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Abstract

Previous studies on humorous discourses were mainly from perspectives of cognition, function, semantics, logic and psychology and few discussed humorous discourses on the adaptation theory. This thesis analyzes humorous discourses in Two Broke Girls based on the adaptation theory. It shows that humorous discourses are the result of the speaker’s making a choice of language and also the result of adaptation to the mental world, the social world and the physical world. This thesis can broaden the scope of the study of the adaptation theory. And it is beneficial for people to appreciate American sitcoms.
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摘 要

对幽默话语已有的研究主要从认知学、功能语言学、语义学、逻辑学和心理学等角度展开，从顺应论角度对影视剧幽默的解读还不多。本论文以顺应论为理论基础，以《破产姐妹》为语料来源，重点解读其中的幽默话语。研究结果表明，在美国情景喜剧《破产姐妹》中，幽默话语是说话人语言选择的结果，这也是是顺应心智世界、社交世界和物理世界的结果。本研究能拓宽顺应理论研究的范围，同时对于赏析美国幽默情景剧具有一定的积极意义。

关键词：《破产姐妹》；幽默话语；交际语境顺应
Chapter One Introduction
1.1 Definition and Classification of Humor
Humor can be seen everywhere. We can find humor in conversation, movie, television, book, magazine and so on. 
In Cambridge American English Dictionary (2000: 426), the sense of humor is the ability that causes people to laugh as to something to be seen, to listen to and to think of. Sometimes it will make you laugh, or make things funny leading to the effect of entertainment. The basic condition of being humorous must have the ability of arousing the people to laugh or to express a comical effect.

According to Dong Haiya (2007: 46), humor can be divided into public humor, cultural humor and word play humor. Public humor, also known as concept humor, is independent from the humor of characteristics of the language. The understanding of this kind of humor does not need to rely on cultural background and complicated thinking. Cultural humor has some allusions and characters or events in the field of history, culture, politics and entertainment of the source language with a deep cultural imprint. Word play humor refers to the clever or interesting use of the meaning of words to make jokes.

Humor has become a natural phenomenon in our daily life. We can deal with the embarrassment, disturbing, difficulties with humor. 
1.2 Reasons for the Study 

First of all, humor, as a linguistic phenomenon, can be described as ubiquitous in our life and it always brings joy for people in various forms. At the same time, as a tool for entertainment, humor also plays an important role in eliminating unpleasantness, reducing pressure and coordinating interpersonal relationships. So, the study of humor is very meaningful.

Secondly, previous studies on humorous discourses were mainly from perspectives of cognition, function, semantics, logic and psychology and few discussed humorous discourses on the adaptation theory. This thesis analyzes humorous discourses in Two Broke Girls based on the adaptation theory. 

Thirdly, the studies of humorous discourses focused on American sitcoms such as Friends, The Big Bang Theory, Desperate Housewives which were analyzed by many scholars, but few studies Two Broke Girls.

1.3 Significance of the Study 
Theoretically speaking, this thesis can broaden the scope of the study of the adaptation theory.

Practically speaking, the new interpretation of humorous discourses in the drama Two Broke Girls provides a new perspective for people to appreciate the drama.

1.4 Structure of the Thesis

   This thesis includes five chapters. Chapter One is the introduction. Chapter Two introduces previous studies on humorous discourses. Chapter Three gives a brief introduction to the adaptation theory. Chapter Four analyzes humorous discourses in Two Broke Girls based on the adaption theory. And the last chapter is a conclusion. 

Chapter Two Previous Studies on Humorous Discourses

Previous studies of humorous discourses can be carried out from the following aspects: cognitive study, functional study, semantic study, logical study and psychological study.

2.1 Cognitive Study

Some scholars, such as Sperber & Wilson (1986), Fauconnier & Turner (1998: 133-187) studied humorous discourses from the perspective of cognition and they held that humor exists in people’s consciousness, that is to say, the process of understanding and analyzing humor is a cognitive process. They found that the receiver and context have an important role in the interpretation of humorous discourses (Huang Qiulin, 2009: 63-65).

2.2 Functional Study

   As for the study of humor based on the functional linguistics, Halliday & Hasan (1985) put forward the concept of Generic Structure Potential (GSP). Yang Chunling (2007) investigated Generic Structure Potential of humorous discourses in comedic skits. She found that Generic Structure Potential of humorous discourses in comedic skits includes four essential ingredients: (1) produce a communication of humorous discourses and present humorous intention; (2) establish “language burden” to attract the audience into the vacant trap; (3) shake the burden and put forward a “punch line”, making audience confused reasonably; (4) force the humorous appeal.
2.3 Semantic Study

Raskin’s Script Theory of Humor is the first humor theory related with linguistics. Script Theory of Humor is derived from script opposition. He said that a complete or partial smooth text will produce humorous effect if there are two opposing scripts. Another important theory of humor is Raskin and Attardo’s of General Theory of Verbal Humor, which summaries humorous discourses into six elements of humor: script opposition, situation, target, narrative strategy, logical mechanism and language (Attardo, S. & V. Raskin, 1991). These six elements of humor rank in turn from high to low levels: in the lower hierarchy, the ability of generating humor is weaker; conversely, elements in higher level have stronger ability to generate humor (Liu Ping, 2005).

2.4 Logical Study
Hu Fanzhu (1987: 53-54) believed that humor is a mental phenomenon which has to resort to rational ‘ridiculousness’. The so-called rational ‘ridiculousness’ refers to the fact that ridiculousness is the product of thought and a meaningful smile. Humorous discourses come from thinking and it is the process of perception, thinking, judgment and reasoning. It is the art of thinking and logic.

2.5 Psychological Study
Nerhardt (1976) pointed out that the generation of humor is the result of two kinds of mental representations, which are opposite to each other. The greater the gap between the humorous stimulations and the desired results, the better the effect of humor. 
Previous studies on humorous discourses were mainly from perspectives of cognition, function, semantics, logic and psychology and few discussed humorous discourses on the adaptation theory. This thesis analyzes humorous discourses in Two Broke Girls based on the adaptation theory.
Chapter Three Theoretical Framework
According to Verschueren, the use of language is a process of continuously making choices of language, whether the choice is conscious or unconscious, whether making choice depends on internal or external of language. Language users are attributed to make appropriate choices in language use in that language has variability, negotiability and adaptability (Verschueren, 2000: 14-15).

3.1 Three Properties of Language

3.1.1 Variability

Variability is defined by Jef Verschueren (2000: 42-44) as “the property of language which defines the range of possibilities from which choices can be made.” Using language is actually choosing something from a range of options within the structure of language. Language changes will be reflected in the diachronic and synchronic. With the development of language and changes, the use of language in different periods provides different choices (Qian Guanlian, 2005: 69).

3.1.2 Negotiability 

Negotiability refers to the “property of language responsible for the fact that choices are not made mechanically or according to strict rules or fixed form-function relationships, but rather on the basis of highly flexible principles and strategies” (Verschueren, 2000: 55-57). Making choice is not coherent with a mechanical way according to the fixed relationship between strict rules or in the form of function but making a choice is in accordance with highly flexible principles and strategies. Negotiability of language implies the flexibility of language. 

3.1.3 Adaptability 

Adaptability is “the property of language which enables human negotiable language choices from a variable range of possibilities in beings to make such a way as to approach points of satisfaction for communicative needs” (Verschueren, 2000: 71-75). As defined for that, in the choice of language, adaptability provides an alternative for the choice of language. It is under the premise of these multiple choices that language users make a series of choices to achieve the communicative purpose of language. 

3.2 Communicative Contextual Adaptation

Adaptation theory includes four “tasks” or “angles of investigation”, which refers to contextual correlates of adaptation, structural objects of adaptation, dynamics of adaptation and degree of salience. The angle of investigation of this thesis is contextual correlates of adaptation.
Verschueren believes that contextual adaptation includes all elements adapted with linguistic choices in communicative context. He divides context into the communicative context and linguistic context. The former consists of the mental world, the social world the physical world and the latter refers to various linguistic means in the process of using language according to the contextual factors. The speaker and the interpreter are a core part of the context, because the relevant components of context are activated by them. This thesis will analyze humorous discourses in Two Broke Girls based on the theory of communicative contextual adaptation. 
Mental world refers to the people’s feelings, ideas and view points, including personality, emotions, intentions and beliefs. Social world is the floorboard of everything associated with social activities, including social relations, social etiquettes and social backgrounds. Physical world refers to the physical environment, including time, space, physical appearance and biological characteristics. In addition, context should not be considered as static, but is generated by contextual elements. In the process of using language, context will be produced and changes come along with the development of communication continuously (Verschueren, 2000: 90-92).
Chapter Four Humorous Discourses in Two Broke Girls
Two Broke Girls is firstly released in CBS in United States in September 2011, which tells the story of the two girls, Max and Caroline, become good friends finally, from different family backgrounds. Max is a girl with black hair and working in a low grade restaurant in Broolyn, New York. She always surprises others with her sharp words. Han is a South Korean boss of a restaurant. Oleg is a chef who particularly likes telling nasty jokes. Earl is an old black cashier. The new waitress, Caroline, is a fashionable girl, who is not very harmonious with the low grade workplace. So her true identity is what Max is curious about. She occasionally knows that Caroline is a real lady in a wealthy family. Although Max is sharp in speaking, she is kind-hearted and she takes Caroline in. The two penniless girls begin to become close friends.

Discourses in this drama have obvious characteristics. Words between Max and Caroline are sharp and humorous. Humorous discourses in Two Broke Girls provide a good case study for drama lovers and learners of language, and also provide a rich language database for studying English situational comedy from the view of pragmatics. In this thesis, the author will analyze humorous discourses in Two Broke Girls based on the communicative contextual adaptation theory.

4.1 Adaptation to the Mental World 
The interaction of language is a kind of communication between minds of people. Therefore, when people make a choice of language, they make an adaptation to some of the factors of the mental world. The mental world includes personality, emotion, belief, desire, motivation, intention and so on.

In the process of communication, making a choice of language of the speaker is conformed to the listener’s psychological world. In the interpretation of humorous discourses in the sitcom, the speaker should try to adapt to the listener’s emotion, belief and intention and other factors, striving to make humor resonate in the hearts of the audience. For example,

(1) Han: Sophie, I’m surprised to see you here. Stutter says you and Oleg are no longer together.

Sophie: Wow. This little girl likes to gossip. Yes?             (Episode 10, Season 2)
In this conversation, Sophie and Oleg break up. In order to verify this thing is true or false, Han askes Sophie in person, making Sophie feel disgusted and she askes Han that whether he really loves to gossip. Generally speaking, girls are curious about others’ life and like to talk about other people’s privacy. But as a mature and successful man, he should not inquire about or talk about other people’s privacy like a little girl. Han is a special exception and he is very interested in the privacy of others. So Sophie uses “little girl” to describe the Han. What Sophie says is a powerful reply and this surprising reply amuses the audience. The appearance of this humorous discourse is the consequence of adaptation of the mental world of communicative context. Why do we say so? Because this humorous discourse is adapt to Han’s personality. Han likes gossiping and his particular personality leads to his particular thinking pattern and behavior which are quite different from the common people. Therefore, by adapting to personality, humorous discourse attains the humorous result. Let us see anthor example,
(2) Cat Owner: Hi, excuse me. Would it be okay if I put this flier next to your window?

Caroline: Sure.

Cat Owner: We lost our cat, like a week ago in this neighborhood. (showing the picture) Have you seen her?

Caroline: No. I haven’t seen a cat in a long time. I was just saying to her yesterday, “I haven’t seen a cat in a long time.”
Max: Um, how come you didn’t have a collar on her? And, where’s her name tag? Even my mother had an ID tag on me. Well, it was a flea collar, but, why did it take you so long to put the signs up?

Cat Owner: Um, what’s happening?                        (Episode 3, Season 3)
If you view this dialogue without considering Caroline and Max’s mental world, especially their motivation and emotion, you cannot understand the humorous part. By solving this problem, we have to comprehend the two guys’ emotion and motivation first. Max and Caroline pick up a pet cat as a stray cat and a cat owner happens to inquiry about it. Caroline repeatedly denies and tries to hide something. Then Max puts forward a series of strange questions: why not give the cat a collar, why not earlier post notices to find cat, and why not help the cat wear killing flea collar. With all these information in mind, now we can analyze their dialogue and probe into the humor. Caroline and Max are very guilty with the cat owner in the context of this conversation because they pick up a pet cat of the owner as a stray cat. As a result, Caroline puts forward many questions with funny words “How come you didn’t have a collar on her? And, where’s her name tag? Even my mother had an ID tag on me. Well, it was a flea collar, but…Why did it take you so long to put the signs up?” As a matter of fact, the process of selecting these discourses is a process of adaptation to Max and Caroline’s emotion and motivation. The dramatic performance of the two people shows their panic, annoyance and incoherence. The adaptation of their mental world produces these humorous discourses. For example, 
(3) Max: Earl, you don’t want a cat, do you?

Earl: A cat? God. No. Cats steal your weed.

Max: See, Caroline. Nobody wants the cat. We’re keeping it, and I think we should start celebrating right meow.

Caroline: Max, you didn’t even try to convince him. Come on, Earl, don’t you want a cat? Kitty for Earl! Kitty for Earl!

Earl: I’m too old to earn a cat. I’m about six months away from crapping in a box myself.

Max: Oleg, how do you feel about cats? Loved it. Saw it nine times on Broadway. Very a clever show, but a little expensive.                   (Episode 8, Season 1)
Max wants to shelter a stray cat, but suffers an opposite opinion from her roommate, Caroline. Max has asked some friends to see if anyone would like to adopt it. When she is asking Oleg, she says “how do you feel about cats?”. The zero article “cats” can represent animal cat, and can also be expressed in terms of musical cat. Oleg’s understanding of this question belongs to the latter. “Saw it nine times on Broadway. Very a clever show, but a little expensive.” These unexpected words make us laugh. These words, in fact, are the result of adaptation of Oleg’s intention which he wants to date Max. So his reactions which are out of the ordinary can amuse the audience.
4.2 Adaptation to the Social World
In principle, the scope and the mutual adaptation of the social factors of language choice are infinite. Most of these factors are related to the social scene or public system. The social world includes the social occasions, the principles, norms of the speech act of social environment, some social and cultural factors such as customs code of conduct, values, etc. Language users make a choice of language in communication and always make appropriate adaptations for some of these social factors in the world. The study finds that humorous discourses of the drama mainly adapt to social factors such as social status, race and ethnicity, nationality, national laws, linguistic group, manners and customs, political status, religious faith, age, level of education, profession, kinship, gender, and so on. 

There are many differences among different ethnic groups in the cultural backgrounds, customs and values, so the interpretation of humorous discourses should conform to the social and cultural factors of the audience. Speakers should maximally reproduce humorous elements in the social and cultural factors and pass this kind of humor to audiences. Only in this way, can the speaker change the original cultural images and consciously complies with the listener’s cognitive environment. Let us see an example, 

(4) The Lawyer: Reflux! Oh! Sorry. I just…I need to take a Rylindia.

Max: Ah, Rylindia. Does that work? You’re welcome.          (Episode 12, Season 1)
This speech is the dialogue between Max and Caroline’s lawyer. When Max knows that Caroline’s lawyer’s body is uncomfortable, she says the sentence “You’re welcome” instead of expressing concern. As a matter of fact, expressing one’s concern is the commonest way after hearing someone is unhealthy. Usually the hearer does expect to hear something concerned and consider it as greeting words, which are always used in our daily life to comfort others when they are unwell. So, referring to social conventions, Max’s words adapt to the social courtesy in social world in western countries, which sets a complete contrast with common reactions. Therefore, the humor effect is generated.
When the cafe is nearly closed, the cashier Earl suffers a heart attack. Max and Caroline send him to the hospital. Because Max is concerned about the physical condition of the Earl, she has a dialogue with a nurse as follows:

(5) Max: I wanna go back there and see for myself.

Receptionist: Family members only.

Max: Well, I’m his daughter.

Receptionist: Oh, really? It says here he’s 75 years old.

Max: Well, he started late.

Receptionist: And African American.

Max: He started late with a honkey. I’m one of those combo babies. Here, you need proof? My last name is Black. See, Max Black. He is black. I am Black. It’d be dumb if we weren’t related.                         (Episode 20, Season 4)  
Max would soon know that Earl’s illness and put forward the requirement to visit the ward. But the nurse tells that only family members could visit. Max deliberately tells a lie that she is Earl’s daughter, but in view of the two people’s more than 40 years of age gap, faced with the challenge, Max prevaricates to say that is because she is born lately. In the face of Earl’s record on African Americans and two distinct differences in skin color, Max claims that she is a daughther of Earl and a white woman. Knowing that what she says lackes evidence, she tries to give an obedient evidence to show her certificate name is Black to prove that she indeed does not lie. Max’s answer is the adaptation to kinship which is one aspect of social world. Her evidence from the perspective of surname really amuses the audiences, so we can realize that humorous discourses adapt to the social world by adapting to kinship.
In communication, people often give an answer within specific characters of social scene and therefore humor is then quietly produced. For example, 

(6) Oleg: I have Valentine gift I want to give you.

Sophie: Oh, hepatitis C?

Oleg: Happy Valentine’s Day. (taking out a box of chocolates from his coat)  (Episode 11, Season 3)
Oleg likes Sophie, but Sophie has no interest in Oleg. In Valentine’s Day, Oleg pleases her and sends her a Valentine’s Day gift. Sophie should be very happy, but she says “Oh, hepatitis C?” Hepatitis C is usually transmitted through blood and sex and the underlying meaning of Sophie is that if you want to make love in Christmas within one night, it is not possible.

In the western countries, the sex is more active than the eastern countries. One night stand is a common behavior after having dinner in special festival especially in Valentine’s Day. And usually the open of sex reflects the degree of western culture. This culture is a kind of social culture, which has been widely accepted in western society. The key point is that Sophie says “hepatitis C” to refuse Oleg’s invitation. Thus, by considering the adaptation to social culture here, humorous discourses are produced.
4.3 Adaptation to the Physical World
Physical world includes temporal deixis and spatial deixis, which is the most obvious way of making choices of language. In addition to these two factors in the physical world, body postures, gestures, gazes, appearances, some biological characteristics are included. For example:

  (7) Max: the, uh, judge’s hammer not called a hammer. 

Caroline: Oh, I see.                                     (Episode 6, Season 2)   
This example embodies that humorous discourse achieves its humorous effect by adapting to the physical world and in this conversation is time. The background of this example is that Max describes the judge’s hammer. “Hammer” in the English is usually used to refer to a tool that can hit the weights. However in ancient times, when officials deal with the case, they use this tool in the court of law. Max uses an ancient tool in modern life which is an adaptation to time. And this adaptation gives the effect of humor.

Sometimes the speaker creates a relaxed, humorous conversation atmosphere, let us see the following example,

(8) Max: Earl, I have something new I want you to try. 

Earl: That’s the exact same sentence that got me hooked on cocaine in the 80s.

Max: It’s my new cupcake flavor. Delicious dark chocolate the ladies can’t help but love. I’m calling it “The Earl”.                           (Episode 3, Season 1)
This is another example of adaptation to time of physical world. In order to analyze it clearly, we should realize the context first, Max goes to cashier desk and invites Earl to pilot new stuff, but not explicitly tells that “something new” refers to what. Earl makes fun of because he is unwittingly infected with drug addiction a few decades ago. Earl’s answer adapts to time and this funny answer gains the laughter of the audience. 
(9) Oleg: Are all the girls in the bathroom?

Max: Probably, but in their own homes.                     (Episode 1, Season 3) 
After analyzing two examples which are related to time, here is an example which achieves its humorous effect by adapting to space of the physical world. Max invites Oleg and her friends come to her house to attend a party. Oleg believes this is a good opportunity to get acquainted with girls. When he arrives in Max’s house, he finds that there is no one there. So he asks Max whether all the girls are in the bathroom or not. In fact, they arrive a little early, and other guests will arrive later. So Max replies that the girls maybe in their own bathroom. Max’s answer adapts to space and this smart answer also gains the laughter of the audience.

This study confirms that humorous discourses could been analyzed based on the adaptation theory. Interpretation of humor is a result of adaptation to the meantal world, the social world and the physical world. Verschueren’s adaptation theory is an overview on all levels of language, which caters to the characteristics of humor. The adaptation theory has strong application and explanation on humorous discourses in sitcoms.

Chapter Five Conclusion
5.1 Findings of the Study 
Previous studies on humorous discourses were from perspectives of cognition, function, semantics, logic and psychology and few discussed humorous discourses on the adaptation theory. This thesis analyzes humorous discourses in Two Broke Girls based on the adaptation theory. It shows that humorous discourses are the result of the speaker’s making a choice of language and the result of adaptation to the mental world, the social world and the physical world. This thesis can broaden the scope of the study of the adaptation theory. At the same time, it is beneficial for people to appreciate American sitcoms.

5.2 Suggestions for Future Study

Although this study has been completed, it still has some limitations. In the choice of the corpus, we only choose an Amercian sitcom. It should be admitted that we just try to analyze the differences of humorous discourses between Amercian sitcom and Chinese sitcom. Therefore in future study, we should make a in-depth study.
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