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Abstract

Researchers have pointed out that rhetorical strategies have a significant impact on producing
humour in Chinese talk shows, while few of them have investigated the factors that affect the
rhetorical choice in humorous discourse in that context. This study aims to identify the
rhetorical strategies used in humorous discourse and investigate the factors that impact on the
rhetorical strategies chosen by the hosts or comedians to produce humour. Thus, the current
study selected 24 monologue samples from a popular programme called Rock & Roast and
conducted a discourse analysis on them. Kenneth Burke's rhetorical theory is adopted to
uncover the factors that influence rhetorical choice in the humorous discourse of Chinese talk
shows. The findings reveal that the realisation of rhetorical strategies in the humorous
discourse of talk shows is rich, including rhetorical devices, foreign language (English), and
internet buzzwords, among other things. The main factors influencing the rhetorical strategies
chosen in the humorous discourse in Chinese talk shows are the ‘ratio’ of ‘agent and agency,’
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which are talk show comedians and the Chinese language. This study contributes to helping the
audience gain a better understanding of rhetorical humour in Chinese talk shows and provides
a new perspective for humorous discourse analysis.

Keywords: rhetorical strategies, humorous discourse, Chinese talk show, Burke's Rhetorical
Theory, factors

1. Introduction

“The TV talk show is a creation of twentieth-century broadcasting” (Timberg & Erler 2002: 1).
According to Timberg & Erler (2002), the talk show is different from other forms of
broadcasting because, while it is usually recorded live in front of a studio audience, it can also
be transmitted to a mass audience at various locations around the world. Talk shows originated
in the United States in the 1950s and they have since become popular all over the world. They
have gradually been accepted by Chinese people since being introduced in China in the mid-
1990s (Geng 2017) and are now one of their favourite types of programmes.

Talk show hosts have their own way of organising language to entertain their audience and
to achieve the programme’s goals. Some Chinese researchers have investigated the humorous
discourse of Chinese talk show hosts or comedians from different perspectives; for instance,
talk show humour discourse analysis (Hao 2018); humour pragmatic strategies (Zhang 2019);
and humorous language production mechanisms (Zhou 2015; Chen 2019). In recent years, some
research has focused on the rhetorical strategies in talk show humour. For example, Wang
(2019) analysed the art of using rhetorical humour in talk shows and argued that mastering the
rhetorical skills of humorous language is extremely important for talk show hosts and debaters
to improve the artistry of their expression. In addition, Hu (2020) investigated the
characteristics and pragmatic effects of humorous language in the talk show Roast. He found
some rhetorical strategies in the talk show’s discourse, such as euphemism and exaggeration.
Further, Jiang (2021), through the analysis of the corpus of the programme 7alk Show
Conference, explored the features of talk show language in terms of word formation and the use
of rhetorical patterns. She discussed the features of talk show language in terms of word
meaning disassembly and substitution; the use of discourse; and the rhetoric of metaphor,
contrast, exaggeration, and allusion applied in talk shows.

According to Burke (1945), rhetoric is the use of symbols to shape and change human
beings and their contexts. He proposed that rhetoric is not a negative act but a strategic one, and
the results of such strategies are effective arguments based on the choices of the speaker or
writer. Although previous studies show that rhetorical strategies are used in Chinese talk shows
and it is an important skill for a talk show comedian, the reasons why a talk show host or
comedian chooses a certain rhetorical strategy or why a comedian prefers to use certain
rhetorical strategies are questions that have still not been investigated by researchers. In
addition, Burke (1945) emphasises that all human motives contain rhetoric; in effect, all human
language is rhetoric. While previous studies have focused on exploring the rhetorical devices
in talk shows’ humorous discourse, they did not consider other kinds of linguistic aspects in
achieving humour. So, the prior studies have some limitations in investigating rhetorical
strategies in talk shows. To address the gap left behind, this study aims to identify the rhetorical
strategies that have been used in humorous discourse in Chinese talk shows and investigate the
factors that potentially impact the rhetorical strategies chosen by the host or comedian to
produce humorous discourse. Specifically, the research questions of this study are the
following:
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1. What rhetorical strategies are used in humorous discourse by the hosts of Chinese talk shows?
2. Why do talk show hosts, or comedians, choose to use a particular rhetorical strategy?

This is one of the first studies to examine the factors that affect rhetorical strategy choice
in humorous discourse, which will serve as a reference for further studies. This study will first
discuss Burke’s rhetorical theory, and it will then review the relevant studies and clarify the
methodology. Finally, the findings of the study are presented and followed by a detailed analysis
and discussion.

2. Theoretical background

Aristotle defined rhetoric as “the faculty of observing the available means of persuasion in any
given case” and “the inventor of formal logic” (Aristotle 2004: 3). Aristotle employs the word
means, which refers to a writer’s tools and techniques. He presents a series of reasonable
reasoning tactics to achieve this result. A speech situation, according to him, consists of “the
three elements in speech-making — speaker, subject, and person addressed” (Figure 1) (Aristotle
2004: 7).

Subject

Speaker Person addressed

Figure 1: Aristotle’s rhetorical triangle

However, Burke (1945) believes that rhetoric is the use of linguistic symbols by humans in
certain contexts to shape and change people’s ideas. Burke (1945) argues that language often
has a strategic dimension and that the linguistic choices we make when we speak shape our
perceptions and reveal our intentions. Whereas the old rhetoric was primarily concerned with
the structure or content of discourse, the new rhetorician tries to understand what is going on
when a text is created and what impact that text has on society (Ju 2004). Burke (1969) claims
that language is not a neutral tool for describing factual reality. Symbols, on the other hand, are
the mechanisms by which we comprehend ourselves and our surroundings and how we achieve
change.

In 1967, Burke proposed that the key word of the new rhetoric is identification, which
includes a partly unconscious element, while the key word of the old rhetoric is persuasion,
which emphasises intentional design. Burke appears to be broadening the definition of rhetoric
beyond its customary definition. He even claims a rhetorical motive in clothes, pastorals,
courtship, among other things (Burke 1969: 115-127). Because for Burke rhetoric is much more
than a way to help you debate, as traditional rhetoric does; it is a tool to help you analyse the
world. Still, Burke does not restrict the use of rhetorical language in persuasion; he is concerned
with making linguistic discourse that can be understood by his audience or that enables us to
observe how all dialogue actively moulds our perceptions of the world. Despite their
differences, Burke’s rhetoric and Aristotle’s rhetoric are very much related in terms of their
operational mechanisms, as evidenced by a certain degree of intertwining and adaptation
between them (Deng 2011).
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Another core theory of Burke’s rhetoric is the concept of dramatical pentad, which
includes five basic elements: act, agent, agency, scene and purpose (see Figure 2). According
to Burke (1945), human beings as language symbol users represent a kind of motive. In
describing the five elements, Burke (1945) said that an act is what happens to ideas and things;
a scene refers to the context in which this happens, or where the scene is, and at the same time,
you must point out who or what kind of person did this (agent), by what means (agency), and
what purpose was achieved. The pentad is a way of looking at language as action, human
motivations, and human relationships. Finding the motivation for a given rhetorical act
necessitates a thorough assessment of all five aspects of the pentad.

Burke coined the term ratios to describe the various combinations of phrases. Burke
identifies 10 ratios that allow for a more extensive investigation of the numerous interactions
between the terms: scene-act, scene-agent, scene-agency, scene-purpose, act-purpose, act-
agent, act-agency, agent-purpose, agent-agency, and agency-purpose (Ju 2004). Herrick (2018:
229) claims that “[a] ratio of elements from the pentad may be highlighted as part of a rhetorical
strategy.” The elements of the pentad, as well as the various ratios, can be used to better
understand human motivation. They can, however, be strategically employed to influence
audiences, such as a means of identification. The rhetor may develop a rhetorical strategy with
motives of persuasion by the pentad and ratios. For instance, when giving a speech or acting in
a specific rhetorical situation, the rhetor may blend ratios to his or her advantage to become
more consubstantial and, as a result, a better communicator. Therefore, the shape of the
dramatical pentad is not always like the shape of a star; it would be changed by human
motivation or rhetorical necessities of the situation, which could only be two or three elements
of the pentad influenced by the ‘ratio.” Thus, Burke’s dramatical pentad could well explain why
and what people do in some specific situations, and it could be deeply exploited in investigating
the factors that encourage their motives for the use of rhetorical strategies, which is very crucial
to analysing rhetorical situations. Pm et al. (2019) argue that Burke’s rhetorical theory is a
reasonable instrument for examining a communicator’s motive for influencing audiences’
perceptions to influence their behaviour and elicit certain desired responses. In addition,
Burke’s five pentads were applied in interpreting the motives of politicians’ speeches (Cholid
et al. 2019) and political texts (Ripley 2020).

Act

Purpose Scene

Agent Agency
Figure 2. Dramatic Pentad

However, few studies have considered the ratio of rhetoric and applied it to the rhetorical
analysis of humour. Therefore, this study tries to examine Chinese talk shows based on Burke’s
rhetoric theory and conducts an in-depth analysis of humorous discourse in talk shows. It aims
to identify the rhetorical strategies in the humorous discourse of the talk shows. Then, to
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investigate the reasons that affected rhetorical choice in different talk shows and illustrate how
these factors work on rhetorical use according to different talk show comedians, it is necessary
to investigate the pentad elements of the humorous speeches in different talk shows.

Based on Burke’s (1945) dramatic pentad, from a micro perspective, the scene of the
Chinese talk show is the talk show performance stage; the act is a talk show performance; and
the purpose of the talk show is to achieve humour and provide entertainment. The agency is the
Chinese language; and the agents are the talk show hosts and comedians. In a talk show
scenario, the scene, act, and purpose are usually the same for all participants, but humorous
discourse will be produced by different hosts or comedians using different arrangements of
language. Therefore, this study argues that the talk show rhetorical strategies are impacted by
the ratios of ‘agent-agency.’ Specifically, the Chinese language and the different presenters of
the talk shows are the main elements that will influence the rhetorical choice of the humorous
discourse in the talk show. Hence, this study will examine how these two factors affect the
rhetorical strategies chosen in Chinese talk shows.

3. Studies on rhetorical strategies

Rhetorical strategies affect language expression and communication. Therefore, researchers
examine it from different perspectives and in different contexts. Some rhetorical strategy studies
concentrate on discussing rhetorical techniques based on phonetics, lexical items, syntax, and
grammar. Fang (2011) uses Zhao Benshan’s (a famous comedian in China) sketches as a corpus
to investigate the comedy of Zhao’s rhetorical strategies and language effects. She applies the
perspectives of phonetic rhetoric, lexical rhetoric, and grammar rhetoric to analyse Zhao’s
sketches and concludes that all these rhetorical strategies play a significant role in achieving
Zhao’s humorous language effects. Also, Bu (2014) examines the phonetics, lexical, and syntax
rhetoric in the rhetorical strategies stand-up comedians employ to add humour to a theme;
especially in wusing phonetic rhetorical strategies to achieve the rhetoric of pun,
misunderstanding and so on.

Some scholars argue that rhetorical strategy has some influence on real issues (Alvesson
& Karreman 2011) and that actors can only use rhetorical methods to appropriate the meanings
of a policy that best serves their own goals (Mueller et al. 2004). Then, in 2017, Roberta
Bernardi investigates how effective rhetorical strategies are at influencing the meaning,
negotiation and legitimisation of health-care policies and information systems innovation. Her
study suggests that the power balance between actors and how actors connect their interests and
values with the social cognitive structure are two important factors in determining which
rhetorical strategies actors use and the role of these strategies in disseminating and establishing
the framework affecting information systems innovation (Bernardi 2017). Bernardi’s study
provides us with a new perspective to assess the rhetorical strategies in policy and shows the
function of rhetorical strategy in negotiating and influencing reality.

Sushanta Kumar Sarma (2016) examines the rhetorical techniques of two Indian
microfinance institutions as they transitioned from a non-profit to a commercial model.
According to Sarma’s study, two types of rhetorical strategies are attested: teleological and
cosmological ones. His research also supports the idea that language has a performative
function and introduces a new setting (India) in which to study rhetorical strategies (Sarma
2016). What is more, his paper proposes the augmentation of a rhetorical technique that
demonstrates how rhetoric can be used as a designed strategy to persuade a target audience
toward predetermined goals, which means that the rhetorical method explicitly links the use of
language to the actors’ interests.

In addition, rhetorical strategies were examined in different contexts by using different
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support theories. A group of researchers, including Ko (2015) and Troje (2018) among others,
adopted Aristotle’s three models of persuasion as rhetorical strategies to analyse different
discourses and speeches. According to Ko (2015), Aristotle was the first to divide persuasion
into three rhetorical appeals that can affect the audience: the orator’s authority (ethos); the
audience’s emotions and feelings (pathos); and logical reasoning (logos). Troje (2018) analyses
the rhetorical strategies that were employed by the supporters of social procurement in Sweden.
Her findings reveal that they used a variety of rhetorical strategies such as ethos, logos, and
pathos, and arguments to persuade and appeal to the potential supporter’s emotions. Her
research provides an overview of many types of rhetorical arguments for those who intend to
make social procurement. Troje’s (2018) study emphasises the importance of argumentative
rhetoric in the context of social procurement in Sweden.

Then, in 2018, political speeches examined by Svobaité with the rhetorical strategies of
Aristotle aim to compare the rhetorical uses of two presidents’ pre-election speeches — the
president of the Republic of Lithuania, Dalia Grybauskaité, and the president of the United
States, Donald Trump. Svobaité’s (2018) research indicates that the two presidents tend to
employ different rhetorical strategies when they deliver political speeches. Trump preferred to
use ethos to convince the audience, while Grybauskait¢ adopted pathos to appeal to the
emotions of her listeners (Svobaité 2018). In the same year, based on the three models of
Aristotle’s persuasive methods, Wachsmuth et al. (2018) proposed a model of rhetorical
strategies for effective computational synthesis of augmentation. They claim that the previous
strategic systems are only suitable for formal argumentation, while their synthesis-oriented
model considers content, structure, and style properties that need to be known in advance
(Wachsmuth et al. 2018). In their model, they argue that rhetorical strategies mean selecting,
arranging, and phrasing a set of argumentative discourse units, and they asked 26 experts to
synthesize argumentative discourse with different strategies on 10 topics. The result shows that
when following the same strategy, experts are more consistent in their choices. However,
Wachsmuth et al. (2018) discovered that the strategy had little effect on the placement of
argumentative discourse units and the rephrasing of their linkages and that it needed to be
further explored. Furthermore, Liu et al. (2019) did a text analysis of CEOs’ rhetorical strategies
and firms’ corporate social performance (CSP). Based on Aristotle’s pathos, ethos, and logos
strategies, they investigated whether CEOs applied these strategies and what the impact was on
the CSP. They found that both pathos and logos have a positive influence on CSP, but there is
no significant link between the CEOs’ ethos and CSP. Their findings contribute to upper echelon
theory and CSR research, as well as offer advice to CEOs on how to use effective rhetorical
strategies.

Moreover, some researchers explored rhetorical strategies in academic articles by using
the three-move Create a Research Space (CARS) model (Marta 2019); others looked at the
intricacies of how English euphemisms and dysphemism serve as rhetorical and strategic tools
in political media discourse (Aytan et al. 2021); and finally, a pragmatic-rhetorical strategy was
examined in the discourse of commencement speakers by Mubarak & Rhaif (2021).

Overall, this section reviews the research on rhetorical strategies in recent years. All these
studies enrich our understanding of rhetorical strategies, enabling us to perceive rhetorical
strategies from a more macro-direction and serving as a good reference for future research.
However, many scholars examined rhetorical strategies in different discourse types in terms of
Aristotle’s (1954) rhetorical strategies (pathos, ethos, and logos), but they did not specifically
address the rhetorical strategies achieved through different types of linguistic methods, and they
ignored factors that may affect the choice of rhetorical strategies. Aristotle’s rhetorical strategies
are mainly used to persuade the audience and gain their support, and they are applicable to any
context, although they are not necessarily related to humorous discourse. Very few studies of
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rhetorical strategies are related to humorous discourse, especially in talk shows. Chinese talk
show hosts employ many different rhetorical strategies to achieve humour (Wang 2019; Hu
2020; Jiang 2021). In addition, the studies did not explore the reasons that affect rhetoric. Thus,
this study attempts to make an in-depth analysis of the rhetoric of humorous discourse and tries
to use Burke’s (1945) theory to analyse the factors affecting the choice of rhetorical strategies
of the hosts of Chinese talk shows.

4. Methods

Since this study focuses on examining the rhetorical strategies used in the humorous discourses
of Chinese talk shows, a qualitative discourse analysis approach is adopted.

4.1 Data sources

The data comes from a popular talk show programme in China named Rock & Roast (also
known as Talk Show Conference) and released by Tencent Penguin Pictures and Shanghai Xiao
Guo Culture Media Co., Ltd. Rock & Roast, which has had four seasons since it began
broadcasting in August 2017, is a talk show competition programme. As an online talk show,
each episode sets a different theme, and the comedians use their professional comedy creation
skills to output their views, meeting the diverse information needs of the audience (Tu & Luo
2021). Several talk show comedians compete for the annual “Talk Show King” crown. Rock &
Roast is a new exploration and continuous advancement in the field of talk show comedies. The
programme topics concerned reality, ridicule hotspots, and societal insight. In the current social
environment where self-mockery has become the common behaviour of young people, it makes
the audience happy and gains information at the same time (Huo 2021).

4.2 Sample selection

From season four of Rock & Roast, 24 monologues from eight talk show contestants (three
monologues from each contestant) were selected as data. Season four is dated from August 10
to October 14, 2021, which is the latest season of the programme and the most popular season
for the audience, with 120 million video views. It depends on the participation of the third
season talk show champion, Wang Mian, runner-up Wang Jianguo, and runner-up Hu Lan. The
contestants were also competing for the title of “Talk Show King.” Their linguistic performance
was quite brilliant, which is worthy of attention and study. In addition, it invited cross-border
contestants from different industries, occupations, and backgrounds, which met the study’s
requirements for the agency background investigation. All eight contestants’ background
information, such as their previous job experience and years of talk show engagement, was
obtained from the programme’s official website. Moreover, a data selection criterion was
proposed and has been applied in the process of data selection. First, the duration of each talk
show should be over five minutes, as monologues of less than five minutes are considered too
short to include humour. Second, the theme of the monologues should relate to life, gossip, and
entertainment to avoid some ethical issues. The video clips were downloaded from its official
online platform, Tencent Video (https://v.qq.com), following the proposed criteria. The total
duration of the 24 video clips is 144 minutes and the clips were given codes as Sample 1, Sample
2, and so on.
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4.3 Data transcribing and coding

After downloading the video clips, the speech lines of the samples were transcribed. The MS-
Word’s dictation tool was used to recognise the speech lines automatically, followed by manual
correction. All the collected data was saved in a MS Word file, with a total word count of 30,852
words. Next, the authors observed the transcribed text and watched the video carefully and
repeatedly to identify all the rhetorical strategies that made the audience laugh, and then classify
them into categories. Finally, the categories of the data were coded, each according to its main
characteristics by Excel and NVivo. Excel was used to document the numbers of rhetorical
strategies and make figures to present the data, and then the categories were coded by NVivo
to map their relationship with the identified rhetorical strategies and comedians.

4.4 Data analysis

The data analysis follows the research objectives of this study. To begin with, this study
identified all the rhetorical strategies used in Chinese talk shows’ humorous discourse and
summarised their numbers and percentages in the data, followed by in-depth analysis and
discussion. The second step is to investigate the factors that may influence the choice of these
rhetorical strategies and to examine how these factors impact them in the humorous discourse
of Chinese talk shows. From the reviewed theoretical framework of Burke (1945), the ‘ratio’
that affected CTSs’ rhetorical strategy adoption is ‘agent-agency.” Therefore, this study has
focused on this ‘ratio’ to conduct a profound analysis. The comedians’ background information
was first investigated to examine if their background and life experiences have an impact on
the choice of rhetorical strategies and how this factor affects the rhetorical strategy selection.
Then, factors related to the Chinese language were deeply analysed and discussed to explore
their influence on rhetorical strategy use.

5. Findings

5.1 Rhetorical strategies used in Chinese talk shows’ humorous discourse

In order to respond to the research objective of identifying the rhetorical strategies used in the
Chinese talk shows’ humorous discourse, Figure 3 is provided. As shown in Figure 3, the
rhetorical strategy is the agency of the talk show comedians, through which they achieve
rhetorical humour in their performance. After carefully screening the rhetorical strategies
achieved through various methods, including rhetorical devices, foreign languages that are
mainly in English, internet buzzwords, idioms, lexical misuses and collocations, coinages, self-
deprecating colloquialism, and dialect accents.
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Rhetorical devices 119
Agency Foreign language (English) 20
I
: Internet Buzzwords 17
I
|
: Idioms 15
4
. . / Lexical misuse and collocation 13
Rhetorical strategies
\ Coinages 3
Self-deprecating 2
Colloquialism 1
Dialect accent 1

Figure 3. Rhetorical strategies identified in Chinese talk shows” humorous discourse

As reported in Figure 3, rhetorical devices were the most frequently used rhetorical strategy,
and the various rhetorical devices were used 119 times to achieve rhetorical humour in talk
show humorous discourse. In second place was the use of English rhetorical strategies, which
reached 20 times. Next in line are the internet buzzwords, idioms, and lexical misuse and
collocation, which appear 17 times, 15 times, and 13 times respectively, in the collected data.
Coinages and self-deprecation were used less frequently, three times and two times respectively.
The least used rhetorical strategies are the dialect accent strategy and the colloquialism strategy,
both of which have been used only once.

To further clarify the proportion of each rhetorical strategy within the total rhetorical
humour, this study calculated their proportion within the total rhetorical strategies (see Figure
4). Rhetorical strategies achieved through rhetorical devices account for more than 62.3 % of
the total, which means that more than half of all rhetorical humour is achieved through
rhetorical devices. It seems that the Chinese talk show comedians are good at applying
rhetorical devices to produce humorous discourse. The second one is foreign language,
accounting for 10.47 %, where foreign language mainly refers to English, and talk show
comedians often resort to English to achieve rhetorical humour. In third place is the use of
internet buzzwords (8.9 %). With the development of the internet, more and more buzzwords
are emerging and slowly penetrating our lives, and internet buzzwords have become an
important rhetorical means to achieve humorous discourse. The fourth one is the use of idioms,
accounting for 7.85 %. The fifth place is taken by the misuse or mismatching of Chinese words
(lexical misuse and collocation), and this rhetorical strategy accounts for 6.81 % of the total.
This rhetoric makes the meaning of the sentence appear incongruous, thus allowing the
audience to grasp the silliness and humour of this misuse. The least represented rhetorical
strategies are coinages (1.57 %), self-deprecating (1.05 %), dialect accent (0.52 %) and
colloquialism (0.52 %). Although these rhetorical devices are small in proportion, their
rhetorical effect should not be underestimated, as they can also make the audience laugh.

In conclusion, the findings reveal nine types of rhetorical strategies that have been used
by Chinese talk show comedians to achieve humorous discourse. From Figure 4, the study
found that they were distributed unevenly. This suggests the comedians may have preferences
in choosing rhetorical strategies to produce humour. The rhetorical devices rank the most, which
means they were used more frequently, while other strategies were used less frequently,
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especially for the use of dialect accent and colloquialism. The factors affecting the use of these
rhetorical strategies are illustrated in the following section.

m 1.Rhetorcial devices
B 2 Foriegn language (English)
B 3.Internet buzzwords
4.ldioms
B 5.Lexical misuse and collocation
62.30% m 6.Coinages
B 7 self-deprecating

M 8.Dialect accent

m 9.Colloquialism

Figure 4. Each rhetorical strategy’s percentage in the collected data

5.2 Factors influencing rhetorical strategy selection in humorous Chinese talk show
discourse

This study stated that the rhetorical ‘ratio’ of Chinese talk show is ‘agent-agency,’ so these two
factors are examined in this section as follows: first, this section investigates the backgrounds
and life experiences of the eight talk show comedians and, second, this section examines the
linguistic aspect of the Chinese language.

5.2.1 Talk show comedians’ background and life experience: Agent

To examine whether the background and life experiences of talk show comedians have an
impact on the choice of rhetorical strategies, this study obtained basic information about talk
show comedians from the informational presentations of the talk show (see Table 1).

Table 1. Talk show comedians

TSC Previous job Years of talk show performance No. of SS&RS
Tong English teacher 3 3(33)
Yang Clerk 4 3(32)
Pang Programmer 5 3(26)
Zhang Training teacher 2 3(26)
Hu Programmer 4 3(24)
He Worker 3 3(22)
Xu Postgraduate student 2.5 3(16)
Zhou Corporate Shareholders 6.5 3(12)

(TSC represents Talk show comedian, SS represents Selected sample, RS represents Rhetorical
strategies)

Table 1 shows that before engaging in stand-up comedy performances, all the talk show
comedians were engaged in jobs unrelated to the talk show, and they had different work
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backgrounds and life experiences. All the contestants had been involved in talk shows for
different lengths of time, with the shortest being two years and the longest being over six years.
Zhou has been doing stand-up comedy for six and a half years but has used the least number of
rhetorical strategies to achieve humour, hence there seems to be no significant correlation or
pattern between the number of years of experience of the talk show comedians and the
frequency of rhetorical strategies used. The relationship between the length of time spent on
talk shows and the number of times they use rhetorical strategies, does not reflect a positive or
negative correlation, which suggests that the length of time comedians spend on talk shows
does not affect whether they use rhetorical strategies to achieve humorous discourse.

In order to check whether talk show comedians exhibit different choices while presenting

talk shows, this study categorised the rhetorical strategies according to comedians, as shown in
Table 2.

Table 2. Talk show comedian’s rhetorical strategies used in their monologues

TSC Tong Yang Pang Zhang Hu He Xu Zhou TT

RS

Rhetorical devices 15 19 16 17 18 11 12 11 119
Foreign Languages 10 4 3 2 1 20
Buzzword 1 1 5 1 2 7 17
Idiom 6 6 3 15
Lexical misuse and 1 1 1 6 3 1 13
collocation

Coinage 1 1 1 3
self-deprecating 2 2
Dialect accent 1 1
Colloquialism 1 1
TT 33 32 26 26 24 22 16 12 191

(RS represents Rhetorical strategies, TSC represents Talk show comedian, TT represents Total)

Table 2 shows that each talk show comedian has achieved discourse humour through rhetorical
strategies but the frequency of their use of rhetorical strategies and the adoption of strategies
differ. All the comedians use them more than 10 times. Six comedians used rhetorical strategies
more than 20 times to achieve humour, while the other two used it only 12 and 16 times (i.e.,
Xu and Zhou). Tong and Yang used rhetorical strategies most often to achieve humour, 33 and
32 times, respectively.

Second, each comedian achieves rhetorical humour by using rhetorical devices. However,
they differ in choosing other types of rhetorical strategies. The comedian who achieved the most
rhetorical strategies using English was Tong, who used foreign language strategies 10 times.
For example, he described the situation in which he and his students were walking in an unsafe
district in luxury clothes. He described this both in Chinese and English “{5 ffli 75 %} 1 11 TR
Ut, try me, try me, I have all you need, just try me. [As if to say to the tramp, try me, try me, I
have all you need, just try me]”. Tong was an English teacher before he participated in the talk
show programme, so his previous occupation or his second language may have influenced his
choice of rhetorical strategies.

The comedian who uses buzzwords to achieve rhetorical humour is He: he uses buzzwords
seven times to achieve humour, including “(tuan fen) ¥y [Fans who like all members of an
idol group and highly recognise the “member love” between them]; (tian gou) #4f [a person
being overwhelmed by love, forgetting dignity, and even forgetting to love himself],” among
others. This shows that he is familiar with the meaning of buzzwords and can use them flexibly
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in his daily discourse to achieve humour. He was a clerk before he joined the talk show, and his
life and work environment were intertwined with the social environment, so he mastered many
current popular social discourses, which had a profound influence on the rhetorical strategies
he used.

Looking again at the use of lexical misuse and collocation, Zhang uses this strategy six
times, which is more than other comedians; for instance “(lii pi fei ji) £¢ % &4/l [a green plane],”
but in China, there is only one saying “(lii pi huo che) £¢ 7 /k %[a traditional green train in poor
condition].” Zhang’s lexical misuse and collocation imply the poor condition of the airplane.
From Zhang’s occupational background we know that he works in a training institution, so his
occupation is challenging and requires good elocution and discourse skills to attract the
attention of the trainees, which means he is good at splitting and reorganising words to achieve
humorous discourse effects.

Some rhetorical strategies are rarely used. These include coinage, idiom, self-deprecating,
dialect accents, and colloquialism. However, their use can often produce unexpected humorous
effects in talk show comic discourse. Only Xu used the self-deprecating strategy twice, saying:
“I am a postgraduate student who looks like a farmer” to satirise his discordant identity and
appearance.

All the evidence suggests that the comedians’ background and previous life experience
have an influence on their rhetorical strategy choices.

5.2.2 Linguistic factors of Chinese: Agency

Based on Figure 3, this study coded and categorised the attested rhetorical strategies and then
found that the choice of rhetorical strategies in Chinese talk shows is mainly affected by the
diversity of Chinese rhetorical devices, the diversity of Chinese lexical formation, Chinese
grammatical rules and semantic characteristics, Chinese phonetic variation, and traditional
colloquialism (see Figure 5).

Diversity of Chinese Satire, metaphor,
rhetorical devices exaggeration, etc.

Internet buzzwords

[ Diversity of Chinese

-/ — J _JGo _J o ____J

lexical formation s
j Coinages
Linguistic factors | Chinese grammatical . .
! = Lexical misuse and
rules and semantic .
‘ L collocation
charicteristics
[ Chinese phonetic ] .
varlation —[Dlalect accent ]
[ Chinese traditional ) e
colloquialism —[Colloqunallsm ]

J

Figure 5. Linguistic factors in Chinese influence rhetorical strategy adoption

First, the linguistic characteristics of the Chinese language provide a rich variety of rhetorical
choices and talk show comedians can achieve rhetorical humour through a variety of rhetorical
devices (see Figure 6).
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Figure 6. Rhetorical devices found in achieving rhetorical strategies of the data

Figure 6 shows how rhetorical devices were used in the data. There are 15 rhetorical devices in
total, which are satire, metaphor, exaggeration, personification, analogy, absurd, pun, reversal,
ridicule, contrast, simile, onomatopoeia, irony, allusion and oxymoron. Among them, satire was
used 20 times, which indicates it was used more frequently than other rhetorical devices by the
talk show comedians, followed by the devices of metaphor (used 15 times), exaggeration (13),
personification (13) and analogy (11). While the rest of the rhetorical devices were used less
than ten times, especially the use of oxymoron (2). Talk show rhetorical humour relies heavily
on the realisation of rhetorical strategies through rhetorical devices. Therefore, the adoption of
the rhetorical humour strategy in Chinese talk shows is supported by the diversity of rhetorical
devices in the Chinese language. Here are two examples of the two most popular rhetorical
devices, satire and metaphor, identified in the data.

Satire: When Tong was describing his awkward experience of studying English at Beijing
Sport University, he was kind to everyone because most of the students at this university are
stronger than him, and he was afraid he may come across some unexpected campus violence.
So, he always liked to assist others. Then the other students were amazed and said, “iX iz £
Wit k—HZ, ELabh EEEY? (I’s been more than a year since the Olympics, why are there
still volunteers?).” The audience burst into laughter because this sentence satirised Tong’s
cowardice and foolishness.

Metaphor: In Zhang’s monologue, he talked about his weight, and he shared his
experience of using a lift. He said, “Fedit £ mpbBEE 1,  HX &4, 300 1, KRR
S R RS K iR JE — 4355, (I walked in, and the lift was overloaded, and it’s nothing. I'm
used to it because I’'m usually the last camel that crushes the lift).” Through metaphorical
rhetoric, Zhang compared himself to a camel to imply that he is overweight.

Second, the use of rhetorical strategies by Chinese talk show comedians is influenced by
Chinese word formation. According to Figure 3, the comedians adopted many rhetorical
strategies that were achieved using lexical flexibility, such as internet buzzwords (used 17
times), idioms (15) and coinages (3). Internet buzzwords that appear in the data such as “(nei
juan )N4&[the rat race]”, “(jiu cai) 43 [describe how some people in the stock market leave at
a loss, but after cutting leeks, due to the tenacity of the leek they grow up again, which
represents the new stockholders]”, “(hua shui) &I|7k [It refers to the behaviour of not contributing
in any group activity]”, among others. These strategies are very popular among the audiences.

Open-access journal | www.europeanjournalofhumour.org
161



The European Journal of Humour Research 10 (4)

Also, there are 15 idioms used to achieve humour including “(dan xiao ru shu) fE/MIER
[describe someone as very timid];” “(zhao mao hua hu) FeJii[E 2 [a metaphor for someone who
imitates only formally but doesn’t actually understand].” « (cang hai yi su) ¥ —3%[a grain of
sand in the sea. It means that someone or something is very small and insignificant];” and so
on. While the coinages such as “(mo bi wu si juan) 25 H45 which is created based on “nei
juan,” while “nei juan” means “the rat race,” but the “mo bi wu si juan” refers to fiercer
competition. The talk show comedians create a new word based on an existing buzzword, which
expands and extends the meaning of the original base word and enriches the content of
discourse.

Third, the choice of rhetorical strategies by talk show comedians is influenced by the rules
of Chinese grammar and semantics. Rhetorical strategies that violate the rules of Chinese
grammar, that is, lexical misuse and collocation (used 13 times), are found in Chinese talk show
humour. Still, this misuse and mismatch of vocabulary leads to a confusion of semantic
structures, making the semantics discordant or even confusing, and it is the humour of this
semantic contradiction that is felt by the audience and makes them laugh. “(lv pi fei ji) ¢} &
HL” has been mentioned as an example before and another example, also from Zhang’s talk
show clips, is presented here. Zhang describes himself as a “(shang wu da han) p54 K [big
fellow]” to indirectly satirise his large size. In general, “(shang wu) P44 [business]” is a phrase
used by Chinese people in conjunction with transportation vehicles, such as car, train, or plane,
to express the business seat in the vehicle. Zhang’s use of the word “shang wu” with a person
has an unexpectedly humorous effect. The audience felt the semantic confusion and incongruity
in Zhang’s mispairing, and thus felt the humour. There are many more such mismatches in the
data, such as “(mo dao huo xiang bo yang) & JJEE n1# ¥ [quickly sharpen the knife and run
to the competitors, it implies the fierce competition],” but the old saying is “(mo dao huo xiang
zhu yang) B JJZEZEM# ¥ [Mulan’s brother quickly sharpened the knife and ran to the pigs and
sheep to prepare food for Mulan (an ancient Chinese female hero)],” and “(che dao shan gian
bi you lu) %2 LiF7#4 A [when we get to the mountain, there will be a deer],” while the correct
saying is “(che dao shan qian bi you lu) ZZ|LFj%A ¥ [when you encounter difficulties
moving forward, and there will always be ways to solve them]” Interestingly, “(Iu) K [deer]”
and “(lu) % [roads, ways, or methods]” have the same pronunciation but totally different
meanings.

Moreover, the adoption of rhetorical strategies by talk show comedians is influenced by
the variation in Chinese phonetics. From Figure 5, the dialect accent (used once) can also be
used as a rhetorical strategy to achieve discourse humour. The official language of China is
Mandarin, so most of the output of various television programmes is in Mandarin. Although
talk shows require the use of standard Mandarin, there are individual comedians who do not
speak standard Mandarin due to the influence of dialects, or comedians who intend to use
Mandarin with a dialect accent to achieve a humorous rhetorical effect. In a clip from Xu’s talk
show, he describes his embarrassment experiences because he is colour-blind; he says that
colour-blindness is a “(jue zheng) #4JiF [incurable disease; fatal illness]” that cannot be cured,
but he pronounced it as “Jio zheng [Jio is a popular internet word, which comes from the dialects
of Sichuan, Chongqing, Yunnan, Guizhou and other provinces. It means “foot.”].” Although the
pronunciation of only one word was incorrect, the meaning was very different. He confused the
pronunciation of the dialect with the pronunciation of Mandarin, making a variation of the
standard pronunciation, but still had an unaware expression, which made the audience laugh.

Finally, the rhetorical strategy is also influenced by colloquialisms (used once) that are
common in Chinese traditional culture. In a clip from Yang’s talk show, he said that, although
he used to be in financial straits, his girlfriend was still committed to him and stayed with him,
and he did not know how to describe the relationship. An audience member said that it was
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called: “(jia gou sui gou) BHfE4. ” In ancient China, no matter what kind of man a woman
married, she could only obey her husband, just like chickens and dogs are loyal to their partners,
so there is a colloquialism: “(jia ji sui ji, jia gou sui gou) EXSEHRS, HHEEH [marry a cock and
follow the cock, marry a dog and follow the dog].” In the talk show segment, Yang describes
his relationship with his girlfriend through activating the colloquialism “jia gou sui gou,” added
by an audience member, and thus finds a humorous way to express himself.

Through the above findings, this study provides a glimpse into the linguistic factors that
influence the choice of rhetorical strategies and examines the linguistic characteristics of
rhetoric in Chinese talk shows.

6. Discussion

This study intends to map the rhetorical strategies used by the hosts of Chinese talk shows and
investigates the factors that affected their choice. The findings of this study will be analysed
and discussed in this section.

The first findings of the study respond to the research question one. Nine types of rhetorical
strategies are found in the collected data, including rhetorical devices, foreign language
(English), internet buzzwords, idioms, lexical misuses and collocations, coinages, self-
deprecating colloquialism, and dialect accents. This result suggests that the hosts used various
rhetorical strategies to create humour during their performance, which supported the findings
of studies such as Wang (2019). He has clearly stated that it is very important for a talk show
comedian to master the skills of rhetoric in producing humour. However, this study has
identified all possible types of rhetorical strategies used in the collected data in addition to
rhetorical devices, and this enriches the dimension of rhetorical strategies that previous studies
have mentioned. This is because, according to Burke (1945), rhetoric is the motivation behind
all human language; hence, all kinds of linguistic points to make people laugh in the Chinese
talk shows should be considered as rhetorical strategies.

According to each rhetorical strategy’s percentage in the collected data (Figure 4), it shows
that rhetorical devices are the most frequently used rhetorical strategy by Chinese talk show
comedians, which accounts for more than half of them (62.30 %). While other rhetorical
strategies are used less frequently, their language effects in talk show programmes are still
impressive and well received by their audiences. Even though this study has explored the
diversity of rhetorical strategies in the collected data, we could not claim that this study
investigated all the rhetorical strategies included in the humorous discourse of Chinese talk
shows because it only extracted them from some samples. There is no doubt that other kinds of
rhetorical strategies may exist in these talk shows. However, in this study, we merely provide
an initial look into the linguistic phenomenon of humorous discourse, which could form a base
for future studies. All the rhetorical strategies found in this study play a very crucial role in
producing humour in Chinese talk shows. These strategies enrich the language forms of
humorous discourse in talk shows.

This study discussed research question 2 from two perspectives — agent and agency. This
study argues that the ratio of ‘agent-agency’ is a factor influencing the rhetorical strategy
adoption in humorous discourse in Chinese talk shows in terms of Burke’s (1945) theory. First,
after investigating the agents of the talk shows (eight comedians), according to their life
background and work experience and their talk show performances, this study found that the
frequency of rhetorical strategy use is not necessarily related to the duration of their talk show
career (Table 1). However, their previous job experiences have a huge impact on their rhetorical
preferences (Table 2). Most of their choices of rhetorical strategies in their humorous discourse
are affected by the job skills that they had acquired before hosting the talk shows. Tong, for
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example, who was an English teacher before doing talk show performances, is skilled at using
the English language as a rhetorical strategy to generate humour and make the audience laugh.
While He, who was a clerk before he took part in the talk show programme, liked to use internet
buzzwords to achieve humour. Clerks in China are skilled at communicating with all kinds of
people and know social interpersonal relationships well, so they acquire buzzwords quickly and
can use them skilfully in their lives. Additionally, Zhang and Xu’s rhetorical choices are also
affected by their life background or personal characteristics. They take their life background
and experience as advantages to help them with their rhetorical skills to produce humour. This
study justifies the dramatic pentad of Burke (1945) that the agent could be a factor affecting a
human being’s motivation and rhetorical use. But, because of time and financial limitations,
this study only examined the eight talk show comedians’ previous job experience in relation to
their rhetorical choices, so it is not enough to fully justify the theory of Burke. If possible, we
could conduct interviews with these comedians in further studies.

Second, the linguistic factors of the Chinese language are examined due to their agency in
rhetorical strategies. According to the findings, the variety of rhetorical strategies that appeared
in the humorous discourse of the talk show hosts were affected by the diversity of Chinese
rhetorical devices; the diversity of Chinese lexical formation; Chinese grammatical rules and
semantic characteristics; Chinese phonetic variation; and traditional colloquialism (Figure 5).
The biggest factor affecting the rhetoric is the diversity of Chinese rhetorical devices. As
reported in Figure 6, 15 kinds of rhetorical devices are used to achieve rhetorical humour, and
a total of 119 times, which accounts for 62.3 % (Figure 4) of the total number of rhetorical
strategies. This indicates that the rhetorical devices of the Chinese language are diverse and
play an important role in the construction of rhetorical strategies. Also, the diversity of Chinese
lexical formation is another linguistic factor that affects the rhetorical choice in Chinese talk
shows. It includes the use of internet buzzwords, idioms, and coinages. In addition, the lexical
misuse and collocation do not follow the grammatical rules and semantical characteristics of
Chinese to achieve rhetorical humour. What is more, Chinese phonetic variation (dialect accent)
and Chinese traditional colloquialism provide the opportunity for rhetorical strategy
construction and application as well. The findings suggest that the linguistic features of the
Chinese language provide a basis for the diversity of rhetorical strategies in the humorous
discourse of talk shows. As a result, this study agrees with Fang (2011) and Bu (2014), who
argue that Chinese lexis, phonetics, and grammar are frequently used to form rhetorical
strategies. More importantly, it is evident that the Chinese language as the agency of rhetorical
strategies in talk shows has affected their adoption in humorous discourse combined with the
motivation of the talk show host.

All in all, the rhetorical strategies used in the humorous discourse of Chinese talk shows
are rich, while the use of rhetorical strategies is affected by the factors of talk show comedians
and language application, which are the two main factors affecting rhetorical strategy choice.

7. Conclusion and implications

The aim of this study was to identify the rhetorical strategies used in the humorous discourse
in Chinese talk shows and further explore the factors that impact on the rhetorical strategies.
The findings reveal that the realisation of rhetorical strategies in the humorous discourse of
Chinese talk shows is rich, including through rhetorical devices, foreign language (English),
internet buzzwords, among others, while rhetorical devices are used most frequently to achieve
rhetorical strategies. Burke’s (1945) rhetorical theory proposes that the dramatic pentad of
rhetoric is influenced by the ‘ratios’ which highlight the most important elements in the
rhetorical strategies and could help us better understand human motivations through their
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speech. From a macro perspective, this study discovered that the ‘ratio’ of agents and agencies
— talk show comedians and the language employed in the Chinese talk shows — are the main
factors influencing the rhetorical strategies chosen. This study investigated the life background
and experience of the talk show comedians. The results indicate that their rhetorical strategy
choices were related to their previous job experiences in certain ways, which proves that talk
show comedians’ life backgrounds or experiences influence their rhetorical strategies chosen in
humorous discourse. Moreover, the linguistic particularities of the Chinese language are
examined. This study finds that the variety of Chinese linguistic devices, lexis, grammar,
semantics, phonetics, and even traditional colloquialism could provide the basis for variable
rhetorical strategy choice. The findings could not only encourage the talk show comedians and
programmes to focus their energy on writing attractive lines through using rhetorical strategies
to improve the programme effects, but also give an in-depth explanation and application of
Burke’s (1945) dramatic pentad theory.

This study is one of the first studies that tries to explore the factors that influence rhetorical
strategy choice in humorous discourse, which could help us gain a better understanding of the
rhetoric used in Chinese talk shows. What is more, it offers a new perspective to investigating
the factors affecting rhetorical choice and shed light on the application of Burke’s rhetorical
theory in discourse analysis. However, some limitations should still be addressed in the study.
First, this study extracts evidence based on humorous discourse texts and does not investigate
the participants’ opinion of Chinese talk shows. Second, this study focuses on discussing the
rhetorical strategies of humorous discourse in Chinese talk shows, but it remains to be
investigated if its findings are applicable to other sorts of humorous discourse. Hence, future
studies could investigate the factors affecting rhetorical strategy choice in different contexts,
and the variables of participants and more research methods could be considered.
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