- 256 =

kataliza ominig¢togo vyrazu bgdZ frazy jost linguistycznie zde-
terminowana (roguly opuszczania ruszg Lyé niec tylko syntalityez-
nie, ale réwniez semantycznie ograniczone, aby Jo «J.Q.OH%#,,O..S@\.
Analiza interpretacyjna Lonstrukeji cliptycznych, chocias
nie rozwigzuje wszystkich probleméy zwiazanych =z elipsa, tral-
tuje zjawisko elipsy v sposbéb prosty i Jjednorodny: wszysthkie
zdania i wypowiedzi sg generowane przez baze sktadnika syntak-

tyecznego sramatyki, a ich znaczenie jest olcre$lance przez reguly

interpretacyjne skladnika s enantycznego.
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Pragmatic Interpretation of Verbal Jokes -
e Study in the Humour of Some Speech Acts

We do not normally realise that a great part of our every-
day communication is performed nob&wum0¢wwa. Apart from the
strictly linguistic significance that thls fact may have, 1%
is also interesting because nondirect utterances can often be
& source of humour. It is our intention in this article to
examine several examples of such laughter-provoking language
use and try to indicate the reasons for their being funny.
The msthod employed for this purpose is the pragmatic theory
of speech actg., As it is still comparatively recent, we shall
first introduce it to the extent required by the present paper
and only then get to the actual analysis.

According to Searle /1969: 16/, "speaking a language is
performing speech acts, acts such ss making statements, giving
commends, asking questions, making promises, and so on; and
mors abstractly, acts such as referring or predicating.™ In
fact, the production of any symbol,word or sentence in appro-

_uuwmwm circumstances can be a speech act. Provided that it 1s

produced by & human being and with certain intentions, Searle
/1969/ regards speech act as the basic or minimal unit of lin-
nzpmwwo communication.

It is in Austin /1962/ that we first come across the fol-
lowing tripartite division of speech acts: locutionary acts
ers the acts OF saying something, illocutionary acts are per-
formed IN saying something, and perlocutionary acts are achie-
ved BY saying something. The utterances which result from the
performance of the three acts are respectively called locu~-
tion, 1lllccution and perlocution.

Sadock /1974/ eays that locutionary acts are performed
vith ihe purpose of communicating something. Illocutionary

acts are achieved if our intention to achieve them is commu-
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nicated. This intended illocution is also called illocutio-
nary force and it can be of different kinds, e.g. the force
of a promise, of a question or of a request; hence different
kinds of illocutionary acts, such as promising, asking, re—
questing, etc. The simplest way to convey the intended force
of an utterance is by means of an explicit performative, i.e.
an utterance of the form: "I promise you that I‘1l...", and
so on. Of course, not all illocutionary acts have such expli-
cit form.

Perlocutionary acts are called in Sadock /1974/ the bygzo-
dugts of acts of communication. Indeed, it is their effect
on the hearer which is important, whether intentional or not.
One utterance can often have more than one such effect, or
different ones depending on the context. A few examples of
perlocutionary acts could be: intimidating, lnspiring, irri-
tating, etc.

As steted in Akmajian /1979/, illocutionary acts are much
more important in linguistic communication than perlocutio-
nary acts. The latter are even performed by means of perfor-
ming the former, for instance we nmight offend or frighten
gomeone, i.e, perform perlocutionary scts, by means of stating
or threatening, which are illocutionary acts. Because of thaf
as well as due to their significance for verbal humour, illo-
cutionary acts will be given the most attention here.

In Akmajlian we further read that according to the way in
which they are performed, speech acts can be divided into
four main types: literal /if a speaker means what he says/,
nonliteral /if a mwmmwmu does not mean what hls words mean
literally/, indirect /if a speaker performs an act by per-
forming another speech act/ and direct /if an act is not
perfdrmed by meens of performing another act/. This distin-
ction is especially important for illocutionary acts in the
case of which the speaker’s illocuticnery intent must be re-
cognlpsed for an act to be properly understood. Of course,
literal and direct acts are the easiest to understand because
they are the simplest. They require the minimal amount of
inference from the hearer. Nonliteral direct acts are more
complicated in this respect because not only must the hearer
realise that the literal meaning of the speeker’s words i3
not what the spesker means, but also infer what he does mean.
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With indirect acts the number of speech acts performed at

a given time doubles. In such a case, one utterance of a sen~
tence means performing two acts, the first of which is direct
and the second indirect, Additionally, each of them can be
either literal or nonliteral, which increases the number of
possible combinations even more,

This being so, the following question arises: how, at least
in most cases, does the hearer know what the speaker really
wanted to say, especially when he performed two, often very
different, acts?

In Searle /1969: 16/ we read that "speech acts are in ge-
nersl made posgible by and are performed in accordance with
certein rules for the use of linguistic elements," These rules
demand that for e speech.act to be properly performed certain
conditions must be met. They are the so- called felicity con-
ditions - the .prerequisites of a speech act’s felicitous per-
formance. And so, for instance, the act of requesting has
the following conditionsg:

a. Propogsitional Content Condition., A future act A is
predicated of the hearer H.

be. Preparatory Condition. H is able to do A,

c. Sincerity Condition. The speaker S wants H to do A.

Now the rules entailing the fulfilment of these conditions
aré shared by both the speaker and the heasrer and it is owing
to this fact that the two can successfully communicate. The
latter recognises the intentions of the former and the former
expects the latter to do so. At least this is true of literal
and direct acts.

" The sm%.wbawumOd illocutionary acts are properly understood
is, according to Searle /1975/, this, Suppose someone makes
an utterance directed to someone else., If the hearer finds
the speaker’s words contextually inappropriate, then he has
reasong to believe that the speaker performed not only the
sort of act that would result from the literal meaning of his

words, but also some other one., It is the act whose conditions

are fulfilled by the speaker’s utterance.
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the analysis of verbal humour. The scope ol our Ci.

will be several utterances, most of which are hints, that io
to say nondirect statements or guestilons. One of them appears

in the following dialogue:

Author - "Have you read my new book?"

Friend - "Yes."

Author - "What do you think of it?"

FPriend - "Well, to be candid with you, I think the
covers are too far aspart.”

What kind of speech act is it that the author’s friend per-
forms? He certainly means to say that the covers are too far
apart, but this is not all. He also, and in fact primarily,
wants to say that the book is simply too long, but instead
of doing that literally he says what he does about the covers.
So he leaves it for the author to infer that the work is
excessively large. Now the friend s intent was to tell the
author about the size of the book and he did it through the
act of telling him about its covers. The friend, therefore,
performed an illocutionary act of telling which, although
nonliteral, was direct because it was done by means of an act
of telling. The joke is funny to us as soon as we nofice that
it is a simple message to the effect "Your book is too long"
which is conveyed in a roundabout and yet none the slower way
of & nonliteral and direct illocutionary act of telling.

The next twoe exsmples of hints are perhaps even more inte-
resting. The firsi one is thig:

A customer set down at a table in a smart restaurant
and tied a napkin around his neck. The scandalised mana-
ger called & walter and instructed him, "Try to mzke him
understand, as tactfully as possible, that that & not
done."

said the thoughtful waiter to the customer:

"Pardon me, sir. Shave or haircut, sir?"

To be able to say what speech act the walter performs we
must lock at the real meaning of his words, What he wants to
tell the customer is: "Please, untie the napkin." Instead,
however, he asks him what he does and the act performed is
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nonliteral, What is more, it is indirect, because it is a re-
quest, albeit appearing as a question, Now if we assume that
the customer understood the waiter s intentions, the natural
guestion to come to our mind could be: how did 1t come about?
Or, more generslly, how is it possible that an utterance with
the surface form of an interrogative can be taken as a request,
the normal form of a request belng an imperative sentence?

The point is that the walter’s utterance meant literally,
i.es 23 a question for information, would be inappropriate
in the context in which it appears. Certainly the waiter did
not mean to shave the customer or cut his hair. Nor can we
easily imagine a man who in such a situation should find a si=-
milar suggestion s anything but a surprise., Therefore, if
a question about a barber ‘s service in a restaurant is bound
to amaze a customer, it is also most likely to make him wonder
about the possible reasons for asking it. Gradually, though in
reality the @Woommm takes fractionsg of seconds, the customer
will associate the barber with the napkin he had tied under
his neck and the waiter’s question will appear to him as the
request to remove it. The roundaboutness of the waiter’s
utterance, consisting in his surprising, though not illogicai,
association, is already a source of humour in itself. Together
with his rather doubtful tact it contributes to the unexpec-
tedness of the solution of the joke, which provokes our
laughter.

The other example is an interesting and very promising way
ow requesting:

A Paris theatre has found a means of making ladies
remove their hats, Before the performance a strip ap-
pears on the screen curtain, "The management wisheg to
gpare elderly ladies inconvenience, They are permitted
to retain hats." There follows a general stampede to
remove hatg.

Let us, for our convenience, congider the notice to be one sen-
tence: "Elderly ladies are permitted to retain hats." It does
not matter here that the words appear on the curtain - they
could just as well be uttered. And what sort of speech act would
then be performed? First of all, seeing the results, one must
admit that it is a perlocutinary act - it has a clear effect
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He paused for the rhetorical effect, and instantly
on the hearers. As such, however, it is also illocutionary up mmud & grimy hand from the front row.
ell, my lad, what is it?"
/ef. earlier explanations/. Then, it is nonliteral, because "The resason we re so happy," replied the boy, "is if
the speaker means something exactly opposite to what he says. you talk long enough we won 't have geography lesson

this morning."
It is also indirect because 1t has the form of a statement

and is really a request. In spite of this nonliterality and
jndirectness, however, this cunning notice is very effective.
How is it possible this time?

The case seems to be different from the previous one, be=-
cause a remark to the ladies about their hats before a play

It 1s the case of an 1lndirect illocutionary act mistakenly

understood as a direct one. The politician’s question "Yhy is
it, my dear girls and boys, you're all so happy?" is a rheto-
rical question. What he really is performing is a declarative

to the effect:"I wonder why you are all so ha N
: ppy." Therefore
is not really contextually inappropriate. It is customary although in the form of a question, his statement requires nm

that women often retain their hats indoors and so, very like- reply. The fact that we do get an snswer, and & clever one
ly, the theatre would not be an exception. To make the ladies too, makes us laugh. ’ ’
remove their hats, therefore, the management of the theatre
did not suggest it by surprising them with some apparently
out-of-context notice, but instead have resorted to the com-
mon knowledge of women’s psychology. The key word here is

The opposite case also frequently takes place, namely when
the act which is direct is thought to be an indirect one, e.g

The young man had been sitting in the drawing room

vglderly" and it ies so significant it even allows the mana- alone with her for a long time and it was getting late
gement to produce a notice whose literal meaning is just the Suddenly, the door opened and her father entered. He
coughed a little, cleared his throat, and then said:
reverse of what it really means, which is eifher you take . "Do you know what the time is?" :
ke e 2
your hat off or else you will pass as elderly. Hence the rush The young man arose hurriedly, stammered a few words
) and in a moment or so was gone,
among half of the audience and as the result no hats are 1li- "Is your young friend an idiot or what?" asked the
kely to obscure anybody’s view. wmﬂm%u of the girl, who stood looking into the mirror.
- Why?" queried the daughter, a trifle irritated.

Begide the extralinguistic sources of humour present in "iell, I just asked him if he knew the time, because

this joke, a lot of its fun results from the great discrepan- By wateh has stopped, and he simply bolted.”

cy between what is said end meant, in much the same way as in
the previous example. .
It will be noticed that all the utterances analysed ebove, uttering the question "Do you know what the time 1s?" merely

v .
for all their nonliterality and/or indirectness, could easily mbam to know how late it 1s end in order to get to know that
he performs a direct act of asking. However, the young man,

probably a little apprehensive of his would-be father-in-law,

“Here, the father, as he later explains to the daughter, by

be understood by the addresees. Not always, however, are
speech acts interpreted so faultlessly. Indeed, many a time N e latter
they are subject to confusion, which can often evoke much hi- s question as a hint to leave, i.e. perceives
larity. Let us have a look at some examples of the hearer’s an indirect act of requesting where there is actually none.
erroneous interpretetion of the speaker’s act. The first one R B»m:bmmﬂmamumwum of the speaker’s intentions, together
is the following: with the hearer’s reaction, results in our laughter,

A different example of confusing speech acts is when an in-
direct act is taken for another indirect act, e.g.

A politician was invited to give a talk on Americanism
to the pupils of the grammar school he had attended as

a boy. . ,
"When I see your smiling faces before me," he began uﬂwwwmwwuwwmum S a awﬂm fly in my soup.”
in the accepted oratorical style, "it takes me back t{o ’ ’ now - 8 the heat that kills them."

my childhood. Why is it, my dear girls and boys, you
are all so happy?"

— .
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The customer is probably shocked at the sight of a dead fly

in his soup. In any case, he wanis gomething to bs done about
it and is not in the least interested in the resson for which
flies die. The smwﬂmw. however, instezd of replacing the plate
with another o:o‘ pretends to take things for grented end pro-
vides his explanation which is quite jrrelevent under the cir-
cumstances. Looking at it from the point of view of pragmatics,
the customer utters a request which is indirect because it has
the form of a declarative. The walter, though, chooses not to
see it as a request, but as an indirect guestion concerning
the dying of flies. We can infer it from his words, which are
the answer to such a question. Thus, dm‘Howsmwsq to see what
the customer means, the waiter tries %o wriggle out of his res-
ponsibility for there being a fly in the soup, His wit lies

at the foundations of the Jjoke,

Now the confusion of speech acts in the last three examples
appears to be 005¢mchmwwu determined, Coming back to the clase-
room, a little mowoouco% s answer to the wowwewoumb s question
"ihy is it you are all so happy?" was posslble because it g0
happened that the children were sti1ll to have a geography les-
son later on and hoping to skip it if the politician talked
long enough they weré actually hsppy. If the vigitor had come
to their last class, they would most probably have been anxlous
to go home =nd no answer to the rhetorical question would have
arisen, )

Similarly, the mHHH\m father’s question about the time in
the following joke could only be ambiguous for someone who had
.indeed been sitting with the girl till late. In other words,
the circumstences quite understandably entitled the father to
meke & hint to the young man to leave. An additional factor
contrihuting to the misunderstanding was probably the young
men’s oversensitivity, apparent from the way he left the house.

Finally, in the third exeample quoted it is meHH% evident
that the waiter’s misinterpretetion of the customer ‘s remark is
vcwvommmsw Tn the situation in which they eppear, the words
tohere ‘s a dead fly in my soup" can hardly mean anything elzs
then a request Tor & new plate. Unless, then, as we sugzes t2d,
he wants to escepe Lis responsibility, the waiter, by conscicuc
disregarding of the customer s obvious intentions, appeals b0
his sense of humouvr, hoping that laughter will help to relieve
the incident.
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Throughout this article we have dealt with several jokes
based on the use of nondirect speech. In the atiempt fo ans-
wer the question why they were amusing, the pragmatic theory
of speech acts has been applied. At this point we can already
say that the choice of the method seems well justified, since
the adopted approach has proved very useful in indicating the
difference between what the speaker means, how he says it and,
frequently, how the hearer interprets it. This discrepancy 1is
egsential for the type of humour we have chosen to analyse.
Looking at jokes as at speech acts has also made it possible
to notice the ambiguity of nondirect utterances, which -
unless the context prevents it - can often lead to misunder-
standings and consequently to humorous effects.

Pinally, we must stress again that the theory of speech
acts is presented here only to the extent we find 1t useful
for what we have called nondirect speech. Ve are aware that
there is more to it and that other types of verbal jokes
could possibly be analysed in light of this approach. For the
time being, however, this remains a subject of articles yet
to be written.

Footnotes

Jerm word "nondirect" introduced here is meant to comprise
the terms "indirect" and "nonmliteral” which occur later.

2Por more information on it see especially Grice /1975/.
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Streszczenie

Artykut zawiera prdbe anelizy kilku przykiaddw humoru stow-
nego wynikajacego = postugiwania sig jezykiem w sposdb posred-
ni /nondizetly/. Termin ten, wprowadzony przez autora, nawig-
zuje do pragmatycznej teorii aktéw mowy i oznacza kazdy taki
akt, ktéry jest badZ niedostowny /nonliteral/, bads posdredni
/indirect/, albo posiada obie te cechy. Wspomniana teoria omd-
wlona Jest w ogdélnym rarysie w pierwszej czgs$ci artykutu,

a nastepnie wykorzystana do badania humoru jezykowego. Zasto-
sovanie jej do tego celu wydaje sie celowe, gdyz ukazuje wy-
raZnie rdéinice mledzy intencjemi mdéwey, sposobem ich wypowia-~
dania oraz, nlerzadko, sposobem jich interpretecji przez stu-
chacza. Rozbieznosci tego typu sg zesadnicze dla rodzaju hu-
moru analizowanego w tym artykule. Spojrzenle na doweclp stow-
ny Jako na akt mowy pozwolito réwniez zwrdcidé uwaze na nie-
Jednoznacznoéé wypowiedzi poSrednich., lMoze ona, jesli tylko
nie przeciwdziata temu kontekst, prowadzié do zabawnych nie-
porozumier,
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Teotym Rott-Zebrowski

HcoTopua ¥306paxednA YnMcesJ N JSTOCYACISHUA Ha Pycu

1 B [locxeme

OGosHaverne Yucen U JETOCUHACHSHMe B JDepHei Pycd OT.MUAIICEH
CyMEeCTBEHHHM 00pasoM OT 0003HsYeHNd YUCed X JeTOCYACASHAA,IDL-
MeHIeMOT0 B TO Bpems B I[lompme. { ecinm Temeps B 3TOM HeT HHKa-
KX pasidudi, TO NMpolece YHATAKANXZ IJMICA HECKOILKO CTOMBTH..

HacTodmad cTaTeA 3HAKOMAT YATATENA C DasiMAMd B 00o34ade-
HUR 9ACeN ¥ JIeTOcuMc/eHusa Ha Pycu # B lomme # TMPOCJIeKABEET
OpoliecC MX YHUEAKAINA.

OGosHaveHne 9Yucen W JISTOCUYUCAEHUE OHAM NDPUHATH PYyCRW B I'O-
IH ee KpelleHNd BMECTS C KUDHJUIOBCKAM IINCEMOM A3 DoATapui, TIe
OHIt, B CBOK OYepelb, CHJIM 3aUMCTBOBAHH M3 BH32aHTUH.

Uncna B I'pevecKOM NACEMe 0C03HAUAJNCE CYKBaMM, MO O0KaM Xo-
TOPHX CTaBAIYMCH TOUKZ, & Hal OYKBAMH TKTIO. [Ipy 3TOM Kearmad Oy-
KB2 00amssa YKCNOBEM 3HAYeHAeM, Naxe ¥ Taxde, KOTODHE NMOTSDS-
Jil CBOe 3BYKOBOe 3HAYEHNEe ¥ B KJACCUYECKWU aiGaBAT A3 24 OYEB
He BXommim: maremva ( F ), xomma (9 ) z cavmd ( 3 ).

Hax u3BeCTHO, KUDAJUIOBCKOE IUCEMO HACYHUTHBAIO 43 GYKBH,Tak
Kak I 0CO3HaUeHNs TAKMX 3BYKOB CTADOCISBAHCKOTO H3HKA, KOTO-
pHe He nMe M napajieneil B I'DEYSCKOM A3HKE, ee A300peTarTeld —
Kepnan @unocod, a nmosnHee KnmmedT OXPUICKNY — BYHYKIEHHE G
CO30aThk HOBHE OYKBH. ST HOEBHE GYyKBH, KaK HDABWJIO, JXMNEHH GHIH
UNCAOBOT0 3HaUeHuA, OYKEBH Xe, B3ATHE U3 T'DEUECKOTO am.asuTa,
OOJyYNIX TE %€ CaMHe NUGDORHe 3HaUeHMd, 4TO U B I'pEYECKOL Ii-
Enpu. lUndposue 3HaYeHWA NUTEMMH, KOUNH ¥ CaMIA NepeHANy 3elo,
aabmm X KC Mammii, 3aMeHeHHHI I03%e GYKBOU IH.

_ lnfiposue sHauerns GYKB KIDUJLAIN GHM CrelyRmme: I
B-2, F-3,T-4, F-5,5-6 5-7, F-8, -B-9,
T - 10, ‘®-20, -T- 30, - 40, &- 50, B.- @, 0- 0,

T- &, T- 90, .- I00,T- 200, T- 300, O - 400,
W~ 500, X - €00, xru 700, +C3-~. 800, -A- - am T - 900.
Uxcaa or 11 mo 20 Bupamamuch COeNMHEHMEM HOKasareneil ema-




