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Abstract

This dissertation aims to make a theoretical and systematic comparative
study on Chinese and American situation comedies—a TV genre originated in A-
merica. Owing to the disparate distance between the sitcom works of the two
countries both in terms of quantity and quality, the author has to choose a per-
spective which is of both comparative values and theoretical significance. In an
effort to solve the problems arising from Chinese sitcoms (short form for“ situation
comedy” ) during the process of its localization , the research is carried out from
a comedy — feature perspective ,intending to compare the different comedic styles
as well as the specific artistic strategies used in each side to build up comedic
effects. Due to the long history of American situation comedies and the immensity
of the sitcom texts, to collect and to analyze all the data seems impossible. Thus,
the author has to confine the American sitcom texts within a feasible range. Basi-
cally, three standards are applied to define the range of the research subjects:
firstly, academically and critically acclaimed situation comedies—based on the
list of the Emmy Awards each year;secondly,the most warmly received comedies
by the audience—based on the audience ratings revealed by Nielson Company
on the American TV Guide ; thirdly, whatever American situation comedy texts
found by the author from every possible channel. The three may be either over-
lapping or complementary ,but all together they will make a solid representation
of the American sitcoms ; as for the scope of study of Chinese situation comedies,
which has a relatively short history, the research will cover all the works that are
accessible and have had some influence in the development of the genre. As far
as the research method is concerned, the chief methods employed in this study
are genre studies and comparative studies , meanwhile other important theories,
such as communication theories, narrative theories, reception theory, ethnology
study, etc.,are also applied where they are necessary.

The main viewpoints and the logic organization of the dissertation are as fol-
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The first chapter is a comparative study of the American and Chinese sit-
coms from the angle of histories of development. As this is the very first step on
our journey, it is necessary to examine when and how situation comedies devel-
oped respectively in China and the United States, so that a better comprehension
of their artistic features could be achieved later. In this chapter the author first
explores the birth of situation comedy as an artistic form in America and its sig-
nificant role in the suburbanization movement in American history. Then the lo-
calization of situation comedies in China is traced too and the existing problems
in Chinese situation comedies ,mainly in terms of artistic quality,are pointed out
and discussed. Overall, the entire first chapter serves to pave the way forward for
the comparative journey followed.

Chapter Two to Chapter Five ,which consist the main body of the disserta-
tion, analyze and compare the differences of artistic features in American and
Chinese situation comedies from four levels;

Chapter Two explores the use of comic language in American and Chinese
situation comedies. Languages used in situation comedies of both countries share
certain similarities in producing humorous effects ; however, as carriers of drasti-
cally different cultures, the differences are even more obvious. The American
“pursuit of surprise” in humor creating guarantees the high quality and desirable
effects of the comic languages in situation comedies. Besides, the wide — use of
sexual jokes is also one of its most conspicuous features. Comparatively , absorb-
ing from Cross — talks as well as regional dialects and other resources , comic lan-
guage used in Chinese situation comedies possesses very distinctive Chinese fea-
tures. Nonetheless , these features all have their own demerits and thus could not
fulfill the aesthetic needs of creating humor in the long run. And needless to say,
due to different cultural and aesthetic values , sexual joke could never appear on
Chinese television screens.

Chapter Three is a comparative study on the“comic situation” in American
and Chinese sitcoms. In this chapter, the author puts forward the concept of
“ comic situation” in situation comedies and further explained its connotations,
classification, as well as its aesthetic significance to situation comedies. It is
based on this theoretical framework that the author contrasted the differences be-
tween Chinese and American situation comedies on two levels : from a macroscop-

ic perspective,the American comic situations are abundant in variety and care-



fully conceived while the Chinese situations are monotonous and similar in
styles,and lack interesting characters and incidents;and microscopically,the A-
merican comic scenes tend to be very lively and vivacious while their Chinese
counterparts are much quieter and depend almost entirely on dialogues. These
differences ,in turn,result in the different artistic styles of the two countries.

Chapter Four focuses on narration. The chapter aims at discussing about the
differences and similarities of situation comedies of the two countries on the con-
tent, mode and the function of story telling. The core content of situation come-
dies of both countries is the quotidian lives of the ordinary people. Nevertheless
differences still exist; people’ s lives depicted in American sitcoms are like“ the
peace in the center of a hurricane” , focusing only on trivial , laughable matters,
far from the turbulent reality ;on the contrary,in depicting people’ s daily lives,
the Chinese stories always try to reflect the fleeting social changes. As for the
mode of narration of the situation comedies,the American works like to arrange
multiple storylines interwoven with small fragmented stories while the Chinese
situation comedies prefer a single and complete story. Finally, as far as the func-
tion of the narration is concerned ,the American put more emphasis on the impor-
tance of friendship and family , making entertaining the audience the primary aim
while never neglect the educational purpose of the stories;on the other hand, the
Chinese always put educational function above the function of entertaining peo-
ple, with each episode conceived to preach something. After exploring these vari-
ous differences, the author further discussed the impact they had on the comedic
effect of the situation comedies.

In Chapter Five, the author moves on to the comic characters. As the core of
every piece of narrative art, characterization always plays an essential role in ar-
tistic creation. Characterization in situation comedies is also of crucial signifi-
cance to the achievement of comedic effect. This chapter examined the issue from
three aspects : representational strategies , artistic strategies and performing styles.
Firstly, situation comedies of both countries portray characters as “ lovely but
flawed average people” ,however drastic discrepancy exists in the choice of peo-
ple they represent. Secondly,though both sides depicted their comic characters
as flat ones, the characters created in American and Chinese sitcoms are quite

different in effect. More refined flat characters , with relative complexity of per-
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acters in Chinese texts tend to be too flat and cartoon - like, lacking the aesthetic
beauty to attract the audience. And lastly , the difference of acting styles and per-
formance competences also cast direct influence on the portraying of characters.

The last chapter focuses on a comparative background study. The author
probes into the different backgrounds against which situation comedies of the two
countries exist from four perspectives: culturally speaking, the “ merry ” culture
and the® melancholic” Chinese surely exert tremendous influence on the comic
spirit of both nations and the development of comedies in the two countries con-
sequently ; analyzed from the angle of television system ,the differences in institu-
tional systems,media functions,and censure systems are all conspicuous ; techni-
cally speaking,the production and broadcasting system also vary greatly. Finally
from the perspective of reception, the different constitution of the audience, their
motives and their aesthetic traditions inevitably lead to the different development
of the genre in the two countries. After examining these deeper roots underlying
the differences of the situation comedies , the author draws the conclusion that the

Chinese situation comedies still have a long way to go to reach its maturity.

Key Words ;situation comedies , comedic feature ,comparative



