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a b s t r a c t

This study examines the phenomenon of silence and face-work in Chinese TV talk shows. In general, TV

talk shows aim at entertaining the audience by interviewing celebrities either about their work or their

personal life, subjects that will interest the audience. Since air time is limited, silence in such TV talk

shows is not preferred. However, our study shows that there are many instances of silences in these

talk shows. Silences are seen as meaningful turns in the conversations. The data is taken from two

Chinese TV talk shows: Lu Yu You Yue (A Date with Lu Yu, henceforth LY) which is a popular information

talk show in China and Kang Xi Lai Le (Here Comes Kang Xi, henceforth KX) from Taiwan. This study

explores how the frame or expectations of the type of a talk show will determine how the silences are

used in relation to face-work given the media specificity and cultural expectations.

& 2013 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

Since the nineties, there have been more and more studies on English media talk (Fairclough, 1995; Hutchby, 2006; Scannell, 1991)
including radio talk (Hutchby, 1991, 1992, 1995, 1996a, 1996b), TV talk shows (Carbaugh, 1988; Gregori-Signes, 2000; Ilie, 2001;
Livingstone and Lunt, 1994; Martinez, 2003; Tolson, 1991, 2001), and quiz shows (Culpeper, 2005). This paper focuses on Chinese
media talk examining the relationship of silence and face-work in Chinese TV talk shows.

The genre of talk show interaction is semi-institutional (Ilie, 2001) in that it is not as institutionalized as news interviews (Jucker,
1986; Greatbatch, 1992; Clayman, 1993; Heritage and Roth, 1995). Talk-shows can be regarded as a particular kind of face-to-face
conversation (Schegloff, 1995). They may consist of several discourse types at the same time, i.e. information and entertainment
(‘infotainment’), news interview, celebrity interviews, as well as casual conversation.

There are many scholarly works on silence in various types of discourse. The more general studies, to name a few, include (Jaworski, 1997;
Kurzon, 1997; Saville-Troike, 1985, 1994). Other studies of silence focus on the functions of silence (Ephratt, 2008), silence in particular speech
community (Agyekum, 2002; Kogure, 2007; Morsback, 1988), in the classroom (Leander, 2002; Liu, 2002), and in the courtroom (Easton, 1998;
Mirfield, 1997; Cotterill, 2005). So far, there has yet to be a study on silence in TV talk-shows. Although there have been some studies of
(im)politeness in media talk (Culpeper, 2005; Hutchby, 2008), the focus has not been on silence. This study aims to answer the following
question: is there a correlation between silences in TV talk shows and politeness? If there is, how are they related?

The approach in this study draws on research in (im)politeness (Brown and Levinson, 1987; Culpeper, 2005), discourse and
conversational analysis ( Du Bois et al., 1993; Gumperz, 1982; Hutchby and Johnffitt, 1998; Sacks et al., 1974; Schegloff, 1995; Schiffrin,
1994; Tannen, 1984, 1992), as well as media studies (Hutchby, 1991; Livingstone and Lunt, 1994; Scannell, 1991; Tolson, 1991). The data
is taken from 10 episodes of LY and KX broadcasted between 2007 and 2009. In TV talk shows, one second pauses are considered long as
viewers will be waiting for what will follow and talk shows are expected not to have any ‘dead air’. Thus, pauses greater than 1 s are
considered as silence in this study. These silences are transcribed in the contexts using the conventions of (Honda, 2002). Silences related
to (im)politeness or face-works are noted.

The structure of this paper is as follows: Section 2 discusses silence in relation to politeness and in TV talk shows. Section 3 explores
how the frame or cultural expectations determines the tone of the TV talk show. Section 4 analyses how the host and guests of LY use
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silence. Section 5 analyses how the hosts and guests of KX use silence. Section 6 compares the two TV talk shows in terms of silence of
the hosts and guests, as well as TV talk shows in the US. Section 7 concludes the paper.
2. Silence

2.1. Silence and politeness

In the early classic work of politeness theory by Brown and Levinson (Brown and Levinson, 1987), silence was not discussed in the
light of politeness. However, there was a breakthrough when researchers noticed that silence is an important feature of politeness
(Jaworski and Stephens, 1998; Kurzon, 1997; Lebra, 1987; Sifianou, 1997; Tannen and Saville-Troike, 1985). This is especially so in
particular cultures such as the Native Americans (Saville-Troike, 1985) and Japanese (Nakane, 2006). It is found that silence can be used
in social encounters to avoid the imposition, confrontation or embarrassment which may not be inevitable when one uses verbal
expression (Hutchby, 2008; Jaworski, 1993, 1997; Jaworski and Stephens, 1998).

It has been observed that on one hand, silence can be used as a positive politeness strategy when it functions as a sign of solidarity
and rapport; on the other hand, it can be used as a negative politeness strategy if it functions as a distancing tactic (Sifianou, 1997).
Similarly, while silence has a positive value in avoiding imposition, it can also be ‘the least polite’ form because it ‘‘places high inferential
demands on the addressee’’ (Sifianou 1997: 73). In addition, it is also possible to use silence as an off-record strategy when it serves as
the most indirect form of a speech act (Saville-Troike, 1985; Tannen, 1985). In politeness research, it is important to avoid making
sweeping statements about cultures (Eelen, 2001; Mills, 2003; Sifianou, 1992; Spencer-Oatey 2000). Nakane (2006: 1812) rightly points
out that we need to ‘‘base our analysis and discussion of silence and politeness on participants’ behavior and perceptions in relation to
the local context of interaction, the specific institutional context, and the wider cultural context.‘‘ (Holmes and Stubbe, 2003; Mills, 2003;
Watts, 2003). Most research on silence have been carried out in classroom interactions (Leander, 2002; Liu, 2002; Nakane, 2007) or on
cultures that give meaning to silences, little is known about silence and face in TV talk shows.
2.2. In TV talk shows

Tolson (2006) identifies three key concepts of media studies: Interactivity, performativity, and liveliness. In talk-shows, the host and guests
share the institutional role as entertainers/co-entertainers, whereas the audience members are institutionally regarded as entertainees. Talk
shows are also audience-oriented events that target simultaneously a multiple audience: the directly addressed audience (i.e. show guests),
the on-looking audience (i.e. those present in the studio), and over-hearing audience (home viewers). The first two audiences are actual or
potential co-participants in the show while the home viewers are intended as recipients. In studying silence in TV talk shows, one has to bear
in mind that while the host and guest are interacting, they are at the same time performing for the studio audience and the home viewers at
large at the same time. Therefore, one has to consider how the host, the guests, the responses of the immediate audience, and the expectations
of home viewers affect the production and interpretation of silences in relation to the face work.

Since talk shows are clearly a form of entertainment, one does not expect there to be many occurrences of silence in the mediated
text. A host may remain silent while waiting for the guest to answer; a guest may be silent while searching for an answer. Yet there are
some occurrences of silences that have more implied meaning involving face work. Silence can be seen as a turn in conversational
analysis in that there may be no speech (Anderson, 2008; Burgoon et al., 1996; Richmond et al., 2008) but through gesture (Axtell, 1991;
Bull, 1987) or facial expressions, the person is still communicating. Silence from the host may mean missing a turn to let the guest
elaborate, or maybe the host does not understand what the guest enough to continue, or it may serve as a turn for the host gesturing the
audience to pressure the guest into giving a particular answer. Silence from the guest may mean that the guest is unwilling to answer the
question, or tongue tied, or pondering over the question from the host. This paper will show that given the different frame or expectation
of the particular talk show, silence may be used intentionally or unintentionally to save one’s face or to threaten another’s face.

In a talk show, although the show host is generally supposed to have control over the question-asking, the show guests are also entitled to
ask questions and make non-elicited comments; in this way they are able to challenge the pre-established asymmetrical power relations. As a
result, the relations between the hosts and guests, on the one hand, and between the hosts and the audience, on the other, are constructed and
re-constructed so as to involve new and unpredictable, sometimes even provoking, forms of interaction. It is precisely this dynamic interaction
among host–guest and host–audience that may sometimes bring about face threatening moments of tension and embarrassment. For the
host, these FTA moments may occur when he/she fails to understand the implications of what the guest has just said and therefore is not sure
how to continue with the conversation. For the guest, these FTA moments may occur when he/she is put on the spot to answer questions that
he/she does not want to answer. These are the moments when silence is used as a rescue strategy.
3. Frames and cultural expectations

This paper explores one TV talk show from Mainland China, and another from Taiwan. Although there are many talk shows in the USA,
these Chinese talk shows are culturally rather different from those in the USA. Talk shows in the USA include different categories such as late-
night talk (e.g. The Tonight Show, Late Night with Jimmy Fallon, and The Late Late Show), daytime talk (e.g. Oprah, The Ellen DeGeneres Show, The

View), news personality interviews (e.g. Piers Morgan Tonight, Anderson Cooper 360), and gossip/shock talk (Maury and Jerry Springer).
The two Chinese talk shows discussed in this paper feature interviews with celebrities, but the frames are quite different (Goffman, 1974). In

this paper, I will use the idea of ‘frame’ or ‘expectation’ to mean how a particular talk show chooses to present itself to the audience. For example,
in a standoffish talk show, the host, guest, and studio audience as well as TV audience will expect the show to follow a more respectful mode of
interaction. In contrast, when the frame or expectation of another talk show is one where the hosts are given full license to embarrass the guests,
then the hosts, guests, studio audience and TV audience are all tuned-in with the same expectations. The frame or expectation of a particular TV
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talk show determines how silences are used intentionally or unintentionally to observe face works or perform face threatening acts. The act of
silence, the interpretation of it, and reception of it are all based on the given frame of expectation.

The China TV talk show is Lu Yu You Yue or A Date with Lu Yu (henceforth LY). LY is probably the most popular Chinese interview Talk
show, broadcast on the Fenghuang (Phoenix) Channel and Central Channel weekly. It consists of a regular anchor host, Lu Yu, a celebrity
guest who could be an actor, sportsman, singer, or writer, an on-looking studio audience, and home viewer TV audience. This China TV
talk show aims at giving the celebrities a platform to discuss their personal struggles in achieving success. It is a standard chat show
which treats guests and studio participants with some degree of deference. The audience of this Talk show ranges from young to old. In
LY, the interviewee is the center of the show while the interviewer is mostly leading the interview with questions, rephrasing the
questions, listening attentively and giving feedback to the answers.

The second talk show Kang Xi Lai Le (henceforth KX) (Chinese: ; pinyin: Kāngx�ı Lái Le; literally Kang Xi Arrives or Here Comes

KangXi) is a Taiwanese comedy talk show hosted by Dee Hsu ( a.k.a. Xiao S) and Kevin Tsai ( ). The program’s name Kangxi

is derived from the names of both hosts: the word ‘‘ ’’ (Kang) was taken from the Chinese name of Kevin Tsai and the word ‘‘ ’’ (Xi)
was taken from the Chinese name of Dee Hsu (this is also a pun on the name of the Emperor KangXi of the Qing Dynasty). KX is the most
successful talk show in Taiwan since its debut in 2004. It has also become very popular across the world among Chinese speaking
audiences who watch uploaded re-runs over the internet or through DVDs. Unlike most talk show programs in Mainland China, the hosts
in KX often embarrass celebrities by asking them sensitive questions, while employing comedic banter in front of a live studio audience.
The aim of this TV talk show is to create embarrassing situations for the guests by asking sensitive questions in the name of the viewers’
entertainment. The interaction is more complex as the hosts may try to out-do one another in embarrassing the guests. In this case, the
main figure of the talk show is the host or hostess. They are given the liberty to ask any question, aiming to elicit laughter from the
audience. The interviewees are not expected to be respected. In other words, the hosts are not expected to give face to the interviewees,
nor save their face in any way. The more face-threatening they are with the interviewees, the more thrilling it is for the audience. The
interactions are sometimes staged to a degree, the hosts having rehearsed some of the questions with the guests beforehand. However,
this does not render the FTA null, because of the added element of audience participation and impromptu questioning and responses.

Although humor is a large part of the celebrity-oriented TV talk shows in the USA, they are never overtly exploitative or embarrassing.
For example, Ellen DeGeneres may tease a celebrity about his or her personal life and relationship status but will quickly divert to
another issue if she senses her subject is uncomfortable. However, KX, is comparatively, outright merciless. LY is not meant to put the
guests on the spot, although the host may sometimes use an awkward or clumsy turn of phrase.

In the USA, the hosts of TV talk shows never try to embarrass the interviewees, instead employing self-deprecating humor, therein
threatening his own face. While self-deprecating humor is sometimes employed by the hosts of the Chinese TV talk shows, they tend not to
threaten their own face as often as those in the US do. LY does not aim to embarrass the interviewee in the name of entertainment the same way
KX does, but may put the interviewee on the spot in the process of the interview, intentionally or otherwise. This paper will discuss the
occurrence of silence in these two Chinese TV talk shows with respect to politeness and face-works given the media specificities.

There are more and more studies on talk shows in relation to politeness and face work. Honda’s (2002) paper on conflict management in
Japanese public affairs talk shows has shown how conflict management is largely shaped by two opposing processes: ‘conflict’ and ‘face-work’
against conflict. Culpeper’s (2005) work on impoliteness and entertainment in the television quiz show: The Weakest Link argues that the salience
of ‘impolite’ signals engulf the context, with the result that targets often take offense in contexts where they theoretically should not. He shows
that although the context is one that is supposed to be entertaining, the target who receives impoliteness can still take offense. While Culpeper
studies the impoliteness that constitutes the entertainment factor, this paper studies the silences in the TV talk shows. Although these silences
per se have no voicing, the expressions on their faces will tell us what these silences mean. According to Harris (2001) [886], the most commonly
reported non-verbal behaviors associated with embarrassment include ‘‘blushing, smiling, avoiding eye contact, and self-touching’’. These
emotions can be seen as symptoms of face-loss (see Goffman, 1967:8). Moreover, the conversation that follows these silences will show whether
or not the guests are comfortable or they are offended.
4. Silence and politeness in Lu Yu You Yue (LY)

This section examines how the host and guests in LY use silences in the TV talk show bearing in mind the specificities of a TV talk
show. In other words, silence is used when the host interacts with the guest as well as with the studio audience given the circumstances
that they are on national or international TV. LY is supposed to be a standoffish program, with the host interviewing successful
celebrities, writers, etc. to give them a platform to talk about their success stories. Given the frame of LY, the host is expected to ask
questions that will make the guests look good.

4.1. Host

4.1.1. Host saves own’s face

As mentioned earlier, it is relatively uncommon for hosts of Chinese talk shows to mock themselves the way Ellen DeGeneres may
talk about how silly she was as a child compared to an accomplished young guest, or how Conan O’Brien may poke fun at his pale
complexion and gangly build. In other words, the Chinese hosts do not often do FTAs on themselves to elicit laughter. In the excerpts
below, we will see how Lu Yu uses silence to save her own face instead.

In excerpt (1) below, Lu Yu is interviewing the famous sports commentator, Huang Jianxiang who tells her that his essay was
published in a magazine while he was in school. Upon hearing this, Lu Yu remains silent for 2 s (line 6). After this silence, the audience
claps their hands and cheers (line 7). Lu Yu then turns to the audience to ask if the publication is of any significance (lines 8–10). Some
audiences gave her the answer (line 11). Lu Yu’s silence shows that when she is unsure about the implication of what the guest is trying
to imply, she will remain silent in case she makes a wrong comment. Given the specificity of a live audience, Lu Yu is seen to use silence
to save her own face while waiting for the audience to help her along.
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Supplementary material related to this article can be found online at http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.dcm.2013.01.002.
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4.1.2. Host does FTA through audience

In excerpt 2 below, Lu Yu is interviewing leading national sports commentator Huang Jianxiang. Lu Yu reiterates three times (in lines
1, 4, 8) that Huang is a good singer; ostensibly hinting that she wants to sing for the audience. However, in all three instances, Huang
denies that he is a good singer, indirectly declining her invitation. Lu Yu then remains silent while gesturing to the audience, encouraging
them to pressure Huang into singing. Here, Lu Yu is doing an indirect FTA on Huang through the audience. In the USA, although some
subtle pressure may be applied, one hardly finds a host doing an FTA through the audience in such an overt manner.

(2)
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4.2. Guests in LY

4.2.1. Guests use silence as ‘Don’t do the FTA strategy’

In LY, there are instances when the guests use silence as a ‘Don’t do the FTA strategy’. These instances occur when the host asks an
awkward question that would be difficult for the guest to respond without being rude to the host. Given that the guest is well aware that he is
facing a live audience and national TV, he will try to respond as politely as he can to save his own image. The guest then chooses to use silence
as a ‘Don’t do the FTA strategy’ to the host to avoid being impolite. In TV talk shows in the USA, the host hardly does this to the guest. Most of
the time, the host will ‘rescue’ the guest from awkward situations or even make fun of themselves to diffuse the pressure on the guest.

In excerpt (3), Lu Yu is interviewing the international famous martial arts movie star Jet Li. Jet Li recounts the difficult times he went through
in life, commenting that when one is faced with great adversity and is still not afraid of death, one becomes courageous. Jet Li is clearly showing
that he had to face many odds to arrive at his present state of success. Instead of picking this up, Lu Yu retorts that there is no need to go to such
lengths and suggests that Jet Li should have just quit being an actor given the circumstances. Suggesting this to Jet Li is highly inappropriate on
the part of Lu Yu as a host. If this were said during a face-to-face conversation, one might expect Jet Li to be annoyed and vehemently refute her
suggestion. However, since this is a TV talk show, Jet Li would need to be polite; therefore keeping silent for 2.4 s. Jet Li’s strained smile and direct
stares show that he is obviously upset with what Lu Yu says (see Anderson, 2008 for eye expressions). He is refraining from offering his rebuttal
and is also trying to think how best to reply, as he is facing live and TV audiences. After the silence, he replies by asking the rhetorical question
shima or ‘‘is that so’’ (line 13). By remaining silent, he refrains from doing the FTA to Lu Yu after receiving a highly inappropriate suggestion from
her. After regaining composure, he asks Lu Yu in return that she might also consider quitting her job as a TV host under the circumstance of
strong self-consciousness (lines 16–17), clearly using this to subtly get back at Lu Yu. Lu Yu agrees and Jet Li uses another rhetorical question dui,
shima? or ‘‘really?’’ (line 19) to show his displeasure at her inappropriate line of questioning.

(3)
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Except (4) is in an episode when Lu Yu is interviewing singer Zhang Liangying. Lu Yu asks Zhang if should she happen to forget her
lyrics, would she then use the common trick of passing the microphone to the audience so they could complete the song for her. Zhang is
taken aback with this question, and remains silent for 2.5 s before replying that she does not use this tactic of forgetting the lyrics and
pretending to ask the audience to sing along. Zhang could have disagreed with Lu’s suggestion and shows displeasure by answering back
to her, but because this is a TV talk show, she has to try to be polite to the host. Therefore, she chooses to use silence as the ‘Don’t do the
FTA strategy’ to the host.
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(4)

Both episodes above show how the guests are forced to use silence as a ‘Don’t do the FTA strategy’ to the host when the host happens
to ask them questions that seem rather rude to them.
4.2.2. Guests use silence as an ‘off-record’ strategy

The most common politeness strategy for silence among the guests in both shows is the ‘off-record’ strategy. In LY, when the guest
does not wish to continue the topic of discussion, he uses silence to terminate the subject, i.e., the guest is using silence as an ‘off-record’
strategy. In excerpt (5), Lu Yu asks Jet Li if he is the kind of man who lets his wife wear the pants in their home life. Jet Li remains silent
for 4 s (line 2), then leaning forward and looking thoughtful, opens his mouth but says nothing. This is followed by laughter from the
audience. Jet Li then makes a remark that the discussion is getting too personal for his liking and then laughs it off. This remark implies
that he does not want to continue this line of discussion. The 4 s silence from Jet Li is an ‘off-record’ strategy to steer away from the
personal topic that Jet Li would rather avoid. By remaining silent, Jet Li is indirectly declining to answer.
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(5)

In the next excerpt (6), Lu Yu is interviewing singer Zhang Liangying. Both the host and the guest are performing some voice acting
which is followed by a long stretch of audience applause. After laughing for some time, Lu Yu praises Zhang for doing a good job (line 1).
Zhang responds with a gentle laugh (line 2). Then, Lu Yu asks if Zhang always has fun with voice acting roles. Since Zhang’s forte is
singing, voice dubbing is not something she is as proud of doing. When faced with this awkward question, Zhang remains silent before
giving a negative answer (line 4). This is followed by a short pause from Lu Yu, the audiences’ applause, and more laughter from Lu Yu.
Zhang also laughs while adjusting her dress as if wishing to terminate the subject. Instead of changing the subject, Lu Yu continues to tell
Zhang that she is really good at voice acting (line 9). At this instance, Zhang takes a deep breath and remains silent for 2.5 seconds then
code-switches to the Sichuan dialect in affirmation (line 11). The silence here shows that Zhang desperately wants to terminate this line
of discussion and therefore uses silence as an ‘off record’ strategy. Zhang seems to be using the Sichuan dialect here showing her
frustration. Although Zhang is obviously put off by Lu Yu’s insensitivity in continuing on the subject of voice acting, she has to remain
polite through laughter.
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4.3. Host’s indirect FTA vs. Guest’s off-record strategy

In excerpt (7) below, when Lu Yu is interviewing Jet Li on the topic of romance, the camera focuses on Jet Li. He hesitates and remains
silent for 4.2 s (line 3). His long pause of 4.2 s is clearly an indication that he is uncomfortable with answering the sensitive question.
Given that he is faced with studio and TV audience, Jet Li is trying to find an appropriate answer. He is therefore using silence as an off-
record strategy to Lu Yu. This is followed by laughter from the audience (line 4). Then Jet Li responds that he should not say too much
about this subject in a laughing manner (line 5). The audience continues to laugh and urge him to answer. All this while, the host Lu Yu
remains silent and is seen to wave to the audience to encourage them to press Jet Li for an answer. Instead of rescuing him from this
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awkward situation, Lu Yu gestures to the audience to press him for an answer (line 6). She is doing an indirect FTA on him through the
audience. Jet Li finally answers reluctantly (making an impatient ‘‘tut-tut’’) (line 7).

So far, we have seen that although LY is supposed to be a talk show to showcase the success stories of celebrities and well known
personalities, the guest seems to be subject to FTAs from the host. In the USA, one hardly sees a host putting the guest on a spot in this
subconscious manner. The host will find a way of rescuing the guest, instead of letting the guest face the audience not knowing how to
answer the question.

(7)
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4.4. Summary

In LY which is a more standard talk show, the host is seen to use silence to achieve her own means by (a) saving her own face in times
when she is not sure what to make out of the guest’s answer and (b) doing an indirect FTA to the guest through the audience. At the same
time, her guests also use silence as ‘Don’t do the FTA strategy’ to her or as ‘off record’ strategy when they do not want to answer her
embarrassing questions. In the USA, TV hosts seem more skillful and subtle in drawing out answers from the guests, often also more
sensitive in consciously deciding not to put them on the spot.
5. Silence and politeness in Kang Xi Lai Le (KX)

5.1. Hosts of Kang Xi Lai Le

5.1.1. Hosts do FTA on guests

The frame and cultural expectation of the KX talk show is one that thrives on playfully humiliating the guests, making them feel as
embarrassed as they possibly can, pushing their limits to the furthest point while in good fun. Given this frame, we expect the hosts of KX

to be merciless to the guests in their questions. In the excerpts below, we will examine how the hosts often use non-verbal ways to
humiliate the guests. The guests in this show are all prepared, and most of them take the harassment in good faith, laughing it off.

In excerpt (8), they invite new singers who are winners from singing competitions. There are two hosts Dee and Kevin interviewing
Lai, who is the new champion of Taiwan’s most popular TV singing competition, One Million Star. The competition has been held for three
seasons and coincidentally, the winners of all three seasons are more on the heavy side compared to other competitors. The host Kevin
capitalizes on this and comments openly that Lai’s figure is considered quite plump for a singer. Kevin is clearly doing an FTA on the
guest. Lai tries to defend himself by saying that he has lost some weight since winning the competition and should not be considered
plump (line 1). When he says that, Kevin expresses shock (line 2). Here, the host Kevin is clearly ‘performing’ this look of shock for the
audiences to entertain them. This is followed by the other host Dee’s silence while sizing up Lai from head to toe only to conclude that
his ‘figure’ is still present (line 4). In this case, host Dee remains silent but uses the act of staring the guest from head to toe to do an FTA
on the guest. Host Dee knows well that the audiences at the studio and in front of the TV will enjoy this rude staring while remaining
silent. In this episode, both hosts are aiding each other in embarrassing the guest.

(8)
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In the episode in excerpt (9), the popular singer/artiste Jay Chou and three of his close friends (Jaycee Chan, Jeffery Huang, and Darren)
are invited as guests. The host Dee comments that Jay Chou seems to be unsuccessful in grooming his friends into big stars as compared
to Jeffery Huang. The host Dee is obviously doing a direct FTA on Jay Chou. Another host Kevin continues to taunt Jay by asking him
whom he has helped groom to fame so far. To this question directed by host Kevin to Jay, host Dee replies that Nan Quan Mama

( ; literally south fist mother) is a Taiwanese music group that Jay had something of a hand in getting off the ground. The
conversational implication here is that objectively speaking, Jay has not been successful in grooming anyone in show business to success.
Then host Dee remains silent for 1 s (line 4). On the surface, host Dee’s reply seems positive—observing that Jay has helped someone to
succeed so far. However, Dee says this with a hedge suanshi ‘considered’ which is used in irony. Moreover, after this answer, there is a
deliberate silence from Dee (line 4) to make the impact of the irony felt. Here Dee is using the deliberated silence to do a non-verbal FTA
on Jay. The silence conveys the message that he has so called help someone who is not considered very successful after all. As the
conversation proceeds, the host Kevin asks again if Liu is the only person Jay has managed to bring to fame, again driving home the
message that Jay has not been successful in grooming someone. Here, we see how the hosts mercilessly return to the subject to
embarrass Jay again and again. This blatant rudeness is rather rare in TV talk shows in the USA but the guests in KX are mentally
prepared for this and often take it with a smile.

(9)
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5.1.2. Hosts transfer the FTA to other guests

In episode (10), the program invites new singers in the Chinese music market who were previously winners from singing
competitions. In this example, the two hosts Dee and Kevin are commenting on two guests—Lai and Jane, who are winners of Taiwan’s
popular reality TV singing competition, One Million Star. These two winners have formed a duo and have released a new album. The show
invites both of them to perform individually, after which the host Dee asks the panel guests who are professionals in the music field to
comment on their performances. Both panel guests think Lai performs better but the host Dee thinks otherwise. The intention of host
Dee asking the FTA question of who is a better singer in front of the singers themselves is obviously to embarrass the singers Jane and Lai,
and by doing so, entertain the audience. Host Kevin challenges host Dee asking her again if she is voting for Jane against the choice of the
panel guests. Kevin does this to reinforce the embarrassment on Lai and Jane. Host Dee turns back to Host Kevin to ask if he is of the same
opinion as her, i.e. voting for Jane, almost forcing him to concur. Host Kevin stares back at Host Dee and remains silent for 2 s (line 5),
then turns to face another guest Hsiao, calling out his name in full. Host Kevin uses the 2 s silence to miss his turn and transfers the
pressure to guest Hsiao. These 2 s of silence before Host Kevin calls out to guest Hsiao to answer is a dramatic performance as he brings
more intensity to the embarrassing question.
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(10)
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5.2. Guests in KX

Generally, all the guests who go on TV talk shows do so in order to promote their music, shows or products, by way of promoting
themselves. Therefore, it is important that they project a positive image whether or not the host is polite or rude to them. We will find
then that the guests in the two shows use silence for politeness rather than impoliteness. We will also observe nonverbal communication
(Burgoon et al., 1996; Anderson, 2008; Richmond et al., 2008) and gestures (Bull, 1987; Axtell, 1991) from the guests when they want to
avoid answering questions or wish to terminate the topic.
5.2.1. Guests use silence as ‘Don’t do the FTA strategy’

In KX, all the guests know that the hosts are out to embarrass them so in a way they are prepared for the worst. Most of the guests will
use silence as a ‘Don’t do the FTA strategy’ to the host when the hosts are rude to them. By remaining silent, the guests avoid being rude
to the hosts in front of the studio audience and the home viewing audience. In excerpt (9), the guests are the famous and beautiful
female lead Lin Chi Ling and internationally-renowned director John Woo, who had just made the movie Red Cliff. In this episode, the
host Dee tries to convince John Woo to choose herself as the female lead in his next film, as John Woo’s films are internationally well-
known. She asks John Woo whether he will let her be in his movie if she pesters him. Faced with such an awkward question, the director
has two choices: One is to reply negatively (which will immediately damage the host’s face); Two, to reply positively (which will be a
false promise). To get out of this sticky situation and to not do the FTA, the director remains silent for two seconds. Dee then asks him
why he is taking so long to answer the question.

(11)
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5.2.2. Guests use silence as ‘off-record’ strategy

The episode in excerpt (12) invites the cast and director of the upcoming drama serial Black and White. The male lead, Vic Chou, was formerly
romantically involved with host Dee’s elder sister, Barbie Dee, after meeting her on the set of the serial. Their breakup hits the headlines a few
months before this talk show episode was filmed. In this excerpt, the host Kevin is asking the director why he did not cast Barbie Dee as the
female lead in Black and White, since Barbie and Vic were the leads of the last two shows he had helmed. By asking the director such a question,
Kevin is obviously trying to create an embarrassing moment for director Tsun. Tsun remains silent for 1.5 s (line 4), using his hand to cover his
mouth, showing that he does not want to answer the question. By putting his hand on his mouth, Tsun is using silence and this funny gesture to
entertain the audience. Then the other host Dee, to add further FTAs, says she is also curious to know why her sister is not chosen for the role.
This is followed by Tsun’s silence again (line 6), this time, covering his mouth with both hands. The director Tsun, clearly does not want to
answer this FTA question and is using silence as an ‘off record’ politeness strategy. After Tsun remains silent again, Dee persists to ask ‘‘Why?’’
(line 7). This time her question is directed towards the male lead Vic.

In this excerpt we have a taste of how the hosts in KX enjoy embarrassing the guests again and again. No matter how the hosts
embarrass the guests, the guests will find strategies to avoid being rude to the host and to save their own face. More often than not,
silence is used as an ‘off-record’ strategy.

(12)
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This episode in excerpt (13) has as the guests popular singer-artiste Jay Chou and 3 of his close friends (Jaycee Chan, Jeffery Huang,
and Darren). In this episode, the host Dee tries to ask for tickets to Jay Chou’s concert on behalf of her friends and relatives because the
concert tickets were sold out within hours in Taiwan. Jay is obviously not going to give them the tickets, so he remains silent. Jay uses
silence as an ‘off record’ strategy because he does not know how to respond verbally to the FTA posed by the host Dee.

(13)
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5.3. Summary

In KX, the frame is to be as exploitative as possible. As such, the hosts in KX use silence but non-verbal actions to do the FTA to the
guests. At the same time, the hosts are also seen transferring the FTA to other guests. The guests in the talk show respond to the hosts’
embarrassing questions by using silence as a ‘Don’t do FTA’ strategy and also as an ‘off-record’ strategy. The guests in KX often take the
harassment from the hosts with a smile. At the same time, they are well aware that they are on TV talk shows and so will refrain from
being rude to the hosts often using silence as a strategy.
6. Discussion

This paper argues that the frame of the talk show determines the tone of the show and therefore the silence that occurs in the shows
as well. Although the two Chinese TV talk shows—LY and KX are both Chinese TV talk shows, they are totally different in nature. LY is the
most-watched TV talk show in China, and has the fixed format of one host interviewing celebrities. The aim of the show is to provide the
guests with an avenue to discuss their journeys to fame. We have found that given this frame, the host is not supposed to embarrass nor
exploit the guests. However, Lu Yu is seen to be in the habit of putting the guests on the spot by asking inappropriate questions. Instead
of rescuing them from the awkward situations she has created, she would sometimes remain silent but gesture to the audience to apply
more pressure on the guests, thereby doing an indirect FTA through the audience on the guest. She is also seen to use silence to save her
own face when unsure of the guest’s implications. In the USA, even when embarrassing questions are posed to the guest, the host will



Table 1
Silence and politeness in Host of LY and KX.

HOST

LY KX

Indirect FTAs 3 1

Save own face 3

Do FTAs to guest 8

Table 2
Guests using Silence for Face-work in LY and KX.

GUEST

LY KX

Don’t do FTAs 2 1

Off-record 6 9
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often quickly ‘rescue’ the guest by moving on to the next topic. Also, in the USA, the hosts are also more likely to poke fun at themselves,
instead of actively saving their own face.

In contrast, KX is the most-watched talk show in Taiwan. Its popularity lies in the exploitative nature of the talk show. The more
embarrassing it is for the guest, the more entertaining it is for the audience. Given this frame, the hosts will do all they can to use FTA to
embarrass the guests. We have seen how the hosts would remain silent, but stare rudely at the guests, or let a moment of irony sink in so
as to embarrass the guests. Compared to LY, KX has many more instances of using silence to do the FTA to the guests. At least in KX, the
guests are not exactly caught by any surprise, given the frame of the show.

Table 1 below summarizes the silences used by the host/s in the two TV talk shows. In the 10 episodes of LY, there are three instances
when the host uses silence to transfer the FTA to the audience and three when the host saves her own face. In the 10 episodes of KX, there
is only one occasion when the hosts use silence to transfer the FTA to another guest compared to eight occasions when the hosts do FTAs
to the guest directly. It is obvious that the frame of the show determines how the host uses silence. In LY, silence has not been used as
direct FTA to guests compared to KX.

As for the guests, both LY and KX, they are on national TV to promote themselves. As such, their primarily concern will be to project
the best image they can to the audience no matter what the hosts do to them. In LY, the guests are supposed to be given the platform to
tell the audience how they have arrived at their success, or the difficulties they have overcome thus far. The guests on this show do not
expect to be put on the spot. However, we have seen that Lu Yu not only touches on issues that may be deemed too personal, she
sometimes tests their patience with unreasonable suggestions. Faced with these questions and suggestions, the guests will use silence as
a ‘Don’t do the FTA strategy’ and avoid being rude to the host, or use silence as an off-record strategy to avoid answering the question. In
face-to-face communication, when the guest is not on TV, he/she may challenge the hosts.

In KX, given the nature of the show, all guests who appear on this show have to be well prepared for a time of extreme gleeful
embarrassment. When the guests are forced to a corner, they will often choose to remain silent so as to not do the FTA to the host or use
silence as an off-record strategy to avoid answering an embarrassing question. Since the guests are prepared to be embarrassed in this
program, they usually end up smiling while remaining silent.

Table 2 shows that the guests of the two talk shows behave similarly even though the frames of both shows are very different. In KX,
when there are more FTAs from the hosts, there are also more instances of off-record strategies from the guests to avoid answering the
exploitative and embarrassing questions. In general, guests in both programs try their best to not do FTAs to the host even when they are
being challenged knowing full well that they need to keep a good image as they are on national TV.

In KX, when the frame of the show is one that exploits the guests for laughs, then even though the host may do extreme things to
embarrass the guests, the guests will use the off-record strategy to avoid answering or terminate the subject. However, they are usually
smiling and not doing so in an uncomfortable manner. In other words, they are culturally prepared for the onslaught. Again, the frame
plays a big part in how the guests respond to the FTA from the hosts. Here, Culpeper’s view may not apply in the sense that there seems
to be a much higher ability to tolerate the mock impoliteness given the frame of absolute rudeness in KX. Both the hosts and the guests
will all be having fun amidst the embarrassing questions. Although there may be instances in which the guests are uncomfortable
compared to others, the point here is that compared to LY, there is much more tolerance when the frame is understood.

While talk shows hosts such as Jay Leno, Ellen DeGeneres and Conan O’Brien aim to entertain the audience, often bringing in humor
and sometimes asking embarrassing questions of the guests, they almost never stop at the embarrassing question, instead ‘rescuing’ the
guest by making fun of themselves, effectively letting them off the hook. As such, there is almost no instance of silence in these shows
compared to the Chinese TV talk shows discussed in this paper. In LY, it is rather interesting to see Lu Yu posing questions that may not
seem appropriate to the guests as she is supposed to bring out the best of her guests. This also shows that the techniques of asking
questions, how they deal with embarrassing questions are different in the East and the USA. Moreover, from the data we collected, we
have not seen the hosts in either LY or KX ever making fun of themselves to entertain the guests. This also shows another difference
between the culture of hosts in the East and the US.

Quite beyond the scope of this paper is the question of why in China, the most popular TV talk show is one that celebrates success in a
more standoffish talk show while in Taiwan, even President Ma Yingjiu is a guest embarrassed in KX. Further research is needed to
understand the cultural ideology of the different Chinese societies that make them enjoy TV talk shows in totally different ways.
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7. Conclusion

This paper has examined how silences are used in two popular Chinese TV talk shows. It shows that silence is not only an inevitable part of
the Chinese TV talk shows but that both the hosts and guests consciously or unconsciously use silence as politeness and impoliteness strategies.
In these Chinese TV talk shows, silences are important features in TV talk shows involving FTA and face-saving acts. Much research has centered
on inter-cultural silences and how they may lead to miscommunications and misunderstandings. This paper shows that given the specificities of
TV talk shows, both hosts and guests are mindful of the audiences. The frames of the two Chinese TV talk shows determine how silence is used in
the show. LY is a more standoffish talk show interviewing famous celebrities. Given the more serious nature, LY is seen using silences to save her
own face and to transfer FTA to the audience. On the other hand, KX is an entertainment talk show that thrives on damaging and exploiting the
guests’ face. As such, the hosts in KX uses silence to do direct FTAs to the guests. The guests of LY are more surprised when put on the spot and
use silence to as a ‘Don’t do the FTA strategy’ so as not to be rude to the host and ‘off record’ strategy to avoid answering questions. The guests of
KX are more prepared for onslaughts of embarrassment and use the same strategies as well.

This research shows that one cannot assume that ‘Chinese’ talk shows are all similar—the popular talk shows in China and Taiwan are
clearly very different in nature, as has been explored in this paper. This study also shows that the hosts in the TV talk shows in the USA
seem more sensitive to the guests. In LY, the host is seen to be putting some pressure on the guests in a way that makes the guests seem
rather uncomfortable. In KX, the guests expect to be embarrassed at every moment. There is also the interesting question of why Chinese
TV talk show hosts almost never seem self-deprecating the way the hosts in the US do very often. More research on Chinese TV talk
shows is clearly required to answer these questions more adequately.
Appendix. Transcription conventions and abbreviations
QN
 Question marker

DM
 Discourse marker

POS
 Possessive marker

ASP
 Aspect marker

¼
 Lengthening

y
 Short pause

y
 Medium pause

y(N)
 Long pause (with timing)

Bold
 Emphasis

@
 Laughter

[ � � � � � ]
 Overlap

(/ � � � � /)
 Phonetic representation

(( � � � � ))
 What is happening then (researcher’s notes)

/MRC � � � �MRCS
 Marcato: each word distinct and emphasized

/P � � � �PS
 Piano: soft

/L2 � � � � L2S
 Code switching

9
 Unfinished word or phrase
Appendix B. Supporting information

Supplementary data associated with this article can be found in the online version at http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.dcm.2013.01.002.
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