyday experiences and sociocultural communities, as well as
discussions about more or less hidden meanings identified in humorous texts, which incubate
social discrimination, inequality, and exclusion (see among others Hempelmann, 2016; Yoon,
2016; Tsakona, 2019; 2020, pp. 146-188; 2024, pp. 150-226; Panther & Krovitz, 2024; Tsami
etal., 2024).

It is exactly in this context that David E. Low argues for the exploitation of students’ own
humorous performances in school settings as part of the curriculum. His ethnographic study
concentrates on the use of transgressive humour, namely humour which is perceived by teachers
and school administration as violating the rules of appropriate behaviour in educational settings.
Although such humour is usually ignored, rejected, or sanctioned, Low proposes to view it under
a favourable light and try to listen to, and learn from, what students have to say with and about
such humour. In his view, transgressive humour, on the one hand, constitutes a form of students’
critical literacy when they are faced with the naturalised discriminatory practices and the
institutional regulations and restrictions of an academic setting; and, on the other, such humour
could become a significant part of critical literacy curricula and courses scrutinising the dark,
discriminatory side of humorous discourse.

Chapter 1 titled “The gremlin’s work in the world” sets the scene for Low’s study. The
author first explains the fundamental distinction between punching up and punching down
humour, namely between humour “intended to critique and disrupt power structures” (p. 2) and
humour which “disempowers for the amusement of the powerful” (p. 3). In addition, he claims
that the humour employed by the student informants of his study aims at deconstructing the
world around them, including the power structures oppressing them:

Their humour was inherently political because it called into question the ways things were and the
ways things could change. Such humorous and critical commentary, of course, can get young people
labelled defiant, removed from class, deprived of instructional time, and ultimately criminalised (p.
2).

In this context, Low metaphorically represents his students as gremlins who actively pursue
the transformation of the school system via their use of humour. While elaborating on the goals
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and particularities of his project, the author underlines the fact that critical literacy assignments
and courses tend to avoid humorous materials, and simultaneously the need for humour to be
accepted as “an appropriate tool for critique within academic contexts that [make] explicit
curricular space for critical literacies” (p. 13). His focus is on how both students and teachers
perceive, and talk about, humour emerging in school settings and referring to social issues and
injustice. Low performed his ethnographic study during 2021-2022 in 3 schools of different
social milieus in California, USA.

Chapter 2, “Humour as a tool for sensemaking and nonsense-making: The doubly
obligatory chapter”, elaborates on the theoretical background of Low’s research, hence it is
divided into two parts: one about (critical) literacy and the other about humour theory. The
author begins with Street’s (1995) distinction between the autonomous and the ideological
models of literacy. The first one views literacy as a “technology of the mind (Goody, 1977),
where skills should be learned in a specific scripted sequence” (p. 30), where students are
evaluated as high- and low-achieving and divided into groups on the basis of strict and
discriminatory criteria, and where emphasis is placed on prescriptive grammar and formulaic
essay writing. Obviously, humour does not fit in such a conceptualisation of literacy. In the
ideological model, “literacy has everything to do with how people participate in sociocultural
contexts of sensemaking and is contingent upon the reader’s and writer’s purposes and cultural
milieus” (p. 32). Critical literacy belongs to this model of literacy as it is premised on the
exploitation and analysis in class of students’ everyday experiences with discourse and, what is
more, it underlines the significance of tracing hidden assumptions concerning power
relationships, social injustice and inequality in texts. Humour seems to be more compatible with
such a conceptualisation of literacy, yet still teachers may be reluctant to analyse it in courses
“where serious learning is supposed to occur” (p. 37) and where humour “is often read as
impertinent and inappropriate” and “too inscrutable to be immediately recognisable as critical
literacy” (p. 38).

The second half of this chapter is dedicated to a brief but interestingly written overview of
the main theories of humour (superiority, relief, incongruity), where the author includes
ethnographic data from his student informants to elucidate the theories. This discussion is
rounded up with the author’s proposal for “co-articulating humour and critical literacy” (p. 50):
this could be achieved through Bakhtin’s (1984) notion of carnivalesque humour and Mufoz’s
(1999) notion of disidentification. A carnivalesque perspective suggests that humour constitutes
a temporary and regulated reversal of the social order. A disidentification one would frame
humour as a strategy for working on and simultaneously against dominant ideologies or, in other
words, for transforming a cultural logic from within in order to achieve social change.

Chapter 3 titled “Punching up and punching down: A sorta [sic] conceptual framework” is
dedicated to an in-depth exploration of the distinction between punching up and punching down
humour, both being part of what the author calls transgressive humour, namely humour that
oversteps the boundaries of appropriate conduct in educational settings. The author resorts to
various concepts such as true humour, i.e. humour which aims at destabilising the status quo
and is potentially transformative (see Critchley, 2002); fumerism, i.e. a portmanteau word of
humour and feminism used to refer to humour “calling out traditional power channels that both
produce and work to render invisible the struggles of systemically nondominant people” (p. 65;
see Willett & Willett, 2019); and charged humour “created by comedians who challenge social
inequality and social exclusion” (p. 65; see Krefting, 2014). Through such concepts, emphasis
is placed on punching up humour which is shown to be compatible with central critical literacy
goals and tenets, such as the desire for social change, the denouncement of, and struggle against,
social injustice and inequality, and the building of social and political consciousness by
addressing relevant issues. Nevertheless, Low succinctly points out that it is not always easy to
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tell when humour is punching up and when it is punching down: due to its polysemy, not only
analysts but also teachers dealing with it are expected to take into serious consideration the
context of its use.

In Chapter 4, “‘A most strange revision’: Gremlins, transgressive humour, and critique in/of
school”, Low discusses two case studies of transgressive humour produced by students. The
first student, a 15-year-old gay Chicano, states that he uses humour to express himself freely
and to attract other people’s attention to what he has to say. Thus, he accounts for his punching
back (i.e. retaliating) humour addressed to a teacher of his who offended the whole class by
telling them that they would all fail an upcoming exam. The second student, a white tenth-grader
female-to-male transgender gay man, claims that he often resorts to humour in class to cope
with stressful and traumatic experiences as well as to express his anger for the conditions which
caused such stress and trauma. So, he narrates an incident where he made a joke at the expense
of another student who was photographed wearing a Ku Klux Klan hood. The author treats both
cases of transgressive humour as an entry point to how school gremlins attempt to defy and
challenge school norms concerning appropriate behaviour, eventually aiming at disrupting
conducts and norms that are taken for granted and naturalised in “a world they disidentify with”
(p. 87). Thus, the author perceives instances of transgressive humour as critical literacy practices
and calls teachers to remain “open to learning from students’ transgressive humour” and to view
it as “a means of civic engagement” (p. 88).

After analysing students’ perceptions about their own transgressive humour, Low moves
on to the other side: teachers’ perceptions and ways of dealing with it, explored in Chapter 5
“Fight the power! (This message brought to you by the power): Teachers, transgressive humour,
and framings of critical literacy”. Even though he underlines that his goal is not to suggest good
practices and provide specific instructions, he still advocates for a certain attitude towards
students’ humour challenging academic authority: “I think we [as teachers] take the punch and
contemplate its bruise for a while. That’s a learning bruise. For reflective practitioners
navigating a constantly changing terrain, those are invaluable” (p. 108). To support his
argument, Low presents extracts from interviews with two teachers talking about their
experiences of, and thoughts about, students’ humour which crossed the school propriety lines.
Issues such as humour as a form of critical resistance to teacher authority and imposed
curriculum, teachers’ insecurity to move away from lesson restrictions, or their efforts to
sanction and regulate students’ humour, are extensively discussed — and their discussion
constitutes valuable food for thought not only for educators but also for scholars focusing on
humour produced in real-life settings and negotiated between participants of unequal social
status.

Chapter 6 titled “Dehumanising humour as a catalyst for institutional reckoning” is
dedicated to how schools usually handle incidents of dehumanising punching down humour.
Low begins with what he calls a “de facto playbook [which] has developed in real time” from
public humour scandals or “public fiascos” (p. 112). He describes the following stages:

1. A speaker produces a joke at the expense of people “whose identities make them
vulnerable to social and political marginalisation and/or violence” (p. 112).

2. The audience react with anger often through the social media.

3. The humourist either apologises saying something to the effect that “The things I said
don’t represent what I actually believe or who I really am” or repeats the joke blaming
“cancel culture” or “wokeness” for the negative reactions and consequences (pp. 112-
113).
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4. The humourist is reprimanded or punished in some way by relevant institutions, which
also distance themselves by claiming that such humour “is not who we are” and does not
“represent our values” (p. 113).

5. More angry reactions are offered, this time against the way the institutions handled the
humorous incident.

6. The humourist continues his/her working life and humorous practices.

Low convincingly argues that schools more or less follow these steps and do not dare to
treat punching down humour not as an isolated incident but as part of the school’s and the wider
community’s culture and history. They do not dare to admit that “this is exactly who we are”
(pp. 115, 118). Dehumanising jokes more often than not have a long history within schools and
communities and therefore should be responded “through curriculum, instruction, and
professional development” (p. 124). Hence, the author puts forward a framework for dealing
with punching down humour. In his view, schools as organisations must:

1. “recognise degrading joking practices as an institutional (rather than strictly individual)
phenomenon’;

2. “respond with curricular interventions (including authentic professional development for
staff)”; and

3. take into serious consideration “the demands of those most adversely impacted” (p. 134).

Emphasis is placed on analysing such incidents in class not only in terms of the history and
culture of the affected community, but also in terms of the main theories of humour (superiority,
relief, incongruity).

The final Chapter of the book, titled “No laughing matter? Rupturing the solemnity of
critical literacy education”, begins with an interview with students offering their views on
whether schools and teachers exhibit positive attitudes towards humour and relevant practices
in educational settings, as well as on whether humour can be used as a means for opposing social
injustice and discrimination. Here, the author recapitulates the different ideas and arguments
developed throughout the monograph and underlines the need for allowing humour to enter
classrooms and school curricula. One could suggest that Low’s perspective on transgressive
humour is characterised by ambiguity and contradiction: he insists on the idea that punching up
humour should become part of the curriculum and, in general, should be allowed and
contemplated in schools as an important means of questioning academic authority; on the other
hand, he rejects punching down humour as dehumanising and perpetuating social inequality and
division. Nevertheless, by reading Low’s proposal closely, there is no such contradiction: in
order to publicly reject and disempower dehumanising humour, Low underlines the importance
of rendering it part of the curriculum, too, thus including it in critical literacy courses and openly
discussing its detrimental effects in class. In other words, he proposes that both kinds of humour
are to be admitted as curriculum material worth-exploring with students, albeit for different
reasons and with different goals. This, of course, comes in sharp contrast with dominant
perceptions of what a literacy curriculum ‘should’ include (see Street 1995 on the autonomous
model above), but it is, in my view, an educational goal change-oriented and hence worth-
considering, especially for those of us who wish to sensitise our students to what humour is,
how it works in social interaction, and what are its potential consequences.

Low’s ethnographic study offers valuable insight into how transgressive humour is
perceived and treated in educational settings by both students and teachers. To the best of my
knowledge, this is the first study that exhibits such a strong focus on students’ and teachers’
opinions or metapragmatic comments, namely on their views on how humour works, how it
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should be used, what are its effects, etc. (on the metapragmatics of humour, see Ruiz Gurillo,
2016; Tsakona, 2020, pp. 28-64; 2024, pp. 39-65, and references therein). The discussions
included in all of the chapters take into consideration such views as expressed in interviews with
teachers and students on critical literacy, humour, and relevant topics. However, at some point,
all these extensive extracts from the interviews seem to be less analysed than expected in terms
of humour theories. In addition, even though the definition of transgressive humour is crystal
clear, it would be helpful and interesting for the readers to be provided with more analysed
examples from students’ and teachers’ everyday practices and experiences with humour.

In sum, Low dares to address and, most importantly, to take a stand on a critical issue arising
in most (if not all) schools: the use of discriminatory and anti-authoritative humour and the ways
it is perceived and treated therein. His study opens an important debate not only among humour
scholars but also among teachers, students, parents, school administrators, and all those who
become involved in such -often humour-phobic- settings.

Villy Tsakona
National and Kapodistrian University of Athens, Greece
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