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Synopsis

Synopsis

This thesis is concerned with the relationship between gender and conversational
joking styles. It delves into the research on humor and gender, focuses on a
subcategory of humor — conversational joking, analyzes all humor moves for formal
characteristics and functional features in hosting language, highlights distinct features
of hosts’ and hostesses’ humorous interactions and positive effects of teasing, suggests
the two major functions of conversational joking — identity display and relational
identity display, and discusses the construction of gender through humor.

Conversational joking or situational humor has been regarded as a double-edged
sword that both diffuses and controls conflict, which is much determined by the topic,
the situation, and the interlocutors involved. Teases directed at others and self-directed
humors are perhaps the most vulnerable in this regard. They present the greatest
interpersonal risk. Teasing intended as kidding maybe taken as an insult, and
self-directed joking may be considered as a confession of inadequacy with the
exception that interlocutors know each other well. People extend and build on one
another’s humorous comments when they are familiar with each other, and with each
other’s sense of humor. Moreover, the process is generative or circular, since this kind
of humor constructs and contributes to the solidarity of a group. Collaboration among
speakers constructs intimacy and thus a key function of conversational joking is the
creation and maintenance of group solidarity among speakers.

Conversational joking in the hosts' interactions in Chinese TV and radio variety
shows and talk shows offers us a unique opportunity to (1) study possible linguistic
innovation of humor and gender of the time and (2) test the viability of media-based
data as a surrogate to “real-world” data in sociolinguistic research. In these programs,
teasing occurs at a high frequency and self-denigration is adopted by hosts as a
strategy. Frequency of teasing and the strategy of self-directed joking reflect the
typical layering of forms in language. Moreover, due to gender composition of hosts,
the relationship between gender and humor is interesting to explore. In this respect,
these findings support the claim that media language does reflect what is going on in

languages and may even pave the way for innovation.
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This paper examines variation in conversational joking through 24 transcripts of
interactions among hosts and hostess in TV and Radio programs. It investigates
whether there is much difference or similarity in hosts and hostesses' humorous talks
and if there are, what are they. Then in detailed analysis, this paper explains the results
with functions of conversational joking in hosting language, and discusses the outcome
of identity display and relational identity display through conversational joking. It also
examines how conversational joking between hosts and hostesses eventually serves the
construction of gender. In the end, according to results of the data, the present trend of
women’s humor in conversation is discussed.

Based on the data, the author finds that there are similarities as well as differences
among hosts and hostesses concerning conversational joking (CJ). Teasing is a
common occurrence in both speeches of hosts and hostesses. In general, hosts are more
aggressive in their joking, and produce self-denigrating jokes more often than female
presenters. Female presenters, in contrast with traditional submissive female models,
are found to be witty and competitive in studio settings. However, as a rule, they are
more cooperative than their male counterpart, and offer more laughter to align with
their partner. In conversational joking, individual identity and relational identity among
participants are established and confirmed. Through humor and other means, hosts
congtitute themselves as masculine men, while hostesses humor both confirms

conventional femininity and serves as a site of resistance to stereotypes of women.
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Introduction

I ntroduction

Orientation of research

For decades, the relationship between gender and language has been investigated
from different perspectives. Theorists and researchers in 1970s initiated the study to
explain the speaking difference in men and women. In these researches, women are
described as a group lack sense of humor. Researches imply that women speak in
particular ways because they are women. As these conclusions are by and large derived
from observation, they have later been criticized for its lack of empirical data, and for a
reliance on their own intuition. Nevertheless, their work sparks a flurry of action in
language and gender study and provides a vauable impetus and focus for further
research.

In recent years, partly because of problemsin establishing valid and reliable gender
differences in language and speech style, and partly influenced by the growing interest
in discourse within the social sciences generaly, research on gender and language has
expanded. Thus, both gender and language are in the process of being redefined.
Humor, as a mode of discourse and a strategy for social interaction, plays an important
role in gendered communication. With analysis of same-gender and cross-gender
conversations in both laboratory and spontaneous settings, modern sociolinguistic
studies have illuminated mechanisms, styles and the functions of humor. All these
findings and research have to some extent enriched the gender study.

However, most of the researches on gender and humor are dealt with speaking
behavior in much of western societies, and hardly touch on the Chinese performancein
humorous interactions. Even when they do, the results turn out to be frustrating.
According to a recent research conducted by Yue (2006), humor is ranked among the
least important factors in ration to the idea Chinese personality among the
undergraduate students from Inner Mongolia Normal University. Besides, according to
the creativity research carried out by Rudowicz & Yue (2002), it is found that *“ humor”
is missing in the Chinese perception of creativity. Yue points out that ‘Humor’,
consistently attributed to a creative person, is not indicative of creativity in the minds

of Chinese. Their conclusion is that Chinese people seems not to be so humorous, to
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which they consider both creativity and humor as not so important. Their assertions,
based entirely on surveys assigned to dozens of college undergraduates in Inner
Mongolia University and neglecting such important factors as race/ethnicity, social
class, and gender in their study, are not a representative or diverse group of Chinese.
The observation of the author is in great contrast with theirs. To my knowledge, the
interaction among Chinese is also fraught with humor and laughter. To investigate this
issue, the author initiates this research. As humor can be discussed from different
perspectives, the study is further narrowed down to the relationship between gender
and humor production. This study concentrates on media language, and explores the
traits of the hosts' and hostesses' humor in TV and broadcasting programs.

Most of previous research on gender and humor are carried out in laboratory
setting, in which questionnaires are designed to validate the hypothesis. Only recently
has research targeted humor that occurs in spontaneous conversation. Unfortunately
many studies concentrate on conversational joking in sitcoms, which are challenged
for lacking reliabilities, though easier to collect data. The inherent vice of sitcoms lies
in the fact that jokes are set by playwrights, rather than responses to problems in real
world. As the interactions among participants in the programs are done in a prompt
way, their exchanges will be quite similar to spontaneous and natural dialoguesin daily
life. Inthisregard, the study of hosts' performance in TV and broadcasting program
will to a large extent illuminate how gender identity is constructed through humor.
Apart from the pervasiveness of the media as aform of mass communication, there are
good reasons, from a critical linguistic perspective, why the analysis of media
language is awaorthy enterprise. As discussed by Fairlough (1995):

First, the media have signifying power, that is, the power to represent things in
particular ways — largely (but not only) a matter of language use.

Second, the media are not simply representational, but can be seen as sites for the
discursive construction, and contestation, of knowledge, beliefs, vaues, aocia
relations, and social identities.

Moreover, media discourse works ideologically: the meanings produced serve a
system of power relations, and al representation involves decisions about what to
include and what to exclude, what to foreground and what to background.

Finally, media discourse assumes/creates subject positions for an idea viewer or
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