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INTRODUCTION

Around thirty years ago, a Chinese tradition was re-written by the Chinese Communist Party
(CCP). From 1983 onwards, the Chinese start celebrating the most important holiday by
watching the televised official Spring Festival Gala (SFG) organised by the official
broadcaster China Central Television (CCTV). Over the time, the SFG has established itself as
the most popular television show in China. It is no secret that the gala is a propagandist
instrument, yet it is a secret why the propaganda receives such audience attention, measured
not only by the large audience share but also by becoming an integral ritual of Chinese New
Year or Spring Festival celebrations. In 2012, the SFG beat the US Academy Award Show and
the Super Bowl football game, winning the title by the Guinness Book of World Records as

the television event with the largest domestic audience rate (China Inte
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Bocock (1986: 121) states that little is known regarding the application of hegemony in China,
and this is particularly true since the Open Door and Reform Policy of the late 1970s!. The
ensuing chapter is an analysis of previous research on the SFG and it will lead to the
introduction of the key concepts of hegemony, mediation, and humour. A conceptual

framework is built upon the theoretical discussion, followed by research questions.

1 Liu (1997) acknowledges the relevance of the hegemony concept in the Chinese context. However, his case is limited to a
specific historical era, that of the so-called “Cultural Revolution” (1966-1976). The dissertation focuses on a different time
period and tries to explore the hegemonic discourse in a time when China begins to perceive her as a rising power.
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THEORETICAL CHAPTER

Previous research on the Spring Festival Gala

Zhao (1998) presents a general history of the SFG and analyses the event as a case study for
the importance of television in connecting families to the state. Zhao discovers that the SFG
translates official propaganda into a well-liked form. The rationale behind this strategy is
linked to the Open Door and Reform Policy? which de facto challenged prevailing socialist
ideology through the introduction of the capitalist market economy (Zhao, 1998: 50). To
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following its rule and what strategies are used to sustain its dominance. These unsolved

guestions are best addressed using the concept of hegemony.

The concept of hegemony
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165) identifies three major capacities of symbols — reality construction, communication tools
and justification of dominance. Symbols have the ability to construct reality, because they are
the units which enable people to know, to interpret and to understand the world. Through
manipulation of symbols, the dominant class establishes a seemingly objective world and the
authority to interpret it. Symbols are also tools for communication, because they are coded
with logic and meaning. The existing consensus regarding the logic and meaning allows them
to function as a vehicle of communication. Yet symbols justifies hegemony, due to the silence
and passivity of the dominated class, vis-a-vis the symbolic system advocated by the
dominant class. This leads to a “false consciousness” (Bourdieu, 1991: 167) of the dominated




MSc Dissertation of Heidi, Ningkang WANG

the third analytical theme. Eventually both mediation models are combined to track the
change of the mediation process. Since these two models are not fundamentally conflicting,
but possess different emphasis, this study will incorporate both emphases and draw upon the
abovementioned two themes accordingly.

The debate regarding humour/political humour

In Encyclopadia Britannica (2012), humour is defined as “communication in which the
stimulus produces amusement”. Before introducing the academic debate on humour, it is
necessary to clarify the usage of humour and political humour in this paper. It is

acknowledged that there are differences between humour and political humour. Koller (1988,
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humour is used to serve the authority. Benton describes how the political humour serves the
ruling class. According to Benton (1988: 33), political humour reflects citizens’ reaction and
response to the hegemonic class’'s attempts to “standardize their thinking and to frighten

them into withholding criticism and dissent”.

In short, the academic debate about the function of political humour is whether humour per
se can be used to resist or to legitimise, to serve the ruled or to serve the ruler, and to defend

or to attack the unsatisfactory reality. Applying the debate to China and taking into
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serve and resist hegemony. The third assumption is that the interest of the hegemon and the
interest of the people are opposite and conflicting. This framework is intended to
operationalise the overarching framework of mediation and the fragmented concept of
hegemony. It is acknowledged that moral and intellectual leadership is broad and culturally
specific. It is hence difficult to make a generalisation about moral and intellectual leadership
and equally difficult to measure it. Therefore, the following methodological chapter will

introduce a qualitative method with a special focus on how it is possible for the hegemon to
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Having rejected the methods of survey, content analysis, experiment, and interviews;
discourse analysis is considered the most feasible option and thus is selected. A detailed

justification for this choice follows in the succeeding part.

Justification of Critical Discourse Analysis

This section will clarify the choice of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) as the concrete
methodology for this dissertation. It will become apparent that CDA is closely linked to the
key theoretical concepts of hegemony and mediation. It furthermore allows the inspection of

the specific context, hence providing the best methodological choice for this research.

CDA evolved from discourse analysis. A broad definition of discourse is provided by
Fairclough (1993: 138) as “language use conceived as social practice”. The choice of a
particular type of discourse analysis is not as straightforward as it seems. Indeed Gill (2000)
points out, that there are fifty-seven varieties of discourse analysis. For this particular
research, focusing on conversations, Conversation Discourse Analysis could also been a
possible choice. Yet the major difference between CDA and Conversation Analysis is their
understanding of power relations. Conversation Analysis presupposes a symmetrical power

relation, while CDA acknowledges the asymmetry of power relations (Fairclough, 1992: 17),
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The selection standard of “empirically interesting” is fulfilled, as the data derives from two
award-winning short sketches in the SFG which were given the title of “My favourite
performance of the Spring Festival Gala” . The first sketch named Zuotian, Jintian, Mingtian
(Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow, or YTT), is presented in the 1999 SFG. The length of this
short sketch is seventeen minutes. The popularity of YTT prompted a comeback of the same
performers acting in a similar setting in the 2006 SFG. The name of this 2006 mini-drama is
called Shuo Shi'r (Talk Show of Little Cui, or TSLC). This name is derived from a real
television talk show on CCTV. The 2006 short sketch lasts for eighteen minutes. The setting
for both sketches involves a rural couple from the north-eastern part of China who are invited
to a well-liked talk show at China Central Television. The host (Cui Yongyuan) asks the
couple how their life in their village is and how it changes under the leadership of the CCP. In
the short sketch, the village wife is called Baiyun (White Cloud), and her husband is Heitu

(Black Soil). These two roles are played by China's famous and reputed comedian
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Design of research tools
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FINDINGS AND INTERPRETATION

Theme I: construction of symbols

Silliness and overestimation

The first theme draws upon the transmission model’s emphasis on symbols and indeed the
symbols are used by the hegemon to establish intellectual leadership. The construction of
symbols is indicated by discursive resources (Van Dijk, 1993: 255), which in this case is
humour. In both short sketches of 1999 and 2006, the staged laughter” occurs at the same
occasions. These are when the performers, in the role of farmers Black Soil and White Cloud,
appear to be silly while also overestimating their intellectual capabilities. The dominant class
establishes its intellectual supremacy through mobilising the resource of humour. The

superiority of the dominant class is contrasted with the simple-mindedness of the farmers.

The evidence supporting silliness of the farmers can be found in the very beginning of the
1999 short sketch. The host introduces the topic of Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow. The
implied meaning of this topic is past, presence and future. However, White Cloud and Black
Soil interpret it literally and fail to comprehend the connotation. Even though the host hints
that “I wanted you to talk about the time a little bit earlier than [the real]
yesterday”. The response given by White Cloud is, “Oh, the day before yesterday, we

were informed of the invitation by the village office
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The verdict that White Cloud overvalues herself is transferred from textual dimension to the
discursive dimension in 2006. Despite the portrayed limited intellectual capacity of White
Cloud, she publishes her book in the 2006 mini comic drama. This published book
contradicts the previous claim that White Cloud is incapable to write. The lack of cohesion in
the discursive dimension generates a sense of empowerment of White Cloud as an individual.
The basis of her power resides largely in her perception. Yet White Cloud self-perception as a
celebrity is not matched by her status in reality. Evidence can be found on the textual level

when White Cloud says “[He] should have treated me as a c
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Reflection on Theme |

Drawing upon the conceptual framework, the strategy of laughing at individuals who
overvalue their competences highlights the intellectual leadership of the hegemon. Laclau
and Mouffe (1985) emphasise the value of moral and intellectual leadership. This theme has a
particular accent on intellectual leadership and how the strategies to establish intellectual
leadership evolve. Comparing these two texts, it is evident that the intellectual leadership is
increasingly symbolic. It transforms a descriptive dimension to an interpretive dimension.

This indicates that symbols are more and more mediated to cater to the hegemonic logic of
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Yet there is the acute danger for the hegemon that the strategy of using the history to
emphasise today’s good life is, might backfire. The audiences could locate the responsibility
for the catastrophic history with the hegemon. Therefore the second strategy, selection of

remembrance, is applied.

The individuals are always guilty, and the state innocent

One way for the hegemon to counter the danger of backfiring, when mentioning unfortunate
history, is to develop the understanding among the dominated class that individuals, not the
state, are to blame. The most straightforward evidence can be found in a 1999 short sketch.
White Cloud wanted, in the old days, to present Black Soil with a pullover. However, she
could not afford it. Her solution was, “I discovered that the sheep lost hairs. So 1|

started plucking the hair. In the evening when | returned home, I made it into

-2 .
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aimed to make the person vulnerable and untrustworthy. The best example is in the following
dialog between White Cloud and Black Soil.

White Cloud: Does it kill you if you shut up?

Black Soil: That can drive me crazy.

White Cloud: Why are you so annoying?

Black Soil: Tell a little bit of the truth.

White Cloud: I really don't want to talk about your stupid things, to save your face. |

really want to talk about him [to the host]. He is so fond of singing in front of crowds.

His throat is not born to sing. One day, he went to the home for older people. There are

seven old men. The moment he started to sing, six fainted.”
Black Soil, as the person who speaks the truth but harms the interest of White Cloud (in the
role of a hegemon), is attacked by White Cloud. The weakness White Cloud uses against her
husband is not only his poor singing ability, but also that he harms older people. As quoted in
White Cloud, “Other people charge money for singing. He [Black Soil] charges life.”
By saying this, White Cloud has exaggerated Black Soil's poor singing ability to the extent of
hurting people. This elevation of a trivial disadvantage to a serious level has devalued Black
Soil's persuasive capability. However, even after using this strategy, Black Soil enlists

evidence against White Cloud, generating a third jus
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(Schramm: 1976). Broadcast humour has to be responsible as well. Hence humour in state
television like Chinese Central Television (CCTV), has to follow these lines and will therefore
lose its subversive nature and instead increase the potential to be utilised by the hegemon.
The description of being irresponsible depreciates the power of any alternative or resistant
discourse, and defends the dominant one. The verb4 (a) 1 (.) 6 () -he4 0 0 3324 65
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The interview demonstrates the enabling facet of the structure. However, the empowering

structure is actually doing “harm” to the agents. This judgment decreased the necessity of
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Table 1 Compared response from White Cloud and Black Soil

Q 1: How did you come to Beijing from your village? (Host)
White Cloud: We took the special
transportation [referring to private jet] to
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separation between structure and agency. The agents for the hegemon work in different
hegemonic apparatuses, such as schools, the media and other institutions (Mouffe, 1979:
186). In other words, every individual agent is absorbed into the hegemonic apparatuses and
function to serve the hegemon. Assimilating individual agents into the mechanical structure,
therefore, is the strategy for the hegemonic dominant class to justify the structure which is in

favour of its interests and creates the illusion that the structure serves the ruled classes.

CONCLUSIONS
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