Actus IV -- Prose Texts and Contexts
We have seen that ambiguity comes in many forms. However, it is not always funny. Furthermore, it is not in itself funny, any more than individual units of language are in themselves meaningful. Only when placed in the right context can Linguistic Ambiguity be Used to Generate Humor. This context is not the same as the phonological, lexical, syntactic, and other contexts discussed up to now. The contexts to be discussed here are related to the phrasing and the discourse in which the LA is presented. They are as crucial to the humor value of the pun as the form and quality of the LA, and to a great extent independent of it. One way to see these contexts at work is to imagine a set of decisions the punster must make once he or she has noticed the existence of an ambiguity of one of the types described in the previous chapter. The challenge is now to use it to generate humor. One approach to this is to examine puns as speech acts. 

4.1 Puns as Speech Acts: Securing Uptake

In his book, Searle expressly excludes jokes from speech acts, since they are not "real" communication, but "parasitic." (p57) However, his analysis of speech acts in general can be applied quite well to puns and can help explain why they succeed or fail. First of all, are puns  illocutionary acts? Are they complete speech acts that refer and predicate? Sometimes. They are if they refer to real things and make real statements about them, that is, they are literal in the real world context. For instance, from a High School U.S. History text, "In the 19th Century, Britain ruled the waves and waived the rules." Usually, puns are just for fun; they inhibit communication, inhibit conversations, say nothing meaningful. Then they are centrifugal. But they can also be centripetal, and make some comment about the real world, and in fact make several at once, albeit humorously. This corresponds in some way to Freud's distinction of tendentious jokes versus innocent ones; the former say something about an ethnic group or a sexually desirable person or otherwise have some meaning which cannot be said outright. On the other hand, in these cases, the meaning is not overt, it is insinuated, and insinuating is excluded from the illocutionary acts because it is not direct; the speaker does not want all hearers to know his intention. Thus, tendentious jokes are an illocutionary act with a limited audience. The cultural factors in joke appreciation can be summarized as  whether the hearer agrees with the illocutionary force of the joke.

But jokes have other sorts of illocutionary force, whether the jokes are are tendentious or not.  Another explanation of illocutionary acts is that they "secure uptake," i.e., they get the hearer to recognize a fact, and to recognize the speaker's intent to have the hearer recognize that fact. (Strawson, p 28) H.P. Grice has defined a set of maxims for maximally effective communication. (Brown & Levenson, p95) They are 

Maxim of Quality: Be non-spurious (speak the truth, be sincere.)

Maxims of Quantity: Don't say more than is required.

                                         Don't say less than is required.

Maxim of relevance: Be relevant.

Maxim of manner: Be perspicuous; avoid ambiguity and obscurity. 

I think it is fairly obvious that puns violate all these maxims, even tendentious ones, which may speak the truth and be relevant. The assumption is that the hearers generally assumes Gricean communication, i.e., they assume that they are being addressed in accordance with these maxims and will interpret the utterance thus. "Relevance" means what is relevant to the hearers, to their own outlook and to the current situation. They expect the meaning to be readily available, true, and simply expressed. What will happen, then, if a joke is introduced to a conversation? The hearer will try to process it in the same way as other conversation. In some cases, it may make enough sense that the hearer will be able to interpret it as Gricean communication and be satisfied with in as such. An example would be a double entendre with a literal and a hidden, sexual significance, which would not be noticed.
 But at some point, the hearer may encounter a processing difficulty, an inconsistency with knowledge of language or of the world, and either try to gloss over it by assuming a mistake in hearing or processing, or by throwing it out altogether, or by realizing it is a joke. By this point, it will not be very funny. What  is required is some expectation beforehand that a joke is being told, some way to secure uptake and recognition of the speaker's intention. 

In some situations, this expectation is set up by an overt cue. the speaker will say, "I am going to tell a joke," or the equivalent: "a funny thing happened to me," "But I gotta tell you..," "I tell you, I don't get no respect," "Did you hear the one about?" In a conversation, when one of these cues is heard, the hearers turn off their Gricean receptors and switch into a humor receiving mode. they expect a joke; they look for it. They put their more serious thoughts on hold while their minds take a recess. But a pun often does not contain an overt cue. A person is speaking, and suddenly someone makes a pun on his or her speech. The conversation has been derailed. The parties to the conversation will try to interpret the joke as relevant communication, and will not be able to do so. Instead of receiving the joke with a feeling of pleasure that leads to humor, they will receive it with resentment. They will emit the famous "pun groan" instead of laughter. But this groan, this reaction is not reserved to puns; it will greet any  unannounced, interrupting, centrifugal joke. When telling a story, no one likes to have a wag dogging his tale. (2OP/3OP, although some connection of "dog" (verb) and "dog" (noun) is probably on the surface.) 

Of course, an overt statement is not always necessary to secure pun uptake. Sometimes the situation is enough, or the knowledge of the speaker's habits.  When we attend a Hasty Pudding show, or watch Johnny Carson, we expect jokes. When we hear Henry Kissinger speak, or Mike Dukakis, we do not.
 My acquaintances have learned to expect double meanings in my speech, although I still often find myself in the position of having to point out a pun, I have also experienced the reverse situation of having to deny that I am setting up a pun, that I am  speaking seriously. the general tone of the conversation, serious or light, would also help the speaker's expectation. This then is the first condition for successful punning: the hearer must realize that a joke is being made. The cue of the joke is not a performative act; one cannot make anything funny just by saying it is funny, but not indicating that something is meant to be funny  can often  prevent it from being heard as such. 

However, at what point the hearer realizes the joke is being made can vary. It can be realized from the situation, or from the content of the joke itself. If the hearers are fast, they might realize the joke as soon as irrelevant material is introduced. "Why is this person talking about this," they will ask, and then realize "It must be that a joke is being made." Another factor would be use of bizarre, ungrammatical, or unusual language, or contrary to fact situations; in short, a violation of any of  Grice's maxims. 

Some of these same principles can be applied on lower levels. If creating a pun requires the creation of two contexts in which the same material will have two different meanings, it will also require that both contexts and both meanings be recognized, and ideally, no more. Thus, both possible meanings of the ambiguity must be readily accessible, and not too obscure. Obscurity must be balanced, however, against the need for unexpectedness. Thus,  punsters will often go out of their way to use synonyms, to avoid using any of the punned words in the set up and thus risk giving it away, and risk using such obscure periphrasis that the meanings will not be understood, although it might be understood that a pun is being made. This will not even satisfy the intellectual pleasure in complicated processing if it is too difficult. It is probably better to risk giving away the pun and relying on incongruity and other factors besides surprise for humorous effect than to risk obscurity. 

But also, both meanings must present themselves immediately. I mentioned in 3.5 the problem with many homophonous puns; the context is not strong enough to suggest to different interpretations, and there is nothing in the word themselves to suggest the difference. The hearers do not notice the two meanings. The same thing can happen if a paronym is too far way from its target; it will not suggest it, and the joke will not be understood. The General Principle is: if a pun is not perceived as being a pun, it will not be funny.
There is still the question of intentionality. Occasionally we will hear ambiguities in speech which it does not seem the speaker intended, although to some extent we cannot be sure. We assume certain speakers in certain contexts will not make puns (e.g., newsmen on the radio) but we will change our assumptions when confronted with overwhelming evidence. But if a pun has not been made intentionally, it can still be funny if it strikes some chord in us alone, or if we laugh at the speaker's ignorance or lack of care in speaking in an ambiguous manner. (An example (H&H) is the story that a man named Bates was introducing his family to Abe Lincoln, and finally got up to his son, Master Bates.) We can laugh also at the absolute ambiguity, the fact that we really do not know what the speaker meant or whether he intended a pun. In all the examples above, the ambiguities in speech were unintended, but they were funny in slight retrospect or in retelling .One morning, I heard a report on the radio that in response to disorders in Armenia, the Soviet Union had decided to "Rush in troops to the area." or Russian troops? I nearly garden-pathed, going back to look for a verb before "Russian," and then realizing how funny it was. I wondered whether the newsman was having fun, or whether it was simply a sort of Freudian slip, a natural association. In this case, I did not laugh directly, as I might have if I knew the pun were intentional. (One Czech to another, 1968: "look at all these Russian troops!" "But they're not all Russian! Some of them are Polish, Hungarian, and Bulgarian.""Yes, but whenever anyone makes a move, they rush in.") But the linguistic ambiguity has still been used to generate humor. Puns are created as much by the hearer as by the speaker, as we have seen before. If something is heard as a pun, it acts like one; if I had really believed the newsman was  punning, I would have reacted to his utterance as to any other pun. 
Every pun consists of old information and new information. The old information is simply what is kept constant; the new information is what is changed. The principle that new information tends to receive stress in a sentence thus becomes important in punning. (Blakemore, p248)I noted in 3.3 the use of stress as a disambiguating factor, but this was the natural stress of phrases and words, not that caused by discourse factors. Differential puns will stress that which is changed in an utterance. Therefore, the change should occur in a position receiving natural stress (like the beginning of a word in a rhyme pun.) If a paronomasia is aspiring to the pure homophonic, then it will not stress its difference and be accented that way, but imitate the intonation of the target phrase. If this pattern places the change in a position in which it receives too great stress and too great attention from hearers, it will reduce the effectiveness of the pun.

Another application of the General Rule is the necessity of coincidence and perception of it. this is particularly  relevant to etymological puns and fifth order puns. Puns imply an unexpected and incongruous association of sound based on sense; when that association is already made in the hearers minds and seems a natural one, then there will be nothing unexpected or incongruous, and the pun will fail. fifth order puns can still work because a word has many senses and not all of them can be kept in the mind at once. but to make a pun which implies that something bears a certain name because it resembles something which bears a similar name, when the hearer actually believes those things to be linked for that reason, will not be taken as a pun but as a statement of etymological fact, of identity. Puns and absurd in implying a causal connection only when in reality there is none. Punning names which seem to be have been formulated to resemble other words will not be funny when reinserted into that situation unless we have long forgotten their origin and accepted them as chance names, something whcih we are usually fairly willing to do, however. A pun must make us see a plausible reinterpretation of an unquestioned linguistic unit which we had not seen before, or ideally, seen before and forgotten. Having seen it before reminds us of its possibility, and meeting it again creates a rediscovery of the familiar. There is a Monty Python sketch involving a character who introduces himself as "Mr. Smoketoomuch," at which point another character says "Well, you'd better cut down then." Mr. Smoketoomuch is mystified; no one has ever made that joke before; he had never thought of the connection; in order to make it now, he must perform extensive reanalysis by the end of which the pun is no longer funny. This is just the opposite of the expected effect, which is that the pun is so common, so much the obvious and expected origin of the last name (as well as the actual origin for the writers of the sketch) that it would have been punned on excessively. The same thing has happened, for me, at least, with words such as pundit, "one who makes puns," punny,"funny because of pun content," punishment,"use of bad, groan-provoking puns"; I have heard them so often that they are expected. Puns can even become standard lexical items, as their origin is forgotten; although for a while they are written in quotations or pronounced with a slight pause. "Shooting gallery," for example, has become the standard term for a place where the drug heroin is injected, reusing a term for a carnival attraction. To say "it's really a shooting gallery in there" may once have been original, unexpected, funny; today, the reaction would be "Of course. Why do you think they call it a shooting gallery?" Someday, perhaps, the original term will have gone out of use, and the drug-related meaning will be the only common one. Then, any place where guns are being used could be called a "shooting gallery" with some comic effect; this would be an odd reuse of a familiar term. The connection would be known only to the etymologist.

4.2. The Distance Principle and Literary Level

Certain ambiguities have only very limited potential to start out with. The difference in the two meanings is just not great enough, or it does not matter at all. Recently in Latin composition class, when required to translate "He called to him his staff , and pointed out the streams," 1 I wrote "legatis ad se vocatis rivos ostendit," a Fourth Order Ambiguity as the first four words can be either the ablative case, as an ablative absolute, standing alone ("with the staff having been called to him")2  or the dative case (the morphology is identical for the two in the plural) as an indirect object with a noun modified by an adjective ("to the staff who had been called to him he pointed out...") The fact is, though, the sense of the sentence will not change. Other ambiguities may create a slight change in meaning, but not enough for a comic contrast. A successful pun requires that th two meanings be different enough that they would not normally occur in the same context. the situation allowing their use at the same time must be impossible or at least unlikely in some way, so that when it is described, the hearers are quickly tipped off  by the inconsistency with their  knowledge of the world that something funny is going on here. When a pun is too plausible, it presents a genuine processing difficulty and is not funny, but kind of scary. It raises our fears of being misunderstood without resolving them by the unlikeliness of the confusion. 

This leads to another main principle of pun appreciation (the Distance Principle): the farther we are from the actual confusion created by a pun, the more funny and the less scary. When it happens to someone else, it is funny; when it happens to us, it is not. When we are involved in an ambiguity, tripped up by it, it is harder to laugh at, just as a pie in our own face is much less funny than one in another's. To make a joke about a fictional character, or to place a pun in narrative, to mention it, rather than using it in conversation, is safer and often funnier than being involved in it oneself. Puns also become safer and possible to laugh if we get some temporal distance from them; an ambiguity in our speech may not have been funny at the time it occurred, but in the next moment, once the ambiguity has been safely recognized. Some of the examples I have cited in Actus III are not particularly funny because they were not meant to be. When Pyrrhus and Croesus realized the ambiguity in their oracles, they were probably not amused.  And the oracle was not trying to be funny. However, Cicero found amusement in retelling them, and we find some amusement in reading of them today. This is the use / mention difference.  When a pun is used, it happens to us, in the present;  when it is mentioned, it happens to someone else, in the past or in some hypothetical world. The following situations generate humor on some level, even if they are not formal puns. In a recent telephone conversation, a friend remarked that she had had a "wonderful voice lesson," at which point I asked if that meant she had a wonderful voice. (4OP) She went on to say that she "had gone skating at the pond on the Common, which [she] had never known existed." As if anticipating the comment I might make on the (4OP) ambiguity in her speech, she added, "The pond, I mean. I knew the Common was there." The following  exchange took place as a friend and I worked on sentences for Latin Prose Composition: 

Friend (quoting sentence): ...vel navigat....

Author: Well, now we got what?
Talking to another friend on the telephone, I heard her say something about her roommate dying in the shower, and I could only think of the famous scene with Janet Leigh in Hitchcock's Psycho. My worries were assuaged, however, when she added, "Her pants. She's dyeing her pants."(3OP) On the radio recently, I heard a reference to "the führer of the Islamic world," and assumed this was a rather tendentious epithet for the Ayatollah Khomeini. A second later, as I heard the rest of the report, I realized that the "furor of the Islamic world" was meant instead. These are all examples of ambiguities that lead to misunderstandings and to humorous effect. They are not puns, but can easily be made into puns in the hearer's mind, or as in the example of the voice lesson, they can be deliberately misunderstood. Further, the same ambiguity in the language that leads to them could be used as the basis of a formal pun, such as (using the exact phrase) "Salman Rushdie is in great danger from the führer/ furor of the Islamic world," or to use the same ambiguity in a slightly different phrase, "The Allies expected the Germans to surrender, but their furor/ führer kept them fighting." The ambiguity can be used on various literary levels, besides the direct mocking of another's speech, and these are often more acceptable and more pleasurable simply because they are less threatening .

The pun can be more than an exchange between speaker and hearer; a third person, an outside observer, may find something funny when neither party to the exchange does. This usually involves the observer being at a higher literary level than the speaker and hearer, such as in fiction or film, although one might also laugh at a pair of foreigners who struggle with the ambiguities of one's own language. In the example from Woody Allen's Annie Hall, ("Jew eat lunch yet?"(1OP) )in a sense, the author of the work and the observer take on the roles of the speaker and the hearer in a formal pun, (a joke told in conversation) as if the film director were saying to the audience, "Did you hear the one about the guy who was so sensitive to anti-semitism that he thought that people were saying to him...?"  Probably, the real-life Allen, (over? -)sensitive to prejudice, noticed this pronunciation, and decided to work it into one of his films, instead of his real life interactions, which he might have done by responding "Catholic eat lunch yet?" A film-maker could show a character resembling me in one of the situations described above, in misunderstanding the ambiguous utterances in complete innocence (or stupidity.) The audience would laugh, but the character (=me) would not, unlike in real life, in which I actually did laugh. The difference is simply one of literary level, not linguistic level. Linguistically, the ambiguity does not change, although the literary level can vary. If  the ambiguity does not change with the wording in which it is packaged, it certainly does not change when the literary level, an even higher context changes. The literary level can, however, determine the level on which the laughter takes place, in other words, whether we are laughing at language, the incongruous situation it describes, or the users of it. 

When we are on a higher literary level than the 'victims" of the confusion, we can laugh at a wider variety of variations. Certain things  we would be unlikely to laugh at  because the situations would be unlikely to come up; they are not particularly motivated. On hearing them in conversation, one would wonder "why did this one come up and not another?" For instance, in the Sermon on the Mount scene in Life of Brian, some people standing far from the speaker mishear famous passages such as "Blessed are the cheesemakers" and "the Greek shall inherit the earth." These particular errors are unlikely to be made in real life (they are possible, but a whole range are equally likely, and they are not particularly motivated by semantic or situational context either) but they are believable in a story. If we are told that they actually did happen, we will accept it, although we might not come up with them as happening if others did not suggest them. This is a contrast with conversational puns, which tend to be based on errors we would actually make, and which do not need a story context to justify them. (i.e. the ringing of a bell. ) 

When we laugh at ambiguity on a lower literary  level, we are laughing at the makers as much as at the ambiguity.  To us, the story of Pyrrhus is a humorous commentary on the ambiguity of Latin and the stupidity of Pyrrhus. On an even higher literary level, the whole story becomes laughable, as it was to Cicero. Poetry which uses ambiguity for a serious expressive purpose may become laughable if it is not properly handled. Today, we laugh at ancient etymologies (at least we linguists do) when they were taken quite seriously by those who wrote them. The farther away we are from falling for an ambiguity, the better we realize that it is a pun in accordance with the General Principle, the easier it is to laugh at the stupidity of those who did fall for it.

4.3 Literalness 

The other main factor in funniness, along with perception, and in some ways contrary to it, is literalness, the degree to which the two interpretations are actually of the same phrase. We have seen in paranomasia that the general tendency is that the less changed (beyond the minimal distinction necessary to insure uptake) the better. If the change is too great, the target lexical item will not be activated. (However, the longer the target string and the more information in common, the  more can be changed.)The punster must alter the expected utterance in such a way as to draw an unexpected meaning from it but without disguising it and cancelling the hearer's expectation. The pun is a parasite, (or in some cases a symbiote) and a good parasite never kills its host. Just as John Gardner's version of the Anglo-Saxon monster Grendel keeps himself from utterly destroying Hrothgar, asking himself "What will become of the Hrothgar-destroyer when Hrothgar is destroyed?" a pun defines itself only on that which it mocks. Even when the difference is being stressed, it is best to localize that difference in the change of one sound, while keeping everything else as similar as possible. Differences that are not being stressed for differential value are best avoided. Ideally, all methods of disambiguation are removed except one, all contexts are completely ambiguous except one. This same principle of literalness applies at every level.  Literalness to stress and intonation can be crucial. Syntactically, if rules must be violated in order to give two deep structures the same surface structure, it will distract and detract. Semantically, if the connection of words in the set-up context with the  words in the utterance which they are supposed to cue is weak, then the pun will be weak. For instance,  in "The bald eagle wore an air piece,"(Moger II) the association of "eagle" and "air" is not very strong; an eagle flies in the air, but that is not the first thing that comes to mind.  Even worse, it can be inconsistent (i.e., the sense of the pun is contrary to the sense of the context, and unless this is being done deliberately, to create a contradiction, then it will be disturbing to the listener and slow uptake. Structural contexts are better than non-structural ones. If a pun is actually expressive, i.e., it carries through a connection made through similarity of sound rather than just reminding us of the possible reinterpretaion of the word, it can be much funnier, depending on the content of the statement made by the connection. Lastly, there is the degree to which the pun has illocutionary force, that is, it is consistent with what is known about the situation and the real world or says something meaningful about it. Consider the following WWII era child's song: "Hitler got Hungary/ He ate a piece of Turkey/ He slipped on Greece/ And broke China and got into Dutch." This is not too literal to the facts; the last line is not literal to syntax either. Of course, meaningful puns are funny not only by their basic technique, but on a higher level, from the absurdity of using something so coincidental as sound similarity to make a point or a statement. The principle of literalness only applies after uptake has been secured since often only violations of literalness can indicate a pun and secure uptake. But once it is seen that a pun is being made, the better it is motivated by consistency with the various contexts, the better.

A meaningful pun actually plays on the similarity of sound to imply a similarity of meaning, instead of just using a familiar word or phrase to capture the hearer's attention. The Harvard Independent's review of Larry Gelbart's new play on government scandal, Mastergate, was titled "Contradeception," alluding to the involvement of the "contra" rebels and the cover-up. However, the ground was "contraception," which has nothing to do with the scandal or the play in any way; thus, the pun serves only to attract the readers attention. Similarly, a review of the film Pelle the Conqueror, about Swedish immigrants, was titled "Swede Dreams," although the film is anything but sweet, and has only a little to do with dreams. Sometimes, in fact, the sense of the context will be antithetical to the sense of the pun, which leaves a rather confusing feeling in the hearer's mind. The  Independent celebrated the Crimson Hockey team's victory in the Beanpot tournament, breaking a long string of losses, with the headline "End of the Ice Age." Unfortunately, although an "Ice Age" might be seen as a "period of stagnation," it would more likely be heard as "an age of domination on the ice." The Boston Globe, on the other hand, ran an editorial in favor of preserving the numbered measurements in units called "smoots" on the Massachusetts Avenue Bridge. A natural move might have been to title it, "A Smoot point," thus punning on a well-known phrase. But then the implication would have been that "smoots are a moot point," exactly the opposite of the editorials intended thrust, that smoots are important. The problem is that we tend to assume the double connection; "Swede Dreams" might actually make us think that the dreams were sweet, although the feeling might be only a subconscious one, or produced by overanalysis. 

The strength of the context is another vital factor, which can help compensate for a weakness in other factors. Structural contexts, which demand a unit as part of a larger unit, are stronger than non-structural ones, which only suggest it by associations, by assimilation of features (phonological, semantic, etc.) It is better to used a fixed expression, a lexical item, to suggest a word in a reflexive, mechanistic manner,  than to use words that merely suggest it by conceptual associations outside of the language itself. If the context is very strong, then less literalness is possible, as in the "thesis envy" example in 3.3. Words that are rarely used outside of certain expressions will trigger very strong expectations of the other words in the expression. We tend to use probabilities and assumptions; from one part of a word or lexical item, we assume the rest, especially when there is nothing else we can conceive of it being. But if a context is too complicated, it will reduce the pun's effectiveness. If it is too long, and requires us to hold too much information in our heads before the pun(ch line), it will be weak. If it requires us to make too many elaborate assumptions contrary to our knowledge or expectations of reality (believing that people can have ten syllable names is one example) or simply to learn too much new information about the world (whether it is true or not, hearing it as the set-up to a pun tends to make us take it less seriously, to believe the speaker is just making it up for pun purposes). One the other hand, if the hearer knows the necessary facts beforehand and the speaker does not need to state them explicitly, but knows the hearer will make the connection, effectiveness will be gained. 3.2.6. the "escargot" example will be much funnier to hearers who know that Nissan really does make a car called the "Z-car." This is another way of stating the principal of literalness to the real world; real world puns are often funnier than hypothetical ones, as long as they are not too threatening, too close to home. 

4.4 Transformational syntax of pun setups

The form of the set-up of puns, that is, the material within which an ambiguity is embedded, can vary, although the same ambiguity on the same ground is being used. In this way, they follow a sort of transformational grammar; one can postulate a deep structure that can be transformed on its way to the surface by various operations with various to give various forms for various emphases. the deep structure is basically as follows: 
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I will not attempt describe all the possible transformations, but to give an idea of the approach. 

The utterance and the ground can be stated explicitly, so that the same set of sounds is repeated. This is usually necessary when they are identical, and rendered unnecessary if the ground is a well-known lexical item to the hearer. 

"They call my class [Concept of the Hero In Greek Literature] Heroes for Zeroes; they call Professor Mitchell's [The Heroic Tradition in Northern Europe] Frozen Heroes for sub-zeroes."(Prof. Greg Nagy) he could have assumed that I knew the nickname of his course, which is common enough knowledge, and omitted it, but he decided to say it to be sure of comprehension. Repetition secures uptake better, but can reduce the pleasure of rediscovering the familiar. 

In some cases, the pun is omitted, and the hearer is simply given a formula, an operation to perform, to find it. this may happen if the pun would violate taboo and the speaker wants to be able to disavow  the statement in it.  

Tell him I'm too fucking busy, or vice versa. (Dorothy Parker, on how to respond to her editor when she missed a deadline. "Vice versa" says "reverse the words to get the meaning.")  The information necessary can follow the ground or precede it. My treatment of the "punts" spoonerism in 3.3 is the same thing; I told you to perform a metathesis in order to get the pun.

Lastly, there is double reinterpretation, which omits both the gound and the pun, leaving them both to be figured out. This includes the bilingual examples from 3.2 (e.g. Napier's Peccavi) as well as the following examples 

"Same old China, brand new dishes." (advertisement for Joyce Chen's restaurant.) As it was printed in capital letters, the difference of "China" and "china" was neutralized, as it would be in speech) The hearer first interprets "China" in its literal meaning, the  country of origin of this cuisine, but then encounters "dishes," which in its literal meaning would have little to do with the People's Republic. So "China" can and must be reinterpreted as "porcelain dishes from China," (originally a metonymy, now a secondary meaning) which then agrees with the literal meaning of "dishes" in the second part. However, this interpretation is unlikely, in that it is relatively unimportant in such a context (few care if the restaurant has new plates, cups, etc.) and even self-contradictory (how can the restaurant have old dishes and new dishes at the same time?) Whether from reading the text below the headline, or simple intelligence, the reader will realize that "dishes" is meant in its less literal, metonymic sense of "what goes on the dish, prepared course of food" and that now, it is no longer self-contradictory, and also an important advertising announcement, that the restaurant has revamped its menu. Unfortunately, now the connection of "China" and "dishes" is weakened, as they no longer refer to the same cups and plates. Although it could be interpreted as "New revamped menu served on same old plates," this is a weaker statement than the one which results from reversion to the original meaning of "China," the country, or the closely associated spirit of authenticity of that country. Thus, the final interpretation is "Same authentic Chinese spirit in our new menu," tying together a pair of meanings, one literal, the other figurative, through alternate meanings, in which the figurative / literal assignments are reversed. But to have two literal meanings, or two figurative meanings, at once, leads to a much weaker statement that is not the purpose of the ambiguity.

A similar example of multiple reinterpretation is Gerald Ford's comment on becoming vice-president, "I'm a Ford, not a Lincoln." If the name "Ford" refers to the speaker, then it may be assumed that "Lincoln" refers to another man, a former President. But "Ford" is also the name of a car, as is "Lincoln," and, as it happens, they are both made by the same company (perhaps, just as Ford and Lincoln were both Republicans) but with a vast difference in quality. Had a man named Smith made the same statement in the same situation, it would have been more funny than "I'm not a Lincoln, I'm a Coolidge." Or, if Ford had said, "I'm not a Cadillac, I'm a Ford," it still would be funnier than, "I'm not a Lincoln, I'm a Chevrolet." There are many other possible combinations of literal and figurative meanings. this is a double pun, a meaningful one; all the senses are relevant at once, as opposed to the bilingual examples in which only the interpreted meanings are relevant.   

The ground is also fronted in types of puns such as "daffynitions"
 which are structured like dictionary entries, with a familiar word followed by a paranomastic or morphemic redefinition of it. e.g., Legend -- the edge of a cliff. These tend to allow more variation from the ground, since it is clear what it is, and often generate their humor through the outrageousness of the changes made. Other set-ups place the actual joke at the end, as  a punch line. 

Headline and advertising puns have only the pun, usually a familiar expression, which can only be reinterpreted by reading the article or the copy. They thus serve to draw the reader into the text. Also, since the expression is familiar, if it has a pleasant connotation, the reader will be drawn into the article in hopes of gaining the pleasure associated with it. The article then tricks him by using it in an unfamiliar way -- a sort of deceptive advertising. But the realization of the multiple use can be pleasurable as the familiar is recognized. Puns of this type are not intended to be funny in the same way as jokes, but their mechanism is the same.

This is one example of reordering of the contexts rather than the pun and the ground. At some point along the line, two meanings must be held in the mind at once, but this condition does not always last.  Some set-ups go from one meaning to two, others from one meaning to a different one, others from two to one only, and others start with an ambiguity and never resolve it. Like the steeplechase horses in A Day at the Races, which fall into the mud, dumping their jockeys, who then climb onto the wrong mounts as their numbers are obscured by the mud and continue the race from there, a pun sentence falls into the mud, then climbs out with its jockey changed. 

Thus, some puns work like garden path sentences, but they are not always as linear. GPs start with one interpretation likely and then switch to make another the only possible. The local ambiguity is resolved, but for the whole sentence only one meaning is possible. Some puns act in this way, suggesting one interpretation but requiring another by the end. Examples are "I asked if I could see her home, and she showed me a picture of her house"  and Groucho Marx's "I shot an elephant in my pajamas. How he got in there, I'll never know." (These happen to be syntactic puns, but all orders of puns work like syntactic garden paths since the syntax of pun setups is independent of actual sentence syntax.) In both, the hearer expects a certain meaning because of the common, or common sense, meanings of the words involved. In the first case, it is "I shot an elephant while I was in my pajamas," and in the second, "I asked her if I could escort her to her place of residence." Other examples are puns using zeugma, in which a word governs two phrases which require it to have different senses, such as Dorothy Parker's "All I need is a place to lay a hat and a few friends (only one literal sense but applies to both.) On Christmas day we had goose for dinner and visitors for tea. (Literal to both senses.)    

Other puns, however, do not resolve the ambiguity, but require the hearer to keep both meanings in his mind, instead of eliminating an assumed one in favor of a less likely one. In Freud's example of "That young woman is like Dreyfus. The army does not believe in her innocence," the hearer must continue to hold both meanings, "The army (that is, the commanders, the army establishment, the army as a part of society) does not believe that M. Dreyfus did not commit the crime of which he is accused," and "The army (the common soldiers at the local post) does not believe that girl is sexually inexperienced." At no time can either of these meanings be excluded in favor of the other, as is possible in the Marx example. The utterance could, however, be reworded to resolve the ambiguity, in a way such as "What do you think of Dreyfus? The army does not believe in his innocence." Yes, just like a girl I know." Here, reinterpretation is necessary, although made harder by the necessity of changing the pronoun from masculine to feminine.(Of course, in any language which does not distinguish masculine and feminine possessives, such as Latin or Freud's German, there would be no problem.) Different syntactic types of puns use previously known information in different ways and stress it differently, so that the statement that one is trying to make or its intended effect on the reader (its illocutionary and perlocutionary forces)  will largely  determine the syntax.       

4.5 Puns and Poetic Devices

 Punning is sometimes classed with poetic devices such as rhyme, alliteration, assonance, and association. Like these devices, they rely on the projection of the paradigmatic axis onto the syntagmatic, in Roman Jakobson's words, the deliberate choice of words which will add to the sense in a way that the most succinct, normal expression of the basic meaning could not. words themselves, But perhaps word choice is always sound conditioned, as one sound suggests words with similar sound. All poetic devices imply a certain association of sense based on sound, whether the hearer or reader is conscious of it or not. After all, why go out of one's way to pick a certain word tied by sound to those around it unless it was also tied by sense in some fashion? The greater the similarity of sound, the greater the implied similarity of sense. It can be hard to say where puns based on the sharing of a syllable leave off, and alliteration and assonance begin, especially with short words. Puns thus lie on the end of a continuum, for they most closely imply the connection of sense, so closely that a confusion is created. Poetic devices suggest; puns force, hit you over the head until you submit.  With alliteration ,for example, the implication is only weak; for there are so many possibilities of words that begin with the same sound. The same applies to multiple sound similarities. consider the following headlines from TIME magazine, which are not really poetry but show the suggestion/ necessity dichotomy:

The Holy Helicopter. (Concerning a Bishop who travels around his huge see by air.)

Crackdown in Caracas. (concerning rioting in Venezuela.) If these were really to be puns, they would have read "The Holy-copter" and "Caracdown in Caracas". There  would have been no way to avoid being knocked pun-conscious. In their actual form, the connection was only subtly implied. Most of the Latin puns are examples of this, collocations without strong, unavoidable ambiguity.

Rhyme is more restrictive, although some words have a large number of rhymes, (monosyllables such as me, see, he) and when these are used, the semantic implication is less effective, in an application of Hale's Law and Gilbert's Corollary.  Any 1OP in which the only sound changed is the first of the word is a rhyme. Just as puns must sometimes distort sound, adopt dialectal or elided pronunciations in order to suggest another word, rhymesters are not above twisting sounds, stresses, sense, and syntax in order to assure the similarity of words. 1 A rhyming word is often close enough to the original word to suggest it strongly, but the fact that it is the very first sound which is changed may attract more attention to the change unless the word is buried in a phrase, where it loses much of its stress. Thus rhyme puns can be useful for the contrastive type and weak in the comparative type. 

 Rhyme can help in the creation of puns by creating an expectation of the next word (as in the "bucket of shhhh-aving cream" song), even to such a degree that an expected rhyming word will be activated along with the actual word supplied. Defeat of this expectation can create humor; the meter, rhyme, or other criteria of word choice, if they are known to the hearer, can create another context which will influence the hearing of phonemes and words and the assignment of senses. 

Coining new words by packing two meanings in one word by packing the two words themselves together is another poetic technique which bears some relationship to punning. However, not all "portmanteau" words are puns, for in some there is no ambiguity. Lewis Carroll's "galumphing" means exactly what it seems to, a combination of "galloping" and "triumphant." It does not sound like other English words, will not be confused with them, and is not meant to be. Nor is any special relationship between the two words implied by their sharing of a morpheme or a syllable, as there is in Freud's "The Baron Rothschild treated me most famillionairely," meaning "he treated me familiarly and he is a millionaire" or "he treated me familiarly because of, or in spite of his being a millionaire." However, as soon as the two words combined start to have some sound in common, the portmanteau starts to become a pun by implying similarity of meaning based on similarity of form. Carroll's "slithy" ("lithe" + "slimy") implies a natural connection of the two words due to their syllable in common. 

The basic difference between puns and poetic devices is that puns are supposed to be funny. They stand out; they cannot be overlooked or seen only semiconsciously. They are unexpected. If everything is a pun ,nothing is. Nothing will stand out. Even in the Hasty Pudding show, puns are spaced enough to give the audience a moment to recover, so that each one is fresh and unexpected. Readers of Latin poetry would never have had time to take every collocation as a pun, any more than the alliteration in every line of Anglo-Saxon poetry is a pun. The pleasure in poetry is subtle, aesthetic, not explosive like that in puns.

4.6 Sound Associations and Child Language

Puns work by playing on an idea which has certainly been well discussed in philosophy (such as Plato's Cratylus) that the sounds of things are somehow related to their meaning. Linguists, semioticians, and anyone else who has read Ferdinand de Saussure, know that the link between the sign (the audible sound) and the idea which it signifies (the meaning) is arbitrary. Despite the fact that there are thousands of languages and ways to say things, people still seem believe on some level of consciousness that sound does determine meaning. In the Cratylus, words to describe certain qualities are held to contain sounds whose pronunciation has those qualities. It might  be more plausible to say that similarity of sound equals similarity of meaning. However, if this were so, then all languages would be structurally identical, and could be transformed into one another by phonetic equivalences. On the other hand, there are connections between words, etymologies, which represent links of meaning based on links of sound, if not between words and things. It is not unreasonable to find etymologies; most people just go about it incorrectly, since they see only the current form of the word. Besides, even in Indo-European, there were homophonic roots, so that even if etymologies were correctly done, they might make erroneous associations. Still, the popularity of folk etymologies shows that the fallacy of semantics as totally determined by phonology is quite alive. Punning plays on this assumption by showing how absurd it is. It shows what outrageous connections can be made between opposite meanings, so as if by reductio ad absurdum, since the initial assumption results in a contradiction, it must be false.  Meaningful puns, however, play on this principle in a different way, using it for support rather than ridiculing it.

           The human desire to understand the origins and true meanings of words through their relationships with one another has several manifestations, which, however, operate in basically the same way. One is the pursuit of etymology.  As Anthony Arlotto puts it, "Etymologizing has long been a trait of human beings who have reflected on language." (207) However, true etymology has only been practiced since comparatively recently, by modern linguists, who describe what everyone else has done and still does (ancient and medieval writers, children, ordinary adults, "folks", etc.) as false etymology. One major difference is that false etymology operates directly on surface similarity of sounds, instead of examining the structural, rule-governed changes that cause related words to sound different as often as they sound the same. on the other hand, it is a basic assumption of modern linguistics that speakers of a language have no access to earlier stages of the language, and thus no etymological knowledge other than that which is on the surface. Jean Berko Gleason lists some of the etymologies children invent for compound words, which should be relatively easy to explain, (in her article Describing Children's language) such as "Breakfast is called breakfast because you have to eat it fast when you rush to school,"(as I child, I certainly believed that the morning meal was a "fast break," in the daily routine), and "Thanksgiving is called that because people give things to each other,' which introduces a first order ambiguity. Finally, "A handkerchief is a thing you hold in your hand, and you go 'kerchoo,'" which  Ms. Gleason notes was also the explanation offered by one of her college graduate adult subjects.(And is similar to ambiguities of speech and non-speech, see section 3.1) Some children, however, did not attempt to furnish etymologies for words, accepting them simply as names for things, as Dr. Seuss's Cat in the Hat says, they call it that because that's what it's called. (A weak 5OA or FE) Or, they described its function without indicating how the function and the name were connected. These varied levels of understanding are pertinent to our even the most sophisticated speakers knowledge; there are certain words, such as names of places and people, that cannot be further analyzed than to say "that's what it's called." They simply become names, and any real connection to what they represent becomes coincidental.

Eve V. Clark's article on innovation by children also has some interesting parallels to punning. In forming denominative verbs, children often use already existing verbs in a new way, or rather, their innovations are homophonous or morphologically identical to existing verbs. Adults judge these as inadmissable, as "pre-empted," but this does not stop children from using them. The question is, is there a causal relationship? Is a child more likely to use as a word a word that he or she has heard before, even though, or especially if, the meaning is unknown, simply because they know that they are words and it seems reasonable to interpret them according to what they already know? In other words, do  children reinterpret empty linguistic material according to their own context, that is, other words they know which sound similar? Clarke does not answer this question, but it seems to me likely that it is a motivating factor, that children, and people in general, prefer to reinterpret existing words to learning new ones, as they do in creating false etymologies, and the savings of psychic energy this entails. 

For Freud, at the very end of his book, examines the relationship of the comic to the childlike. He shows how many of the things we find comic are exhibited by children, that we can find children comic and adults who act like children especially comic, and that children themselves have no appreciation of the comic; they just have naive pleasure. (222-3) He offers a new explanation of humor, "to regard the comic as the regained lost laughter of childhood." Puns work like child language, and give us the chance to act like children with regard to language, to play freely with it, unencumbered by societal rules, yet remind us of how close we are to childhood and how much we have lost in leaving it. This could be yet another explanation of the pleasure, or lack thereof, in the humor of puns.

�I recently found myself in this situation.  After attending a performance of a rock band with a female friend whose boyfriend is in another band,  we were talking about the musicians we had just seen. I confused the guitarist with the bassist, and she pointed out my error. I had to restrain myself from saying, "I guess you know musicians better than I do."


� However, when Dukakis actually did make some jokes, they were all the more funny, from the unexpectedness and incongruity of the source. At one dinner, he remarked "They say this election might be won by a nose. If so, I am the next President.""Mr. Bush, you say you want to do something for the little guy in America. Well, I am he."


1 Bradley's Arnold Latin Prose Composition, J.F. Mountford, Ed., p245


2 Although technically an ablative absolute should not have addtional words such as "ad se," "to himself," small additions are not considered too bad.


1 The examples are all over, but an easy source is Gilbert's "I am the Very Model of a Modern Major General" (The Pirates of Penzance, Act I) "In short when I've a smattering of elemental strategy/ You'll say a better Major General has never sat-a-gee./For my military knowledge, though I'm plucky and adventury/ Has only been brought down to the beginning of the century." Gilbert changes the stress of "General"(to the last syllable) invents a whole phrase which almost no-one understood ("sat a gee" = "rode a horse," "gee" coming from "gee-haw" the commands used to urge on a horse) and coins a new  word by addition of a morpheme ("adventury.")





_1070202523.unknown

