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Abstract

This research article examines the use of racial humor targeting Chinese characters in the television series
"Family Guy" through conversational analysis. Contextualization cues, linguistic features, paralinguistic signals,
non-verbal communication, and visual elements are analyzed across five selected clips. The study contextualizes
each scene within broader cultural and societal contexts, exploring the portrayal of stereotypes and their
implications. Findings reveal how humor is derived from exaggeration, absurdity, and reinforcement of
stereotypes, particularly regarding Chinese culture, labor practices, and family dynamics. Through structured
analysis, the article highlights the nuanced interplay between humor, stereotype, and cultural representation in
the context of comedic television. The conclusion underscores the need for critical examination of media
portrayals and the importance of understanding the impact of humor on perpetuating or challenging stereotypes.
Overall, this study contributes to discourse on racial humor, cultural representation, and media analysis, offering
insights into the complexities of comedic storytelling in popular culture.

Keywords: Racial humor; Family Guy; Conversational analysis; Stereotypes; Cultural representation; Media
analysis; Television series; Humor in media.

1. Introduction

In the animated world of 'Family Guy,' humor is everywhere, with jokes popping left and right. But
amidst the laughter lies a troubling trend, which is the use of racial humor, especially targeting
Chinese characters. These humors may seem harmless, just part of the show's irreverent style, but they
actually perpetuate harmful stereotypes and make discrimination seem normal. What's behind these
humors? How do they affect the way viewers see Chinese people? Using a method called
conversational analysis which studies interactions within specific contexts, considering how these
contexts influence the conversations (Remilda, 2015), this study aims to dig deep into the dialogue of
'Family Guy' episodes.

Humor is a central element of 'Family Guy's' charm, blending satire, irony, and pop culture
references to craft a distinctive comedic style. The prevalence of discrimination against Chinese
people, as evidenced by physical attacks, verbal harassment, and vandalism (Takasaki, 2020),
highlights the sensitivity surrounding racial humor, particularly in popular media. Even governmental
agencies like the FBI have elevated "hate-fueled violence" to a top national security priority, equating
racist violence with threats posed by terrorist groups like ISIS (Bailey, 2023). While 'Family Guy' may
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provoke laughter, its use of racial humor, particularly targeting Chinese characters, straddles a
precarious line between social commentary and offensive stereotyping (Bicknell, 2007).

This delicate balance underscores the need to critically examine humor through conversational
analysis, as humor in media serves as more than just entertainment—it reflects and influences broader
societal attitudes towards race and identity. Utilizing the framework proposed by Sacks, H., Schegloft,
E. A., & Jefferson, G. (1974), with an emphasis on Contextualization Cues, allows for a deeper
understanding of the stages through which humor operates in conversations. These cues help in
identifying how participants signal and interpret the boundaries of humorous discourse, as well as
how they navigate shifts between serious and playful modes of communication. As argued by Tsami
and Skoura (2021), racial humor is a complex and controversial topic, with differing perspectives on
its impact and implications. While some view it as a tool for challenging racism, others caution
against its potential to reinforce harmful stereotypes and perpetuate discrimination (Cundall, 2012).

Since its debut in 1999, "Family Guy" has become a cultural phenomenon, firmly establishing
itself as a staple of American television (Land, 2024). With its own blend of irreverent humor, sharp
sarcasm, and brilliant cultural references, the show has captivated audiences around the world.
Created by Seth MacFarlane, a visionary in the field of adult animation, "Family Guy" introduces
viewers to the zany antics of the Griffin family. Led by the lovably inept Peter Griffin, the family
includes his wife Lois, their eldest daughter Meg, the dim-witted yet good-natured Chris, and the
diabolically witty Stewie, a toddler with a penchant for world domination, accompanied by their
anthropomorphic dog, Brian. Despite facing initial cancellations on Fox, "Family Guy" experienced a
resurgence in popularity through DVD sales and subsequent revivals on different networks,
solidifying its status as a cultural touchstone and cult classic. However, "Family Guy" has not been
without its controversies, with its bold and often pushing limits humor raising conversations about its
cultural impact and occasional criticisms, particularly regarding its treatment of sensitive topics such
as race (Rappoport, 2005).

Research into the portrayal of racism in popular media, such as animated series like "Family Guy,"
has been multifaceted. According to Christina (2019), the investigation delved into this complex
terrain, employing qualitative descriptive analysis to dissect the layers of racism depicted within the
episodes of "Family Guy." Christina's study highlighted the prevalence of denotations portraying
discriminatory behaviors perpetuated by the racial majority against minorities, revealing the
normalization of prejudiced actions and the perpetuation of societal norms regarding racial superiority
and inferiority. Building upon this foundational research, Additionally, according to Rafi’i (2022) his
research focused on humor in sitcoms, including Family Guy, employing Manser's humor theory and
Grice's cooperative principle theory. Rafi’i's investigation illuminated the comedic strategies utilized
in Family Guy, particularly the prevalence of superiority humor and the role of maxim violations in
generating comedic effects. While Rafi’i's study provided a broader understanding of humor within
the show, it set a foundational framework for exploring the specific nuances of racial humor and its
intersection with societal norms and power structures depicted in Family Guy, as uncovered in Said's
(2023) examination. Through linguistic cues and physical interactions, the connotations of racism in
"Family Guy" were further elucidated, revealing its intricate portrayal within the broader landscape of
humor and social commentary in the series (Martin, 2001).

Through a critical examination of the racial humor in "Family Guy," this study aims to challenge
the notion that racial jokes are harmless and instead highlight the potential harm they can cause. By
examining the ways in which racial stereotypes are perpetuated and reinforced through humor, this
research will contribute to a deeper understanding of the complex interplay between humor, identity,
and social norms.

The findings of this study will provide valuable insights into the mechanisms by which racial
humor can shape audience perceptions and attitudes, ultimately shedding light on the broader cultural
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implications of these portrayals. Ultimately, this study hopes to encourage viewers to engage with
media more critically and conscientiously, recognizing the potential impact that racial humor can have
on our perceptions and attitudes towards different racial and ethnic groups. By promoting a more
nuanced understanding of the cultural significance of racial humor, this research aims to contribute to
a more inclusive and empathetic cultural landscape.

2. Methods

In this study, conversational analysis is employed as the primary methodological approach to
examine the portrayal of racial humor targeting Chinese characters in select episodes of the "Family
Guy" TV show. Conversational analysis is a qualitative research method that focuses on the
systematic analysis of talk and interaction in naturalistic settings. The analysis primarily centers on
the dialogue and interactions involving Chinese characters within the chosen clips. The aim is to
understand how jokes about racism in "Family Guy" contribute to larger issues of stereotyping and
discrimination.

Sampling for this study involves selecting specific clips from 'Family Guy' episodes that contain
notable examples of racial humor targeting Chinese characters. The selection criteria prioritize the
presence of clear instances of racial humor and the relevance of these instances to the research
objectives, which include analyzing the portrayal of Chinese characters and understanding the impact
of racial humor on audience perceptions. The decision to choose only five clips for analysis is based
on their severity and frequency in portraying racial stereotypes targeting Chinese characters. These
five clips are observed to represent the most egregious instances of racial humor within the show and
are among the most frequently shared and discussed on social media platforms such as TikTok.

In this study, we take a conversational analysis approach to examine racial humor within specific
episodes of "Family Guy," particularly focusing on its portrayal of Chinese culture. Drawing from the
framework proposed by Sacks, H., Schegloff, E. A., & Jefferson, G. (1974) with an emphasis on the
stages utilizing only Contextualization Cues, our analysis aims to uncover the subtleties of humor
conveyed through various mediums such as intonation, facial expressions, gestures, and visual
elements. By delving into these contextual cues, we seek to illuminate the underlying messages
embedded in the humor and their impact on audience perceptions (Kuipers, 2009). This paper will
center on five selected clips from "Family Guy" episodes, each containing instances of racially
charged jokes targeting Chinese characters. Through this focused examination, we aim to provide a
nuanced understanding of the humor employed in "Family Guy" and its role in perpetuating
stereotypes while shaping audience perceptions.

This research began by obtaining these five clips, we searched on TikTok using the keywords
“Family guy chinese jokes” and compared them with other clips containing racist jokes, then selected
five clips with the clearest racial humor. To get the original clip we used the Disney Hotstar platform
and determined the season and episode of the 5 clips, after that we started to screenshot the 5 clips
from each season and episode. We watched these clips multiple times for analysis, and if there were
jokes that were not fully understood, we referred on Google by searching the topic talked on the video
and also referred to TikTok user comments who explained the jokes. The Transcriptions of these clips
were obtained directly from the subtitles provided by Disney Hotstar.

By focusing on these five clips, this study aims to provide a concentrated analysis of the most
potent examples of racial humor within "Family Guy," shedding light on their implications for broader
societal attitudes towards race and ethnicity within the context of contemporary social media
discourse.

3. Results
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In analyzing various scenes from the TV series 'Family Guy,' it becomes evident that the show
frequently incorporates references and jokes about China. These references often rely on stereotypes,
clichés, and societal themes associated with Chinese culture, government policies, and social issues
specific to China. The series also makes jokes about physical appearances, such as small eyes and
short stature, and frequently portrays Chinese characters speaking English in a manner that the show's
creators, particularly Seth MacFarlane, depict as ‘weird’.

To analyze the contextualization cues in the described "Family Guy" clip using a Conversational
Analysis approach, we'll focus on the various elements that help convey the humor and meaning of
the scene. Contextualization cues include linguistic features, paralinguistic signals (like tone and
intonation), non-verbal communication (like facial expressions and gestures), and visual elements
(like the setting and characters’ appearances).

3.1. Season 10 Episode 9, Grumpy Old Man

Figure 1. The spirit got car Figure 2. The spirit Figure 3. The spirit died again
accident and died reincarnated as Chinese baby immediately
girl

In this scene, there's a spirit who experiences a car accident and dies again. Then, the Grim Reaper
approaches him, saying he's dead. The spirit responds that he already died, so what now? The Grim
Reaper replies, "Well, now you're super dead." Confused, the spirit asks what happens next. Will he
go to heaven? The Grim Reaper explains that since he became a spirit and died again, he'll be
reincarnated. In an instant, he's reincarnated as a Chinese baby. But a moment later, he dies again and
becomes a spirit once more, meeting the same Grim Reaper again. Turns out, he's reincarnated as a
Chinese baby girl. The excerpt from the clip touches on China's decision regarding the One Child
Policy, where the high birth rate in China prompted the government to implement a program to reduce
birth rates, namely the One Child Policy.

Linguistic Features

The dialogue between characters in the scene is pivotal in conveying humor. For example, the
Grim Reaper's remark, "Well, now you're super dead," humorously exaggerates the concept of death
with its absurd language, contrasting the seriousness of death with casual expression.

The spirit's confusion and subsequent questions set up the comedic twist about reincarnation. The
humor peaks when the Grim Reaper asks, "girl?" upon the spirit's immediate return to death after
being reincarnated as a Chinese baby girl. This moment plays on cultural norms surrounding gender
preferences. The deliberate word choice, such as "super dead" and "reincarnated,” amplifies the
fantastical elements of the narrative, contributing to the overall humor of the scene.

Paralinguistic Signals
Paralinguistic signals play a crucial role in enhancing the humor within the scene. The Grim
Reaper's likely calm and matter-of-fact tone contrasts with the spirit's confused and anxious tone,
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contributing to the comedic effect. This tonal disparity juxtaposes a serious figure like the Grim
Reaper with a mundane, almost bureaucratic approach to death.

Emphasis on words like "super" and "reincarnated" highlights the absurdity and comedic timing of
the dialogue. Pauses before punchlines build suspense and enhance the humor, adding to the overall
comedic effect of the scene.

Non-Verbal Communication

Non-verbal communication adds depth to the humor in the scene. The Grim Reaper's expression
might be deadpan and emotionless, contributing to the dark humor. This contrast between the serious
nature of the Grim Reaper and the absurdity of the situation enhances the comedic effect. The spirit's
expressions, on the other hand, might show confusion, shock, and frustration, emphasizing his plight
and adding to the overall humor of the scene.

The Grim Reaper might use minimal gestures, adding to his enigmatic and ominous presence. His
restrained movements further accentuate the seriousness of his character, contrasting with the chaotic
events unfolding around him. In contrast, the spirit's frantic or bewildered gestures can visually
convey his confusion and distress, serving as a visual complement to the comedic dialogue and
enhancing the humorous tone of the scene.

Visual Elements

The setting likely takes place in a highway setting, providing visual cues such as car crashes to
support the narrative of death and reincarnation. This setting not only contextualizes the discussion
but also adds to the absurdity of the situation.

Character design is instrumental in conveying the roles of the Grim Reaper and the spirit. Both
characters may be depicted wearing dark gray robes, with the Grim Reaper typically holding a scythe,
instantly signaling his role as the personification of death. However, the absence of the scythe
distinguishes the spirit from the Grim Reaper. This similarity in appearance adds to the surreal nature
of the scene, enhancing the comedic effect. The reincarnation sequence likely utilizes visual effects to
depict the spirit transforming into a Chinese baby and then quickly dying again. These visual
transitions can be exaggerated for comedic effect, emphasizing the rapid and absurd nature of the
cycle of reincarnation.

Integration into the Scene

The excerpt from the clip touches on China's decision regarding the One Child Policy, a population
control measure implemented between 1979 and 2015. This policy aimed to curb population growth
by limiting many families to only one child. However, the One Child Policy had far-reaching and
complex impacts, one of which was the increased tendency to favor male children as the sole
offspring due to cultural preferences for sons in Chinese society. This patriarchal culture led many
parents to desire sons as family heirs and guardians of family traditions.

In this clip, we see a tragic reflection of the One Child Policy, where a spirit reincarnates as a baby
girl in China only to die again. This portrayal highlights the potential consequences of
gender-selective abortions driven by preferences for male offspring, as explained earlier. By
incorporating this social commentary into the scene, "Family Guy" uses humor to shed light on
serious issues and spark reflection on the complexities of government policies and their societal
impacts.
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3.2. Season 4 Episode 10, Breaking Out Is Hard to Do

a shoe to my hand, may I go to the nurse?

(SCREAMS)

Figure 4. Stewie started Figure 5. She promptly gave a Figure 6. The boss
working at a very young age birth at a workplace immediately put the newborn
to work

In this scene, there is a character named Stewie from the Griffin family who has just moved to
Chinatown. Despite being a toddler,Stewie started working at a very young age. While working, he
accidentally sewed his hands with shoes. Stewie then requested permission to visit the nurse, and he
was promptly assisted by two workers. However, what followed was the arrival of the company boss
accompanied by two additional workers, who brought along a pregnant Chinese woman. She
promptly gave birth at the workplace, and the boss immediately put the newborn to work.

Linguistic Features

The dialogue reflects an exaggerated and absurd situation where a toddler, Stewie, is working in a
workplace environment. The juxtaposition of Stewie's childlikeness with the adult-like language and
responsibilities contributes to the humor. For example, Stewie's request to visit the nurse highlights
the absurdity of a child needing medical attention in a workplace setting. This absurdity is further
emphasized by the simplistic and direct language used in the dialogue, which adds to the comedic
effect. It emphasizes the incongruity between the serious environment of the workplace and the
childlike innocence of Stewie. The contrast between the seriousness of the workplace and the
absurdity of Stewie's predicament creates humor.

The word choice, such as "boss" and the instructions given to the newborn, reinforces stereotypes
about harsh labor conditions. These stereotypes are exaggerated for comedic effect, contributing to the
overall humor of the scene. The use of such language serves to highlight the absurdity of the situation
and reinforces the comedic tone. By exaggerating stereotypes and situational elements, the scene
creates a sense of absurdity that resonates with the audience and enhances the comedic effect. Overall,
the combination of exaggerated situation, simplistic language, and reinforcement of stereotypes adds
layers of humor to the scene, making it an effective comedic moment within the context of the
episode.

Paralinguistic Signals

Stewie's tone when requesting to see the nurse might be innocent and childlike, contrasting with
the severity of the situation. This tonal disparity adds to the comedic effect by highlighting the
incongruity between Stewie's innocence and the seriousness of his predicament. Similarly, the boss's
tone is likely authoritative and dismissive, emphasizing the power dynamic within the workplace.
This contrast in tone between Stewie and the boss further enhances the humor by highlighting the
absurdity of the situation.

Pauses in Stewie's dialogue when he realizes he's sewn his hands to the shoes can add to the
comedic timing. These pauses build suspense and anticipation, heightening the comedic effect when
the realization dawns on Stewie. In contrast, the boss's commands are likely delivered without
hesitation, emphasizing the harshness and lack of empathy within the workplace environment. The
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