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Abstract

This study explores the emergence and growing influence of female stand-up co-
medians in China, focusing on their performances in the shows “Talk Show and
Friends” and “King of Comedy”. Traditionally, Chinese stand-up comedy has been
dominated by male voices, with female comedians struggling to gain visibility and
agency. However, the year 2024 marked a pivotal moment, often referred to as the
“first year of Chinese female stand-up comedians”, as more and more excellent
female stand-up comedians increasingly stood out, and used humor to address so-
cietal and gender issues. By drawing on personal experiences and tackling topics
such as sexism, patriarchy, and body image, these comedians have carved out a new
space for female discourse in China’s entertainment industry. Using a case study
approach, this paper examines how these comedians challenge traditional gender

roles, break stereotypes, and reconstruct gender norms through humor. By ampli-
fying women’s voices and encouraging public discussions about gender equality,
these performances signify a cultural shift in China’s media landscape.
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1. Introduction

The year 2024 is known as the first year of Chinese female talk show comedians. Recently, China has concluded two
very popular stand-up comedy shows, “Talk Show and Friends” and “King of Comedy”, where female comedians
have stood out remarkably. This has sparked extensive discussions within Chinese society, not only about the shows
themselves but also about the charm of these female comedians. Many female viewers resonate with the topics related
to women that are discussed, leading to more conversations around these issues. In these shows, female comedians
have integrated their personal experiences and humorously addressed many challenges that Chinese women currently
face, showcasing their talent and potential in this way.

Actually, for a long time, the stand-up comedy scene in China has been dominated by male perspectives, with male
performers occupying the mainstream. Increasingly, topics about women’s empowerment and struggles are being
showcased, even in the two recently popular shows, one of which has a well-known female comedian as its head
writer. This marks an unprecedented and significant progress compared to previous shows.

2. The Emergence and Development of Female Comedians in China

For a long time, stand-up comedy was seen as a “male” industry, with only two of the 20 stand-up comedians in the
first season of The Talk Show being women, and only one of them actually getting in front of the audience on the
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show and being recognized by the audience. Male performers often verbally provoke female performers in their
performances, and the predominance of male voices tends to lead to male-centeredness, male perspectives, and male
rules. The emergence of female contestants has deconstructed the dominant position of men in the talk show industry,
expressing themselves and fighting back against prejudice through language, breaking the old situation of women
“losing their voice” in language programs. As ordinary people from all walks of life, they observe and understand
life from a female and civilian perspective, construct a distinctive image of women, present women’s topics with
offensive humor, and open up a field for women’s discourse.

The focus of competitive shows is often on the contestants and stage presentation, but the presence and importance
of the guest judges cannot be ignored. In “Talk Show and Friends” and “King of Comedy”, the guests, known as the
“Laughing Friends” (“Talk Show and Friends”)/*Atmosphere Team” (“King of Comedy”), participate in the program
by voting on the contestants, expressing their own opinions through comments, asking questions, and dominating the
conversation. They express their opinions through comments, act as “opinion leaders”, ask questions, and dominate
conversations. Both “Talk Show and Friends” and “King of Comedy” have one or two regular female guest judges.
This is a huge breakthrough in the shifting role of women in Chinese talk shows.

3. Female Gender Role Identity and Resistance

The rise of female stand-up comedians provides a necessary foundation for studying their broader social impact.
Once women are able to speak on stage and be heard by a large audience, the question shifts from how they appeared
to what their performances did. Therefore, the next section will focus on the cultural and social impact of women’s
stand-up comedy. It analyzes how humor functions as a form of criticism, resistance, and negotiation against gender
norms.

3.1 Breaking Down Gender-inherent Socialization

“The toys (props) children receive and how they are encouraged to interact with them (scripts) reveal tangible markers
of appropriate play, establish initial boundaries for the emotional landscape that boys and girls are expected to inhabit,
and emphasize the valuation of appearance, especially for girls. By the age of two, children demonstrate clear toy
preferences. Girls choose dolls and soft toys with which to play, boys opt for blocks and other objects they can
manipulate”. According to Borisoff and Chesebro’s analysis, the gender division of labor is deeply embedded in all
aspects of a child’s life from the moment of birth. Families, the education system, and the media invariably guide
children to conform to the social expectations of gender roles (Borisoff & Chesebro, 2011). For example, girls are
often encouraged to choose soft and delicate toys, such as dolls and kitchen toys, while boys are encouraged to choose
construction toys and remote-control cars, etc. This division of labor not only influences their interests but also shapes
their future career choices, social behaviors, and self-perceptions. In Chinese society, the gender roles of girls and
boys are often clearly separated, with girls expected to be more gentle and caring, while boys are expected to have
more of a “strong” or “provider” image.

Twins Yan Yi and Yan Yue’s stand-up comedy segments reveal the constraints of traditional gender roles on
women by satirizing the confinement of women’s personalities and roles in Chinese homeschooling. They use humor
to convey the constraints placed on women by the term “quiet” and how this term can be associated with girls from
the moment they are born throughout their lives. This is combined with the fact that many Chinese families tend to
name their daughters with names that are associated with characteristics such as quietness and gentleness.

By reflecting on the term “gentle and quiet”, the segment criticizes the role preconceptions of girls that are preva-
lent in Chinese society—that is, that girls should be gentle, introverted, and quiet, and should not be overbearing or
forceful. This gender socialization, from names and behaviors to social expectations, is actually a restriction on
women’s individuality and development, preventing them from freely expressing their diverse identities and person-
alities. Through such performances, Yan Yi Yan Yue not only reveals the gender expectations that society places on
women but also skillfully provokes such expectations through irony. By satirizing the gender label of “quiet”, they
break down society’s stereotypical notions of women as “weak” and “submissive”, and show the audience that girls
do not have to be boxed in as “docile and quiet”. On China’s talk show scene, some actresses have confronted the
traditional roles of women in the family, such as the distribution of “household chores”, through their segments. In
many of the stand-up comedians’ segments, the distribution of household chores and the discussion of family roles
are among their main topics. Through humor, they share how they are overburdened with chores in the home and
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criticize society’s expectations of women’s roles. In these segments, women are no longer just the “bearers” of house-
hold chores, but rather take a reflective and challenging stance, calling for equality between men and women, and
asking for shared responsibility in the home.

Lederman admits, “Of course, adult males and females can challenge such gender-related inequities and work for
change in their private and public lives, but it is important to keep in mind that the roots of gender bias are firmly
embedded in the self-concepts of many adults”. In traditional Chinese families, gender bias is particularly evident,
especially in the cultural context of “valuing boys over girls”. Men usually enjoy more resources and preferential
treatment from birth. Women often face additional social expectations and need to make more efforts to obtain rela-
tively equal treatment. Echo, as a Chinese female talk show host, has broken the shackles of the “caregiver” role
through self-deprecation and humor in the face of traditional gender socialization, challenging the traditional expec-
tations of women in the family and society (Lederman, 2001).

On the platform of talk shows, female actors like Echo have broken these inherent gender socialization roles
through humorous performances. They express their reflections on gender inequality in a lighthearted and ironic way,
challenging the limitations of traditional gender roles. Echo’s joke actually criticizes the double standards of society
towards women and redefines the role of “women” by showing how she strives to get equal treatment with men. By
breaking the traditional gender division of labor framework in family and society, she has shown that women can
also be “strivers” instead of just “caregivers” or “supporters”.

3.2 Breaking Stereotypes

Gencarella conducts research on how women in American talk shows adapt to the male-dominated industry by shap-
ing their own image and performance styles (Gencarella, 2016). The article focuses on the gender performance and
stereotype of women in performances, as well as how they interact with audiences and peers to gain power and
recognition. The research conclusion shows that women’s performance and image in talk shows are subject to many
restrictions and pressures, and they need to consider gender factors when shaping their own image and performance
style. This stereotype is not only reflected in the general perception of society but also deeply rooted in certain cultural
practices. For example, in some regions of China, superstitions and prejudices about women’s menstruation still exist.
Many people believe that menstruation is a “dirty thing” and there are some taboos, such as “not going to the grave
(an important ritual in China) during menstruation, which will offend the ancestors”. These traditional concepts
demonstrate the profoundness and stubbornness of gender stereotypes, and women are still regarded as vulnerable,
restricted, and protected “others” in many social and cultural environments (Kein, 2015). However, with the rise of
female voices, especially in the field of talk shows, Chinese female talk show actors are breaking these deep-rooted
gender stereotypes through humor and irony. Take Cai Cai as an example. This approach not only challenges tradi-
tional culture and gender norms but also reflects on the social stigma and confinement of women’s bodies (Li, 2021).
Through such performances, Cai Cai makes the audience realize that menstruation is not a topic that needs to be
covered up or ashamed, but a normal and natural physiological phenomenon, and women should not be marginalized
or discriminated against because of this physiological phenomenon (Simmons, 2008).

The gender discourse of talk show actresses has played an important role in breaking down stereotypes about body
image and age. They satirize the excessive demands of society on women’s appearance through humorous means,
while also expressing women’s feelings of anxiety about age. In the performances of female comedians, they use
various forms of humor and irony to convey their opposition to body image and age stereotypes in a unique way.
They have criticized the standards imposed on women in terms of appearance, arguing that such standards have
caused pressure on women’s bodies and minds (Xue, 2022).

3.3 Promoting the Creation of New Gender Norms in Interaction

Blumer states, “Like other objects, the self-object emerges from the process of social interaction in which other
people are defining a person to himself”. Blumer’s theory of symbolic interactionism posits that human behavior is
shaped by the interactions individuals have with others in society (Blumer, 2017). He suggests that individuals de-
velop their self-concept and social behaviors through these interactions, and, over time, create shared meanings and
social norms that govern their actions. In the context of Chinese female stand-up comedians, this theory provides a
useful framework for understanding how these performers are interacting with their audiences and society at large,
while also reflecting upon and transforming gender norms. Through their jokes and stories, female comedians are not
merely reflecting reality but actively reshaping how women are perceived in Chinese society. In a traditional sense,
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Chinese gender norms have been deeply rooted in Confucian values, which emphasize a clear division between male
and female roles.

Through their performances, female comedians are pushing back against the idea that women must fulfill specific
roles within the family, and they are rejecting the expectation that women’s lives must be defined by domesticity.
Instead, they are asserting their autonomy, their right to create new identities, and to live lives that are not confined
to the traditional gender norms. In essence, these female comedians are creating new narratives around what it means
to be a woman, offering a counter-narrative to the dominant cultural script that has long defined women’s lives in
terms of their relationships to men and their roles in the family.

4. Conclusion

In the gender topic, the gender discourse of talk show actresses often attracts high social attention and becomes a
topic of conversation. The gender discourse of talk show actresses represents an anti-traditional, anti-discriminatory,
and anti-stereotypical attitude and power. Through their own expressions and actions, they call for attention and
reflection on gender discrimination and inequality, while also breaking traditional gender norms and stereotypes.
This reflection and breakthrough not only brings more freedom and choice to women, but also promotes gender
equality and development in the whole society. As a new form of comedy performance in China, stand-up comedy
often has strong criticism, offensive, or even aggressive elements in the text. The brilliant performance of female
stand-up comedians has even brought gender issues to the forefront. This online entertainment show’s bold explora-
tion of gender issues not only makes it a focus and achieves commercial success, but also sparks widespread social
discussion. It can be said that to some extent, it has promoted the reshaping of gender norms and the continuous
development of gender equality in China.
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