

Abstract
The Social Functions of Humor in Stand-up Comedy 
Discursive and Argumentative Analysis of Décalage by Gad Elmaleh and Jamel100%Debbouze by Jamel Debbouze


This work explores, through the lens of the new rhetoric and discourse analysis, a contemporary form of humor (Attardo, 2014): stand-up comedy, defined by the Encyclopedia of Humor Studies as follows:
Stand-up comedy is a conversational form of professional, humorous talk that occurs on a  stage directed at a responsive audience. Although there is a clear demarcation between the performer and the audience, the two are in dialogue, and the audience collectively, albeit not uniformly, contributes to the performance through their reactions.  Applause, booing,  answers to questions, pregnant pauses, and – above all – laughter are key elements within the overall comedic performance, without which the text is fundamentally different. Key to the success of stand-up is the creation of a persona and a performed autobiography that helps situate the performer in relation to the audience and thus establish rapport despite socio-cultural distances. With its growth since the 1960s and its pervasiveness through television, cable, and recordings, stand-up comedy is one of the most conspicuous forms of humor in the contemporary public sphere (ibid.).

Through a detailed study of the procedures of humor, this research proposes a thorough analysis of two cases: the one-man-show Jamel100%Debbouze and Décalage by two contemporary French comedians, Jamel Debbouze and Gad Elmaleh. The work aims to reveal the two shows’ discursive and argumentative functioning by shedding light on the social stakes.

1. Theoretical framework 
The reference in Attardo's definition to the discursive creation of a persona and the fabrication of an understanding - “establishes rapport” - between audience and speaker invited identification of the following theoretical notions and methodological tools in  language sciences:

a) “Creation of a persona” or discursive ethos in stand-up
We first focused on the following section of the stand-up definition: «Key to the success of stand-up is the creation of a persona and a performed autobiography that helps situate the performer in relation to the audience and thus establish rapport despite socio-cultural distances.» 
The question was what “creating a persona” and a “performed autobiography” mean in language sciences. This question is clearly answered in discourse analysis: it corresponds to the discursive construction of a self-image, i.e., the ethos. Indeed, ethos, a concept that lies at the crossroads of Aristotelian rhetoric and Goffmanian micro-sociology, consists of a verbal presentation of the self. It has the characteristic of occurring in all types of verbal exchanges (Amossy, 2010: 36). Combined with logos and pathos, it contributes to the enterprise of persuading or influencing the interlocutor. This enterprise is inherent in any utterance (Amossy, 2014: 42). Ethotic analyses thus proved crucial to the study of the corpus of my research. 

b) Identification, stereotyping and assimilation processes 
Turning to another section of the definition of stand-up, Attardo points out that the creation of the comedian’s ethos  « helps situate the performer in relation to the audience » with a specific goal in mind: «establish[ing] rapport despite socio-cultural distances». Thus the relationship to otherness becomes central to the contemporary form of humor that is stand-up comedy. This consideration led me to the complex subject of identity. My numerous investigations on the identification process have been mainly approached with the help of the clarifications offered by Vinsonneau (2002). She explains that identity, far from being a fixed entity, is a process linked to the social circumstances where social actors behave,  leading to a dynamic of adaptation and endless variation. Assimilation, ethnocentrism and stereotyping are cognitive and social reactions strongly implicated in such a dynamic. From this dynamic perspective, the author clarifies how these various reactions nonetheless serve the same purposes uniformly: “The positioning of the actor on the social scene, the construction and/or defense of his/her limits in the confrontation with otherness, the construction of unity within his/her limits, the attribution and sharing of meaning and values within and beyond the limits” (ibid.: 7, I translated).
The various perspectives I bring to my research can well be synthesized with Charaudeau in the paradox of identity, where “each person needs the other in his/her difference in order to become aware of his/her existence, but simultaneously, he/she distrusts this other and feels the need to reject him/her or make him/her similar to eliminate this difference” (2009, I translated). Language-wise, this leads the author to Benveniste, who says: “there is no I without you, nor you without I: the you constitutes the I” (ibid., I translated). The research continuously showed that the stand-up format offers considerable room for maneuvering to activate and manipulate such negotiations.

c) The argumentative dimension/aim in stand-up comedy
In paraphrasing Attardo's definition of stand-up through the terminology of discourse analysis and argumentation, one discovers that in this type of discourse, a speaker attempts to connect with an audience - i.e., direct it towards a specific point: “establish[ing] rapport” - despite socio-cultural distances, via an autobiographical narrative that constructs a given ethos - “creation of a persona.” Translated in discursive terms, this part of Attardo's definition clarifies that the key to a successful stand-up is what Amossy (2014) defines as an argumentative aspiration. The author distinguishes between the argumentative dimension, consisting of “the simple transmission of a point of view on things, which does not expressly intend to modify the addressee's positions,” and the argumentative aspiration, i.e., “an enterprise of persuasion supported by a conscious intention and offering strategies programmed for this purpose" (ibid.: 44, I translated). Through the extrapolation of the persuasive strategies in the corpus, I demonstrate that Elmaleh and Debbouze do not stop at sharing a point of view with the audience. Instead, their discourse inscribes their  will to modify the positions of the addressee through “strategies programmed for this purpose.” The analyses conclude that the two comedians invite their audiences to make a significant cognitive change in their relationship to otherness. Furthermore, this change will have a substantial practical impact on social relations. 
And it is indeed this argumentative aspiration in the modern humorous genre of stand-up that I explore. I show how this argumentative aspiration is built in a narrative that negotiates the identification process. I also show the verbal techniques that constitute a specific strategy in the stand-up genre. All this work has been carried out thanks to the tools provided by L’Argumentation dans le discours (Amossy, 2014) and the New Rhetoric. The latter is based on Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca's Traité de l’argumentation ([1958] 2008), as well as on Olbrechts-Tyteca’s text Le comique du discours (1974).

d) Humor as a generic notion
Olbrechts-Tyteca's approach to the question of comic discourse in the language sciences is only one of many approaches consulted throughout the compilation of the present research.
During this work, I discovered and questioned the lexical network of the laughable, where terms like humor, irony, comedy, and laughter designate different terms, depending on the author. In this regard, as Kerbrat-Orecchioni (2013: 2) points out, it is precisely the vagueness surrounding the notions of humor and irony and their reciprocal relationship that grounds diverse and even antinomian approaches. Thus, according to Rabatel (2013), there is an anonymous relationship between the two notions, unlike other approaches that are based on their synonymy. Ducrot (1984) conceives irony as a generic notion of which humor is a sub-category, which is the opposite of the approach proposed by one of the founders of French discourse analysis, Charaudeau (2011). It is this last perspective that I wanted to investigate in depth to verify its applicability to the given corpus. According to the author, humor is a discursive strategy that consists in 
Confronting language [...] Constructing a shifted, transformed, metamorphosed vision of a world that always imposes itself on the being living in society in a normalized way as a result of a social and cultural consensus as to the beliefs to which he/she adheres; [...] asking a certain interlocutor (individual or audience) to share in this game about language and the world (2011, I translated).

From a language sciences perspective, this approach sees humor as a generic notion articulated in subcategories. One of these is the enunciative device: who (the speaker), with whom (the addressee), against whom (the target); the theme, i.e., what the humorous act is about. Then, we have the category of the linguistic devices: pun, palindrome, portmanteau words, homonymy, polysemy; the figures of speech: irony, sarcasm, satire, parody; and the figures of description: the absurd, the paradoxical, the unusual. Thus, within the conveyed enunciative framework, evoking a particular theme, and by combining linguistic processes, the speaker produces a humorous act, drawing the addressee into the violation of a norm (linguistic, logical or social) with an effect that can be (at the same time) playful, critical, (self-)derisive or cynical. Hence, the aspiration of each humorous act is to invite the addressee to question the world: "Why is it so, and why wouldn't it be otherwise" (ibid., I translated).

e) Audience analysis
In Charaudeau's viewpoint, the inscription of the addressee (with whom) of the humorous act in the enunciative device, and its differentiation from the target (against whom), indicates that the effects of a humorous verbal act vary according to the addressee’s identity. This point marks its significance[footnoteRef:2]. Similarly, Perlman and Olbrechts-Tyteca devote an initial and extensive part of their treatise to the subject of the audience, which also demonstrates its importance. Primarily, they note that “every speaker thinks, in a more or less conscious way, of those whom he seeks to persuade and who constitute the audience for his speeches” ([1958] 2008: 25, I translated). As Amossy notes, “the audience, according to Perelman, is a verbal fiction” (2014: 55, I translated), and to think about one's audience is to imagine what the beliefs, opinions and values of those one wants to persuade, but also what is their level of education and what are their social positions (ibid.: 54). Thus, the effectiveness of the speech depends on the gap between the speaker's imagined or presumed audience and the actual audience (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca [1958] 2008: 26).  [2:  Although in some cases target and addressee may coincide.] 

Amossy also points out that all discourse (including humorous ones, I underline) contains traces of its addressee; even in extreme cases where the speaker erases any explicit mentioning of the addressee in his/her discourse, “he/she cannot omit the hollow inscription of the values and beliefs from which he/she is trying to establish communication” (Amossy 2014: 62, I translated). 
Coming to stand-up, we note that taking the addressee into account is all the more crucial as this densely humorous genre is based on dialogical interactions, where the audience concretely contributes to the successful development of the speaker's discursive performance. This part of Attardo's definition confirms it:: “Although there is a  clear demarcation between  the  performer and the audience, the two are in dialogue, and  the  audience collectively, albeit not uniformly, contributes to the performance through their reactions.” 
All these reflections encouraged me to pay particular attention to the study of the audience and conduct a precise work of extracting the audience characteristics inscribed in my corpus. 

2. Selection of the corpus and analysis method
If, as we have learned, stand-up comedy aims to connect the comedian and the audience despite sociocultural differences, we can expect to find in stand-up shows an arsenal of procedures and strategies aimed at bringing people together but also resisting the process of rejection of the Other and even deconstructing the negative stereotypes that inevitably affect those who come into contact with the Other. In light of these clarifications, to choose the most representative corpus for the work I propose to carry out with the selected tools, I turned to what Mallat (1997: 258) designated as a blended family of French comedians. I looked in particular at two artistic successors of this family to whom Mongin attributes humor that is not only ethnic but also identity-based. These are two contemporary comedians: Gad Elmaleh and Jamel Debbouze. According to the author, in the performances of the two comedians, “ethnic laughter is rejected in order to better respect multiple identities, and violence between communities is evoked with laughter to appease it better” (2006: 32,  I translated).
However, Mongin also explains that in the case of these comedians, the staged comic narrative aims to “disengage from ethnic comedy” (ibid.: 33, I translated) to promote identities that can co-exist with other communities. In light of these considerations, I found the work of these two comedians to be the most suitable for studying how to identity negotiation in stand-up comedy, especially considering the eccentric position they occupy within French society. Their artistic activity in France began in the 1990s: Elmaleh, a Jew from Casablanca, moved to Paris in 1992 and staged his first one-man-show in 1994; Jamel Debbouze, born in France in 1975 to Moroccan parents, grew up in disadvantaged areas. From this particular minority position, which gives them the status of outsiders, they can take a different look at the society they live in, or that hosts them. This different look, akin to insolence in the etymological sense of defying customs (Meyer, 1995: 9), originates in a persona played on scene. This persona projects an ethos that, while remaining specific to each artist's performance, is inevitably constructed in an autobiographical narrative. From this position, comedians can try to achieve the goal of stand-up comedy, which, as Attardo says, is to “establish rapport with the audience despite sociocultural differences.” To this end, each of Elmaleh and Debbouze's shows touches on the issue of identity. Nevertheless, there are two shows in particular where the main characters share a common experience: the first contact with society. This kind of contact shows the pitfalls of the normative and/or hosting society.
Thus, whether the Moroccan Jew who moves to Paris or the child of Moroccan immigrants living in the suburbs, both humorists are confronted with the republican France of the 1990s-2000s. Mongin defines this type of confrontation as a “clash of languages, bodies and identities” (2006: 30, I translated). These are Décalage (Elmaleh 1994, recorded in 1997) and Jamel100%Debbouze (Debbouze, 2004). These two shows compose the main corpus of the present research. It should be noted that unlike texts characterized by a marked, but not predominant, presence of humorous segments, this corpus is made up of massive comic discourse. The complexity of analyzing such a corpus is well explained by Sareil, who evaluates the work of comic authors as follows: “One page of their writings would require ten pages of commentary if one wanted to analyze the text closely, and one would certainly miss many jokes or allusions” (Sareil, 1984: 99). The author also points out that comic writing consists of the constitutive effort to “give an impression of spontaneity (positive aspect) and unsought (negative aspect)” (ibid.: 166, I translated). He adds that the superficial linearity of the comic text is compensated for by the tremendous underlying richness of comic procedures; their superimposition and juxtaposition generate a continuous outpouring of the laughable and impose their own rhythm on each humorous text. Therefore abundance becomes one of the key principles of comical writing. We can deduce that the programmed strategy that underlies the argumentative aim of the shows is inscribed at this underlying level of the corpus. 
And it is at this level, which crosses each of the two shows composing the corpus, a close rhetorical and argumentative analysis has been devoted. The layer of implicit elements, which ensure the internal coherence of the text show, has been explained based on their inter- and intra-textual referencing. The discursive construction of ethos and audiences was analyzed in relation to the dynamics of the narrative, on which the overall structure of each performance is based.
This corpus does not aim to give an account of the entire art of the two comedians. Instead, the two shows served as case studies for the analysis, using the tools mentioned, of the humorous manipulation, in stand-up comedy of aspects specific to the identification process, i.e., stereotyping, assimilation and ethnocentrism. Furthermore, although the analysis focuses specifically on two one-man shows, the relationship between these shows and the rest of the artistic activity of the two comedians, which has been very eclectic since the beginning and touches on several fields in parallel, has not been overlooked. In fact, for both artists, there are a few radio appearances (especially at the beginning of their careers), a long series of television programs (some of them animated together), cinema productions and various one-man shows.
Such references to interviews, documentaries and television programs have been considered and analyzed without being the object of a global investigation which, for the reasons explained above, has been reserved for the main corpus. Thus, taking into account the heterogeneous nature of the analytical tools deployed, the work on the corpus consists of punctual microanalyses of the sketches, which nevertheless are always interpreted in relation to the show as a whole. This situated and pragmatic approach to the performances prevented a decontextualization of the humorous acts, which would have risked impoverishing the analysis by extrapolating ad hoc examples. 

3. Originality of the research and results 
Although, as noted above, various studies address the issue of humor or the topic of stand-up comedy, there is, to my knowledge, no work that systematically and thoroughly examines the overall discursive and argumentative dimension of a corpus composed of two complete shows. 
This was precisely the objective of this research, which set out to reveal the functioning of humorous show texts as a whole through close and original discursive and argumentative analysis.
It is a particular approach that defines the nature and functioning of humor in discourse at the outset by crossing various sources, emphasizing the theories developed in discourse analysis and argumentation theory (but not limited to them). It is followed by detailed analyses of the sketches, through identifying in the materiality of the discourse how humor functions and analyzing how it makes it possible to construct an argumentative objective that involves crucial social and political issues. 
In my research, I pay attention to every word in my corpus. It resulted in a very detailed microanalysis that focuses on all the linguistic elements, even those that seem the most trivial, to see how they produce humorous effects that, by provoking laughter, call for the adhesion of a composite audience to the point of view advanced by the humorist. The analysis always examines the elements identified in their co-text and socio-historical context. 
The punctual and extensive application of the analytical tools to the comic corpus has shown how, through different discursive and rhetorical means employed in their canonical or comic form, two comedians from stigmatized minorities in the 1990s-2000s’ France assume and exercise in front of their respective and heterogeneous audiences, a remarkable function of agents of social cohesion on the backdrop of crucial identity issues. Elmaleh addresses the issues of foreigners’ integration into a host society (notably assimilation and ethnocentrism) and invites the various components of the audience (monolingual middle-class French people between the approximate ages of 25 and 50, young bilingual immigrants living in France, and young bilingual French people from the Maghreb) to join forces in reviewing two criteria in particular: the disqualification of the foreigner's original cultural, identity and linguistic baggage and the requirement that the immigrant abandons this baggage entirely in favor of the host culture. Moreover, the structure of the discourse, composed of two sections where the displayed characters serve as anti-models, allows for a shift from the effect of derision to self-deprecation, which I explored and discussed at length to identify the show’s persuasive intent. 
Debbouze shows the wealthy and the disadvantaged, who are in his audience, as victims of the same socio-economic system that discriminates against the former (by reinforcing their negative stereotypes) and manipulates the latter (by misusing the fear argument). They are  all invited to invest, in a common and complementary way, in the rejection and modification of this system. This persuasive work develops in a discourse that progresses through the gradation of many arguments, which  I have demonstrated via a spiral figure. 
To achieve their persuasive objectives, both comedians bring into their speeches all the rhetorical elements listed in Le Traité de la nouvelle rhétorique (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca [1958] 2008): the contact of minds, the adaptation to the audience through the choice of data and the most appropriate ethos, the selection of argumentative frames and particular order of argumentation. 
It is crucial to emphasize that all these elements are managed by humor through various processes (absurdity, allusion, homophony, unusual incoherence, irony, the irony of fate, portmanteau word, neologism, paradox, parody, polysemy, sarcasm, comic treatment of audience adaptation, analogy, anti-model, antithesis, anaphora, an argument from fear, pragmatic argument, autophagy, definition, example, litotes, metaphor, proverb, part for the whole, rule of justice, zeugma, and more).
Such persuasive enterprises are built on the rapprochement necessary for any persuasion work between the humorist and the public. The punctual and extensive application of analytical tools to the corpus has revealed the humorous discursive dynamics through which this rapprochement is actualized. But, we have also observed that this dynamic is only a functional element of a much more important social connection: between different and often polarized layers of the audience. Indeed, I concluded that through the projection of a given ethos (of the in-between for Debbouze and the naive for Elmaleh) in a humorous autobiographical narrative and the mobilization of an arsenal of rhetorical and discursive strategies, Elmaleh and Debbouze invite the different components of their heterogeneous audiences to joint actions concerning sensitive themes, despite the socio-cultural differences of these same audiences. This conclusion confirms the content of the definition of stand-up offered by Attardo, according to which, I repeat, in stand-up comedy, the comedian aims at creating rapport between himself and his audience despite socio-cultural differences. However, the present work opens up a possible expansion of the definition. In fact, Attardo does not specify the work of federation between the layers of a composite audience that I have, nevertheless, been able to detect through the analyses of the corpus. The importance of underlining such a federation derives from its considerable social repercussions. This invites the investigation of a broader corpus. Suppose the elements of such a rapprochement dynamic could be drawn from the corpus and studied in their functions within the discourse. In that case, it is mainly due to the use of tools coming from the study of argumentation (Amossy 2014, Berrendonner 1981, Ducrot 1980, Olbrechts-Tyteca 1974, Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca [1958] 2008), the work on ethos (Amossy, 2010) and the theory of humor as a generic notion (Charaudeau 2006, 2011, 2013).
I dedicated particular attention to socio-historical context and the inter-discourse, which led me to invoke works from different fields such as migration studies, history of colonization, citizenship and naturalization laws, and research on dialects and accents. I also evoked the history of time standardization, physics and mathematics, research in neurology and medicine, art and etiquette books, as well as cinema. Notwithstanding the above, I also drew on sociology and sociolinguistics, media and communication studies, cartography, English and Arabic grammar, the study of titles (French: Titrologie) and even studies of the most popular products that have just come to the attention of the academy, such as Japanese cartoons (anime) and comics. 
In short, , I have incorporated many notions, reflections and tools from different disciplines in decoding the sketches that constitute my corpus. Since this decoding work represents in itself a point of origin of my research, I have chosen to follow an approach of exposition of the results, which takes the reader step by step in the analytical process, showing how I come to pose hypotheses and how I verify them on the text. The reader is welcome to patiently follow a path of reflection and observation that is sometimes winding but always presented and justified as clearly as possible.
To sum up, the present research not only represents a groundbreaking application of discursive and argumentative analysis tools to two full-length one-man shows but also clearly and thoroughly demonstrates how to handle through humor the arsenal of procedures that preside over any persuasive enterprise. More precisely, the results of this research identified in the materiality of the discourse those elements of the strategies that construct the persuasive aspiration of each show in the corpus. They also suggest the possibility of expanding the given definition of a humorous genre like stand-up. 
On a level strictly related to theories of verbal humor, this work constitutes a case of discussion and massive application of Charaudeau's theorization of humor as a generic notion. However, the results of some analyses invite us to investigate the intersection of Charaudeau's approach with the study of argumentation. For example, when studying Elmaleh's corpus, I looked at the order of discourse that the comedian imparts to his comic narrative, which, according to my findings, serves as a gradational argument. I also verified that the place a humorous act occupies along a discourse that progresses by gradation might affect the calculation of the possible connivance effects that this humorous act can have on the addressee. These conclusions invite us to question the position that a humorous act occupies in a given order of discourse and in the light of the criteria for calculating the possible effects of connivance. This leads to an attempt to complexify Charaudeau's approach by crossing it with the study of argumentation and the backdrop of crucial social issues.
These results open up an exploration that I have just begun and a promise to lead to new and exciting conclusions from reflections on humor, stand-up comedy and its audience, argumentation, new rhetoric, and discourse analysis. 
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