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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 Burkeôs 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 óratioô of óagent and agency,ô 
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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, Burkeôs Rhetorical 

Theory, factors 

 

1. Introduction  

ñThe TV talk show is a creation of twentieth-century broadcastingò (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 programmeôs 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 showôs discourse, such as euphemism and exaggeration. 

Further, Jiang (2021), through the analysis of the corpus of the programme Talk 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 showsô 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 Burkeôs 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 ñthe faculty of observing the available means of persuasion in any 

given caseò and ñthe inventor of formal logicò (Aristotle 2004: 3). Aristotle employs the word 

means, which refers to a writerôs tools and techniques. He presents a series of reasonable 

reasoning tactics to achieve this result. A speech situation, according to him, consists of ñthe 

three elements in speech-making ï speaker, subject, and person addressedò (Figure 1) (Aristotle 

2004: 7). 

 

 Subject 

 

 

 

 

                     Speaker                  Person addressed 

 

Figure 1: Aristotleôs rhetorical triangle 

 

However, Burke (1945) believes that rhetoric is the use of linguistic symbols by humans in 

certain contexts to shape and change peopleôs 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, Burkeôs rhetoric and Aristotleôs 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 Burkeôs 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 ñ[a] ratio of elements from the pentad may be highlighted as part of a rhetorical 

strategy.ò 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 óratio.ô Thus, Burkeôs 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 Burkeôs rhetorical theory is a 

reasonable instrument for examining a communicatorôs motive for influencing audiencesô 

perceptions to influence their behaviour and elicit certain desired responses. In addition, 

Burkeôs five pentads were applied in interpreting the motives of politiciansô 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 Burkeôs 

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 Burkeôs (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 óagent-agency.ô 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 Benshanôs (a famous comedian in China) sketches as a corpus 

to investigate the comedy of Zhaoôs rhetorical strategies and language effects. She applies the 

perspectives of phonetic rhetoric, lexical rhetoric, and grammar rhetoric to analyse Zhaoôs 

sketches and concludes that all these rhetorical strategies play a significant role in achieving 

Zhaoôs 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 using 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). Bernardiôs 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 Sarmaôs 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 actorsô interests.  

In addition, rhetorical strategies were examined in different contexts by using different 




