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1 Introduction 

Humor is a universal human trait (Raskin, 1985), and has started to receive atten-

tion from many approaches and perspectives. As integral part of human cogni-

tion, humor is culturally determined, exploiting the different stereotypes in cul-

tures. It serves a great deal of social and cognitive functions and is a fundamental 

part of all types of social interaction. Humor specifically reflects the creativity of 

the human language and remains one of the “least understood of our cognitive 

capacities” (Bergen & Binsted, 2004, p. 79). Since humor is such a broad concept, 

it is very hard to define, to analyze, and operationalize.  

The main purpose of this book, then, is to provide a cognitive analysis of hu-

mor based on empirical findings. Using a large corpus of examples drawn from 

two television-series, we will investigate the types of humor and the linguistic 

mechanisms involved in humorous meanings in interaction. We will also inte-

grate a multimodal approach that will shed more light into the phenomenon of 

humor.  

1.1 Situating the study 

The foundations for humor theory can be traced back to the works of ancient phi-

losophers—Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, and Quintilian (cf. Perks, 2012)—and they still 

hold today, as they contain important insight on the functions and understand-

ing of humor. As has been suggested by Bergen and Binsted (idem, p. 80), humor 

abuses inferences through linguistic imagery, and since it depicts “truly creative 

language use” (idem, p. 12), it should be cognitively oriented.  

It is true that, with the publication of the Semantic Script Theory of Humor 

(Raskin, 1985) and the General Theory of Verbal Humor (Attardo, 1994), humor 

research has been focused on a more cognitive point of view. As Attardo (2002b, 

p. 231) put it, “linguists who study humor may well be pleased to find out that 

they were doing cognitive stylistics all along.” Some more recent studies deal 

with the relationship between humorous mechanisms and the human mind (Gi-

ora 1991, 1998; Gibbs 2000; Vandaele, 2002; Brône & Feyaerts, 2003, 2004; 

Ritchie, 2004; Veale, Feyaerts & Brône, 2006; Brône, 2008, 2010; Tabacaru & 

Lemmens, 2014; Tabacaru & Feyaerts, 2016 among others). Such studies have fo-

cused on explaining the mental processes involved in the interpretation of hu-

morous messages.  

To arrive at a cognitive and truly usage-based analysis of humorous utter-

ances, i.e., one which studies humor in verbal and non-verbal interaction, new 
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and larger corpora are needed to provide more reliable empirical support. The 

present study is an attempt at providing such an empirically sound analysis of 

staged interactions. The corpus used in this study is drawn from two television-

series: House M.D., a medical drama, and The Big Bang Theory, a modern sitcom. 

The two series have each their own style and different writing techniques; by 

looking at two such divergent types of conversational data, we hope to offer a 

wider perspective on how humor is created. The data have been analyzed and 

annotated using ELAN (see Chapter 3 for details on the data analysis) for an all-

encompassing view on how these mechanisms work and interact with each other. 

We adhere to Brône et al.’s view (2006) that there is a close relationship be-

tween verbal humor, on the one hand, and syntax, semantics, and pragmatics, 

on the other; this means that an analysis of humor should take into consideration 

the entire linguistic context in which a humorous utterance appears. Im-

portantly, the non-verbal aspects of humor, notably speakers’ facial expressions 

and gestures, which hitherto have remained fairly unexplored, should also be in-

cluded; as the study will show, they are often exploited by speakers to underline 

their humorous intentions. As correctly observed by Mey (2003, pp. 334-335), 

“facts are never just facts: they always hang together with the context in which 

they are found and with the people that are at their origins.” Drawing on older as 

well as more recent linguistic theories, and including non-verbal elements as 

well, this analysis takes into consideration all the implications and meanings in-

volved in humorous communication in a particular context.  

1.2 Interactional humor 

Interactional humor has been at the center of several discussions (Kotthoff, 2006; 

Brône, 2008; Priego-Valverde, 2009; Feyaerts et al., 2015; Brône & Oben, 2013; 

Feyaerts, 2013; Feyaerts & Oben, 2014). It is a relevant topic in humor analysis 

because, as underlined by Bell (2009, p. 148), in humor, both the speaker and the 

hearer have to be taken into account. Feyaerts and Oben (2014) stress the im-

portance of meaning coordination among speakers. Speakers create their utter-

ances for an interlocutor/addressee who is also part of the common ground (see 

also Brône, 2010, for a similar point of view) and the same social context (see 

Kristiansen and Dirven, 2008). The interactions play a fundamental role for the 

way meanings are constructed. These analyses of interactional humor build on a 

number of insights and concepts from the literature, such as Clark’s joint action 

hypothesis, Baron-Cohen’s theory of mind, and intersubjectivity, as explained 

below.  
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Seeing humor in interaction goes back to Clark’s (1996) joint action hypothesis 

which defines language as a joint activity. When engaged in such an activity, 

Clark says, discourse participants mainly base their linguistic output on what 

they assume to be common ground between them (Clark, 1992, 1996). For exam-

ple, he notes (Clark, 1996, p.92) that “[e]verything we do is rooted in information 

we have about surroundings, activities, perceptions, emotions, plans, interests. 

Everything we do jointly with others is also rooted in this information, but only 

in that part we think they share with us.” 

Clark further notes that language is a set of conventions and that discourse 

participants have to coordinate with each other both at the stage of production 

as well as interpretation. The meanings they employ are coordinated according 

to shared lexical knowledge, or, on the contrary, exploited for a different outcome 

that goes far beyond that word’s original definition, which would be the case in 

humorous contexts, such as sarcasm and irony (Clark, 1996).  

Interaction also hinges on the theory of mind (Baron-Cohen, 1995; Tomasello, 

1999) according to which interlocutors imagine what is going on in the other 

speakers’ mind when communicating. Human communication depends on the 

linguistic symbols that are intersubjectively shared by social convention and that 

are used to focus the attention on certain elements and situations (Tomasello, 

1999). When communicating, speakers infer what the interlocutors/hearers are 

thinking or what they know when they interpret linguistic utterances. Conversa-

tions basically depend on speakers’ ability to conceptualize the thoughts and 

ideas in their interlocutors’ minds (Brône, 2010). In conversation, they assume 

the meanings that their interlocutors will adopt.  

As such, interactions between speakers draw on intersubjectivity, which can 

be defined as “the sharing of experiential content (e.g., feelings, perceptions, 

thoughts, and linguistic meanings) among a plurality of subjects” (Zlatev et al., 

2008, p. 1).  

Schütz (1970, pp. 55-56) notes:  

[…] all social sciences take the intersubjectivity of thought and of action for granted. That 

fellowmen exist, that men act upon men, that communication by symbols and signs is pos-

sible, that social groups and institutions, legal and economic systems and the like are inte-

gral elements of our life-world, that this life-world has its own history and its special rela-

tion to time and space […] But the phenomena themselves are taken for granted […] They 

are taken for granted, and they have their specific meaning and way of existence.  

Schütz further remarks (p. 56) that all concepts of meaning have a certain struc-

ture in the consciousness and belong to a certain “arrangement of all the experi-

ences in inner time, a certain type of sedimentation.” Since we observe our inter-

locutors, interpretation of meaning is possible because we choose from the “stock 
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of pre-interpreted experiences” (ibid.) built up in our brain. In interaction inter-

pretation depends on intersubjectivity, on the shared mutual conventions 

through which interlocutors coordinate their meanings. Similarly, Verhagen 

(2008, p. 307) says that interlocutors follow rules “because of the expectation that 

others will follow them and because one knows others expect one to follow 

them”.  

Studying interactional humor along the lines sketched here necessarily im-

plies that one adopts a multimodal perspective on communication, as also non-

verbal clues are crucially involved in communicative interaction In a multimodal 

perspective, language can no longer be seen as the only means of communi-

cating: “people in interaction seldom communicate only through language. A 

person takes up a certain kind of distance to others, takes up a particular posture, 

gestures while speaking, and at times gazes at the interlocutor” (Norris, 2004, p. 

x). As clearly stated by Norris (2004, p. 1) “all interactions are multimodal”, which 

underlines the need for a multimodal approach to humor as well.  

Gallagher and Hutto (2008, p. 20) express similar views on intersubjectivity:  

In most intersubjective situations, that is, in situations of social interactions, we have a di-

rect perceptual understanding of another person’s intentions because their intentions are 

explicitly expressed in their embodied actions and expressive behaviors. This understand-

ing does not require us to postulate or infer a belief or a desire hidden away in the other 

person’s mind.  

Hence the necessity of including the visual component which allows researchers 

to analyze these non-verbal elements that are also part of the process of com-

municating with each other.  

Norris further notes (2004, pp. 3-4) that, in interaction, we are not focusing 

on the experiences of the speakers, but rather on how they express their feelings, 

thoughts, perceptions, attitudes, etc. Referring back to Clark’s (1996) joint action 

hypothesis and Baron Cohen’s theory of mind mentioned earlier, people’s reac-

tions in interaction allow discourse participants/hearers to draw conclusions of 

what is happening in their interlocutors’ minds. The way they express themselves 

while speaking and the way they react are important factors in communication. 

In line with these theories, intersubjectivity depends on “our cognitive ability to 

take other people’s perspective and to model the mental states of our interlocu-

tors” (Feyaerts & Oben, 2014, p. 278). Interaction presupposes constant meaning 

coordination among speakers: 

What is necessary is to coordinate predictions, to read the same message in the common 

situation, to identify the one course of action that their expectations of each other can 
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converge on. They must "mutually recognize" some unique signal that coordinates their 

expectations of each other. 

(Schelling 1960, as quoted in Klein & Orsborn, 

2009, p.181) 

These are the reasons why a multimodal study of interactional humor is essential 

for the clear understanding of meanings and implications that the speakers con-

vey. Consequently, in this analysis, we will consider the different contextual fac-

tors in which these humorous exchanges take place, verbal as well as visual. In-

corporating the visual factor (i.e., speakers’ gestural behavior) allows us to 

analyze how discourse participants express their feelings, attitudes, thoughts, 

etc.; this gives us a clearer view on how humorous utterances are created by the 

individuals.  

1.3 Relevance of multimodality in discourse and in humor 

In line with interactional humor and multimodal approaches to language, we em-

phasize the importance of taking into account the non-verbal elements that co-

occur with humorous interactions. We argue that certain gestures, such as raised 

eyebrows, frowning or head movements, are used by the speakers to point at 

some important element in their discourse. Integrating such non-verbal elements 

into humor analysis meshes well with the growing attention that current research 

pays to multimodality (see for example Calbris, 2008; Cienki, 2008; McNeill, 

2008; Williams, 2008; Lapaire, 2013; and many others) and the visual side of com-

munication (see, for instance, Kristiansen et al., 2006). Multimodality in humor 

opens new directions for the understanding of humorous meanings and implica-

tions because it underlines the importance of speakers’ attitude in how the hu-

morous message is conveyed. Most studies on multimodality analyze gestures 

made by hand and upper limb movements; in this study, we will, however, not 

be concerned with these, but limit ourselves to facial expressions and head move-

ments that speakers use in their discourse. There are two reasons for this limita-

tion. The first is a methodological concern: when analyzing conversational data 

from television-series as we do here, the framing by the camera is often such that 

gestural movements of the hands and upper limbs remain invisible, making a re-

liable analysis impossible. The second reason is that, apart from beats (repeated 

rhythmic movements), gestures made by the hand and upper limbs are quite of-

ten representational (or iconic in Kendon’s 2004 terms), expressing aspects such 

as size, manner, or actions related to the described reality. While such iconic ges-

tures are important communicative elements, they are less relevant to the 
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analysis of the type we do here, where we are more concerned with interactional 

aspects of communication. Indeed, as we will argue, facial expressions and head 

movements, often have a more discursive (i.e., pragmatic) function as gestural 

triggers that alert the hearer (which in this case, can be either the speaker’s inter-

locutor or the viewers of the series, or both) to the humorous intent of the speak-

ers.  

In view of the above, the study will thus be concerned with the following 

three hypotheses:  

1) Humor in interaction will exploit speakers’ expectations and will depend 

on constant intersubjectivity between interlocutors. They will refer to the com-

mon ground between them to create their humorous meanings.  

2) Speakers will use certain gestures to alert the hearers/viewers of their hu-

morous intentions. This is in line with more recent approaches to humor, analyz-

ing the role of prosody in humor and which have discussed a change in speakers’ 

intonation when using irony or sarcasm (Rockwell, 2000; Boxer, 2002; Cheang & 

Pell, 2009).1 

3) Speakers will use gestures to point out important parts of their humorous 

speech, which are fundamental in the process of meaning construction and in-

terpretation. This is in line with theories about the role of certain gestures in dis-

course in general (see Ekman 1979, for example, where certain facial expressions, 

such as raised eyebrows, become underlines of parts of the speakers’ speech).  

These hypotheses will be addressed in different steps. Firstly, given the com-

plexity of humor, we need to categorize the various humorous attestations de-

pending on the type of humor that is at issue (sarcasm, irony, situational humor, 

etc.) and also analyze the different linguistic mechanisms through which they are 

achieved (such as metonymy, metaphor, etc.;). Although the different categories 

of humor have been classified in the literature, a full taxonomy of linguistic 

mechanisms on such a large corpus of varied examples has not yet been done.2 

The present analysis thus aspires to be an important contribution to the field, 

shedding more light into how certain humor types are built. We also present the 

different genres and the different humor types. This will allow a true microscopic 

focus on humorous techniques that will explain how certain linguistic operations 

are used in the construction of humorous meanings. We aim at explaining what 

|| 
1 See also Muecke, 1978.  

2 Brône (2008) makes a classification of misunderstanding and hyper-understanding according 

to the linguistic mechanisms that are used to create them. See also Tsakona (2017) for a taxon-

omy of categories of humor.  
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is relevant for the understanding of these humorous instances, which includes 

notions such as common ground and layering (Clark, 1996). This way, speakers 

build their utterances and meanings on what the interlocutors have said before-

hand or on certain expectations they have from the other discourse participants. 

In interactional humor, the non-serious is created from elements that the speak-

ers already have at hand. The different references that speakers make in speech 

(be they from previous discourse or from shared knowledge) grant the constitu-

tion of a complex structure of different allusions and inferences. The hearers have 

to constantly refer to their common ground in order to access these implications. 

Logically then, the focus is not only on the speaker, but also on previous utter-

ances and exchanges that both speaker and hearer have added to the discourse. 

Meaning is not created independently of the context and the discourse partici-

pants. Rather, it is created for a certain situation and it builds on certain expecta-

tions that speakers have from their interlocutors.  

Secondly, and in line with recent multimodal studies in linguistics, we will 

evaluate how speakers use non-verbal clues, such as raised eyebrows, frowning, 

or head movements, to signal that certain elements in the discourse are more im-

portant than others concerning the role they play for the understanding of the 

humor in their utterance (be it one resulting from the speaker’s choice or one in-

tended by the script writers). This lines up with recent multimodal analyses in 

humor (Tsakona, 2009; Attardo et al., 2013a, 2013b) which have considered visual 

elements, as well as prosodic and gestural factors co-occurring in the humorous 

exchanges.  

Here, we adopt the view that all these elements, linguistic and non-linguistic, 

are part of the humorous meaning construction. Studying interactional humor in 

this way allows us to analyze the role facial expressions (and some other ges-

tures) play in the expression and interpretation of humorous utterances and pro-

vides a clearer perspective on how speakers make their messages understood by 

the hearers. Using such staged interactions for the analysis of humor is not new; 

Brône (2008) and Rockwell (2000), for instance, also use this type of data. As 

Rockwell (2000) points out, actors might also exaggerate their reactions with the 

purpose of making themselves clear to the audience; the reactions and gestures 

they use have the role of alerting the hearers of their humorous intentions. This 

makes this kind of data well-suited for the type of analysis that we envisage. 

1.4 Structure of the book  

The book is structured as follows: In Chapter 2, several approaches to humor are 

outlined and explained. These theories follow the development of linguistic 
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humorous theories from the very beginning and until more recent analyses. They 

show how humor works from a semantic, pragmatic and cognitive point of view. 

These analyses prove relevant because they will be used for the analysis of the 

corpus and also for the examination of sarcasm and facial expressions in the last 

part of this study (for example, gestural triggers lean on pragmatic inferencing, 

as will be shown later on).  

Chapter 3 presents the tools used to annotate the corpus and the different 

layers of interpretation. We explain the use of ELAN to annotate such corpus. This 

chapter provides a detailed description of how humor has been analyzed, draw-

ing on the categorization into humor types as well as on the linguistic mecha-

nisms used to create them. Using an annotation tool such as ELAN for humorous 

utterances allows the data to be organized on a number of levels that allow easy 

access to the corpus. It also presents the multimodal account of the data in the 

corpus, with quantitative results for humor types and multimodal elements re-

trieved from the corpus.  

As will become obvious, the quantitative analysis presented in Chapter 3 log-

ically leads to the nearly exclusive focus on sarcasm in Chapter 4 and on certain 

multimodal elements (facial expressions and head movements) in Chapter 5. 

More specifically, in Chapter 4, focusing on sarcasm, a more detailed description 

of the means and meanings at the center of this humor type is given. This is com-

pared to irony and features are presented that help distinguish it from other hu-

mor types. We suggest a linguistic analysis of the implications through which 

sarcasm is acquired in the study, as well as a comparison with other humor types 

with which it is usually combined. This perspective presents a taxonomy of sar-

casm, which deals with the different techniques used to achieve sarcastic effects. 

The general discussion follows the importance of cognitive theories such as 

Clark’s (1996) layering model in the understanding of humorous messages as well 

as the idea of incongruity that is at the core of sarcastic utterances.  

In Chapter 5, we present a multimodal approach to humor analysis, follow-

ing more recent trends in Cognitive Linguistics that have focused on non-verbal 

behavior. More particularly, we focus on facial expressions (raised eyebrows and 

frowning) and head movements (head tilts and head nods) as gestural triggers in 

interactional humor. These gestural triggers play a role in the creation and un-

derstanding of the humorous message since they occur at certain points and with 

certain elements in the speakers’ speech. We will argue that they are strategically 

placed on certain verbal elements to alert the hearer of the humorous reading of 

their utterance. In addition, we provide a detailed analysis of the different func-

tions these facial expressions and head movements play in the process of mean-

ing construction.  
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Chapter 6 concludes this research by underlining the major findings of the 

study. We accentuate how humor is created and understood, using multimodal 

elements that speakers use in their discourse. Drawing on these results, we sug-

gest several key questions to be examined in the future. 
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2 Theoretical premises  

The background theories presented here briefly represent the main directions hu-

mor has been analyzed from so far: the semantic model, the pragmatics of humor, 

and cognitive approaches. Even if these frameworks represent different fields of 

linguistics and all three of them deal with humor from certain perspectives, they 

all seem to share some common ground (see Tabacaru 2015). These perspectives 

see humor as a manipulation or an exploitation of the discourse for new mean-

ings to emerge. In the semantic view, the speaker is able to play with two opposite 

scripts (i.e., interpretations); in the pragmatic view, the speaker already infers 

how the audience will interpret the message and will surprise them with a new 

interpretation; and finally, the cognitive approach emphasizes this creativity of 

adding new meanings or ‘layers’ to the discourse space. Some of these theories 

have been discussed in relation to humor over the years. They will help charac-

terize humor from different perspectives that allow a better understanding of the 

concepts that will be developed in the analysis.  

2.1 The semantics of humor 

Many linguists have looked at the semantic mechanisms underlying the phenom-

enon of humor, in order to see how humorous messages are created. Here, we 

focus on theories that have been concerned with the semantic relations occurring 

between meanings that could bring about humorous utterances. At the center of 

these theories rests the idea of script-opposition (Raskin, 1985) which postulates 

that two incompatible scripts (i.e., meanings) can overlap or oppose each other 

in such a way that it becomes humorous. A few years later, the General Theory of 

Verbal Humor (Attardo & Raskin, 1991) integrates this mechanism into a broader 

theory that would explain any type of verbal humor. These two theories offer an 

initial view on humor from a semantic point of view, and can still be held ac-

countable for the creation of humorous interpretation(s), showing how different 

readings can be exploited for a different outcome.  

2.1.1 The model of script-opposition 

Raskin’s work on humor was consolidated with his book Semantic Mechanisms of 

Humor (1985), which relates the state of affairs in linguistics at the end of the 

1970s (cf. Krikmann, 2006, p. 31). His theory does not refer to humor in general, 
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but only to verbal humor (more specifically, jokes that contain a punch line). His 

theory of script-opposition represents the greatest pillar of Incongruity Theory, 

since it shows how two scripts (also schemas, frames of reference) can shift and 

a recipient is able to mentally process both, but in a particular order, which 

makes an utterance humorous. The aim of a script-based semantic theory of hu-

mor (henceforth SSTH) was aligned by Raskin as follows: “Ideally, a linguistic 

theory of humor should determine and formulate the necessary and sufficient lin-

guistic conditions for a text to be funny” (1985, p. 47).  

A script, as defined by Raskin (1985, p. 81) is “a large chunk of semantic in-

formation surrounding the word or evoked by it. The script is a cognitive structure 

internalized by the native speaker and it represents the native speaker’s 

knowledge of a small part of the world.” This perspective presents scripts as 

widely consistent with concepts from Cognitive Linguistics, such as frames (Fill-

more, 1982), domains (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980), or idealized cognitive models 

(Lakoff, 1987).3 

The main premise of the SSTH is the following:  

A text can be characterized as a single-joke-carrying text if both of the conditions are satis-

fied: 

i) The text is compatible, fully or in part, with two different scripts.  

ii) The two scripts with which the text is compatible are opposite (…). The two scripts with 

which some text is compatible are said to overlap fully or in part in this text.  

(Raskin, 1985, p. 99) 

In other words, scripts can overlap or oppose each other. They are nothing more 

than cognitive structures stored in memory. This idea has already been treated in 

linguistics before Raskin (see Fillmore, 1976, 1982; Chafe, 1977), calling to mind 

Incongruity Theory and the mismatch between two meanings of the same situa-

tion. Consider for instance example (1) below, taken from Raskin (1985: 32), which 

builds on the overlap of two different readings: 

  

(1) “Is the doctor at home?” the patient asked in his bronchial whisper. 

“No”, the doctor’s young and pretty wife whispered in reply. “Come 

right in.” […] 

  

|| 
3 On this issue, Brône (2012, p. 467) notes that the main difference is that scripts are connected 

to lexical elements, whereas Cognitive Linguistics has a less structurally constrained view on 

frames. 
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The two scripts share a certain feature that makes shifting from one meaning to 

the other possible. It is obvious that the patient in (1) wants to see the doctor, a 

fact highlighted by his “bronchial whisper.” While the patient’s whisper can be 

explained by his illness; that of the doctor’s “young and pretty wife” is left unex-

plained. The incongruity arises when the “young and pretty wife” invites the pa-

tient to come in when the doctor himself is not at home. Thus, a first non-sexual 

script (or [-sexual]) overlaps with the reading of the episode with a [+sexual] fea-

ture, and it is the wife’s invitation causing the switch instantaneously. The first 

situation (i.e., the patient seeking a doctor) is overlapped by a new situation of 

adultery that is imposed on the reader. The details given by the joke (the “bron-

chial whisper”, the verb “to whisper”) help the reader to recognize the new situ-

ation and reinterpret the text in a humorous way. These elements trigger the shift 

between the two incompatible interpretations ([+sexual] and [-sexual]). Without 

these, the first situation would be the only one intended by a speaker/writer (but 

possibly not the only one the hearer might understand). Or, like Pinker (1997) 

puts it, one frame of reference does not fit the context anymore and has to be 

replaced by another one.  

In this case, then, Raskin bases his theory on the idea of opposition and in-

congruity between readings. He (1985, p. 108) further notes that this opposition 

is explained in terms of narrow antonymy: “two linguistic entities whose mean-

ings are opposed only within a particular discourse and solely for the purposes 

of that discourse.” In example (2) below, the word substitute creates the connec-

tion between two different understandings of the situation:  

  

(2) An English bishop received the following note from the vicar of a vil-

lage in his diocese: “Milord, I regret to inform you of my wife’s death. 

Can you possibly send me a substitute for the weekend?” (Raskin, 1985, 

p. 106). 

  

Similar to example (1), this instance creates two opposite interpretations of the 

same context. The neutral word substitute makes it possible for the text to be com-

patible with two interpretations: it can be a substitute for the vicar (busy with his 

wife’s ceremony) or a substitute for the wife (given the vicar no longer has one). 

It is the incongruity between these two interpretations that allows the humorous 

effect of this example. Raskin’s view is similar to Koestler’s (1964), whose idea of 

bisociation is presented in Figure 1 below: 
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Fig. 1: Koestler’s idea of bisociation 

According to Koestler, humor involves a variety of intellectual and emotive stim-

uli to which the human brain reacts. A sudden bisociation of a mental event with 

two normally incompatible matrices (M1 and M2) does not allow our emotions to 

follow such quick change and finds its solution in laughter (L). As pointed out by 

Brône and Feyaerts (2003, p. 1), Koestler’s theory of bisociation is relevant since 

“he inquires into the common cognitive grounds of highly disparate phenomena 

like humor, artistic creativity and scientific discovery.” Moreover, Giora (1991) 

and later Viana (2010) describe script-opposition in terms of asymmetry. Asym-

metry is generally seen as “the lack of correspondence of form or position on two 

(or more) opposite sides of a dividing dimension.” In short, asymmetry marks the 

contrast between the different interpretations of a humorous text. Giora (2003) 

later developed her Graded Salience Hypothesis, which states that non-marked 

meanings come first and are then replaced by less salient, marked meanings 

which come towards the end, allowing the switch to a humorous interpretation.  

Moreover, Raskin considered humor as a type of non-bona-fide communica-

tion which would violate the Gricean Cooperative Principle and maxims. These 

maxims were set as conditions for bona-fide (i.e., serious, sincere, usual) commu-

nication; by following the ‘rules’, one would ensure a successful exchange be-

tween interlocutors. Briefly, as explained by Raskin, when a speaker uses humor, 

there are several situations that can take place, depending on how humor was 

used (intentionally or unintentionally) or depending on hearers’ expectations 

(i.e., they expect or not humor to be used). As such, if the hearer, who is in a 
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‘default’ mode of bon-fide communication, fails to understand the intended mes-

sage, they will seek a non-bon-fide interpretation to what was said.4  

2.1.2 General Theory of Verbal Humor 

The General Theory of Verbal Humor (henceforth GTVH) developed by Attardo 

and Raskin (1991) and similar to the SSTH, analyzes the mechanisms that create 

jokes. It represents a revisited version of the SSTH, allowing an evolution of the 

initial hypothesis and presupposing a more complete process. The GTVH com-

bines more parameters, script-opposition being one of them. If the SSTH was 

solely a semantic theory, the GTVH includes more parameters which integrate 

more areas in linguistics as well (pragmatics, for instance). Humor is discussed 

in terms of Knowledge Resources (KRs) which represent sets of information that 

are essential to the understanding of verbal humor. There are six knowledge re-

sources: language, narrative strategy, target, situation, logical mechanism, and 

script-opposition. They function as templates that make humor ‘work’: 

 

Fig. 2: Hierarchical organization of the GTVH 

This perspective sees script-opposition (SO) as the strongest parameter in the cre-

ation of jokes. It is followed by the logical mechanism (LM), which, despite the 

|| 
4 Or, assuming that the speaker violated a certain maxim, the hearer will assume some other 

maxim to be highlighted. In this case, the Cooperative Principle is still respected, only the max-

ims operate differently (i.e., they have been modified). 
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terminology, does not refer to some kind of deductive reasoning, but rather has 

to be thought of in terms of rational thinking or acting. Attardo et al. (2002) pre-

sent logical mechanisms as mappings between elements, based on similarity5 

and creating a sort of distorted and playful logic that does not hold in the real 

world. Interlocutors are aware of this and “go along with it” (Attardo, 2001, p. 25) 

for the sake of the joke. The situation (SI), the target of the joke (TA), the narrative 

strategy (NS) all link to the language (LA) and the content of the joke.  

Consider for instance the following joke taken from Freedman and Hoffman 

(1980) and analyzed by Attardo (2001, p. 73) in more detail:  

  

(3) How many Poles does it take to screw in a light bulb? Five, one to hold 

the light bulb and four to turn the table.   

  

Following the GTVH model and the KRs discussed above, this joke can be tran-

scribed as follows:  

Script-opposition: smart/dumb 

Logical mechanism: figure/ground reversal  

Situation: changing a light bulb 

Target: Poles 

Narrative strategy: question and answer   

Language: how, many, etc.  

The model presents the different scripts overlapping in example (3), namely the 

features smart and dumb. The joke plays fundamentally on the stupidity of Poles, 

which would make them the target of the joke. The situation where the Poles have 

to change a light bulb comes in the form of a question and an answer and the 

focus falls on a figure/ground reversal, which constitutes the logical mechanism. 

From the bulb (the figure), the focus is shifted to the table (the ground) that the 

Poles are turning in order to screw in the light bulb. The KRs included in the GTVH 

thus place the script-opposition ‘smart’ and ‘dumb’ as the most important ele-

ments, helping to understand how this joke was created.  

Nevertheless, several criticisms were brought to the SSTH and the GTVH. One 

of them would be that script-opposition is nothing more but a revised version of 

the Incongruity Theory (for instance, Oring, 1992). This similarity has also been 

pointed out in Attardo (1997). In the initial theory, Raskin (1985) had argued that 

script-opposition is independent of the three theories of humor. However, these 

|| 
5 As noted by Brône (2012), this perspective is similar to conceptual mappings between frames, 

domains and mental spaces in Cognitive Linguistics. 
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two theories are very similar as they both deal with resemblances between differ-

ent readings of the same input. The idea of incongruity between interpretations 

is fundamental for both these theories.  

Another criticism concerns the GTVH and, more specifically, the logical 

mechanisms. Brône and Feyaerts (2004), for instance, argue that logical mecha-

nisms are cognitive mechanisms posited ad hoc for humor. They represent an in-

ventory of processes that guide the construction of incongruity resolution, which 

is not plausible in Cognitive Linguistics. As a rejection of this criticism, Hempel-

mann and Attardo (2011, p. 126) claim that “none of the mechanisms of humor is 

unique per se to humor.” They further explain that all these elements are rela-

tional: humor would arise from the combination of elements not specific to hu-

mor.  

2.2 The pragmatics of humor 

Grice’s Cooperative Principle has been at the heart of a large number of pragmatic 

analyses, since it explains simple rules that interlocutors ‘have to follow’ in order 

for their exchange to be successful. As this analysis draws on notions from the 

domain of pragmatics, it is warranted that we explain notions such as implicature 

and maxim violation which have also been used in other theories (such as Sperber 

& Wilson’s Relevance Theory). Moreover, these notions build the foundation for 

an inferential model of communication, which accounts for relevant phenomena 

in humor understanding.  

2.2.1 Toward an inferential model of communication 

According to Saussure’s (1916) initial ‘code model’, communication is seen as the 

exchange of information (see Mey, 2003): A has ‘something’ in his head which he 

transforms in linguistic form (named ‘speech’); B ‘receives’ this message and ‘de-

codes’ it in order to obtain what A has originally ‘encoded’ in its form. As noted 

by Davies (2007), Grice’s main concern was the distinction between saying and 

meaning.6 In conversations, speakers say something but also imply other ideas 

and Grice’s aim was to discover the mechanisms behind the process of under-

standing speakers’ intended meanings. He suggested that speakers have a 

|| 
6 Or, as Horn (2004) puts it, implicatures constitute the link between what is said (i.e., gram-

matical forms, utterance construction) and what is actually communicated. 
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standard behavior. When we hear an utterance or when we produce it, we assume 

it to be true, to have the exact amount of information required/needed, and to be 

relevant. If an utterance does not respect these terms, we do not dismiss it as ir-

relevant or absurd; rather, we assume that an appropriate meaning has to be in-

ferred (Davies, 2007, p. 2309). According to the traditional pragmatic approach, 

every discourse separates literal meaning from speaker’s intention. Interlocutors 

reach the meaning of an utterance by analyzing the clues given by the context. If 

it fits, then the speaker is said to have respected the Cooperative Principle (hence-

forth CP); if it does not fit (i.e., the speaker’s message is far from the default mean-

ing), interlocutors search for the implicatures generated by the utterance in order 

to understand the speaker’s intention (Norrick, 2003, p. 1349). Nevertheless, it is 

also true that following the CP can also lead to different implicatures generated 

by the different speakers.  

Grice begins by characterizing the notion of implicature, by introducing the 

following example:  

Suppose that A and B are talking about a mutual friend, C, who is now working in a bank. 

A asks B how C is getting on in his job, and B replies, Oh quite well, I think; he likes his 

colleagues, and he hasn’t been to prison yet. At this point, A might well inquire what B was 

implying, what he was suggesting, or even what he meant by saying that C has not yet been 

to prison. The answer might be any one of such things as that C is the sort of person likely 

to yield to the temptation provided by his occupation, that C’s colleagues are really very 

unpleasant and treacherous people, and so forth. It might, of course, be quite unnecessary 

for A to make such an inquiry of B, the answer to it being, in the context, clear in advance. 

It is clear that whatever B implied, suggested, meant in this example, is distinct from what 

B said, which was simply that C had not been to prison yet.  

(Grice, 1989, p. 24) 

Every utterance holds, behind its simple form, a number of ideas and thoughts 

that it generates. Day-to-day conversations include other ideas that people ex-

press without actually saying them. Assuming that A is pleased with the first part 

of B’s answer, namely that C likes his colleagues, he might be intrigued by the 

second part—he hasn’t been to prison yet. This is an unusual answer to give, as 

people do not generally just go to prison. That C likes his colleagues is a fairly 

frequent thing to say about someone starting a new job, so there is nothing out of 

the ordinary about this part of his answer. But why does B mention the fact that 

C hasn’t been to prison yet? This is where Grice’s notions of implicature (implying) 

and implicatum (what is implied) come in. He thus lays the foundations for an 

inferential model of communication, introducing other important ideas that are 

in close connection to the notion of implicature: the notion of context and that of 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



18 | Theoretical premises 

  

intention. Everything that is being said depends on the context in which the 

speakers find themselves, and the intentions behind the words they are uttering.  

Grice’s example can be interpreted in a number of ways, depending on the 

given context or on what speaker B meant. Moreover, we cannot verify if any of 

the assumptions Grice makes is true, because, first of all, we do not have any 

knowledge about the context in which this exchange took place.7 Thus, his exam-

ple is open to debate: is it because C’s colleagues are not trustworthy people that 

we are to assume he could go to prison? Is it because he is involved in some kind 

of illegal activities? Is it because of his bad habits (perhaps he has been to prison 

before)? This example generates many questions and also many implicatures. 

Grice makes a highly relevant point here, by showing that every utterance de-

pends on the context and the user. Or, as Attardo puts it (2003, p. 538), “Grice’s 

CP provided tools for […] explaining how, in the appropriate circumstances, 

pretty much anything could mean pretty much anything else.” Such implicatures 

arise because, behind the words the speaker utters, there are other ideas. Also, 

“what a speaker intends to communicate is characteristically far richer than what 

she directly expresses” (Horn, 2004, p. 3), so implicatures, for the first time, help 

us to see this distinction between what is said and what is meant.  

As we will see from the corpus, in interactional humor, speakers expect hear-

ers to draw certain implicatures (be they conventional or not) and they manipu-

late hearers’ expectations for humorous results. These expectations allow other 

meanings to be added to the context, hence creating new and surprising results. 

In humor, it has been said that violating the Gricean maxims can also lead to hu-

morous understandings.  

2.2.2 Violating the Gricean maxims 

As seen above, Grice’s CP was founded on the notion of cooperation, which marks 

how interlocutors follow the same direction in order to understand each other 

and to make the exchange successful. Grice introduced a set of rules that apply 

to conversation “irrespective of the subject matter” (1989, p. 24); if these rules are 

|| 
7 Implicature depends on context which is given (i.e., speakers cannot choose it; Sperber & Wil-

son, 1988, p. 132) and depends on a number of other factors (e.g., speakers involved in the dis-

cussion, their background, their experience, time or space etc.). It has been shown that context 

is not static, but dynamic, it depends on external as well as internal factors, which influence 

each other (Reimerink et al., 2010, p. 1928). The meaning of words is understood in function of 

their use in a particular context at a given time.  
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respected, then no mistake (i.e., misunderstanding) will be made during a con-

versation, and speakers will be able to understand each other. Grice postulates 

that  

our talk exchanges do not normally consist of a succession of disconnected remarks, and 

would not be rational if they did. They are characteristically, to some degree at least, coop-

erative efforts; and each participant recognizes in them, to some extent, a common purpose 

or a set of purposes, or at least, a mutually accepted direction.  

(Grice 1989, p. 26) 

Hence, the formulation of Grice’s principle states: “Make your conversational 

contribution such as is required, at the stage at which it occurs, and by the ac-

cepted purpose of the talk exchange in which you are engaged.” Table 2 sums up 

the CP and its attendant maxims that allow speakers to get meaning across (cf. 

Horn, 2004; Abdi et al, 2010): 

Tab. 1: The Gricean Maxims 

Category Maxim  

Quantity 1. Make your contribution as informative as is required  

(for the current purposes of the exchange).  

2. Do not make your contribution more informative 

than required. 

Quality Try to make your contribution one that is true:  

1. Do not say what you believe to be false.  

2. Do not say that for which you lack adequate evi-

dence.  

Relation Be relevant.  

Manner  Be perspicuous:  

1. Avoid obscurity of expression.  

2. Avoid ambiguity.  

3. Be brief. (Avoid unnecessary prolixity) 

4. Be orderly. 

 

According to Grice, the maxim of quantity refers to the amount of information 

given by speakers in a conversation, the informativeness of the message. If A asks 

B something, the answer should give as much information as required, allowing 

the interlocutor to interpret their message. The maxim of quality refers to the con-

tents of the discourse and its truthfulness: B’s answer should be in concordance 

with A’s question. B should not lie to A, nor should he answer on a different topic. 
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The maxim of relation points to the appropriateness and relevance of B’s answer 

in comparison to the question he was asked (i.e., the words uttered must be rele-

vant for the given context). And the maxim of manner refers to the way this an-

swer was provided, so the hearers understand the message; it mainly implies the 

clarity of expression. Generally, when conversing, people are expected to respect 

these four maxims, and thus the CP in order to be understood by their interlocu-

tors.  

Nevertheless, there are a set of attitudes a speaker can take toward the CP: 

fulfill the maxims, violate them, flout or exploit them, opt out of them, or be faced 

with a clash between them. The most important rule for Grice was to follow the 

maxims and thus achieve a successful exchange. In other words, following the 

maxims means fulfilling them, whereas violating them is not following their di-

rections (or lying). Opting out of the maxims means refusing (under certain cir-

cumstances) to cooperate.  

For the present analysis, the most interesting case is that of violating or flout-

ing the maxims, as explained below, because, following Attardo (1993), it grants 

the possibility of creating humorous innuendos. To quote Attardo (idem, p. 539), 

“flouting is violating a maxim that is salvaged by the fact that the speaker is ful-

filling another maxim.” For instance, imagine a small conversation between two 

friends, one of them (A) asks “Would you like a pizza?” to which the second one 

(B) replies “Ask a child if he would like a pie” (Coposescu, 2004). This represents 

a flouting of the maxim of relation, because B does not provide a Yes/No answer 

as A would have expected. However, assuming that B’s answer does in fact fulfill 

another maxim—that of quantity—we can rebuild an inferential path: B is con-

structing an analogy between him and a child, given what A knows (or what we 

know) about children, A understands that children like pies, so the most likely 

scenario is that the analogy was created to make A understand that B would in 

fact like a pizza as much as a child would like a pie. As a result, comparing him-

self to a child is enough information. Or, as Levinson put it (1983, p. 109), “if 

someone drastically and dramatically deviates from maxim-type behavior, then 

his utterances are still read as underlyingly cooperative if this is at all possible.” 

All things considered, people generally manage to correctly assume what the oth-

ers are saying, even if the others do not respect the four maxims and the CP. What 

the interlocutors are saying has to be in accordance with the question that the 

speaker has asked or the information that they need, thus it has to mean some-

thing. Hence, they comprehend what the intended meaning is from what they 

have.  

In the case of humor, violating the maxims is a common way to create hu-

morous meanings since Grice suggested himself that this is a means of creating 
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irony and humor (Attardo, 1993, 2001). Consider the following examples (taken 

from Attardo, 1993, pp. 541-542) that show jokes may be created through violation 

of the maxims (for further analysis, see Attardo, 1993, p. 542):  

  

(4) Quantity 

“Excuse me, do you know what time it is?” 

“Yes.”  

  

(5) Relation 

“How many surrealists does it take to screw in a lightbulb?”  

“Fish!”  

  

(6) Manner  

“Do you believe in clubs for young men?” 

“Only when kindness fails.” (Attributed to W.C. Fields)  

  

(7) Quality 

“Why did the Vice President fly to Panama?” 

“Because the fighting is over.” (Johnny Carson)  

  

Example (4) violates the maxim of quantity by not providing enough information. 

While the question can easily be understood as a Yes/No question, it represents 

a speech act which does not refer to the person’s aptitude at performing the task, 

but the actual performance of the task (Attardo, 1993, p. 542). Examples are nu-

merous, just like “Can you pass me the salt?” while having dinner for instance, 

and speakers will immediately understand that what it is required from them is 

not a piece of information (“yes, I can”), but the actual performance of the task 

(in this case, actually passing the salt). As a result, the humorous implicature is 

created by the clash between an expected reply and the actual one given in (4). 

In (5), humor comes from the surrealist preference for strange combinations (i.e., 

fish and light bulbs do not have anything in common), thus the maxim of rele-

vance is violated by creating an absurd joke. The maxim of manner is violated in 

(6) based on the double meaning of the word clubs: club as a group of people and 

club as a weapon. Puns tend to play on the ambiguity of words and their double 

meanings, and so they are very likely to violate the maxim of manner. And finally, 

example (7) provides a violation of the maxim of quality, because it implies that 

the Vice President is a coward. The answer the speaker provides is not exactly 

official, and he might not have the adequate evidence to sustain what he is 
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saying, thus clearly violating the maxim. This was done on purpose to generate 

the desired effect through implicature.  

As already mentioned earlier, Grice’s maxims have been aligned in order to 

avoid misunderstandings in conversations. Violating the CP means failing to 

achieve a successful conversation. But, as shown in examples (4)-(7), jokes vio-

late the principle of cooperation whilst remaining successful exchanges. On this 

issue, Attardo notes that it represents a contradiction of Grice. If communicators 

do not follow the maxims, then successful communication should not be possi-

ble. Following the CP means conveying information; jokes violate or flout the 

maxims and thus the CP. Consequently, it is expected that jokes such as the ones 

discussed above would fail to convey information. The exchanges above make 

sense in the purpose for which they were intended (i.e., as jokes), they ‘work’ 

even as violations of the CP. Attardo (p. 544) concludes that “If it works, it’s gotta 

be cooperative.”8 

As a result, sometimes speakers exploit these maxims9 with the aim of achiev-

ing humorous instances; their techniques will be based on this very exploita-

tion.10 

2.2.3 Relevance Theory 

Sperber and Wilson (1988) base their Relevance Theory (henceforth RT) on the 

notion of communication and what it involves: “The study of communication 

raises two major questions: first, what is communicated, and second, how is com-

munication achieved?” (1988, p. 1). The theory follows Grice’s inferential model, 

stating that “utterances raise expectations of relevance” (Wilson & Sperber, 

|| 
8 On a similar note, Attardo (1999) suggests a counterpart of the CP, namely the Non-Coopera-

tive Principle, which would apply to sarcasm and irony. The main claim of the Non-Cooperative 

Principle is that violations of the CP are not random; they obey certain patterns (see Eisterhold 

et al., 2006, p. 1243). Such a principle is defined as the opposite of cooperation, where “two or 

more agents act in such a way as to achieve goals that they do not share and that are mutually 

exclusive.” 

9 Apart from Grice, who has remarked the application of his CP to ironic utterances, other re-

searchers have shown that humor can originate in the violation of the four maxims (see Attardo, 

1993, 1994 for a more detailed discussion; Leech, 1983; Morreall, 1983, for more on linking the 

CP to humor research). 

10  On the subject of jokes, Yamaguchi (1988, p. 327) notes that “One of the characters in the joke 

is free to violate the maxims of conversation in order to produce the essential ambiguity of the 

joke.” This would mean that violating Grice’s maxims is a way of creating humorous instances.  
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2004, p. 607), but questions the importance of respecting a CP and the four max-

ims laid out by Grice.  

Firstly, just like Grice, who emphasized speakers’ intentions, communication 

in Sperber and Wilson’s view involves recognition of these intentions. Communi-

cation is possible as long as speakers recognize each other’s intentions. One of 

Grice’s fundamental ideas, also discussed by RT, was that “the very act of com-

municating creates expectations which it then exploits” (Sperber & Wilson, 1988, 

p. 37). Human beings share information, but they have a shared cognitive envi-

ronment that allows them to interpret what they hear. This mutual cognitive en-

vironment provides all the information needed for a successful communication 

(p. 45). Consider example (7) again: it involves shared knowledge between speak-

ers, i.e., that there was a conflict in Panama, that the conflict was over, and the 

Vice President went to Panama after the conflict was over. This exchange was 

uttered at the beginning of the 1990s, after the invasion of Panama by the United 

States. The same exchange would not have the same humorous meaning nowa-

days, because the situation and the context have changed, so (7) does not gener-

ate the same implicatures anymore. Speakers have to apply what they hear in a 

certain historical, social, linguistic context. This cognitive environment is de-

fined by Sperber and Wilson as “a set of facts that are manifest” to an individual 

(p. 38).  

Secondly, similar to Grice’s view, RT postulates that speakers draw the max-

imum of relevance from the information processed; they draw conclusions from 

their cognitive environments which then lead to other conclusions. Consider also 

the flouting of the maxim of relation explained above with the speaker comparing 

his desire to have pizza with a child’s taste for pie. In Grice’s perspective, the ex-

change is successful because A will not doubt the CP agreement of B, and will 

assume that his answer is in accordance with his question. Thus, he will imply 

that his answer provides the necessary information to the interlocutor’s request 

and the other will draw the necessary implicatures (as explained above regarding 

the pie-analogy, which follows the maxim of quantity by providing enough infor-

mation about what has been asked). According to RT, the exchange is again suc-

cessful because it allows drawing the right conclusions for the speaker to be un-

derstood. Example (7) provides all the useful information to generate the 

conclusion that the Vice President is a coward. Or, in A and B’s exchange about 

their plans to have pizza, B’s reply allows A to draw the conclusion that his an-

swer is ‘yes’ (he provides an analogy with a child’s appetite for pie, which allows 

him to make the right inference).  

Sperber and Wilson suggest a reduction of Grice’s maxims to one single prin-

ciple of relevance. This principle leads hearers to identify the interlocutors’ 
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intended message. If communicators follow Grice, they are supposed to know the 

norms (i.e., the maxims and principle of cooperation) for their exchange to be 

successful. They normally respect the norms; but they can also violate or flout 

them in order to obtain different effects. According to Yus (2003, p. 1296), Sperber 

and Wilson’s theory is “spontaneous and biologically rooted in human cogni-

tion”. Whatever the communicators utter, it is assumed to be relevant to the 

hearer(s). Unlike Grice’s CP, they do not obey or disobey it, since “the principle 

of relevance applies without exception” (Sperber & Wilson, 1988, p. 162).  

All things considered, Sperber and Wilson’s approach does not consider co-

operation as necessary prerequisite for a successful exchange since violating or 

flouting the maxims still represents successful communication. Thus, humorists 

can reject Grice’s CP in favor of RT which applies to both humorous and non-hu-

morous texts, without justifying their existence by invoking a certain number of 

norms, maxims, and principles. If, for instance, a humorist chooses to be ambig-

uous, the principle of relevance still applies to the discourse (i.e., it is not ex-

plained by a violation of RT).  

To summarize, the central claim of RT is that “the expectations of relevance 

raised by an utterance are precise and predictable enough to guide the hearer 

toward the speaker’s meaning” (Wilson & Sperber, 2004, p. 607). What people 

say should be relevant in a certain context and hearers expect it to be clear in 

order to interpret the message.  

2.2.4 Pragmatic inferencing  

Instead of the saying/meaning distinction, RT introduces the explicature/impli-

cature factorization (Carston, 2002, 2004; Chaves, 2010). Generally speaking, 

what is not explicit is implicit. An explicature refers to the message as uttered by 

a speaker and understood by a hearer. Carston underlines (2002, p. 143; see also 

Chaves, 2010, p. 113) that explicatures and implicatures happen at the same time 

(i.e., they are processed simultaneously). Speakers will explicitly say something 

and then also expect hearers to draw the necessary implicatures from the given 

discourse.  

Wilson and Sperber (2004, p. 635) define an explicature as follows: “an as-

sumption communicated by an utterance U is EXPLICIT if and only if it is a devel-

opment of a logical form encoded by U.” Explicatures refer to “an explicitly com-

municated assumption” (p. 182), which is made prominent by the speakers’ 

words or behavior. On this distinction, Carston (2004, p. 636) notes:  
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“[…] the conceptual content of an implicature is supplied wholly by pragmatic inference, 

while the conceptual content of an explicature is an amalgam of decoded linguistic mean-

ing and pragmatically inferred meaning.”  

Implicatures are not explicit and are deduced by the hearers, while explicit mean-

ings represent the decoding of the speakers’ message. As underlined by Yus 

(2003, p. 1302), both explicit and implicit assumptions are “communicated with 

the same utterance.” This does not presuppose that decoding a message happens 

gradually, but underlines the fact that comprehension is a simultaneous process: 

These subtasks should not be seen as sequentially ordered: the hearer does not FIRST de-

code the logical form, THEN construct an explicature and select an appropriate context, and 

THEN derive a range of implicated conclusions. Comprehension is an on-line process, and 

hypotheses about explicatures, implicated premises, and implicated conclusions are devel-

oped in parallel against a background of expectations which may be revised or elaborated 

as the utterance unfolds.  

(Wilson & Sperber, 2004, p. 615) 

Going back to the analogy between B’s desire to have pizza and a child’s appetite 

for pie discussed above, the exchange has been treated as following the maxim 

of quantity but violating the maxim of relevance (i.e., what B replies is not rele-

vant for the exchange, but A implies the right conclusion which is understood 

from his reply). Sperber & Wilson (1988, p. 88) stress that “humans are disposed 

to develop stereotypical assumptions and expectations” because of events or ob-

jects they encounter frequently. In A and B’s exchange, it is possible for A to en-

tail the right conclusion because it is known that children like pies. The situation 

to which B’s appetite for pizza is compared is a frequent one, which is part of the 

shared knowledge between individuals. The speaker used an analogy that was 

easy to interpret because everyone knows that children like pies. Therefore, the 

logical inference was easy to access, because B gave A enough elements for an 

understanding of this comparison. RT stresses the fact that the human deductive 

device accesses elimination rules which allow drawing the correct assumptions 

(p. 97). The information that is not relevant for their discussion is filtered out, and 

that which is likely to be relevant catches the attention of the hearer. It is thus not 

relevant for their exchange that children like pies. What is relevant (and thus, 

what preempts attention) is the analogy B makes between his appetite for pizza 

and children’s fondness for pies. This indirect reply also increases the contextual 

effects of B’s utterance. It is what Sperber and Wilson called “poetic effect” (p. 

222-233). Compare “Would you like a pizza?” to another reply B could have used 

“Yes”; instead, B’s actual reply “Ask a child if he would like a pie” definitely in-

volves more contextual effects than a simple “Yes” would have. Such reply 
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demands a certain degree of creativity from the part of the speakers and adds an 

implication of affect. RT underlines the role of this inferential model for the com-

munication to be successful.  

As noted by Yus (2003), humorous effects are likely to be built in the ad-

dressee’s attempt to recover the speaker’s intentions. The speaker may expect 

some clashes and incongruities that could arise from the text. Let us consider a 

humorous instance, like the one in (8):  

  

(8) Manager to interviewee: “For this job, we need someone who is respon-

sible. 

Interviewee to manager: “I’m your man then—in my last job, whenever 

anything went wrong, I was responsible.” (Dedopolus, 1998, p. 221)  

  

Humor can exploit ambiguities in the text and can lead us through a different 

path than the one we would normally go through in our search for relevance.11 In 

(8), the manager expects the interviewee to access the meaning of his utterance. 

Humor arises from the clash between the two alternative meanings of the adjec-

tive responsible: for the manager, it represents a quality (i.e., a responsible per-

son), whereas the interviewee interprets it in the negative aspect: responsible for 

doing something. It was possible for this new meaning to arise given that the 

manager’s utterance was somehow vague and incomplete. The manager ex-

pected that his utterance gave enough contextual information and that it would 

be relevant enough for the addressee.  

Given the ambiguity of the context and from all the interpretations generated 

by it, speakers can choose to adopt another less relevant analysis in order to cre-

ate humor.  

Consider also (9), which provides an easier path the hearers can adopt in or-

der to interpret the humorous message:  

  

(9) I told him to be fruitful and multiply, but not in those words. (Woody 

Allen)  

  

|| 
11  As indicated by Wilson (1994, p. 44), the turning point for RT are four basic assumptions: (a) 

every utterance has a variety of possible interpretations, all compatible with the information that 

is linguistically encoded; (b) not all these interpretations occur to the hearer simultaneously; 

some of them take more effort to think up; (c) hearers are equipped with a single, general crite-

rion for evaluating interpretations; (d) this criterion is powerful enough to exclude all but a sin-

gle interpretation, so that having found an interpretation that fits the criterion, the hearer looks 

no further. 
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Like the ‘pie’ example, or example (8), (9) presupposes a path that the hearers 

follow in order to acquire the speaker’s meaning. It also creates a poetic effect. 

Evidently, in (9), the speaker could have used taboo words or insults instead. The 

humorous meaning is given exactly by the fact that he did not use those taboo 

words directly. As underlined by Pinker (2007, p. 122), the human mind uses a 

conventional meaning that it is then overtaken by a new (unexpected) interpre-

tation in the case of wordplays, metaphors, euphemisms, etc. The utterance I told 

him to be fruitful and multiply has no special effect, whereas as soon as the hearer 

understands that it was not in those words, a whole other set of assumptions are 

made available for him. He immediately replaces those words with the actual 

words the speaker uttered at that particular time. He thus infers that the speaker 

actually insulted that person at that time, and the humorous effect comes from 

this friction of conventional meaning and unexpected meaning. Pinker also adds 

that just hearing taboo words feels “morally corrosive” (p. 369), so we consider 

them unpleasant to think about. However, in (9), replacing those taboo words 

with euphemisms generates humorous effects because the hearers have to go 

back and retrieve the actual words that were used at that particular time.  

In conclusion, the central claim of the CP is that there is a path that speakers 

should follow in order to get their message across. The four maxims developed by 

Grice create a schema that people should respect in order to correctly understand 

each other. At the time, the theory of the CP was innovative in that, for the first 

time, the framework centered on the human capacity to generate meanings of a 

certain utterance. If people want to communicate with each other, they ‘have to’ 

follow the rules. Berg also concludes that Grice’s CP is useful:  

The question I am raising is what is this kind of relevance? And how does it depend on the 

context? And my answer will be that the relevant relevance is, roughly, usefulness—useful-

ness with regard to the conversational goals or objectives of the conversants.  

(Berg, 1991, p. 412) 

Grice’s CP, as well as RT, offers an important understanding for the topic of com-

munication, explaining how hearers infer the meaning of a message on “the basis 

of evidence provided” (Wilson & Sperber, 2004, p. 607). Saying and meaning are 

two things brought together by the same (grammatical) form. Saying something 

implies a number of meanings that speakers have the ability to interpret because 

of the context in which they find themselves. Meaning also depends on the inten-

tions of the speaker and, once more, hearers have this capacity to infer what these 

are.  

In the case of (interactional) humor, we must acknowledge both the Gricean 

maxims and Relevance Theory. Firstly, speakers can deliberately choose to 
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disregard the path implied by the CP, and to exploit the maxims in order to gen-

erate humorous effects. As noted by Attardo (1993), this is Grice’s contradiction: 

humor should not generate a successful exchange, because it presupposes a vio-

lation of the four maxims, and thus of the CP. Yet humor does make sense, even 

though the maxims are disregarded. And here Berg’s remark above seems most 

appropriate: it is the way people use these maxims which is relevant for a given 

context. If people choose to disregard the rules, it is with a specific purpose. It is 

useful to know these rules exist in order to understand why a violation of the 

rules generates a humorous effect.  

Moreover, it has been said that RT opens new possibilities for research on 

humor. As indicated by Yus (2003, p. 1327), RT is not a theory specifically outlined 

for the analysis of humor, but, as it can be applied to any type of discourse, it can 

also explain how humorous effects are generated. In the search for relevance, in-

terlocutors have the possibility to manipulate the context in order to humorously 

add other assumptions to the discourse. Humorous effects are easy to add to a 

semantically incomplete or ambiguous context, since “the presence of semanti-

cally incomplete or manifestly vague terms is a clear indication of where the 

schema might be enriched” (Sperber & Wilson, 1988, p. 189). Whatever a speaker 

says, it can be manipulated by a more or less relevant interpretation, in order to 

establish humorous implicatures. As indicated by Yus (2003, p. 1308), a speaker 

is able to predict “which mental procedures the addressee is likely to go through 

in the relevance-seeking extraction of the information that utterances convey.” 

Humor can arise from ‘tricking’ the audience into adopting another path than the 

usual (i.e., conventional) one. RT allows us to understand how “speakers devise 

their jokes by leading hearers to select a first accessible interpretation consistent 

with the principle of relevance, only to invalidate it later with a more unlikely […] 

interpretation” (Yus, 2003, p. 1327; original emphasis).  

While we agree that Grice’s CP can be responsible for the creation of some 

types of jokes (following Attardo’s rationale), we argue that communication, and 

especially humorous communication, implies constant meaning coordination 

and construction. It does not stop at ‘coding’ and ‘decoding’ a correct interpreta-

tion, or follow speakers’ truthfulness, because it constantly builds on what the 

others are saying. It shows how creative language can be because meanings are 

built one on top of the other. Nevertheless, an account of such pre-analytical the-

ories is necessary and useful because it explains the inferential path the human 

brain follows in order to access certain meanings.  

Humor is possible in a given context if the interlocutors manage to play not 

only with the cognitive environment, but also with the cognitive operations that 

they predict speakers will adopt in their search for relevance (Yus, 2003). Given 
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these facts, as remarked by Brown and Levinson (1987, p. 124), “jokes are based 

on mutual shared background knowledge and values, jokes may be used to stress 

that shared background or those shared values.” Humorous conversations de-

pend on speakers’ ability to conceptualize what is happening in their interlocu-

tor’s minds. By tricking them into accessing certain meanings, and then adopting 

other meanings instead, humorous effect may arise.  

2.3 Humor in Cognitive Linguistics 

Recent insights from Cognitive Linguistics prove relevant for the analysis of hu-

mor as well. One of the fundamental assumptions of Cognitive Linguistics is that 

language relates to our experience of the world and to the way we see and con-

ceptualize it (Ungerer & Schmid, 1996). 

2.3.1 From frames to prototypes 

One of the main concerns of Cognitive Linguistics referring to semantics was the 

encyclopedic nature of meanings (Evans & Green, 2006). Unlike linguistic mean-

ing, which provides only the definition of a lexical item, encyclopedic meaning 

includes additional information about the word, knowledge, and elements asso-

ciated with it.12  

The central claim of frame semantics and of the concept of frame (also 

schema, scenario, script, cognitive model), as developed by Fillmore (1975, 1976, 

1982) is that any system of concepts can be related in such a way that understand-

ing one of them implies understanding the entire structure in which it fits (Fill-

more, 1982). Let us consider a classic example, such as the one given by Schank 

and Abelson (1977), of the concept restaurant. This concept does not simply rep-

resent the service institution, but rather implies a number of concepts that it as-

sociates with, such as customer, waiter, ordering, eating, bill. These concepts do 

not associate with restaurant by means of hyponymy or meronymy, but by human 

experience. Such elements belong together because people experience them to-

gether and they can easily associate them as part of the same frame. As such, 

when someone speaks of a ‘restaurant’, the interlocutors will automatically 

|| 
12 For instance, a word such as book is said to mean “written or published text” according to 

the linguistic meaning, whereas the encyclopedic meaning would supply information such as 

types of books (crime, fictional, etc.) or shape of the book (Kiefer, 1988).  

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



30 | Theoretical premises 

  

access these other concepts with which the institution is associated, because hu-

man beings know they are part of the same experience. Consequently, when one 

of the concepts from the system enters a conversation, all the other elements in 

the structure are “automatically made available” (idem, p. 111). This is due to the 

fact that human experiences with language are organized in frames that people 

will access when they communicate. Words represent categories of experience 

that people access when they speak.  

Fillmore states that (1976, p. 20) frames represent but “one aspect of the pro-

cess of communication in a human language” mainly because language under-

standing is a creative process, so “it depends on the language user’s ability to use 

language to indicate ways of framing experience” (Fillmore, 1976, p. 28). Frames 

work via associations in memory triggered by certain lexical or grammatical 

choices:  

Particular words or speech formulas, or particular grammatical choices, are associated in 

memory with particular frames, in such a way that exposure to the linguistic form in an 

appropriate context activates in the perceiver’s mind the particular frame – activation of 

the frame, by turn, enhancing access to the other linguistic material that is associated with 

the same frame.  

(Fillmore, 1976, p. 25) 

Fillmore notes that a frame depends on contextual experiences; that is, “the con-

text within which we have experienced the objects, properties or feelings that 

provide the perceptual or experiential base of our knowledge of the meaning of 

the word” (p. 24). Contexts represent the background in which a frame appears. 

Fillmore’s frame semantics builds on previous work by Boulding (1956) and that 

of Quillian (1968) who talk about “images” as unified structures, not unlike 

frames, Fillmore says, as they can be  

thought of as including a record of the individual’s beliefs about the world, a filtered and 

partly interpreted record of his past experiences, a current register of information about his 

position in space, time, and society, together with his version of the world-models of the 

other relevant people in his environment.  

(Fillmore, 1976, p. 26) 

As seen in the classic example of the word restaurant presented above, and also 

in the pragmatic models discussed before, contexts represent the environment in 

which these frames are built afterwards. They are, as mentioned above, the back-

ground situation that allows speakers to access certain meanings. When speakers 

communicate, they appeal to certain frames that they share with their interlocu-

tors, they expect what they say to be relevant in the context in which it is told and 

the situation in which they find themselves. They expect interlocutors to “share 
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the requisite frames” (Fillmore, 1976, p. 27), otherwise communication would not 

be possible. In other words, speakers have certain expectations through the lin-

guistic choices they make and they expect others to understand the message they 

want to get across.  

To take another example, Fillmore considers the word breakfast, whose 

meaning people understand because it implies a practice in our culture, i.e., hav-

ing three meals a day and breakfast served as first meal, early in the morning; or 

having eggs, toast, coffee, and orange juice to eat for this meal. It presupposes a 

criterial type of meal, a stereotype, so to speak (for instance, people know which 

ingredients are breakfast ingredients and which are not) that people are able to 

understand because they have a certain frame of the category breakfast which 

they can access in different contexts which are, as Fillmore (1982, p. 119) notes 

“determined by the multiple aspects of its prototype use.” If a speaker talks about 

having breakfast at three in the afternoon, the interlocutors can understand what 

they mean even though the ‘early in the morning’ feature is not respected, and 

thus the ingredient frame becomes more salient in this context. It emphasizes the 

fact that some features are more central than others, or more prototypical, given 

the situation at hand. More specifically, Fillmore notes:  

The descriptive framework which is in the process of evolving […] is one in which words and 

other linguistic forms and categories are seen as indexing semantic or cognitive categories 

which are themselves recognized as participating in larger conceptual structures of some 

sort, all of this made intelligible by knowing something about the kinds of setting or con-

texts in which a community found a need to make such categories available to its partici-

pants, the background of experiences and practices within which such contexts could arise, 

the categories, the contexts, and the backgrounds themselves all understood in terms of 

prototypes.  

(Fillmore, 1982, p. 119) 

As indicated by Fillmore himself, the idea of contexts and frames is closely linked 

to that of prototypes. Prototypicality, in Fillmore’s (1982, p. 122) words, states 

that the human brain accesses the “lexically signaled framings” motivated by 

contexts. Features of certain categories become more or less salient depending 

on the targeted meaning that the speaker intended. Given our knowledge of the 

world, and the uses of words (i.e., our experience with language) we expect peo-

ple to access the frames that we intended in the first place and understand the 

meaning of our messages.13  

|| 
13 In a more recent study, Langacker (2001, pp. 161-162) notes: “There is, to be sure, a great deal 

of flexibility in how we do the mappings, but even in its most spontaneous, ungrammaticized 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



32 | Theoretical premises 

  

Prototype theory has been much discussed in the domain of cognitive lin-

guistics (see Berlin & Kay, 1969; Rosch, 1977, 1978) to explain how the human 

mind categorizes elements and phenomena that people encounter every day. Pro-

totypes refer to the human capacity of focalizing on certain aspects of objects, 

animals, phenomena, and so on in order to classify them and categorize them. 

The human brain will do so according to the features they have in common. This 

allows creating a frame whose central element is the “best example” of that cate-

gory (Ungerer & Schmid, 1996). Considering again the example of the word break-

fast, we have mentioned that some of the features that are included in this cate-

gory would be ‘early in the morning’ or ‘first meal of the day.’ Nevertheless, the 

first feature is less salient in the case of a breakfast served in the afternoon. This 

would be the case of a sign in a café that reads “Breakfast served any time”, where 

the ‘early in the morning’ feature is less salient than the ingredients served. 

Speakers would understand what the sign refers to, what breakfast means in this 

case, that it still satisfies the breakfast prototype and that it still deserves the 

name (Fillmore, 1976, p. 27). 

Such overlapping similarities allow us, as discussed by Wittgenstein (1958), 

to create a very complex network of words and meanings based on ‘family resem-

blances’ that bring together many concepts related in meaning. In this way, it has 

been argued that meanings do not randomly float around in the mind; rather, 

they create complex networks that link them together:  

The idea is that in order to perceive something or to attain a concept, what is at least some-

times necessary is to have in memory a repertory of prototypes, the act of perception or 

conception being that of recognizing in what ways an object can be seen as an object of one 

or another of these prototypes. This “situating” process depends not only on the existence 

of individual prototypes, but also on the character of the whole available repertory of pro-

totypes.  

(Fillmore, 1976, p. 24) 

On a similar note, Lakoff (1987) discusses the idea of idealized cognitive model (or 

ICM) that is best defined as structures which represent speakers’ conceptual 

knowledge. The ICM is a concept that represents our knowledge of a category. At 

the center of the ICM we find those features that more strongly characterize the 

given category. We find again this idea of experiencing language using proto-

types that help speakers categorize phenomena around them. These prototypes 

|| 
manifestations the framing is partially shaped by convention, a matter of constrained freedom 

rather than unbridled license.” 
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allow a certain shift of categories, because cognitive categories interact or influ-

ence each other in such a way that boundaries become blurred and we can speak 

of one thing in terms of another. Similarities between concepts and categories do 

exist, and it is possible that people emphasize only certain features of one phe-

nomenon and leave others out, and hearers will still be able to access the inter-

pretation of a word or an utterance. 

Therefore, based on all we know, we are able to access the interpretation of 

words in a given context. In the case of humor, incongruities between an ex-

pected frame and a new frame generate a surprise effect, which can result in hu-

mor. This effect is reinforced by the semantic and pragmatic theories discussed 

above (see also Raskin above). For instance, a hearer can access the most salient 

frame in a given context, when the speaker intended a less salient one for a hu-

morous result. We argue that prototypes are used for pragmatic inferencing in the 

case of humorous utterances, because they allow different features to overlap in 

order to surprise the hearer with an unexpected interpretation.  

Consider example (10) below (analyzed in more detail in Veale et al., 2006), 

where the humorous effect comes from a change in the frames implied by the two 

speakers, Churchill and Attlee:  

  

(10) Winston Churchill entered a man’s washroom in the House of Com-

mons one day and, observing Labor leader Clement Attlee standing be-

fore the urinal, took up his stance at the opposite side of the room. 

“Feeling stand-offish today, are we, Winston?” Attlee chirped. “That’s 

right,” Churchill replied, “Every time you see something big, you want 

to nationalize it.”  

  

In this example, the humorous effect is achieved through the contrast between 

two frames: POLITICS and SEX. These two frames are connected through the idea of 

rivalry that Attlee initially implies and Churchill uses afterwards to switch the 

meaning of the utterance. Attlee refers to the POLITICAL RIVALRY existing between 

them and implies that is the reason why Churchill decided to stand at the oppo-

site side of the room (i.e., the idea that some disagreement separates them). 

Churchill changes this frame to SEXUAL RIVALRY, based on Attlee’s political behav-

ior. He turns the tables on Attlee’s initial implication that Churchill might feel 

poorly compared to him by implying he might fall victim of Attlee’s “predatory 

behavior” (Veale et al., 2006, p. 326). By focusing on different elements (the po-

litical separation and the sexual element), this example shows that a change in 

frames leads to humorous meanings.  
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In the domain of humor, Coulson talks about frame-shifting, a model that is 

similar to the SSTH presented above, but which presents humor from a more dy-

namic point of view. The scripts presented by Raskin have been criticized for be-

ing too rigid, and, in contrast, “the space structuring model appeals to processes 

proposed in cognitive semantics for the creative combination of frames and the 

construction of novel frames in response to contextual demands” (Coulson et al., 

2006, p. 232). The frame-shifting process accounts for the flexibility of meaning 

construction in humor since “elements of the existing message-level representa-

tion are mapped into a new frame retrieved from long-term memory” (Coulson et 

al., 2006, p. 229). Consider for instance an example such as the one below, dis-

cussed in more detail in Coulson et al. (2006):  

  

(11) I let my accountant do my taxes because it saves time: last spring it 

saved me ten years. 

  

It is thus at the end of the sentence that the reader has to go back and shift the 

interpretation of the utterance. Coulson et al. call the word time a connector be-

tween the two frames that are at play in the understanding of the humorous effect 

of this context because it allows the shift in meanings. The frame-shifting allows 

switching from time saving to time spent in prison (i.e., years). Understanding 

this example requires background knowledge about relationships between busi-

nessmen and accountants which allow the shift in frames: from the busy busi-

nessman to the criminal businessman. If, at the beginning of the utterance, the 

reader will interpret this example from the perspective of TIME SAVING, the element 

ten years added at the end triggers the CRIMINAL BUSINESSMAN frame. 

2.3.2 Mental space phenomena 

Humor can be explained as operating on different levels for which mental space 

theory can provide an explanatory framework. Fauconnier’s (1984) mental space 

theory draws on what is known as scope theory (Russell, 1905; Quine, 1956), and 

also on Jakendoff’s (1975, 1983) opacity principle. Generally, it has been used 

within Cognitive Linguistics to account for a number of different facts, since it 

“provided a general model for studying the diverse and rich cognitive phenom-

ena that involve domain connection in human thought and language” (Kihara, 

2005, p. 516).  

Mental spaces are small assemblies formed as we think and talk, relevant for 

the way we organize knowledge and we interpret language (Dinsmore, 1987, p. 
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1). These assemblies consist of elements organized in frames and cognitive mod-

els. They are “interconnected in working memory, can be modified dynamically 

as thought and discourse unfold”; mental spaces have the role of activating struc-

tures from long-term memory (Fauconnier & Turner, 2002, p. 102). The Figure be-

low shows the interconnected mental spaces as presented in Fauconnier (1984, 

1994) which suppose mapping between elements from different mental spaces.14 

The apostrophe marks the pretense implications of these elements. The first 

space (with elements such as A and B) represents the reality space and it connects 

to a pretense space (with elements such as A’ and B’).  

 

Fig. 3: Mental spaces (Fauconnier, 1984, 1994) 

Fauconnier and Turner (2002) take as example the sentence You climbed Mount 

Rainier in 2001. These memories will be stored in a mental space that will include 

such elements as you, Mount Rainier, the year 2001, and the action of climbing. 

These memories can be activated for different purposes and in many different 

ways. Hence, the above-mentioned sentence will create a mental space that re-

ports a past event (because of the past simple form of the verb ‘to climb’). Or, a 

sentence introduced by If, such as If you climbed Mount Rainier in 2001, builds a 

mental space focused on the hypothesis and the consequences of such an event. 

When we talk, such sentences open up new domains and set up new mental 

spaces. Sweetser and Fauconnier (1996, p. 10) explain mental spaces as follows:  

|| 
14 See also Fauconnier 1997, 1999.  
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Phrases such as in 1952 or in the picture or Max believes are all thus space builders—overt 

mechanisms which speakers can use to induce the hearer to set up a new mental space. 

They provide in themselves very little explicit information about the new domain, or what 

it purports to refer to. And for that reason, any additional structure that may be needed in 

the domain for reasoning purposes will typically be inherited according to default mecha-

nisms from other domains, and ultimately often from background knowledge. In the same 

fashion, counterparts for elements in existing domains will be created in the new domains. 

Connectors link domains, and domains may be linked in more than one way. (original em-

phasis) 

Consequently, a linguistic form has a number of compatible possibilities for the 

reading of a sentence, depending on the cognitive and pragmatic environment in 

which it occurs:  

Mental spaces proliferate in the unfolding of discourse, map onto each other in intricate 

ways, and provide abstract mental structure for shifting anchoring, viewpoint, and focus, 

allowing us to direct our attention at any time onto very partial and simple structures while 

maintaining an elaborate web of connections in working memory and in long-term memory.  

(Fauconnier, 2004, p. 662) 

Mental spaces play a major role on language as a whole, thus on humor under-

standing as well. For instance, Kihara (2005), drawing on Relevance Theory, dis-

cusses irony in mental space theory, pointing out that humorous utterances rep-

resent a “mutually manifest mental space” (p. 518). A mutually manifest mental 

space is a mental space that the speaker is confident enough that the hearer will 

be able to recognize. In this way, humor is an exploitation of mental space phe-

nomena, because it subverts the hearers’ expectations. Coulson (2001, 2005b) 

combines mental spaces theory, conceptual blending (Fauconnier & Turner, 

2002), and Cognitive Grammar (Langacker 1987) for a cognitive-linguistic per-

spective of humor. Her perspective includes irony and sarcasm (Coulson, 2005a) 

in a space structuring model. Brône (2012, p. 477) sums up Coulson’s theory: “lin-

guistic and non-linguistic elements in the context selectively activate structures 

from background knowledge in the form of frames for the purpose of local mean-

ing construction.” Coulson’s purpose is not to find a general theory of humor 

(such as the SSTH or the GTVH discussed earlier), but rather to look at humor in 

discourse and contexts.  

Importantly, Coulson’s space structuring model has been tested empirically 

using event-related brain potentials (Coulson & Kutas, 2001) and eye-tracking 

(Coulson et al., 2006). These experiments show the dynamic side of meaning: for 

instance, the event-related brain potentials indicate there is neural activity in the 

process of frame-shifting after the final words of the joke have been understood 

(Brône, 2012).  
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Later, in the domain of psycholinguistics, Clark (1996) suggested a model of 

layering,15 which is connected to the one of mental spaces and which can be ap-

plied to various types of situations. For instance, a context where a letter for a 

friend is dictated to the secretary can be analyzed as happening on two layers: 

Layer 1—the actual conversation; and Layer 2—addressing the friend in the letter 

(p. 17). The Figure below represents the dynamics of the three-dimensional model 

proposed by Clark. According to Clark (idem, p. 16) “layers are like theatre stages 

built one on top of the other”, hence Layer 1 and Layer 2 are constructions of the 

discourse spaces generated by an utterance or a certain situation: “Layer 1 is at 

ground level, representing the actual world, which is present in all forms of lan-

guage use. Layer 2 is a temporary stage built on top of Layer 1 to represent a sec-

ond domain” (ibid.). Clark notes that many conversations are usually structured 

in one layer; in some cases, the second layer is added (i.e., humor, as we will see 

below).  

 

Fig. 4: Clark’s layering model 

In other words, layering represents constructive discourse worlds based on “the 

surface level of the actual utterances” (Brône, 2008, p. 2029). Just like other non-

literal figures of speech, humor rests its success upon an apparent contrast be-

tween what is said and what is intended (Sadock, 1993, pp. 42-43), a contrast 

|| 
15 See also the theories of Goffman (1974), Walton (1973), and Bruce (1981), from which layering 

was developed.  
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between Layer 1 and Layer 2 in this case. On the topic of irony and sarcasm, Clark 

(1996, p. 384) notes that “speakers also stage individual communicative acts to 

get the addresses to appreciate certain contrasts between the staged and actual 

situations.” 

In any case, Layer 2 depends on the base, which is Layer 1. This base repre-

sents the common knowledge shared among interlocutors which, in the simplest 

form, can be seen as the “intersubjectively observable existence” (Itkonen, 2008, 

p. 289).  

Humor uses the same two-level type of understanding, as it has been dis-

cussed elsewhere (Winner & Gardner, 1993). In the case of layering, understand-

ing Layer 2 means understanding Layer 1 as well, because the second meaning 

depends on the first one. Moreover, Clark and Gerrig (1984) explain irony as a 

pretense. When using irony, the speaker is not asserting something, but pretend-

ing to assert something, expecting the hearers to see this as a pretense and rec-

ognize the critical attitude in a Layer 2 (see also Recanati, 2004; Wilson, 2006).  

To illustrate layering, Clark (1996, p. 353) suggests the example below, which 

is an exchange between a husband and wife (Ken and Margaret) regarding the 

husband’s tutorial work. Ken mentions that he is not an expensive tutor, that he 

is cheap. Margaret’s reply (I’ve always felt that about you) echoes Ken’s statement 

that he is cheap, but adds a new meaning to the situation as a whole (i.e., “you’re 

stingy”). Clark categorizes this as a tease, arguing that Margaret’s reply does not 

represent a serious accusation, but rather a pretense. It is thus considered as a 

pretense, non-serious accusation (nonserious language, see Clark, 1996, p. 353). 

There is a serious versus non-serious perspective that is to be taken into account, 

as non-serious assertions (i.e., the pretense) are created from the serious conver-

sation: 

  

(12) Ken: and I’m cheap, --- 

Margaret: I’ve always felt that about you, 

Ken: oh, shut up, 

(---laughs) 15 bob a lesson at home 

 

Brône suggests a unified account of humor, which would combine mental space 

phenomena and the layering model proposed by Clark. Figure 5 below provides 

the layered mental space configuration for example (12), as suggested by Brône 

(2008, p. 2031), showing how a pretense space is built on the initial discourse 

space. The discourse base space is built on the ‘literal’ meaning of words, as in-

tended by Ken, whereas the pretense space shows how the new interpretation is 

added to the context, as intended by Margaret’s tease.  
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Fig. 5: Layered mental space configuration for example (12) 

This interpretation of humor combines both mental space theory and layering. 

The connector is the adjective cheap, which allows adding a new meaning to the 

discussion. In the base space M (Layer 1), Ken’s interpretation of cheap is meant 

to be seen as ‘inexpensive’, whereas in the pretense space M’ (also, Layer 2), the 

figurative meaning of ‘vulgar’ (or ‘stingy’) is added to the context.  

Basically, in Brône’s opinion (2008, p. 2028), this unified account of humor 

would differentiate the “interconnected viewpoints” present in humor. Layer 1 

corresponds to the discourse base space in mental space theory, and Layer 2 cor-

responds to the pretense space (as seen in Figure 5 above). Mental spaces are thus 

interconnected in humor in order for humorous meanings to emerge and they are 

connected through the common ground that interlocutors share. As seen in Fig-

ure 6 below, the apostrophe in the pretense space marks the implied meanings 

they suggest. As such, the ‘default’ meaning in the discourse base space is 

changed to an implied meaning in the pretense space. The meanings projected 

this way are connected.  
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Fig. 6: Brône’s (2008) account of interactional humor 

To sum up, the concepts of mental spaces and of layering discussed here justify 

how the human brain categorizes and experiences language. They show how peo-

ple access information and are able to speak and communicate using the mean-

ings stored in their memory. Humor, as a type of discourse, behaves much in the 

same way. Discourse is manipulated in order to activate different features from 

the ones that initially come to mind, or it might allow a clash between two differ-

ent layers or two mental spaces. In all the cases mentioned here, the key is to find 

the elements that are similar to both interpretations and that make this switch 

possible. Both mental space theory and the three-dimensional model of layering 

reveal how humorous meanings can unfold when people communicate, and al-

low building up one on top of the other. Humorous utterances are thus pretense 

assertions that are expected to be accessed in a non-serious mental space.  

2.3.3 From salience to reference point constructions 

The idea of salience, and more importantly, that of graded salience, has been 

defined and discussed by Giora (1985, 1999, 2003). The Graded Salience Hypoth-

esis depends on some factors that make meanings behind words more salient 
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than others: conventionality,16 frequency, familiarity, and prototypicality. We 

can conceptualize the idea of salience by comparing it to the entries in a diction-

ary. The human mind will initially come up with the first meaning, based on how 

frequent or familiar that interpretation is. If the first interpretation does not fit 

(and thus, there is a clash), it will move to the other meanings a certain expres-

sion has. Salience is usage-based: “if a word has two meanings retrievable di-

rectly from the lexicon the meaning which is more popular, or more prototypical, 

or more frequently used in a certain community is more salient” (Giora, 1999, p. 

921). In Giora’s words:  

[…] the graded salience hypothesis assumes that the modular, lexical access mechanism is 

ordered: more salient meanings—coded meanings foremost on our mind due to convention-

ality, frequency, familiarity or prototypicality-are accessed faster than and reach sufficient 

levels of activation before less salient ones. According to graded salience hypothesis then, 

coded meanings would be accessed upon encounter, regardless of contextual information 

or authorial intent. Coded meanings of low salience, however, may not reach sufficient lev-

els of activation to be visible in a context biased toward the more salient meaning of the 

word […] 

(Giora, 2003, p. 10) 

Consider the following riddle, discussed by Giora (2003, p. 13) to underline the 

importance of salience:  

  

(13) A young man and his father had a severe car accident. The father died, 

and the young man was rushed to the hospital. The surgeon at the 

emergency room refused to operate on him, saying: “I can’t. He is my 

son.” How is it possible?  

  

As Giora notes on a number of occasions (1988, 1999, 2003), in favor of the Graded 

Salience Hypothesis, regardless of contextual information, salient meanings will 

be accessed first by the human brain. In (13) the whole point of the riddle is to 

show how people will think of a male surgeon and fail to interpret the context 

(i.e., that the surgeon is a woman). According to Giora, it is the ‘contextually in-

appropriate’ feature of ‘male’ that initially comes to mind when we hear the word 

‘surgeon’ even though the contextual information (the father died in the car ac-

cident) points to the fact that this interpretation is the wrong one.  

|| 
16 Pinker (2007) also underlines the idea that the human mind first relates to the conventional 

sense of a word.  
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Giora’s theory has also been used in humor analysis, as speakers exploit 

hearers’ expectations and are able to create humorous implications. In different 

humor types, hearers will access certain meanings first and then change with a 

different one, a fact which creates the humorous effect:  

The structure of most jokes is such that it keeps us attending to the salient response until 

the punch line point where a reversal is enforced allowing for the recognition of the novel. 

The pleasure derivable from the joke hinges on recognizing the innovative in the salient.  

(Giora, 2002, p. 15) 

As also underlined by Brône (2012), Giora’s theory adds a relevant factor to the 

script-opposition discussed in earlier semantic analyses of humor. Since conven-

tionalized meanings are reversed by novelty and innovation, Giora’s theory un-

derlines the creativity of humor. It is linked to the contrast between expectation 

and reality as well as the innovative ways that speakers have to use in order to 

create humorous implications.  

Salience is also at the heart of the reference point phenomenon. The refer-

ence point structure is at the core of several cognitive processes, and aims at ex-

plaining how an element can be seen and referred to in terms of another. These 

structures are related to prototype theory, and they are based on the claim that 

there are ideal types among perceptual stimuli that serve as anchoring points in 

perception (Tribushinina, 2011, p. 216). The human brain will categorize these 

types as more salient than others, and will use them in order to categorize ele-

ments. Based on the idea of prototypicality effects, Rosch (1975b, p. 545) came to 

the conclusion that prototypes “can serve as reference points in relation to which 

other members are judged.” Tribushinina (2011, p. 217) underlines that this does 

not imply that prototypes are the only reference points “involved in various cog-

nitive activities.” Basically, she notes (p. 216), reference points are “stimuli that 

other items are seen in relation to.” As pointed out in her paper, as a cognitive 

ability, the reference point phenomenon can be encountered in a number of do-

mains, such as, for instance, cognitive psychology (Tversky, 1977; Tversky & Gati, 

1978), or people’s social judgments (McFarland & Miller, 1990). These studies re-

peat Rosch’s idea (1975b) that people have a general direction for comparison, 

i.e., they will compare a less salient (prominent) element to a more salient (prom-

inent) one. The more prominent element serves as reference point for the com-

parison. For instance, people would prefer to say North Korea is similar to China, 

as opposed to China is similar to North Korea, because China is the most promi-

nent element in this comparison and serves as reference point for the analogy 

(Tribushinina, 2011, p. 217).  
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Langacker describes the idea of reference-point construction as the “ability 

to invoke the conception of one entity for purpose of establishing mental contact 

with another” (2000, p. 173, original emphasis). Initially (1991, 1993), Langacker 

introduced this idea as a way of discussing possessive constructions. For exam-

ple, in a construction such as Martin’s cat, Martin is the more prominent element 

in the phrase and thus serves as reference point for his possessions, including the 

cat. Later, Langacker (1993) expands this idea to include various grammatical 

phenomena, and, in a more recent article, he notes that “the notion of reference 

points is as broadly applicable as one cares to make it” (2006, p. 117). In Cognitive 

Linguistics, this notion has also been expanded to analyze other linguistic phe-

nomena, such as metonymy. For instance, Jing-Schmidt (2008, p. 242) notes that 

the question Have you read Goethe? would make use of such reference points be-

cause, here, the name of the author provides conceptual access to the works pro-

duced by the writer. Metonymy then functions as a conceptual access mechanism 

(Kövecses & Radden, 1998, Feyaerts, 1999; Dirven, 1999; Brône & Feyaerts, 2004).  

 

Fig. 7: Reference point construction (Langacker, 2000, p. 174) 

Figure 7 above sketches the reference point construction where D is the dominion, 

best characterized as a set of conceptual entities to which a reference point can 

gain access, C, the conceptualizer, and R, the reference point used to trace a men-

tal path to T—the target meaning. The heavy-line circles describe salience. If one 

element is used as a reference point for another it is by means of salience. In a 

given context, the element that is used as reference point must be salient for both 

the speaker and the hearer, in order for the utterance to be understood. 
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Langacker explains this construction as a cognitive ability we use without 

even being aware of it. Consider the following example, which represents a very 

simple instance of tracing a mental path between a conceptualizer and a target:  

  

(14) You know that hunk who works in the bank? Well, the woman he’s liv-

ing with just got an abortion. (Langacker, 2000, p. 173) 

  

In example (14), we can trace a mental path from the conceptualizer (the hunk 

who works in the bank) to the target meaning (the woman he’s living with) through 

means of reference point construction. Clearly, many assumptions can be made 

from this sentence: perhaps the woman was not noteworthy enough to know her 

name, or simply that the hunk who works in the bank is more popular among them 

(also, notice the term hunk that emphasizes the fact that the hearer would know 

him due to his physical appearance). As Langacker (2006, p. 116) explains, to lo-

cate the woman in the present situation, we have to say where she stands in rela-

tion to something else, which represents a more salient entity (in this case, the 

hunk who works in the bank). In Cognitive Linguistics, a dominion consists pre-

cisely “of the conceptual structures that are construed in relation to the reference 

point” (Van Hoek, 1997, p. 55).  

As already pointed out by others (Feyaerts, 1999; Dirven, 1999; Brône & 

Feyaerts, 2004), these reference point constructions are sometimes exploited for 

a humorous outcome. Salient reference points serve as anchoring marks for com-

parison with other less salient interpretations. Consider example (15) below (an-

alyzed in more detail in Veale et al., 2006), located in Spain in the mid-thirties, 

and where the metonymic construal of silk underwear serves as reference point 

construction allowing access to social stereotypes: 

  

(15) Opposition M.P. (referring to the Prime Minister) (S): But what can we 

expect, after all, of a man who wears silk underpants?  

Prime Minister (H): Oh, I would have never thought the Right Honora-

ble’s wife to be so indiscreet!  

  

In this example, H is considered as being socially undesirable, since S implies 

that he is homosexual through the remark to his silk underwear. The silk under-

wear allows access to the social stereotype of homosexuality. In his reply, H man-

ages to turn the tables using common knowledge that underwear is not publicly 

visible. The silk underwear is now used in H’s reply to refer to cuckolding. The 

switch between meanings also depends on salience because “different agents 

may attribute conflicting levels of salience or prominence to different word 
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readings” (Veale et al., 2006, p. 322). S attributes salience to the wearing of silk 

underwear, whereas H ascribes it to the knowledge of his supposedly wearing it.  

To sum up, both concepts of salience and reference point construction can 

be exploited from the point of view of humor analysis. The concept of salience 

refers to several mental phenomena, and has already been exploited in order to 

discuss humor (Giora, 1991; Viana, 2010). For instance, Viana (2010) points out 

the role asymmetry plays for the analysis of humor from the graded salience hy-

pothesis view. Asymmetry plays on two different interpretations that can be given 

to the same humorous instance, as already mentioned earlier. Such utterances 

have a salient first interpretation which is later discarded by a more marked read-

ing. Giora aims to explain that non-marked readings come first while less salient, 

marked meanings appear at the end of a joke. In much the same way, Viana con-

siders asymmetry to be as crucial to the creation and/or understanding of humor 

and he defines it (2010, p. 506) as “the perceptual difference between the two 

scripts that usually participate in humor understanding.” Following Raskin’s ac-

count (1985), Viana states that the first script (or the Background Script) pro-

gresses as the story goes on, and the second script (the Foreground Script) 

emerges only at the end and has to be read backwards (2010, pp. 508-509). 

2.3.4 Construal operations 

One of main hypotheses within Cognitive Linguistics is that semantics is concep-

tualization. In their book, Croft and Cruse (2004) describe the construal opera-

tions that human beings use in language. We argue that some of the processes 

presented here can also be manipulated to attain a humorous outcome, as will be 

seen in Chapter 3.  

The table below presents the linguistic construal operations presented in 

Croft and Cruse (2004, p. 46). According to Brône and Feyaerts (2003, pp. 11-12), 

some of these operations deserve more attention in humor research since they 

can be used by speakers to convey humorous meanings (they appear in bold be-

low).   
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Tab. 2: Linguistic construal operations (Croft & Cruse, 2004, p. 46)  

I. Attention: salience 

A. Selection 

1. Profiling 

2. Metonymy 

B. Scope (dominion)  

1. Scope of predication 

2. Search domains 

3. Accessibility 

C. Scalar adjustment 

1. Quantitative (abstraction) 

2. Qualitative (schematization) 

D. Dynamic 

1. Fictive motion 

2. Summary/sequential scanning 

II. Judgement/comparison (including identity image schema) 

A. Categorization (framing)  

B. Metaphor 

C. Figure/ground 

III. Perspective/situatedness 

A. Viewpoint 

1. Vantage point 

2. Orientation 

B. Deixis 

1. Spatiotemporal (including spatial image schemata) 

2. Epistemic (common ground) 

3. Empathy 

C. Subjectivity/objectivity 

IV. Constitution/Gestalt (including most other image schemas) 

A. Structural schematization  

1. Individuation (boundedness, unity/multiplicity, etc.) 

2. Topological/geometric schematization (container, etc.) 

3. Scale 

B. Force dynamics 

C. Rationality (entity/interconnection) 

 

 

The first category—attention/salience—refers to what Chafe (1994, pp. 26-30) 

calls the focus of consciousness. It can be separated into different subparts, ac-

cording to the elements that are being underlined: selection, scope, scalar adjust-

ment, and dynamic. We will only focus on the first category—selection—which 

represents our ability to focus only on parts of our experience and ignore others 

that are irrelevant for the given context. These parts that we focus on are deemed 
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more relevant for the purpose at hand and will show only parts of the conceptual 

frame. As part of selection, we underline the importance of profiling and meton-

ymy. Profiling represents the highlighting of certain elements in a frame. For in-

stance, both the words reader and read refer to the action of reading, but while 

reader profiles the agent doing the reading, read refers to the process. Metonymy 

alone also represents a recurrent semantic mechanism, discussed recently in a 

number of works (Feyaerts, 1999; Seto, 1999; Warren, 1999; Pauwels, 1999; Brône 

& Feyaerts, 2003; Panther & Thornburg, 2003a, 2003b; Coulson & Oakley, 2003; 

Barcelona, 2003, and many others). Metonymy is a reference-point construction 

which, through means of salience, connects different concepts in the same frame 

or refers to the frame as a whole. In humor research, metonymy has been seen as 

one of the concepts that create complex associations in the human mind and re-

sult in humorous effects. The way metonymy is exploited in the process of humor 

has been discussed in a number of studies (Feyaerts, 1999; Barcelona, 2003; 

Brône & Feyaerts, 2003, Tabacaru & Feyaerts, 2016).17  

The second category—judgement/comparison—has three subtypes: categori-

zation, metaphor and figure/ground. In the case of humor, Brône and Feyaerts 

(2003) argue that these subtypes can be exploited for a humorous outcome. Met-

aphor is created through means of comparison. According to Lakoff (1987), it is a 

shift of meaning from one entity to another belonging to two different domains. 

Croft and Cruse (2004, p. 55) present metaphor18 as a relationship between “a 

source domain, the source of the literal meaning of the metaphorical expression, 

and a target domain, the domain of the experience actually being described by 

the metaphor.” In Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980) view, metaphors are part of our 

daily life, because they show how we conceptualize our experiences. Saying that 

HAPPY IS UP has to do with the way we understand our experiences and this per-

spective is different from the standard, literal definition of concepts. We con-

stantly compare them to something else; we speak of concepts in different terms 

because they echo our own experiences with language. The last subtype here, 

figure/ground, has also been analyzed in relation to humor. It has been shown 

that it generally plays on the incongruity between these two concepts (Attardo & 

|| 
17 Metonymy provides a conceptual mapping between two entities belonging to the same do-

main, creating a relationship of substitution (as in X STANDS FOR Y). In the case of humor, some 

elements in the frame will be perceived as more salient than others in order to create ‘social ste-

reotypes’ based on fixed ideas people receive about certain groups of people. These salient fea-

tures represent the PART FOR WHOLE metonymy, because they refer to the entire group in which 

they are included. People are able to access the whole frame by hearing just certain elements 

that belong to it. 

18 Metaphor will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 4.  
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Raskin, 1991; Brône, 2008). This relation refers to specifying the position of one 

object—the figure—relative to another object—the ground. Following Talmy’s 

(1983, pp. 230-231; 2000, pp. 315-316) classification, the figure is generally more 

salient, simpler, smaller or more mobile than the ground, which is the exact op-

posite: more backgrounded, more complex, larger, and more stationary. We can 

assume that humor will take advantage of these expectations, and reverse the 

figure and the ground (Attardo & Raskin, 1991; Brône, 2008).  

The third category—perspective/situatedness—refers to the speaker’s point 

of view and position. Even though it also refers to the spatiotemporal location of 

the speaker, the perspective may also depend on their knowledge, beliefs and 

attitudes. It has three subtypes: viewpoint, deixis, and subjectivity/objectivity, 

which have a separate classification of their own. In humor, the concept of view-

point plays a central role because it plays on the speaker’s vantage point or ori-

entation in a given space.  

In humor, these categories are exploited in order to conceptualize things dif-

ferently for a different outcome. Brône’s (2008) typology of hyper and misunder-

standing in interactional humor includes construal operations, such as deixis, 

scope or figure/ground alignment. These elements, he argues, act on ambiguity 

and manage to trump hearers’ expectations, by adding new and humorous mean-

ings into play.  

These mental models help schematize how the human mind perceives the 

phenomena around it, focusing on how language is a result of our experiences 

with the world. These cognitive theories usually explain how people access 

meanings when discourse unfolds and how these meanings are grouped into 

frames or mental spaces in the human mind. We show that all these mechanisms 

can be exploited for a humorous result, because they play on people’s expecta-

tions in a conversation.  

2.4 Conclusion 

The three approaches presented here have been applied to humorous phenom-

ena. They show the processes of meaning constructions in humorous utterances, 

emphasizing the importance of incongruity (the semantic approach), discourse 

space (the pragmatic approach), and mental phenomena (cognitive approaches).  

Firstly, we have mentioned that more recent approaches to humor have com-

bined some of these theories in order to explain humorous utterances from a cog-

nitive linguistic point of view (Brône & Feyaerts 2003, 2004; Coulson 2005a; 

2005b; Brône, 2008). For instance, Brône and Feyaerts (2003) stress the idea that 

humor results from the overlap or switch between two or more scripts/frames, 
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but they also discuss the importance of prototypes for the understanding of hu-

morous effects. As such, they point out that metonymy can be seen as a referen-

tial phenomenon which creates complex associations in discourse. A salient fea-

ture will thus stand for a certain concept or an idea which hinges on frames, 

prototypicality, as well as salience.  

Secondly, humor based on incongruity revolves around marked-reference 

point structures in order to play on prototypical (salient) inferences and to 

achieve “optimal innovation” (Giora, 2002; Brône & Feyaerts, 2003). Brône (2008) 

presents a cognitive approach to misunderstandings and hyper-understandings 

in humor using Clark’s model and Fauconnier’s mental spaces. A first meaning 

that everyone would access through means of inference is trumped by a new 

meaning that does not appear as salient enough to be accessed first. By verbal 

mastery, the speakers manage to exploit people’s expectations in order to give a 

new meaning to the utterance. This is also discussed by Coulson (2001) in the 

frame-shifting process or by Giora in the marked informativeness hypothesis (Gi-

ora, 1991) as well as the optimal innovation hypothesis (Giora, 2002, 2003). 

Frames that originally come to mind will then be subverted by other frames, 

which will change the final result and understanding of the utterance.  

Finally, a theory of humor has to take into consideration the cognitive pro-

cesses involved for the retrieval of meaning. It thus seems clear that these mech-

anisms can be exploited in order to trick the hearers and surprise them with a 

new interpretation they had not originally accessed. As discourse unfolds, new 

meanings can be built on top of interpretations that hearers are expected to ac-

cess, showing how linguistic norms can be exploited in a creative way. As Norrick 

(2001, p. 258) nicely sums it up “the punch semantically reverses the sense we 

would expect from the build-up, and forces an unexpected sense to our atten-

tion.” Since layering is an important factor in interaction, these complex pro-

cesses intertwine and connect serious with non-serious spaces in which the 

speakers build their humorous implications.  

The next chapter presents the corpus and the tools used for the present re-

search to which these theories have been applied.  
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3 Corpus, coding tools, and quantitative overview 

More and more studies on discourse in general and humor in particular are based 

on empirical evidence analyzing how speakers create humorous utterances. Like 

others (Brône, 2008; Uhlig, 2009; Percillier, 2016), the empirical evidence comes 

from (scripted) television series, as this allows an analysis of interactional humor 

from a multimodal perspective. An important point is highlighted by Dynel, and 

later reiterated by Fägersten (2016) in her volume Watching TV with a Linguist:  

Whether intuitively employed by regular language users or carefully constructed by a script 

writer…an interaction always operates on the same linguistic resources, in accordance with 

deeply ingrained, and frequently only intuitively felt, communicative rules. 

(Dynel, 2011: 44)  

The two television series that were selected, House M.D. and The Big Bang Theory, 

are radically different in kind and style. The former is a medical drama, which 

includes, however, a great deal of humorous instances, generally in the form of 

witty and sarcastic remarks; the latter is a sitcom featuring a group of successful 

but nerdy scholars who often misunderstand the world and people around them. 

The choice of such widely divergent series allows a cross-register comparison of 

humorous mechanisms. Below, we present the corpus in more detail, followed by 

the coding tools used for analysis. ELAN, the annotation tool used in the study, 

will be explained afterwards, as well as the different options that have been used 

to annotate and compare this type of data.  

3.1 The corpus 

The data in the corpus come from two contemporary American television series: 

House M.D. (2004—2012) and The Big Bang Theory (2007—2019). These two series 

are quite different in kind: while Dr. House trumps everyone with his verbal mas-

tery (see also Dynel, 2013; Tabacaru & Lemmens, 2014; Tabacaru & Feyaerts, 

2016), The Big Bang Theory (see also Eitelmann & Stange, 2016) presents mainly 

nerdy comments on the daily life of successful scholars (one of whom is incapa-

ble of interpreting sarcasm).  

As detailed below, for each series, a number of episodes was selected, lead-

ing to a selection of +400 instances per series. The 15 episodes selected represent 

15 ELAN files, as will be presented in more detail below. The corpus on which the 

study is based thus provides a selection of varied examples and allows a compar-

ison of how humor strategies are exploited across different genres and different 
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writing techniques. As will be shown, the mechanisms at work in the humorous 

interactions (presented in more detail in the next section) are not at all different 

across genres, which gives further credence to their general, cognitive-functional 

nature.  

House M.D. is a medical drama, created by David Shore, which started in 

2004 and lasted until 2012 (a total of eight seasons). An episode lasts approxi-

mately 40 minutes (see Appendix A for short summaries of episodes considered 

in the corpus). The series centers around an antisocial doctor (Dr. Gregory House, 

played by Hugh Laurie) working with a team of his own who specializes in diag-

nostic medicine. The show has been acclaimed for the witty and sarcastic com-

ments of the main character (Dr. House) who shows verbal mastery and never 

misses an opportunity to mock the others.18 Mainly, the show includes a great 

number of sarcastic remarks and hyper-understandings, differentiating it from 

The Big Bang Theory, which consists of a different environment, where sarcasm 

seems to be misunderstood or taken at face value. Example (16)19 from the corpus 

illustrates a typical instance of such interactions. In this scene, Dr. House thinks 

the patient, who is a carpet cleaner, has William’s syndrome, a disease that is 

explained in their dialogue: 

  

(16) House:  He has William’s syndrome. 

[…] 

Taub:   What about the other symptoms?  

House:  He has no other symptoms.  

Taub:  But William’s does.  

House:  He’s got the teeth, the glasses.  

Taub: William’s cuts IQ by 20.  

House:  He doesn’t work in the physics department. Except when they 

spill a black hole on their carpet. 

  

There are two types of humor here: the hyper-understanding in He doesn’t work 

in the physics department and the sarcastic comment in Except when they spill a 

black hole on their carpet. The hyper-understanding here is based on a layered 

meaning (Clark, 1996) which adds a new interpretation to the utterance. The re-

mark trumps Taub’s reminder of the ‘lower IQ’ feature imposed by the disease. 

|| 
18  See also reviews of the show on imdb.com. 

19   The examples in this book were taken from House M.D. (© Heel & Toe Film, Shore Z Produc-

tions, Bad Hat Harry Productions, Moratim Produktions, NBC Universal Television, Universal 

Media Studios).  
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House’s implication is that the patient’s IQ is low, since he does not work in the 

physics department (therefore, it is implied that he is not a genius). He playfully 

echoes Taub’s words by trumping the intended meaning and adding a completely 

opposite one. It also includes a sarcastic comment which plays on the meaning 

of the verb work: since he is a carpet cleaner, if his services are ever requested, he 

could work in the physics department. The meaning here hinges on the difference 

between being part of the department and the department as a location where 

one can work (as a carpet cleaner, in this case). This instance is categorized as 

sarcasm not only for the semantics of the verb work, which includes a double in-

terpretation of this verb, but also for the black hole added to the situation. This 

element is a reference to their being physicists, and can be explained as a proto-

typical element of the world of physics. House’s verbal mastery includes all these 

for a layered meaning of the linguistic context in order to trump the other dis-

course participants.  

Given the high number of instances of sarcastic utterances, it is warranted 

we focus on this concept more elaborately in a separate chapter, allowing a more 

accurate analysis of this humor type. Such sarcastic utterances build on the com-

mon ground between speakers, as we explain later on. However, the importance 

of common ground for the creation and interpretation of sarcasm will also be 

shown via the misunderstandings present in the other television-series, The Big 

Bang Theory was created in 2007 by Chuck Lorre and Bill Prady and lasted until 

2019. It is a sitcom, which, as the term suggests, explicitly aspires to be humor-

ous. An episode lasts approximately 20 minutes (about half as short as an episode 

of House M.D.), but contains more obvious humorous utterances, also marked by 

a laugh-track. The series presents a group of four friends (Leonard, Sheldon, Ra-

jesh, and Howard) who work as physicists, who, though highly intelligent, do not 

know much about life outside of the laboratory. They are presented as socially 

awkward (as opposed to Leonard and Sheldon’s very attractive neighbor, Penny) 

and humor generally comes from the way they interpret what the others are say-

ing (first degree versus second degree interpretation of utterances).  

The high presence of such misinterpretations is the main motivation for se-

lecting the series for analysis, as it provides a nice counterbalance for the House 

M.D. corpus which, overall, is more sarcastic, as illustrated in example (17) above. 

Example (17)20 illustrates such a misunderstanding, showing how there is a clash 

between different viewpoints (which Ritchie [2006] sees as an essential feature of 

misunderstanding):  

|| 
20 The examples in this book were taken from The Big Bang Theory (© Warner Bros Television 

& Chuck Lorre Productions).   
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(17) [Sheldon playing a videogame, where he plays a fictitious character Shel-

dor] 

Sheldon: AFK […] Sheldor, back online.  

Penny: What’s AFK?  

Sheldon:  [to computer] AFK. [turning to Penny] Away from keyboard. 

Penny: Oh, I see.  

Sheldon: What does that stand for?  

Penny: Oh, I see?  

Sheldon: Yes, but what does it stand for? 

This example, like many others retrieved from the annotated data from The Big 

Bang Theory, is an instance of misunderstanding, where one of the speakers 

(Sheldon) fails to understand what the other interlocutor meant to say in the first 

place, thinking of OIC as an abbreviation instead of the regular comment Oh, I 

see, a confusion which hinges on homophony; this gives the kind of clash of 

viewpoints mentioned by Ritchie (2006) and Brône (2008). In other words, humor 

arises from this clash where the two interlocutors are not on the same level and 

refer to two distinct interpretations of the same given context. An audience who 

witnesses the exchange between the two characters has access to both interpre-

tations: that of Penny, and that of Sheldon. Consequently, they see the phono-

logical resemblance between a possible acronym OIC and Penny’s reply Oh, I see. 

The audience will access the right inferences when hearing Penny’s Oh, I see. Hu-

mor arises when they are faced with Sheldon’s misinterpretation (of a supposedly 

acronym OIC that respects the structure of his own acronym AFK). The default 

meaning accessed by Penny’s utterance is then shifted to another meaning that, 

crucially, the audience had not considered before.  

Given that this series is an actual sitcom, based on humorous situations and 

events, there are more humorous instances even if the episodes are shorter, 

hence fewer episodes were needed to get to the same number of instances. These 

episodes were retrieved from the initial seasons of the series (see Appendix B for 

short summaries of the episodes from The Big Bang Theory used in the study). 

Even if House M.D. eventually comprised eight seasons and The Big Bang Theory 

is airing Season 10 at the moment, we only focused on the four initial seasons, a 

choice conditioned by the availability of the DVDs at the onset of this study.  

The randomly selected episodes are listed in Table 3 below. The number of 

humorous instances is given for each episode, as well as the total number of in-

stances, and the total duration (in seconds) of humorous exchanges:  
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Tab. 3: Selected episodes for the corpus 

 Season Episode Duration of 

episode 

Number of 

instances 

Total duration time 

of instances 

House M.D. 1 08 00:41:28 39 336.201 

House M.D. 1 14 00:41:45 28 216.758 

House M.D. 1 17 00:42:19 46 453.734 

House M.D. 2 01 00:41:56 65 445.179 

House M.D. 2 06 00:42:04 33 256.7 

House M.D. 2 15 00:42:03 19 145.446 

House M.D. 3 03 00:41:49 40 302.652 

House M.D. 3 08 00:42:05 46 302.697 

House M.D. 4 08 00:40:57 68 424.556 

House M.D. 4 13 00:42:04 54 457.137 

The Big Bang Theory  1 03 00:21:30 51 465.852 

The Big Bang Theory 1 15 00:21:19 67 500.786 

The Big Bang Theory 2 03 00:20:22 85 628.642 

The Big Bang Theory 2 09 00:20:09 116 787.923 

The Big Bang Theory 3 11 00:19:00 103 734.309 

TOTAL  15 09:38:50 860 6.458.572 

 

The corpus is thus made of 15 episodes (15 ELAN files), which represent a total of 

9h38m of video. The 860 humorous instances drawn from the episodes constitute 

1h47m of the total duration of instances present in the corpus.  

Each humorous instance has been transcribed verbatim. The verbatim tran-

scription of the examples includes the entire dialogue in which a humorous in-

stance takes place. We have used scripts available online even if not completely 

error-free,21 and proofreading was necessary.22 

Although the humorous meaning is given as a reply to someone’s utterance 

and thus, in this case, usually appears at the end of an exchange, the entire in-

teraction was taken into account in order to see how the different humorous 

meanings build in discourse. In interactional humor, the process of meaning con-

struction among the different speakers is fundamental for the understanding of 

|| 
21  See also Quaglio (2016) on the use of a corpus from television series.  

22   Retrieved from http://dr-house.hypnoweb.net/ for House M.D. and from http://bigbang-

trans.wordpress.com/ for The Big Bang Theory.  
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the added layers of meaning. For instance, in a humor type such as hyper-under-

standing, the humorous meaning is given solely by the turning of the tables and 

by reversing the situation as presented by the first speaker. In the case of insider 

humor, the common ground builds in different scenes, and even episodes, and 

also from the constant interactions between interlocutors. Register humor is also 

based on the scenes that the audience is familiar with and draws on the previous 

exchanges between speakers. If a speaker suddenly changes the way they speak, 

it is by comparison to the previous discourse that this gets a humorous effect. 

Consequently, the entire exchange is necessary for an overview of how a particu-

lar instance of humor is created. 

The situations that the audience are presented with are also described in 

some detail for the understanding of certain humor types (for instance, situa-

tional humor). Certain details regarding the characters are also given between 

brackets in certain scenes where the speakers build their humorous interactions 

on certain visual elements or scenes present in the context.  

3.2 Coding tools 

3.2.1 Humor types 

For the present analysis, the classification followed the humor types as used in 

the Corinth corpus (Feyaerts et al., 2010; Feyaerts, 2013). This typology unites 

non-technical, general classifications that have been made in the literature on 

humor analysis. In total, the classification consists of 23 humor types, as listed 

below: 

 situational humor, narrative joke, pun, irony, sarcasm, exaggeration, understatement, 

teasing, hyper-understanding, misunderstanding, parody, register humor, anecdote, ab-

surd humor, insider humor, joint fantasy, stereotype humor, meta-humor, self-mockery, 

self-glorification, gender humor, sexual humor, inter-textual humor.  

These humor types are defined in more detail below, each time illustrated by ex-

amples taken from the corpus.  

3.2.1.1 Situational humor 

Situational humor represents any type of non-verbal humor (situations, carica-

tures, etc.) that does not rely on any verbal features. It is commonly perceived as 

an irony of events, where the result is incongruous with a certain expectation. It 

is seen so as an outside viewer (Lucariello, 1994; Shelley, 2001; Elleström, 2002). 
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Situational humor is thus unintentional and “emerges in the eye of the beholder” 

(Elleström, 2002, p. 51). According to Shelley (2001, p. 775), a situation is per-

ceived as humorous/ironic when people’s conception of it opposes the normal 

way in which the situations “fit into their repertoire of concepts.”  

Consider example (18) below, categorized as situational humor. It is the situ-

ation itself that creates the humorous effect rather than any specific linguistic 

device. In this scene, taken from The Big Bang Theory, Sheldon’s friends gather 

around his office surprised to see him talking to a very attractive young woman. 

They all comment on the odds of such a scene taking place, when both Sheldon 

and the young woman stand up to leave the room:  

  

(18) Sheldon: Thank you for coming by.  

[Everyone rushes to look nonchalant: Leonard starts drinking water from 

the fountain, Raj pretends to be reading a poster on the wall, and Howard 

leans against the wall to look cool] 

  

Humor arises here from the situation that is presented to the audience. The three 

friends, who had been eavesdropping in front of Sheldon’s office until then, rush 

to look nonchalant when Sheldon and the young woman head towards the door. 

The incongruity between their different behaviors (first eavesdropping, then pre-

tending that nothing happened and that they do not care who the person with 

Sheldon is) creates a humorous effect for an audience that witnessed the whole 

scene (before and after). It is the scene as a whole that is humorous, because it 

presents a clash between their different behaviors. Instead of acting normal, the 

group of friends is trying to look nonchalant. The whole effort they place in pre-

tending to be normal creates the clash with the scene before, when they were 

eavesdropping on their friend’s conversation. There is no verbal mechanism in-

volved, since the audience is only presented with the visual elements and that is 

what constitutes the contradiction between the different behaviors. 

3.2.1.2 Narrative joke 

A narrative joke generally has a surprising and funny ending. It has various forms 

(question-answer, riddle, dialogue, etc.) and it contains a punchline that comes 

at the end of the narrative which creates a shift in interpretations (Attardo& 

Raskin, 1991). Raskin (1985, p. 29) observes that jokes represent “situation come-

dies” and are very similar to anecdotes since they are both short funny stories. 

Oring (1992, p. 2) notes that jokes depend on an “appropriate incongruity”, which 

marks “the perception of an appropriate interrelationship of elements from do-

mains that are generally regarded as incongruous.”  
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Narrative jokes have been the focus of several works on humor (Raskin, 1985; 

Freud, 1989; Attardo & Raskin, 1991; Attardo, 1993, 1994, etc.) and are usually 

easily recognizable (e.g., “A man goes into a bar…”). They usually have a punch-

line and a surprising ending which creates the humorous effect. No such narra-

tive jokes were found in the corpus that we annotated and analyzed.  

3.2.1.3 Puns  

In a broader sense, puns represent a play on words that have different meanings 

(either through polysemy or homonymy). The formal identity can be either ortho-

graphical (homographs) or phonetic (homophones), allowing a play on words 

that have the same, or nearly the same, sound. Pollack (2011) underlines the fact 

that puns can also transform one thing into another by sight (in the case of a vis-

ual pun). The incompatibility between meanings is fundamental for a humorous 

effect (Koestler, 1964).  

Puns are easily created in the study through polysemy or homonymy. Con-

sider example (19) below. In this scene, taken from The Big Bang Theory, Leonard, 

who has a crush on his neighbor Penny, goes to see her. He comes back looking 

sad, to which Sheldon says:  

  

(19) Sheldon: Penny for your thoughts.  

In this example, the pun resides in the same form and pronunciation of the proper 

noun Penny and the common noun penny. The same form is used to create a hu-

morous pun which actually marks the source of Leonard’s sadness. By using the 

specific idiom a penny for your thoughts (with the proverbial meaning “What are 

you thinking about?”), but transforming it in order to match the current situation 

(the indefinite article a is dropped, which makes the construction similar to that 

of a proper noun), Sheldon creates a play on words. It is the polysemy and the 

switch between the two readings that allows the humorous meaning to be cre-

ated.  

3.2.1.4 Irony 

In pragmatics, irony has been viewed as relating to the opposite of what is ex-

pressed literally or a violation of one of the Gricean maxims. In other words, it 

marks the difference between the literal and intended meaning of an utterance 

(Grice, 1989). It has been emphasized that irony is not explicitly indicated as such 

because it is always indirect (Grice, 1989; Giora, 1995) or involves a negative eval-

uation (Clark & Gerrig, 1984). More recent approaches (Coulson, 2005a; Kihara, 
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2005) see irony as a pretense space that underlines the violations of expectations 

and norms.  

Irony represents an incongruity between what is said and what is meant 

(Grice, 1975), between an actual situation/context and how the speaker presents 

the given situation. Irony and sarcasm (the next type, see below) are actually 

quite similar and researchers have discussed them in relation to each other 

(Gibbs, 2000; Nunberg, 2001; Kihara, 2005; Tobin & Israel, 2012, etc.). The follow-

ing example is taken from House M.D. and refers to a patient’s symptoms. Irony 

refers explicitly to his symptoms and does not aim at mocking the patient specif-

ically (as would be the case with sarcasm, shown below):  

  

(20) House:  Kid just started seizing. Not a symptom of food-born toxins.  

Foreman:  Also, not a symptom of drug use. Not two hours after admission. 

House:  So what would make him seize…in addition to all his other delight-

ful symptoms.  

 

The ironic expression delightful symptoms consists of an incongruity between 

what is said and what is known to be true from the situation presented in the 

series. It is obvious that a patient’s symptoms talked about in the immediately 

preceding context are anything but delightful. The contrast between the positive 

meaning of delightful and the negative symptoms creates irony. Just like sarcasm, 

irony depends on the common ground between speakers and hearers. The com-

mon ground in this case constitutes the situation as a whole (the patient in the 

hospital), as well as the previous exchanges between interlocutors (i.e., not 

knowing how to diagnose the patient).  

3.2.1.5 Sarcasm 

This humor type is usually seen in relation to irony, the difference being that it is 

more aggressive (Lee & Katz, 1998). Sarcasm is also defined as being more overtly 

critical than irony, with “clearer markers/cues and a clear target” (Attardo, 2000, 

p. 795). Sarcasm is more hurtful than irony (Hanks, 2013) and is intended as a 

criticism towards a target (Mesing et al., 2012). 

In the corpus, sarcasm represents 36.6% of the annotated data which makes 

it worthy of a more detailed analysis. Sarcasm is a mechanism similar to irony 

(Kihara, 2005, for instance, treats sarcasm as a subcategory of irony); with the 

difference being that it also consists of a mockery toward someone or something, 

which makes it aggressive as Lee and Katz (1998) point out. Consider, for in-

stance, example (21) below, taken from House M.D., where an older woman starts 
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writing poems for Dr. House. These poems are read out by his friend, Dr. Wilson, 

who comments on them afterwards:  

  

(21) Wilson:  It’s not bad for an eighty-two-year-old. She asked me to give that 

to her true love.  

House:  What can I say, chicks with no teeth turn me on.  

Compared to (20) above, this example is more aggressive and includes a mockery 

toward someone (in this case the eighty-two-year-old woman writing poems for 

Dr. House; the mockery also includes Wilson’s expression true love, which House 

reduces to sex). It is not only the opposite of a thought as would be the case with 

irony above (clearly, Dr. House is not turned on by chicks with no teeth), but also 

brings an explicit criticism toward someone in particular. Dr. House’s entire ut-

terance represents a mockery towards the old woman (as such, the expression 

chicks with no teeth is used to describe her). The expression is in no way flattering 

to the old woman, being built on a metonymy (PART FOR WHOLE)23 where certain 

characteristics are singled out to refer to the entire person. As shown later on, the 

difference between irony and sarcasm may not be all that straightforward.   

3.2.1.6 Exaggeration  

Traditional pragmatic theory has seen exaggeration as a violation of Grice’s 

maxim of quality or quantity. Haverkate (1990) describes exaggeration in terms 

of disproportionate dimensions in the real world. This humor type generally rep-

resents an exaggeration of the facts triggering an ironic or humorous effect (e.g., 

through hyperbole).  

In example (22) below, humor arises from an exaggeration of the actual facts. 

In this scene, taken from The Big Bang Theory, the group of friends discuss 

Penny’s (who is not present in the scene) new addiction to video games. Leslie 

suggests that Penny needs to find a sexual partner, which is expressed by her 

words get her some (also made explicit by Sheldon’s reply). Howard’s reply to 

their exchange represents an exaggeration:  

  

|| 
23  Metonymic inferencing is one of the mechanisms used to create sarcastic meanings, as will 

be illustrated later on.  
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(22) Leslie: My point is that Tinker Bell24 just needs to get her some.  

Sheldon: Some what? Oh, yes, some sexual intercourse.  

Howard: I’ll take the bullet.  

The hyperbolical expression take the bullet refers to Howard’s volunteering to 

help Penny with her video game addiction and offering to sleep with her (follow-

ing Leslie’s suggestion that she needs to have sex). The idiom take the bullet un-

derlines the fact that Howard is in some way forced to do this for Penny’s sake. 

He is thus not willingly choosing to have sex with her, but is taking a bullet (the 

implication being that he is a victim sacrificing himself for the sake of others). 

The exaggeration also comes from the metaphor of ‘taking a bullet’, and thus 

comparing sex with Penny with taking a bullet. Humor arises from the incongru-

ity of these two frames, i.e., seeing the (supposedly pleasant) possibility of sex 

with Penny as a heavy sacrifice of taking a bullet. Added to that is the more gen-

eral pattern that in the series Howard is always the one who tries to find a girl-

friend and fails.  

3.2.1.7 Understatement  

Understatement is the opposite of exaggeration and the humorous effect relies 

on a remarkably weak presentation of the facts. Understatement is generally 

achieved by shifting the focus to something (i.e., a detail, an element, an action) 

that is less important (Rishel, 2002).  

The following example is taken from The Big Bang Theory and presents Bev-

erley (Leonard’s mother) in the car with Penny, who is also driving the car. Penny 

refers to an earlier scene where Beverley talked about her divorce from Leonard’s 

father, news which clearly upset Leonard:  

  

(23) Beverley:  Your check engine light is on.  

Penny:  Yeah, I gotta put a sticker over that. So, uh, you must be devastated

about your divorce. 

Beverley:  Oh, not at all. But I am a bit distressed to be in a vehicle that’s 

not subjected to regular maintenance. 

The humorous effect comes here from a shift of focus from the divorce (an im-

portant matter in Beverley’s life) and the check engine light in Penny’s car (a less 

|| 
24 Tinker Bell is a fictional character from Peter Pan, used here to refer to Penny most likely 

because of the blond hair.  
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important matter compared to a divorce). This shift of focus depends on a general 

expectation the hearers would have and the reaction shown by Beverley: a di-

vorce constitutes an important matter in someone’s life compared to a check en-

gine light. The two adjectives used here (devastated and distressed) add to the 

humorous effect of this exchange: Beverley is not at all devastated by her divorce, 

but a bit distressed to be in Penny’s car; this implies Beverley’s feeling anxious 

and upset about being in a car that is not subjected to regular maintenance. When 

Beverley says she is a bit distressed about the check engine light, the effect is also 

exaggerated compared to the understatement of the effect of her divorce. These 

two matters constitute a comparison which adds to the contrast between Bever-

ley’s expected reaction and her actual reaction.  

3.2.1.8 Teasing  

Teasing is interactional and takes the form of clever answers or pseudo-aggres-

sive challenges between interlocutors. It has been defined as an intentional prov-

ocation followed by “playful off-record markers” (Keltner et al., 2001, p. 234) 

where the speaker uses “a potentially insulting/aggressive comment but simul-

taneously provides/relies upon cues that the utterance is to be understood as 

playful/non-serious” (Alberts, 1992, p. 155). 

Teasing hinges on the common ground between discourse participants 

(Clark, 1996; Feyaerts & Oben 2014) since they know the interlocutor is not being 

serious. Consider the following exchange below between Wilson and House. In 

the series, Dr. House is addicted to Vicodin25, which is the element on which Wil-

son builds his tease:  

  

(24) Wilson:  How’s your biker?  

House:  Pumped an air bubble into a vein in his lung.  

Wilson:  The things people do… Doping, Vicodin…  

House:  Hey, you’re talking about me, aren’t you?  

Teasing here is created through an analogy between the patient, the biker who is 

doping, and Dr. House, who is taking (and is addicted to) Vicodin. This analogy 

is not explicitly expressed by Wilson, but implied through elements from the 

common ground (shared between the discourse participants, and the audience 

at home already familiar with the story of the show). Nonetheless, keeping the 

teasing tone, Dr. House makes the analogy explicit with his rhetorical question 

|| 
25  A medicine used to relieve pain.  
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Hey, you’re talking about me, aren’t you? which also represents a playful reply to 

his tease. In the present study, teasing always has a playful tone (as opposed to 

sarcasm) and is built on what we already know about the interlocutors.  

3.2.1.9 Hyper-understanding 

In the case of hyper-understanding, a speaker will exploit weak spots in a previ-

ous speaker’s utterance and reverse the intended meaning. The speaker will 

“playfully” echo the previous utterance by turning the tables and “change the 

initial interpretation by revealing the potential weaknesses of the other’s linguis-

tic choices” (Brône, 2008, p. 2031). It generally hinges on a key element marking 

the switch between two different readings of the same context.  

Speakers generally take advantage of the interlocutor’s choice of words in 

order to trump them and “turn the tables.” The key element taken from the pre-

vious utterance is fundamental for the triggering of the new meaning in the same 

context. Consider example (25) below which presents the team outside the hospi-

tal, brainstorming in order to diagnose a patient. Dr. House masterfully plays on 

the word idiopathic used in the previous utterance, but changes the meaning:  

  

(25) Cameron:  Idiopathic T-cell deficiency.  

House:  Idiopathic, from the Latin meaning we’re idiots cause we can’t 

figure out what’s causing it. 

Here, humor exploits the phonological resemblance between two different read-

ings in order to change the initial interpretation of the utterance. Clearly, the 

words idiot and idiopathic do not share the same root, but the purpose of this joke 

is to point out the resemblance between them and to cleverly reverse the initial 

meaning. Idiopathic, (i.e., from an unknown cause) is trumped by reversing the 

original meaning (as intended by Cameron) and adding a target (in this case, the 

team of doctors for not being able to diagnose the patient). In House’s utterance, 

the inference is that the disease has an unknown cause because they cannot find 

it (hence, they are idiots). This result is possible by playing only on the similarity 

between the forms of these two words and by finding a key element in the inter-

locutor’s utterance that would make the switch possible.  

3.2.1.10 Misunderstanding 

Misunderstanding has been analyzed in relation to hyper-understanding be-

cause it represents its opposite. Humor results from a speaker genuinely misin-

terpreting the intended meaning of a previous utterance. As underlined by Brône 
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(2008, p. 2037), it is a character and not the reader/viewer who will be misled “by 

a (highly unlikely) ambiguity” which can be linguistic or not. Unlike jokes, the 

misinterpretation does not happen because of a punchline, but is rather due to 

an opposition between a salient (adopted by the listener) and a non-salient read-

ing (adopted by the character or the participant). 

In the following scene, taken from The Big Bang Theory, Sheldon, who likes 

Leonard’s new girlfriend Stephanie and wants them to stay together, pays a visit 

to Penny (Leonard’s now ex-girlfriend) to ask her to stay out of their relationship. 

He thinks of a scene where Penny would be interested in Leonard again, and asks 

her to suppress her libido:  

  

(26) Sheldon:  Now, should that happen, I would ask you to find some way to 

suppress your libido.  

Penny:  I could think about you.  

Sheldon:  Fine, whatever works.  

Humor arises from Sheldon’s misunderstanding of Penny’s sarcasm in her reply 

I could think about you. Penny sarcastically implies that thinking about Sheldon 

would suppress her libido (i.e., he is repulsive or undesirable to a point of sup-

pressing her libido). His reply strictly sees this as a possible suggestion for her 

suppressing her libido, and he does not react to Penny’s mockery of him. Moreo-

ver, misunderstanding is perceived mostly by a third party (in this case, the au-

dience at home watching the show), who accesses Penny’s sarcastic interpreta-

tion as well as Sheldon’s misinterpreted reading. The recognized clash between 

these two readings is what creates the humorous effect. In any case, misunder-

standing generally provides two different readings given to the same utterance. 

The difference with other humor types is that the second reading is not accessed 

intentionally, but the interlocutor fails to connect to the most salient meaning 

intended by the speaker. The humorous effect is visible to a third party (here, the 

audience) who sees both interpretations. 

3.2.1.11 Parody  

An older definition of parody sees it as “a device whereby an author mimics the 

style of another work, exaggerating it in order to mock the stylistic habits of a 

targeted author” (Hutcheon, 1986, as quoted in Twark, 2007, p. 21). In the study, 

parody consists of humorously imitating the way a person speaks (for example, 

impersonation). Speakers will imitate someone in a particular situation. Parody 

includes an incongruity that contrasts “the original text with its new form or con-

text” (Rose, 1993, p. 33).  
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Generally, in this study, parody is achieved by impersonating the interlocu-

tor. The characters in The Big Bang Theory, for instance, often mock Raj’s accent 

since he is originally from India. Similarly, in example (27) below, Dr. House 

mocks the patient’s stuttering by imitating the way he speaks:  

  

(27) Senator:  W-what would the voters think? If they find out I’ve had a b-brain 

biopsy?  

House:  This could leave you b-b-b-b-brain damaged and you’re worried 

about NASCAR dads? 

Humor arises in this example from the obvious mockery and impression of the 

interlocutor. Two words seem difficult to pronounce for the Senator (w-what, b-

brain). When House repeats the stuttering, he enforces and exaggerates it by un-

derlining the first letter of the word brain (b-b-b-b-brain). The humorous effect 

comes from the obvious parallelism with the previous speaker’s (the Senator) 

way of speaking. House builds the pretense space on the common ground (previ-

ous discourse) presented in the scene. The humorous effect also comes from an 

expected reaction and the actual reaction House has: as a doctor, this is not a 

usual way to speak to a patient.  

3.2.1.12 Register humor 

Register humor is a result of a sudden shift in the language register that has a 

humorous outcome (for instance, speakers can shift from formal to informal use 

of language). It thus creates an incongruity between two registers which results 

in the humorous effect of the scene. A register is a language variety that corre-

sponds to certain situations or aspects of the speaker’s life and experience (At-

tardo, 1994, p. 230). 

Most examples of register humor occur in The Big Bang Theory, a series which 

presents the environment and life of nerdy scholars. Generally, it is the choice of 

words that triggers the humorous effect of a scene (use of euphemisms or just 

technical vocabulary for everyday situations). Consider example (28) below, 

taken from The Big Bang Theory, where the humorous effect is achieved through 

Sheldon’s words. From a semantic perspective, this instance has been analyzed 

as metaphorical. In this scene, Sheldon needs to know more about the relation-

ship between Penny and Leonard and, more specifically, why they broke up:  
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(28) Sheldon:  If I have any hope of keeping them together, I need data. Specif-

ically, I need to know exactly what Leonard did that caused you to pop an 

emotional cap in his buttocks.  

The phrase to pop an emotional cap in his buttocks constitutes register humor, 

because it presents their break-up as a euphemism. It is the speaker’s choice of 

words that results in the humorous effect of the scene. The expression emotional 

cap in the buttocks also constitutes a metaphor, because it connects two different 

domains. It is a transformation of the slang idiom to pop a cap in someone’s ass, 

which means “shooting someone.” The shooting frame is switched to a break-up 

frame, and the bullet which was represented by the word cap is now changed to 

represent an ending point. The bullet is thus seen as an emotional cap, implying 

the ending point of their emotional relationship.  

3.2.1.13 Anecdote  

An anecdote is made through a speaker’s personal experience that they share 

with the group in a certain context. It has been included in conversational story-

telling (Norrick, 2000).  

The following example is taken from The Big Bang Theory and it has been 

annotated as an anecdote. Stephanie, a young doctor, tells an embarrassing story 

to her boyfriend Leonard about the day she lost an earring at the hospital:  

  

(29) Stephanie: So, we’re all standing around looking at the post-op x-ray, and 

there it is, clear as day, right in the guy’s chest cavity… one of my earrings. 

Leonard: Oh, my God, what did you do?  

Stephanie: What do you think I did? I discreetly slipped off the other ear-

ring, put it in my pocket and then got the hell out of there!  

The humorous effect comes here from Stephanie’s personal experience that she 

shares with Leonard. The loss of her earring, which was swallowed by one of her 

patients and later seen in an x-ray, is humorous because of the surprising effect 

of the situation. Unlike situational humor, this example is told by the speaker to 

her interlocutor, and the audience can only imagine it, and not witness it directly 

as would be the case with situational humor. The anecdote can serve a humorous 

purpose in the scene in which it appears; for instance, in the case of the example 
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above, Leonard is visibly amused by Stephanie’s embarrassing story,26 but it can 

also seem amusing for a third-party who is watching the show.  

3.2.1.14 Absurd humor  

Absurd humor is a type of discourse that does not make any sense in the context 

at hand but used deliberately to create a humorous effect. Absurdism has also 

been explained as the violation of the Maxim of Relevance (Attardo, 1993). It is 

viewed as the “amusing absence of logic” in a text (Rishel, 2002, p. 117). 

In absurd humor, speakers build their utterances using elements and reac-

tions that do not seem logical in the given context. No such cases were encoun-

tered in the present corpus.  

3.2.1.15 Insider humor  

In the case of insider humor, speakers share some common knowledge and their 

referring to it is what creates the humorous effect. The hearers access these refer-

ences and are able to perceive the humorous implications created by them.  

Generally, this humor type revolves around the common ground among the 

characters built in the series (and with which the audience is familiar), from pre-

vious episodes and scenes. This common ground can also be construed more tem-

porarily by the (immediate) previous exchanges in the episodes. The following 

example is taken from The Big Bang Theory, and presents Leonard trying to can-

cel a so-called date with his neighbor Penny. He asks Sheldon to make the phone 

call and to invent some kind of excuse for him. After much debate between the 

two characters, Sheldon takes the phone:  

  

(30) Sheldon:  I’ll just tell her you had a routine colonoscopy and haven’t quite 

bounced back.  

Leonard:  Give me the phone!  

[…] 

[Next scene: a restaurant, Penny and Leonard reading the menu] 

Penny:  So are the rest of the guys meeting us here?  

Leonard:  Oh, yeah, no. Turns out that Raj and Howard had to work and 

Sheldon had a colonoscopy, and he hasn’t quite bounced back yet.  

|| 
26 Norrick (2000, p. 89) also notes that in his study, speakers tell embarrassing stories only 

about themselves, which is also the case in example (29).  
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Insider humor is present in the repeated line about the colonoscopy from which 

the characters (Leonard, then Sheldon) have not quite bounced back yet. In the 

first exchange between Sheldon and Leonard, this line is humorous because it 

represents a taboo, something you would not talk about (with a potential girl-

friend, for instance). In the second exchange, between Penny and Leonard, this 

line refers to the previous scene which is what makes it the common ground to 

which the audience refers in order to get the humorous meaning. The previous 

scene is mandatory in order to create the common ground on which the latter 

scene is built. Although Penny takes it at face value (she really believes that Shel-

don had a colonoscopy and has not quite bounced back yet), the audience who 

witnessed the two scenes will access Leonard’s reference to the previous scene, 

allowing the humorous effect to happen.  

3.2.1.16 Joint fantasy  

Joint fantasy is necessarily interactional because it involves multiple partners 

who build a funny, but imaginary situation or experience (Kotthoff, 2007). Speak-

ers will “depart from the normal turn-taking system and engage in the interac-

tional creation of an imaginary world” (Winchatz & Kozin, 2008, p. 383). 

Interestingly, in most cases of the study, joint fantasy is created by one 

speaker, such as in (31) below. In this scene, Sheldon is conversing with Stepha-

nie. He excuses himself to go see Leonard, but he suggests a new topic of conver-

sation for when he comes back. His suggestion constitutes joint fantasizing be-

cause it refers to an imaginary situation:  

  

(31) Leonard: Um, Sheldon? 

Sheldon: [to Stephanie] Excuse me. When I come back, just for fun, the 

subject will be alternative history. Specifically, how would the Civil War 

have gone differently if Lincoln had been a robot sent from the future?  

In this example, humor arises from the imaginary situation constructed with an 

if-clause. It represents a remote conditional, which cannot happen. Sheldon here 

suggests an improbable situation and this imagined experience specifically is 

what creates the humorous effect. The interlocutor has to imagine a different re-

sult of the Civil War if Lincoln had been a robot sent from the future. The absurd 

hypothetical imposed by Sheldon is what generates the humorous effect. In this 

instance, like most of the instances in this study, joint fantasizing is constructed 

by one speaker only (Sheldon, in this case), and the other speakers present do 

not add elements that would further build this imaginary world (Leonard and 

Stephanie do not join in the comical hypothetical created by Sheldon). However, 
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in spontaneous uses of humor, joint fantasizing is created by all the elements 

added by the discourse participants as the conversation unfolds (Kotthoff, 2007; 

Winchatz & Kouzin, 2008; Feyaerts, 2013).  

3.2.1.17 Stereotype humor  

As the term indicates, stereotype humor revolves around the use of stereotypes 

and clichés of certain individuals or groups of people. These individuals are 

thought to bear certain characteristics attributed to them or are expected to be-

have in a certain way according to the stereotypes surrounding them; they thus 

become the butt of the joke (Davies, 1993). When using humor about certain ste-

reotypes, “the comedian is sending the message that the stereotype is known and 

uses humor to dispel or affirm the stereotype” (Pacheco, 2008, p. 34). 

Both series contain examples of stereotype humor, since the characters in the 

two series are of different origins and backgrounds. Example (32) is taken from 

House M.D. and presents two instances annotated as stereotype humor. House’s 

first utterance represents the first instance and is addressed to Foreman (the Af-

rican-American employee); the second one is addressed to Chase (who is Austral-

ian):  

  

(32) Foreman:  The guy’s probably a heroin addict, explains the tachycardia 

which caused the pulmonary oedema. 

Chase:  How does an inmate on Death Row gets his hands on heroin? 

Foreman:  [scoffs] Are you serious?  

House:  The man knows prisons. [to Chase] When we’ve got a yachting 

question, we’ll come to you.  

The first stereotype addressed to Foreman comes as an inference drawn from 

Foreman’s (rhetorical) question to Chase Are you serious? The meaning behind 

this interrogative is the fact that everyone knows that inmates have access to 

things even in prison. Foreman’s assurance when uttering this comes from com-

mon ground (he assumes what everybody knows that, in prison, inmates can 

have access to certain things, even drugs). However, House uses stereotype hu-

mor and suggests that Foreman knows more than anyone else about prisons 

since he is African-American. His inference is based on stereotypes around the 

African-American community in relation to drug offenses (Mauer, 1999). The sec-

ond stereotype is addressed to Chase, who would know a lot about yachting since 

he is Australian (this could be an allusion to Australia winning the Yachting Race 

some decades ago, or just an inference to the sunny beaches in Australia). It is 

also a mockery towards both doctors, since one is an expert in prisons, and the 
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other one in yachting, focusing on the different backgrounds from which they 

come. Both these stereotypical references are built through metonymical associ-

ations.  

3.2.1.18 Meta-humor  

Meta-humor is a type of humor that explicitly refers to certain humor indicators 

in a particular situation. For instance, speakers will say that they are using sar-

casm or some other type of humor. The mechanisms are being referred to in the 

discourse.  

Examples of meta-humor in the corpus (and in general) directly refer to the 

humorous type employed by a specific speaker. The following scene is taken from 

House M.D., where the speaker (Chase) explicitly marks the humor type he is us-

ing (with the use of an adverb) while doing a procedure. He is referring to a con-

victed criminal who killed several people and was brought to the hospital for 

some tests:  

  

(33) [Chase and Foreman scanning Clarence’s brain]  

Chase:  No lesions, no aneurysms. Ironically, the mind of a killer looks 

completely normal.  

The adverb ironically refers directly to what Chase sees on the scan. This irony 

refers to situational irony (Muecke, 1970), and not verbal irony27 (Grice, 1975; 

Sperber & Wilson, 1981; Giora, 1998). The common denominator is the ‘opposite’ 

result expected in both cases. In example (33), Chase implies the expectation of 

a different result for the scan (i.e., one which would not look normal, since Clar-

ence is not normal, but a deviation from other human beings).  

3.2.1.19 Self-mockery  

Self-mockery, also called self-denigrating humor, happens when speakers make 

themselves the target of the joke, making fun of themselves instead of other peo-

ple. Instead of “potentially attacking the listener, self-denigrating humor is a rel-

atively ‘safe’ way of using humor as it is primarily directed towards the speaker’s 

face” (Schnurr & Chan, 2011, p. 21).  

|| 
27  This example can also be considered as sarcastic, since, when uttering it, Chase targets the 

prisoner whose brain should not look normal. Concerning meta-humor, this instance is focused 

on the situational humor pointed out by Chase (the fact that his scan looks normal, when it 

should not be).  
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In example (34) below, from The Big Bang Theory, the group of friends talks 

about Leonard’s Facebook status update from single to in a relationship. The self-

mockery is created by Howard’s line, which brings his ‘expertise’ in the domain 

into focus:  

  

(34) Penny:  Leonard, congratulations!  

Leonard:  What for?  

Penny:  Your Facebook status update. Leonard Hofstadter is in a relation-

ship.  

Leonard:  What? No, no, that’s not right.  

Howard: Oh, man, did you switch your status before she did? Speaking as 

an expert, way to look needy.  

The focus in this example is drawn towards Howard, who is, according to himself, 

an expert in neediness. This is in no way flattering as would be expected of a 

sentence introduced by speaking as an expert (i.e., hearers would normally ex-

pect self-glorification in such cases, where the speaker boasts about their exper-

tise). Self-mockery is built through the clash between these two interpretations: 

the expectation introduced by the phrase “speaking as an expert” and the expres-

sion “way to look needy” following it. Howard mocks himself by making himself 

the target of his own joke.  

3.2.1.20 Self-glorification 

The humorous effect of self-glorification comes from the fact that the speaker 

himself exaggerates the praises to his own persona. 

The humorous effect comes from the analogy between the speaker and the 

others. The speaker will usually build themselves up and exaggerate their quali-

ties. The following example is taken from The Big Bang Theory. In this scene, Shel-

don thinks about the possibility of his sister having children, considering the ad-

vantages and the disadvantages of such thing happening:  

  

(35) Sheldon: We do share DNA.  

Leonard: Uh-huh. 

Sheldon: So there is a possibility, however remote, that resting in her 

loins is the potential for another individual as remarkable as myself.  

Sheldon’s final utterance creates the humorous effect with the use of the compar-

ison as remarkable as myself. These words explicitly refer to him, since in this 

instance he is the figure (i.e., the focus of attention) that is used for comparison. 
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As such, a potential nephew would be compared to himself. Self-glorification is 

also underlined by the words however remote, which implies the slight possibility 

of such a thing happening (i.e., no one can be as remarkable as himself). He does 

not present the situation as an open one (most likely to happen) since he explic-

itly uses the adjective remote, which further emphasizes self-glorification.  

3.2.1.21 Gender humor 

Gender humor is centered on issues regarding gender (e.g., female vs male, 

emancipation, ideas, etc.). Different works also emphasize the gender difference 

in the media (for instance, Bender, 1993; Gulas & Weinberger, 2006). These stud-

ies refer to appreciation and use of humor by males and females. 

This humor type generally focuses on issues and analogies concerning 

women and/or men, and points out the superiority of one gender over the other. 

The following example is taken from The Big Bang Theory and presents Sheldon 

asking his neighbor Penny about her menstrual cycle.  

  

(36) Sheldon:  Where are you in your menstrual cycle? 

Penny:  What? 

Sheldon:  I’ve been doing some research online, and apparently, female 

primates, you know, uh, apes, chimpanzees, you, they find their mates 

more desirable when he’s being courted by another female. Now, this ef-

fect is intensified when the rival female is secreting the pheromones asso-

ciated with ovulation. Which brings me back to my question: where are 

you in…  

[Penny slams door] 

Firstly, this example is humorous because of the issue it addresses, mainly 

women’s menstrual cycle. Humor arises from raising such an issue without any 

kind of reservation (especially since it presents a man asking a woman about 

such an issue, which would be considered as taboo, especially when he gives no 

context for such a question). Secondly, there is a humorous effect in the enumer-

ation of female primates: female primates, you know, uh, apes, chimpanzees, you. 

In the category of female primates, Penny is put on the same level as apes and 

chimpanzees. This is also part of gender humor because it implies the superiority 

of men over women, as categorized in Sheldon’s mind.  
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3.2.1.22 Sexual humor 

In the case of sexual humor, the speaker explicitly or implicitly makes a sexual 

allusion. Raskin (1985) explains sexual humor as an opposition between a sexual 

and a non-sexual script. In this fashion, humor would arise from the clash be-

tween these two interpretations switched in the context.  

In this study, sexual humor is built on different allusions to sex by the speak-

ers. For instance, sexual humor is realized through means of polysemy in exam-

ple (37) below. In this scene, the team of doctors enters House’s office to deliver 

some bad news. House changes the focus of attention from taxes to Cuddy: 

  

(37) House: Yes? 

Kutner: You might want to turn off the TV.  

House:  I’m multi-tasking. Also doing my taxes. And Cuddy. 

It is by exploiting polysemy that the humorous effect becomes possible in the ex-

ample above. In enumerating all the things he is doing at the same time, House 

includes doing Cuddy (the female administrator of the hospital). Polysemy is at 

play here, where he uses his verbal mastery to add new meanings to the context. 

More specifically, he adds a sexual connotation to the already created humorous 

context. The first interpretation, taking care of the taxes, is switched when the 

object is also switched; doing Cuddy means being engaged in a sexual activity 

with her. The clash between these two interpretations introduced by the verb do 

is what generates humor in example (21).  

3.2.1.23 Inter-textual humor 

Inter-textual humor combines all the various connections and references speak-

ers can make: literature, film, television, music, etc. It is mainly based on allu-

sions to specific situations that are well-known and that speakers share as com-

mon ground. Norrick (1989, pp. 117-118) notes that “intertextuality occurs any 

time a text suggests or requires reference to some other identifiable text or stretch 

of discourse, spoken or written.” He further remarks that in everyday conversa-

tion inter-textual references are freely borrowed without accurate documenta-

tion. This type of humor has also been compared to parody.  

Inter-textual references are easily recognizable in the study because they de-

pend on known sources, which are easy to retrieve (such as contemporaneous 

news and state of affairs, known books or songs, etc.). Example (38) taken from 

House M.D., makes a reference to the Bible. The situation where House finds the 

cure for a patient’s condition is compared to the biblical healing, explicitly stated 

by Dr. House’s own words:  
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(38) House:  You are healed! Rise and walk!  

  

In most cases of inter-textual humor found in our study, the speaker facilitates 

the retrieval of the reference by making a previous or later allusion to the text/au-

thor/song (among others) to which it refers. This happens because the humorous 

effect depends upon the retrieval of the sources and the implicit analogy to these 

situations. House’s original utterance You are healed! is a reference to the biblical 

texts and healing. Upon seeing the patient’s reaction to this, Dr. House makes the 

reference explicit, by also sarcastically recalling the biblical praising (implying 

that this is what Jeff should be doing). In this case, if the hearers missed the first 

reference to the Bible in Dr. House’s first utterance, they are able to retrieve it 

afterwards when House explicitly states the source.  

In the overview presented above, each humor type was presented as a clearly 

distinct and discrete category; however, this is not necessarily so, as different 

types may apply simultaneously to one and the same humorous exchange. This 

is most likely due to the subjective nature of humor and probably also to the ab-

sence of systematic, corpus-based research in this field. Despite our attempt at 

arriving at a clear categorization, humor can still be analyzed from different per-

spectives. Even in the corpus, many examples could be interpreted from different 

viewpoints, and therefore annotated as different types. For instance, sarcasm can 

be connected to hyper-understanding, joint fantasy, exaggeration, and so on. 

This happens with other types mentioned above as well, because some elements 

combine different perspectives. For instance, in example (39) below, two humor 

types are combined, namely sexual humor and teasing. In this scene, a male pa-

tient starts drooling during Dr. Chase’s procedure:  

  

(39) House:  What makes a guy start drooling? Chase, were you wearing your 

short shorts?  

The word drooling in the first utterance gets a sexual interpretation and is aimed 

at Chase, who was with the patient during the procedure. The word is intended 

to have a metonymical association of sexual desire (SYMPTOM FOR CONDITION), 

which would have been an effect of Dr. Chase wearing his short shorts (as implied 

by Dr. House). This instance represents teasing because it is a playful line to-

wards Dr. Chase, implying that the patient was actually attracted to him and 

started drooling. The humorous effect comes here from the transformation of a 

medical symptom into a sexual component of desire/pleasure. The meanings are 

switched, from a ‘default’ medical reading to a sexual one, where Dr. Chase’s 

presence in the room would have been the element triggering the patient’s 
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drooling. Moreover, the teasing component lets the hearers know that this is not 

a serious ‘accusation’, but rather a pretense. Dr. House knows that Chase was not 

wearing short shorts, but the situation as a whole receives the humorous inter-

pretation because of this medical symptom that is exploited by House. Note also 

the use of the adjective short with the noun shorts, which emphasizes the impli-

cation that Chase might have been wearing something provocative. Example (39) 

draws the humorous effect from the two humor types, and, in our analysis, it will 

thus be included in both categories.  

Another example of two combined humor types would be (40) below. This 

instance mixes sexual humor and hyper-understanding, where the speaker uses 

the previous speaker’s choice of words to trump the interlocutor. Sexual humor 

is already present in House’s first utterance, which Mark keeps in his reply as 

well. In this particular context, taken from House M.D., House runs into Mark who 

is now married to House’s ex-fiancée. The scene presents Mark in a wheelchair 

after he got into an accident.  

  

(40) House:  How's your recovery going? Gotten around to the small muscles 

yet?  

Mark: It's not the size of the muscle; it's where you get to put it. 

Clearly, House’s initial remark was aimed at ridiculing his adversary by referring 

to the size of his muscle. The ‘small’ muscle in this context has a sexual connota-

tion which Mark manages to trump accordingly: he repeats House’s implication, 

but turns the tables on him by reminding him that it is not the size that counts, 

but where he gets to put it. In this way, he reminds House that his ex-fiancée is 

now married to him. The sexual meaning was already present in House’s previous 

utterance, but hyper-understanding consists of reversing the situation where 

Mark, despite his ‘small muscle’, becomes a winner because he is the one who is 

now married to House’s ex-fiancée. The key element allowing the switch in hy-

per-understanding is thus House’s own choice of words. The two types (sexual 

humor and hyper-understanding) contribute to the humorous effect of the utter-

ance.  

There are utterances that can also be categorized in three different humor 

types. An example such as (41) below combines parody, stereotype humor, and 

insider humor. The exchange is taken from The Big Bang Theory, where Howard 

and Raj try to impress a young woman by bragging about their cultural back-

ground. Later in the episode, Howard alludes to this information when he imper-

sonates Howard and his Indian accent: 
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(41) Raj: Missy, do you enjoy pajamas? […] We Indians invented them.  

[…]  

Howard: [in an Indian accent] I am a fancy Indian man, we invented pa-

jamas!  

The parody comes from the impersonation of Raj that Howard delivers. The words 

he utters are said using an Indian accent, like the one Raj has in the series. It also 

constitutes stereotype humor because it refers to Indians, a particular and well-

delimited group. The fact that this line comes later in the episode reminds hearers 

of a previous scene when Raj said to Missy that Indians invented pajamas. This 

thus also constitutes insider humor, because the hearers have to retrieve this ref-

erence from an earlier exchange. All three humor types therefore blend in the 

same utterance and they all contribute to meaning construction.  

Consider also an example such as (42) below, where three humor types (inter-

textual humor, sarcasm, and joint fantasy) interact as well and the humorous in-

stance has therefore been included in these three humor categories. In this scene, 

taken from House M.D., Dr. House and Amber try to decide a schedule for both of 

them to spend time with Wilson (Dr. House’s best friend and Amber’s boyfriend). 

Since they cannot reach an agreement, they come to Cuddy for a final decision.  

  

(42) [House, Amber, and Wilson in Cuddy’s office. Wilson is at the back, eating 

chips] 

House:  [to Cuddy] You are King Solomon. If you want us to cut him in half, 

we’re cool with that.  

Inter-textual humor is present in Dr. House’s reference to the Bible in general, 

and more specifically, to King Solomon’s story. Joint fantasizing is imagining this 

situation (similar to King Solomon’s story) as a possible one, which is combined 

with the sarcastic agreement of such a thing happening (i.e., Dr. House’s sugges-

tion to cut Wilson in half). In the last utterance— if you want us to cut him in half, 

we’re cool with that—sarcasm marks the non-seriousness of Dr. House’s remark 

(i.e., he does not seriously suggest to cut Wilson in half) as well as a mockery 

toward Wilson (going back to King Solomon’s story, it is implied that they do not 

love him enough and are not bothered by cutting him in half). In other words, in 

this example, the three humor types are present from specific perspectives: the 

analogy to King Solomon’s story marks inter-textual humor, the suggestion to cut 

Wilson in half marks joint fantasizing, and the implied mockery and non-serious-

ness of this suggestion marks sarcasm.  
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In the corpus, these humor types are often used in combination. Evidently, 

we do not consider these humor types as mutually exclusive, and that is why an 

approach regarding the linguistic mechanisms creating the humor types seems 

necessary. The linguistic analysis facilitates the interpretation of these instances 

to a more ‘microscopic’ level, helping to point out the different perspectives and 

implications. Nevertheless, despite the absence of clear boundaries between 

these categories, the annotation system allows a quantitative analysis of the dif-

ferent humor types in a large number of instances.  

3.2.2 Linguistic mechanisms 

The linguistic mechanism includes a more ‘microscopic’ analysis for the interpre-

tation of the humor types given above. This includes a wide range of mechanisms 

drawn from different semantic, pragmatic, and cognitive operations (see Chapter 

2). By linguistic mechanism we refer to the linguistic realization of humor types 

in the corpus, such as listed below:  

key element, polysemy, structural parallelism, metaphor, metonymy, explicitation, shift of 

focus, reasoning, the opposite, repetition, perspective, comparison, rhetorical questions, 

hyperbole, homonymy, non-verbal elements.  

However, since this study includes a large number of examples and different hu-

morous situations, the approach presents some potential shortcomings. The first 

one would be the broad perspective from which these linguistic mechanisms are 

seen. As shown below, these elements are drawn from a wide range of operations 

and do not present a systematic way of approaching humor. Another potential 

problem would be that, similar to humor types, within one humor instance, sev-

eral linguistic mechanisms are combined to create the humorous interpretation 

as explained later on (for instance, metonymy can be used in reasoning, meta-

phor in analogies, and so on). As such, it is difficult to dissociate the different 

mechanisms since they intertwine in humor types.  

Although the elements presented below illustrate a broad perspective on hu-

mor, they also allow more understanding on how these instances are created in 

the two television-series. They help to explain the complex associations that lead 

to humorous interpretations. What is more, these linguistic mechanisms are re-

current in both series, which grants more focus on the creation and interpretation 

of humor types. These linguistic types are explained in more detail below, using 

examples from our own study. 
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3.2.2.1 Key element 

Veale et al. (2006, p. 312) propose the following schema to account for hyper-un-

derstanding:  

S  Opens with an utterance U containing a specific idea X where U serves a communicative 

goal G 

 (e.g., G = self-praise, insult, persuasion, consolation, etc.) 

H  Responds with an utterance U’ containing an idea X’ that is parallel to X so that U’ serves 

a competing  or contrary communicative goal ¬ G 

 U’ subverts U and H trumps S to the extent that X’ is apropos to X 

The second speaker’s utterance (U’) must parallel the first speaker’s initial utter-

ance (U) “in some key aspect, whether phonetic, lexical, structural or conceptual 

to achieve the effect of neutralizing U using the S’s own language choices” (Veale 

et al., 2006, p. 312).  

The key element allows the switch between the two different readings. 

Speakers play on one element of their discourse which gives a new humorous 

interpretation to the utterance. Example (43) builds on only one element of the 

interlocutor’s previous discourse. The scene is taken from The Big Bang Theory 

and features Sheldon with his very attractive sister to whom Howard desires to 

be introduced. Howard takes advantage of Sheldon’s use of the verb expect for 

his own rhetorical goals, namely to introduce himself to the young woman:  

  

(43) Howard: Sorry I’m late; I’m working on a project that may take me up on 

the next space shuttle.  

Sheldon:  How can you be late, I wasn’t expecting you at all. 

Howard: Nobody ever expects me, sometimes you just look and BAM…

[shakes girl’s hand] Howard Wolowitz.  

Howard’s first utterance is already a way to show off in front of the young woman. 

Sheldon misunderstands this, taking it at face value and explaining that he was 

not expecting him at all. This verb is then repeated and its meaning changed for 

Howard’s own goals and given a humorous interpretation when Howard finally 

shakes the young woman’s hand. By repeating one word only, Howard manages 

to reverse the situation and turn it in his own favor, thus succeeding to make an 

entrance and to introduce himself to the girl. The verb expect in Sheldon’s inter-

pretation has a more formal reading (to expect someone for an appointment); in 

Howard’s perspective, this verb gets a new meaning: nobody can expect him, he 

comes as a surprise.  
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3.2.2.2 Structural parallelism 

Compare the exchange in (44) with the interaction in (28) below. Also taken from 

The Big Bang Theory, the scene presents Leonard and Sheldon discussing Penny’s 

new addiction to online gaming. Leonard’s structure is repeated in Sheldon’s re-

ply, which constitutes hyper-understanding. The […] marks dialogue in the scene 

that is not relevant for the humorous meaning:  

  

(44) Sheldon:  Leonard, you have to do something about Penny.  

[…]  

Leonard:  Why should I do something, you’re the one who introduced her 

to online gaming?  

Sheldon:  Well, yes, but you’re the one who said ‘Hello’ to her when she 

moved in.  

Compared to (27) above, the hyper-understanding in (28) is structural, and does 

not depend on one word only. Leonard’s utterance you’re the one who introduced 

her to online gaming is reversed to an earlier scene (and episode) where Leonard 

insisted they should introduce themselves to the new neighbor. Sheldon man-

ages to exploit Leonard’s choice of words and his fault in introducing her to 

online gaming is replaced by Leonard’s own fault of having befriended Penny in 

the first place. From this new viewpoint, had this not happened, Sheldon would 

not be bothered by Penny right now. Similar to manipulating the verb expect in 

(27), it is the exploitation of a bigger part of the interlocutor’s discourse that al-

lows the hyper-understanding in (28) above. Sheldon here ‘recycles’ Leonard’s 

choice of words to shift the intended meaning to a new, surprising one.  

3.2.2.3 Polysemy 

Polysemy is at play in humorous instances for the same humorous effect. The 

same word is used with different meanings, which gives different interpretations 

to the context as well as a humorous effect when these interpretations are 

switched. Consider example (45) below, taken from House M.D., where a magi-

cian asks House to join in for a trick:  

  

(45) Finn: Pick a card.  

House:  Too much trouble. Can I just pick my nose?  

In (45), the switch between two interpretations is made through the verb pick, 

first used by Finn, and then repeated by House to turn the situation around and 

achieve a humorous effect. It is also a case of hyper-understanding, where the 
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second speaker takes advantage of the first speaker’s choice of words in order to 

trump their intended interpretation. The verb pick is thus exploited and its mean-

ing switched. The meaning of choose in Finn’s utterance is shifted to remove in 

House’s reply. If the first meaning refers to the deck of cards and a magic trick, 

the second one refers to picking the nose; hence the first situation is completely 

reversed by the second interpretation. The humorous effect comes from the in-

congruity between these two readings and the switch between them. 

3.2.2.4 Metaphor 

Metaphor is also a recurrent linguistic mechanism employed by speakers to cre-

ate a humorous effect. Consider for instance (46) below, taken from The Big Bang 

Theory, where Raj is trying to convince Sheldon to let him date his sister. Raj, of 

Indian origins, refers to different people in terms of coffee:  

  

(46) Raj:  Excuse me, but I think you’re missing a big opportunity here. 

Sheldon:  How so? 

Raj:  Everybody knows genetic diversity produces the strongest offspring. 

Why not put a little mocha in the family latte. 

Defining PEOPLE in terms of COFFEE builds stereotype humor and self-glorification. 

Raj is mocha, since he is originally from India and has darker skin; Sheldon is 

latte, because he is Caucasian, and he has whiter skin. The semantics of these 

words and the gesture accompanying the discourse (Raj points first at himself 

when uttering mocha, then at Sheldon when uttering latte) make it easy to under-

stand the metaphor. Humor proves once again creativity in language by the fea-

tures these elements have in common. Hearers are able to infer that Raj only fo-

cuses on the salient features between an Indian person and mocha and between 

a white person and latte. The focus only falls on these salient features and not on 

the elements that differentiate them. Metaphors, in Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980, 

Ch. 1) view mean “understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of 

another.” This analogy is made possible by underlining the features these things 

have in common. The metaphor is mediated through metonymy (see below), 

since human beings are defined in terms of skin color.  

3.2.2.5 Metonymy 

Metonymy is used frequently in humor, because it allows inferencing paths that 

create complex associations in humor. It can be used in stereotype humor, where 

certain features are generalized to associate to whole frames. Consider example 
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(47) below, annotated as exaggeration and stereotype humor, and built on meto-

nymic associations. In this example, Sheldon opposes the thought of Howard 

asking his sister out, to which Howard replies: 

  

(47) Howard: Is it cause I’m Jewish cause I’d kill my Rabbi with a pork chop to 

be with your sister? 

The JEWISH frame in this example is mentioned at the very beginning of the utter-

ance and several other features belonging to this frame are then mentioned by 

Howard. Stereotype humor is created through these elements from the JEWISH 

frame that are mentioned by Howard, namely the Rabbi and the pork chop. The 

exaggeration comes from the view that killing the Rabbi with a pork chop would 

mean not being Jewish anymore. From this perspective, these elements are given 

as fundamental features that stand for the whole JEWISH frame: the Rabbi stands 

for the religious figure and the pork chop stands for the sin. Killing the Rabbi with 

a pork chop (note that it is the religious figure that will get killed in this imagined 

scenario) would actually destroy the JEWISH frame to which Howard belongs and 

he could then date Sheldon’s sister. The exaggeration is also created through 

these metonymies, because it points out to what lengths Howard would go to date 

Sheldon’s sister.  

3.2.2.6 Explicitation  

Explicitation is often used in humor when speakers make something blatantly 

obvious. The humorous effect comes from stating the obvious or just exemplify-

ing what the whole utterance implies. The following example comes from The Big 

Bang Theory and is an instance of self-glorification. Sheldon explains his point of 

view to his sister Missy about himself compared to the others:  

  

(48) Sheldon: I’m a superior genetic mutation, an improvement on the existing 

mediocre stock. 

Missy: And what do you mean, mediocre stock? 

Sheldon: That would be you. 

Self-glorification builds in (48) on the exemplification of the term mediocre stock. 

Sheldon explains to his sister his superiority relative to the others who are in-

cluded in the category of mediocre stock, seeing himself as a genetic mutation. 

The term genetic mutation implies that he is one of a kind, since all the others are 

alike, and he is the only exception to the ‘rule’. The humorous effect comes from 
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the blatant specification that the mediocre stock includes his sister and thus ex-

pressing his superiority not only over the others, but over his sister as well.  

3.2.2.7 Shift of focus  

Several examples were built on a shift of focus that the speaker makes in dis-

course. If the context/the previous speaker builds a focus on one element of the 

utterance, the speaker will shift this focus onto another element and this switch 

will create a humorous effect. It is mainly based on expectations that are created 

in the discourse. The following exchange is taken from House M.D. and revolves 

around House’s addiction to pain killers. As a result, House is being closely fol-

lowed by a police officer. In Cameron’s utterance, the problem to which she refers 

represents his addiction to pain killers, but House shifts the focus to the police 

officer. The […] mark parts of dialogue that are not relevant for the humorous im-

plications:  

  

(49) Cameron:  I’m not writing you a script for Vicodin.  

[…] 

House:  You’re prescribing for Wilson, Wilson prescribes for me, write up a 

script.  

Cameron: You know you’ve got a problem.  

House:  Yeah, it’s got a badge and everything.   

Example (49) constitutes intentional misunderstanding, where House intention-

ally shifts the focus of attention from his addiction to pain killers to the police 

officer. It can also be explained as a different perspective: Cameron’s and 

House’s. The humorous effect is achieved by the overlapping of these two differ-

ent meanings. When Cameron talks about his problem, the hearers will infer that 

she talks about his addiction (hence, she refuses to write him a new script). How-

ever, in his reply, House has to add the element badge which metonymically re-

fers to the police officer. The new meaning is thus accessed since the addiction is 

replaced by his problem with the police officer. The shift of focus employed in 

humor usually makes the hearers focus on a certain interpretation which is then 

overturned by another one (see also Chapter 2).  

3.2.2.8 Reasoning  

Reasoning comes generally, but not exclusively, in the form of an if-then clause 

sequence and suggests a scenario with a humorous effect. The exaggeration in 

(50) below, taken from The Big Bang Theory, is built on reasoning introduced by 
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an if-clause. In this scene, Sheldon is looking for a solution to keep Leonard and 

his girlfriend Stephanie together.  

  

(50) Sheldon: How do we circumvent his inevitable rejection?  

Raj: Well, if you want to guarantee his appeal to Stephanie, your best bet 

would be to kill all the other men on the planet. 

Raj’s reply builds an exaggeration in the form of reasoning: if you want to guar-

antee his appeal to Stephanie, your best bet would be to kill all the other men on 

the planet. The reasoning can be transcribed as follows:  

if P, then Q 

The implication is that killing all the other men on the planet would be the only 

solution to keep Leonard and Stephanie together. Stephanie would then have 

only one option since there would be no other men on the planet. The utterance 

combines a type one (open) and type two (remote) conditional. Since the remote 

conditional is not likely to happen, this also means that Stephanie will not stay 

with Leonard. It is by creating possible worlds in relation to the actual world that 

the humorous effect in achieved.  

3.2.2.9 Antithesis 

Humor, as already pointed out by the research in pragmatics, can come from say-

ing something contradictory. The hearers know that what the speakers are saying 

is not true, which builds the pretense space (Clark & Gerrig, 1984) as well as the 

humorous effect of an utterance. It creates an incongruity between what is said 

and what is meant by the speakers, such as in example (51) below. In this ex-

change, from House M.D., the doctors discuss House’s condition. Given how he 

usually behaves in the series (i.e., in an antagonistic way), Chase’s reply states 

the opposite of what everyone knows to be true:  

  

(51) Cameron: I figured House might go back to the pills, but if he’s using his 

cane he’s right back to where he was before. Maybe even worse.  

Chase: Luckily he’ll handle it in a stoic, grown-up fashion—he’d never take 

it out on us.  

Chase’s reply builds on the opposite between what is said and what is meant. It 

constitutes sarcasm because of this incongruity and because it targets House 

(who is not considered grown-up by the rest of the team). This example draws on 
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the common ground between speakers and hearers who already know House 

usually mocks everyone around him. It builds the pretense space in which this 

utterance is to be understood. This linguistic mechanism is usually found in sar-

casm and irony, where speakers construct their messages on something that is 

obviously inconsistent with the context.  

3.2.2.10 Repetition  

Repetition is also a linguistic means of creating humorous effects, because by re-

peating the same words/structures, the speakers manage to shift the intended 

interpretation to a new, surprising meaning. It creates layered meanings in dis-

course. Sometimes, the interlocutor’s words are repeated, sometimes it is just the 

speaker repeating the same structure throughout the episode, or just a few 

scenes, which refer to each other and thus create complex associations in the 

hearers’ minds. An example that falls into the first category is (52) below, taken 

from The Big Bang Theory. It builds register humor, where Leonard repeats the 

same word used by the interlocutor. The […] mark dialogue that is not relevant 

for the present discussion:  

 
 

(52) Penny: Hi, Leonard, this is Doug. Doug, this is my neighbor, Leonard.  

Doug: What’s up, bro? 

Leonard: Not much. Bro? 

[…]  

Leonard: Bye! Oh, and bye, bro! 

 
The humorous effect comes from Leonard’s repetition of the word bro used by 

Doug. This word is normally used by a certain type of American groups, typically 

college boys. Doug is a tall and muscular young man and utters the word with a 

specific accent, which makes this greeting match the person. Leonard’s repetition 

creates a humorous effect because of the incongruity it creates. As a nerd, with 

nerdy friends, this would not be a typical greeting that Leonard would use, and 

the hearers immediately perceive this mismatch (between Doug and Leonard, be-

tween the usual way of speaking of the one and the other). It is also in the way he 

tries to mimic the same accent that humor becomes evident.  

Repetition in (52) is not used intentionally to trump or mock the interlocutor, 

but as a means to ‘fit in’. The humorous effect resides in the different meanings 

given by the same structure/word according to the person uttering it and the 

change of perspectives. Repetition is also used intentionally for a sarcastic effect 

(the interlocutor’s words are repeated and the discourse moved to a pretense, 

non-serious space). There is also a difference between repetition and taking 
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advantage of the interlocutor’s choice of words in order to reverse the meaning, 

as is the case with hyper-understanding.  

3.2.2.11 Perspective 

The notion of perspective is also exploited in humor (Croft & Cruse, 2004). It de-

pends on the perspective from which the situation is seen, and speakers manip-

ulate the view to create humorous interpretations. Consider an example such as 

(53), taken from House M.D. In this exchange, a female patient, visibly attracted 

to Dr. House, tells him he reminds her of Ashton Kutcher:  

  

(53) Georgia: You remind me of him [Ashton Kutcher]. Same bedroom eyes.  

House:  People are always mixing us up.  

The sarcastic reply House gives is built on a construal operation such as the per-

spective from which the context is analyzed. The implication is that this mixing 

up goes both ways: not only do people mix House with Ashton Kutcher, but Ash-

ton Kutcher is also told that he looks like Dr. House. The pronoun us makes this 

interpretation possible, where both perspectives are taken into account. Sarcasm 

thus builds on the incongruity between these two structured layers of meaning, 

drawing from the resemblance Georgia sees between Dr. House and Ashton 

Kutcher.  

3.2.2.12 Comparison 

Consider an example such as (54) below, built on a comparison between two sit-

uations (a romantic/sexual one and a scientific one). This exchange, from The Big 

Bang Theory, builds on joint fantasy and exaggeration, both constructed through 

the analogy between the sexual relation that Leonard could have with Penny and 

a more scientific example from their own world:  

  

(54) Leonard:  It doesn’t matter. The woman’s not interested in me, the woman 

rejected me. 

Sheldon: Okay, look, I think that you have as much of a chance of having 

a sexual relationship with Penny as the Hubble Telescope does of discov-

ering at the center of every black hole is a little man with a flashlight 

searching for a circuit breaker. 

The humorous effect is achieved here through the analogy of two broader frames: 

SEXUAL RELATIONSHIP and SCIENTIFIC EVENT. Leonard’s chance of being in a 
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relationship with Penny is compared to an impossible situation, that of the Hub-

ble Telescope sent to space and finally discovering at the center of every black hole 

is a little man with a flashlight searching for a circuit breaker. The situation as such 

is absurd and impossible, which gives rise to the implication that Leonard does 

not stand a chance to engage in a relationship with Penny. Joint fantasy is created 

through the comical and hypothetical situation illustrated by Sheldon, while ex-

aggeration comes from the impossibility of this scenario compared to Leonard’s 

chances of going out with Penny. 

3.2.2.13  Rhetorical questions  

Rhetorical questions are sometimes used for a humorous effect, creating misun-

derstandings or, on the contrary, sarcastic utterances. They are not used to seek 

information, because the answer is obvious enough. The following exchange be-

tween Cameron and Foreman comes from House M.D. The two doctors are search-

ing a patient’s apartment and have been discussing the resemblance between 

Foreman and Dr. House (for the most part, regarding the attitude they both have). 

Cameron’s reply is a rhetorical question, further reinforcing the resemblance be-

tween the two characters:  

  

(55) Cameron:  You really never did any drugs?  

Foreman: Now this is going to be a racial thing.  

Cameron: Deflecting a personal question with a joke. Gee, who do I know 

that does that?  

The two speakers refer to a previous scene where House implied that Foreman, 

being African-American, is familiar with drugs. Instead of simply answering 

Cameron’s first question, for which she actually waited for an answer, he makes 

reference to a previous scene and underlines the stereotype behind it (i.e., he 

might have taken drugs because he is African-American). Cameron’s sarcastic re-

ply first explains that Foreman deflected a personal question with a joke. The rhe-

torical question following her comment emphasizes the comparison between 

Foreman and House. Note also the interjection Gee which introduces the rhetori-

cal question and adds a meaning of surprise. The question does not expect an 

answer and Cameron only uses it to stress her arguments in favor of the resem-

blance between Foreman and House.  
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3.2.2.14 Hyperbole  

Hyperboles are used to amplify the importance of an event, a person, an idea, etc. 

It represents an exaggeration of a certain situation. Hyperboles are generally 

used to create irony, sarcasm, exaggeration, and self-glorification, but can also 

combine with different other linguistic mechanisms. In example (56) below, 

House is being complimented by an old woman who tells him he looks like Ash-

ton Kutcher. When talking to the woman’s adult son about her admission in the 

hospital, House forms self-glorification on hyperbole, exaggerating the praises 

he had heard:  

  

(56) House:  Your mother has had a sudden personality change. It should be 

checked out. I’ll have a nurse come in to admit her. I’m too handsome to 

do paperwork.  

House uses hyperbole when talking about the paperwork needed for the patient’s 

admission into hospital. He thus refers back to the compliments he received from 

the patient before and exaggerates the praises: he is too handsome to do paper-

work. House thus reinforces the compliments he received in a humorous way. The 

compliments she used before (the resemblance to Ashton Kutcher, his sexy 

beard, etc.) are emphasized by his being too handsome to do paperwork.  

3.2.2.15 Homonymy/Homophony 

Homonymy or homophony refers to the resemblance between different words, 

either in spelling or in sound. Homonyms can create misunderstandings, which 

is the case in our study. Only one such case was encountered in the data, which 

is example (17) above, where Penny’s OIC is mistaken for an acronym by Sheldon. 

The resemblance between OIC and Oh, I see is what creates the humorous effect 

of the scene being based on homophony.  

3.2.2.16 Non-verbal elements 

In some cases, such as (57) below, no verbal element is at the center of the hu-

morous utterance. Humor comes from an incongruity in the situation that the 

hearers witness. In this particular context, taken from The Big Bang Theory, 

Penny goes into her neighbors’ apartment. She sits on the sofa and makes herself 

comfortable, but Sheldon does not agree with how she chooses to sit. The situa-

tion the hearers witness is humorous, although there is no dialogue:  
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(57) [Penny sits on the other end of sofa. She puts her feet on the table. Sheldon 

looks disapprovingly. She removes feet from table.]  

  

In cases such as these, the humorous situation does not rely on any verbal ele-

ment. This is mainly the case with situational humor (see 3.2.1. Humor types 

above), where the hearers have access to the whole context in which the scene 

takes places, and it is the whole situation that gives the humorous effect of the 

scene.  

Similar to the humor types presented above, these linguistic mechanisms are 

often used in combination and not alone. Consider example (58) below, from The 

Big Bang Theory, which constitutes hyper-understanding, combining a key ele-

ment with polysemy. The switch in meanings is achieved through the word 

cuckoo, used first as a noun by Sheldon and then as an adjective in Missy’s reply. 

Sheldon here glorifies himself, talking about his superiority over the others, and 

especially over his sister Missy:  

  

(58) Sheldon: I always thought I was more like a cuckoo bird. You know, a su-

perior creature whose egg is placed in the nest of ordinary birds. Of course,

the newly hatched cuckoo eats all the food, leaving the ordinary siblings 

to starve to death. Luckily for you, that’s where the metaphor ended. 

Missy:  I thought it ended at cuckoo. 

The use of the noun cuckoo is explained by Sheldon in his comparison with the 

bird. What he shares with the cuckoo bird would be the superiority over others, 

hence the use of elements such as a superior creature, the ordinary siblings. In 

Missy’s reply, this meaning is reversed. When Sheldon announces that the meta-

phor ended (the analogy between him and the cuckoo bird), Missy replies that 

she thought it ended at cuckoo. This switches the metaphor to an adjectival use 

of cuckoo, meaning ‘crazy.’ Now, from the perspective of the linguistic mecha-

nisms discussed above this can be seen as: (i) a key element allowing the switch 

in interpretations, (ii) polysemy (since Missy plays on two meanings of the same 

words), but also (iii) metaphor built in Sheldon’s discourse. This exchange can 

be seen from all these perspectives.  

These linguistic mechanisms presented above represent general and broad 

operations through which humor is created. They show the various ways in 

which these humorous instances are achieved in discourse by pointing out the 

dynamics of meaning construction built by the different interlocutors. Interest-

ingly, these linguistic operations are used repetitively in the corpus, which 

means that the same mechanisms are used for the same humorous result. In both 
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series, as illustrated by the examples above, the speakers go through the same 

techniques to shift the meanings to humorous ones.  

3.2.3 Gestures  

In his article regarding the pragmatics of humor and the search for relevance, Yus 

(2003, p. 1299) remarks that there are clues in the context “that indicate that what 

is being said or about to be said, should not be taken seriously.” Thus, deciding 

between the different meanings of utterances involves including all the infor-

mation about the given context: the teller, the audience, the tone, etc. (cf. Davies, 

2008, pp. 382-383). Given the importance of multimodality that such a view en-

tails, the analysis of the data also includes the analysis of gestures the speakers 

use in discourse. 

Recent studies have shown how gesture is inextricably bound up with 

speech.28 As people learn to speak, they also learn to use gestures, and hence 

“gesturing is part of talking” (Haviland, 2000, p. 15). In other words, gestures are 

symbolic because not only do they accompany speech, they also complete it. As 

underlined by, among others, McNeill (1992) and later by Butcher and Goldin-

Meadow (2000), gesture and speech are part of a single idea. Speakers use ges-

tures to make something that is being said more precise or to make it exhaustive 

(Kendon, 2000, p. 51).29  

Before clarifying how gestures relate to humorous interactions, we need to 

clarify the different types of gestures, for which the classifications in the litera-

ture tend to vary. McNeill (1992) and Müller (1998) distinguish between (a) dis-

course gestures, (b) performative gestures, and (c) referential gestures. Discourse 

gestures are used to mark emphasis, performative gestures are used when accept-

ing or refusing an offer or idea, and referential gestures refer to some abstract or 

even concrete idea or object. Krauss et al. (2000, pp. 262-269) suggest an alterna-

tive way of categorizing gestures which can be: (a) symbolic, (b) deictic, (c) motor, 

or (d) lexical. The first category concerns emblems, i.e., gestures that have a fixed 

meaning.30 An example would be the okay gesture (i.e., open palm vertical, with 

fingers up, while thumb and index are united to create a circle, like an O), which 

|| 
28 See for instance Kendon 1980, 2000; McNeill, 1985, 1992, 2000a, 2000b, 2008; Calbris, 1990, 

2008; Cienki, 1998, 2008; Müller, 2008; Gibbs, 2008.  

29 See also Peirce (1960), Parrill (2008), Mittelberg (2008) for an account of metaphoricity in 

gesture. 

30 See Parrill (2008) for further details on emblems and conventional gestures. 
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can be correctly understood by speakers of different languages. The reason for 

this is that emblems have entered cultural convention and people are used to see-

ing and using them. The second category, deictic gestures, refers to gestures that 

are used to indicate or point at something, and generally consist of the extension 

of the index finger. For instance, in a context where a speaker uses personal pro-

nouns (I, they), pronouns (this, that) or adverbs (here, there), they could use ges-

tures (involving their entire hand or just the index finger) to point at the object 

they are talking about (e.g., that book, the man over there).31 The third category, 

motor gestures, concerns rhythmic movements that have no connection to the 

semantic content; they are used with the speech prosody, as beats which mark 

emphasis because they fall on stressed syllables. Müller (2008, p. 239) observes 

that such gestures clearly direct the hearers’ attention to a specific focus. Gener-

ally, beat gestures are gestures of the hand that speakers make in the rhythm of 

the speech (Liddell, 2003). The last category, lexical gestures, comprises more 

complex gestures. Their form changes and, unlike motor gestures, they do bear 

an important connection to the (lexical) semantic content of the discourse. As 

noted by Krauss et al. (2000, p. 269), this last category facilitates ‘lexical re-

trieval’. The gesture that the speakers use will derive from “features that are part 

of the lexical item’s semantic” (Krauss et al., 2000, p. 272). For an object that is 

round, for example, speakers might use manual gestures to express this feature 

of roundness. Importantly, the different categories that Krauss et al. distinguish 

are not mutually exclusive; speakers could use all of them in one single context.  

Some of these categories are relevant for the understanding of humorous 

messages, as they often accompany humorous speech. These generally include 

discourse gesture as well as deictic ones. When speakers use gestures, the atten-

tion of the public is generally drawn towards some element in the discourse. In 

example (59) below, from House M.D., the speaker points at two different charac-

ters when using humor. The pointing gesture adds to the shift of focus on which 

his teasing builds, since it first draws the attention to Kutner and then to Cole, 

sitting next to him. Finn, a magician, asks for a volunteer for his next act. Point-

ing is underlined in the text (see also the video stills in the Figure32 below).  

  

|| 
31 It is conventional to mark the occurrence of gestures via underlining.  

32 The video stills used to represent facial expressions in this book were taken either from House 

M.D. (© Heel & Toe Film, Shore Z Productions, Bad Hat Harry Productions, Moratim Produktions, 

NBC Universal Television, Universal Media Studios) or The Big Bang Theory (© Warner Bros Tel-

evision & Chuck Lorre Productions).   
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(59) Finn: I’m going to need a volunteer.  

Kutner: [immediately puts his hands in the air, as high as he can get it] 

Ohh, ohh, ohh!  

Finn:  The guy dislocating his shoulder, right there.  

[The spotlight makes its way over to Kutner] 

Kutner: Yeah!  

Finn: Could you tell the guy next to you to come up?  

 

Fig. 8: Pointing in example (59) while saying dislocating his shoulder 
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Fig. 9: Pointing in example (59) while saying next to you 

In this example, pointing plays an important role in the shift of focus that draws 

the humorous effect of the scene. Finn points first at Kutner, this way drawing 

the attention to him (note also that the spotlight shows him as well). The atten-

tion of the viewers will be on Kutner whom they will think is the chosen volunteer 

for Finn’s act. However, Finn shifts the focus from Kutner to Cole, also by point-

ing while speaking. When uttering Could you tell the guy next to you, he points at 

Kutner when saying you, and at Cole when saying next to you. This deictic gesture 

reinforces the shift of focus, showing the viewers exactly whom he means. In Fig-

ure8, it can be seen that Finn points at Kutner (who is raising his hand), and then 

points again in Figure 9 when uttering next to you.  

In humor analysis, Muecke (1978) refers to such markers of humor as kinesic 

markers; they include winks, nudges, and “straight looks” (idem, p. 369).  

Importantly, these gestures are not restricted to hand movements, but 

mainly include the raising of eyebrows and frowning (see Figure10), head tilts 

(Figure 11), head nods (Figure 12), etc. As the analysis reveals, gestural elements 

such as these (which turn out to be the most frequent ones) can be important 

triggers (cf. Tabacaru & Lemmens, 2014) guiding the listeners to picking up the 

humorous implications.  
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Fig. 10: Raised eyebrows (left) and frowning (right) 

 

Fig. 11: Head tilt in the corpus 

Given their frequency, they play a role in the switch from a discourse base space 

(serious interpretation) to a pretense space (non-serious interpretation) in these 

humorous interactions, as shown later on.  
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Fig. 12: Nod in the corpus 

3.2.4 Prosody  

When it comes to prosody, as observed by Grice (1989) and by Sperber and Wilson 

(1988), word and sentence stress plays a role in the linguistic prominence of a 

given element of the sentence. If a speech unit stands out more distinctly than 

others, it is said to be more prominent (cf. Nyqvist Goës, 1974). While this promi-

nence could be made manifest at a number of levels (i.e., at the level of segments, 

syllables, words, phrases, or sentences), the data show that in the case of humor, 

stress is invariably used on words which generate a number of implicatures, rel-

evant to the given context. In the case of humor (Rockwell, 2000; Pickering et al., 

2009; Archakis et al., 2010), it turns out that two factors are important: stress and 

pauses. They will be briefly explained below.  

Stress refers to tonic prominence attributed to certain words. Cutler (1984, p. 

89) remarks that “when a sentence is produced the speaker assigns accent ac-

cording to what he considers to be the more or less important parts of what he is 

saying”. Cutler and Fodor (1979) show that the primary stress of a sentence bears 

semantic meaning (see also Bolinger [1958] on the aspects of pitch in English). In 

other words, if a speaker chooses to put the primary stress on a particular chunk 

of the sentence, then that is the most informative part of his utterance in the given 

context. If there is a shift from the normal stressed syllable, one of the reasons is, 

as noted by Bolinger (1986, pp. 91-92), “to suggest the idea ‘This is not the same 

as that other word’ which the hearer might be supposed to have in mind.” Imai 
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(1998, p. 71) suggests that this is simply a matter of attention, because “what is 

distorted or is rendered less than normal, verbally or otherwise, will attract more 

attention than its undistorted, ‘normal’ counterpart” (emphasis added). Accord-

ingly, special attention is drawn to pitch placement in the sentence. As shown for 

instance by Roach (1991), sentence stress (also called nucleus placement, with 

nucleus defined as being the most prominent syllable of a tone-unit) can distin-

guish between different meanings of the same utterance. Examples (60) and (61) 

below highlight this distinction, where the capital letters express the position of 

the nucleus (Roach, 1991, p. 173):  

  

(60) I have plans to LEAVE. 

(61) I have PLANS to leave. 

The difference between these two examples (as also detailed by Gut, 2009, p. 112), 

is that, in example (60), the most prominent word is the verb to leave, and thus 

the meaning of the sentence would be “I want to leave.” In contrast, in example 

(61), the noun plans is in semantic focus, which changes the meaning of the ut-

terance to that of having some plans (drawings, for instance) to leave somewhere. 

A shift in the position of the nucleus suffices to convey a different meaning. More-

over, as observed by Seto (1998, p. 248), prosody33 can mark an exaggeration that 

can be used in irony, as in example (62) below:  

  

(62) A: Sorry, I haven’t enough money.   

B: You ALWAYS haven’t enough money.   

The exaggerated stress that marks the adverb always in example (46) expresses 

irony. The syllable can be lengthened accordingly (Seto, 1998, p. 248) to give the 

same exaggerated effect to the utterance. This marks the pattern in A’s behavior, 

who never has enough money. Although the use of an element such as always is 

already a marker of irony (Seto, 1998, p. 242), it is the stress on this element that 

creates the exaggerated effect of it.  

We argue that this holds for humor in general, when a simple change of tone 

or a specific intonation can provide a humorous result to the context at hand. 

Consider for instance example (63) below, taken from The Big Bang Theory, where 

stress on particular elements of the utterance creates a humorous effect. In this 

|| 
33 Seto also mentions Grice’s (1989) denial of an ironic tone of voice which would always be 

used with irony. However, he does admit that some prosodic features are often used in irony, 

such as in example (62).   
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scene, Penny, Leonard, and Sheldon finish watching the movie How the Grinch 

stole Christmas! The humorous instance builds on Sheldon’s misunderstanding 

of Penny’s (and the movie’s) metaphor of a growing heart. The stressed word is 

marked in capital letters.  

  

(63) Penny:  Oh, I always tear up when the Grinch’s heart grows three sizes.  

Sheldon:  Tears seem appropriate. Enlargement of the heart muscle, or hy-

pertrophic cardiomyopathy, is a SERIOUS disease which could lead to con-

gestive heart failure.   

The metaphor used in the movie where the Grinch’s heart literally grows three 

sizes in order to show the change of his ways and the final enjoyment of the 

Christmas festivities (BIGGER HEART IS BIGGER FEELINGS) is repeated by Penny at the 

beginning of this exchange. Sheldon’s literal perspective of this phenomenon 

brings the focus on the dangers of a heart growing in real life. The fact that he 

stresses the word serious further underlines the seriousness of such a thing hap-

pening in real life. It is almost as if Sheldon intentionally focused on the serious 

space and not the pretense space of this metaphor (it is to be noted that Sheldon 

is not at all sarcastic in his comment). Although this metaphorical sense is ac-

cessed by Penny and also by the hearers (i.e., we understand that she starts to 

tear up because of the emotional side of the story and the Grinch’s change of 

ways), Sheldon brings the focus on the literal dangers of a possible enlargement 

of the heart muscle. These two different perspectives of the same event create a 

humorous effect because of their incongruity.  

As such, in the case of humor analysis, it has been said that prosody can mark 

a different tone of voice that is used with sarcasm or irony (Clark & Gerrig, 1984; 

Sperber, 1984; Haiman, 1998). Similarly, Rockwell (2000) carried out some exper-

iments revealing that speakers are able to recognize a sarcastic tone used in sar-

castic utterances (for the purpose of this study, we consider sarcasm to be a case 

of humor, even if the issue is much more complex than this, cf. Hidalgo Downing 

& Iglesias Recuero, 2009). This is a point to which we return later on. Rockwell’s 

(2000, p. 493) experiment nicely shows that “sarcasm appears to exhibit a clear 

pattern of vocal cues.” Similarly, Boxer (2002) and, later, Cheang and Pell (2009) 

note that speakers raise the fundamental frequency of their voice when using sar-

casm.  

The other element considered in the data set was pauses. Pickering et al. 

(2009), Attardo and Pickering (2011), and Attardo et al. (2013b) mention the im-

portance of pauses in humorous conversations. For the collection of humorous 

instances, pauses do occur in 95 cases (with a frequency of 15.6%; see below). 
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Although they are not repetitively used to predict humor, they do play a role in 

switching the discourse base space to a humorous, non-serious space, as in the 

pun in example (64) below. In this scene, taken from The Big Bang Theory, How-

ard inquires what happened after Leonard went to ask Leslie out:  

  

(64) Howard: So, how did it go with Leslie?  

Leonard:  Oh, we tried kissing but the earth didn’t move.  

(Pause 00:08:49.79 - 00:08:51.266) 

Leonard:  I mean any more than the 383 miles that it was going to move an-

yway. 

The pun is based on the literal and metaphorical senses of the verb to move. The 

metaphorical sense is actually accessed first in this scenario, followed by the lit-

eral sense after the pause made by Leonard. In the expression the earth didn’t 

move, the hearers infer the idiomatic sense associated with the kiss shared by 

Leonard and Leslie. In such a romantic context, the earth moving is a mental im-

age which depicts FEELINGS AS A (STRONG) NATURAL FORCE. The kiss should have been 

so strong as to make the earth move. The literal sense of the verb move is activated 

when Leonard adds I mean any more than the 383 miles that it was going to move 

anyway, which refers to the actual process of the earth moving. The switch be-

tween the two meanings is facilitated by the rather short pause (0.2 seconds) be-

tween the two utterances, marking it more clearly. The hearers are given the time 

to access the idiomatic meaning, and then the new meaning is added after the 

brief pause. The humorous effect comes from the (unexpected) switch between 

these two interpretations. Although the idiomatic sense is accessed first by the 

hearers, the incongruity between the two interpretations creates a humorous ef-

fect.  

Consider also the sexual humor in example (65) below. This exchange is 

drawn from House M.D., and presents Dr. House talking to Foreman about Cuddy, 

the female administrator of the hospital:  

  

(65) Foreman:  You want to punish Cuddy for hiring me without…  

House:  I like Cuddy.  

(Pause 00:03:34.855-00:03:36.303) 

House:  Parts of her.  

Similar to above, two readings are available for the hearers to access. The pause 

distinguishes the two interpretations and marks the switch between them. Even 

though the pause is rather small (approximately 0.2 seconds), it gives the hearers 
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enough time to process the first reading and then to subsequently switch to the 

new one. The line I like Cuddy refers to the person, and House’s appreciation of 

her. After the pause, this meaning is switched to a sexual one, where House only 

likes parts of her. The sexual humor is in this example based on metonymy, where 

House switches the focus from the whole person to parts of her (WHOLE FOR PART).  

Sometimes, stress and pauses are combined in humorous utterances for the 

same effect. Consider example (66) below, taken from House M.D., which pre-

sents an exchange between Dr. House and Finn, a magician. In this example, 

both stress and pause are used in order to create different humorous effects. The 

humorous example is built on sarcasm and hyper-understanding, which is trig-

gered by the adjective actual. This adjective is also stressed (indicated by capital 

letters) and sarcasm comes after the pause:  

  

(66) House:  How did you do the trick?  

Finn:  Oh, if I explain it, it becomes mundane, and you lose the actual 

magic.  

[…] 

House:  MAgic is cool. ACTual magic is oxymoronic.  

(Pause 00:16:14.460 - 00:16:15.680) 

House:  Might not even be oxy.  

In this example, the stress is on the element allowing the switch in hyper-under-

standing (ACTual). The adjective is repeated from Finn’s previous utterance 

where he uses it to talk about magic. Dr. House plays on the incongruity between 

these two concepts together: actual (i.e., real) and magic (i.e., making things hap-

pen that are usually impossible). The stress in Dr. House’s utterance shifts the 

semantic focus to this particular element taken from Finn’s previous utterance, 

and underlines the incongruity between the two ideas together. Moreover, the 

brief pause occurring in the same utterance marks the two different humor types. 

If the stress is used here to focus the attention on hyper-understanding and re-

versing Finn’s intended interpretation, the pause in House’s speech marks the 

separation of the two meanings. The utterance Might not even be oxy refers back 

to the adjective oxymoronic used by House to describe actual magic. House cre-

ates a play on words where the prefix oxy- taken off from the word oxymoronic 

would leave the adjective moronic. This targets Finn specifically since he believes 

in actual magic. 
Having taken up stress and pauses in the analysis of the data, we succeed in 

showing how these elements help an audience to interpret the humorous inten-

tion of the speakers.  
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3.3 Implementation in ELAN and annotation of the data  

3.3.1 ELAN annotation template 

As explained above, 860 humorous instances have been selected from different 

episodes of the two series: 438 for House M.D. and 422 for The Big Bang Theory. 

The selected instances were subsequently annotated using a detailed coding 

scheme via the annotation tool ELAN, an annotation tool that allows to make 

complex annotations on video and audio data.34 To be able to do that, the selected 

episodes first had to be modified from .vob files (available on DVD) to .wmv files, 

a file format that ELAN can handle.35 Each episode is structured into a different 

ELAN file, which amounts to a total of 15 files.  

This analysis includes a five-step process of the data: careful selection of the 

humorous instances, categorization regarding the humor type (which, as seen 

above, can combine different categories of humor), taxonomy regarding the lin-

guistic realization of the instances, gestural analysis, and prosodic markers. This 

process involves a careful investigation of the elements creating the humorous 

exchange, allowing this way a more holistic approach of interactional humor. Re-

garding the selection of the humorous instances, there is a distinction between 

the two series: The Big Bang Theory is a sitcom, using a laugh track36; hence the 

humorous instances were easily identifiable compared to House M.D., a drama, 

which does not use a laugh track for this reason. For House M.D., a random sam-

ple was used in reliability tests where participants37 had to note the instances on 

a 1 to 5 scale depending on the (non)humorousness of the exchanges (where 1-

not at all humorous, and 5-extremely humorous). Both humorous and non-hu-

morous exchanges were used for the reliability tests and they were randomly se-

lected from the final data. The results show there is 84% convergence, with 16% 

disagreement (out of which 12% of the examples were rated as humorous by par-

ticipants, when they were considered non-humorous in the corpus, and 4% of the 

|| 
34 ELAN is a tool for video annotation freely available for researchers from the Max Planck In-

stitute for Psycholinguistics, The Language Archive, Nijmegen, The Netherlands 

(http://tla.mpi.nl/tools/tla-tools/elan/); see Brugman & Russel (2004); Wittenburg et al. 

(2006); Sloetjes & Wittenburg (2008). We have used version 4.5.1. 

35 We used Prism Converter for the modification of the file extensions.  

36 The point of the laugh track and the selection of the humorous exchanges in this way would 

be to see where the audience is supposed to find something humorous.  

37 The participants were chosen randomly, on a volunteering basis (mostly, students and staff 

members from Université Lille 3).  
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examples were considered non-humorous, when they had been annotated as hu-

morous in the corpus).  

In ELAN, the annotations are organized on different levels (called ‘tiers’ in 

ELAN); these annotations are time-aligned with the audio-visual stream. In the 

coding scheme, the annotations have been structured on five tiers, as shown in 

Figure 13 below: (i) the transcription of the example, (ii) the humor type, (iii) the 

linguistic mechanism, (iv) the gesture, and (v) the prosodic elements. The last 

two tiers capture the multimodal analysis of the data.  

 

Fig. 13: An example of a humorous exchange as coded in ELAN 

The highest tier is the verbatim transcription of the examples. The verbatim 

transcription also includes the characters’ names and what the previous speaker 

had said, thus providing the common ground (background knowledge and pre-

vious discourse) shared by the interlocutors. For example, in Figure 13 above, the 

transcription tier gives the previous discourse (said by Cuddy) to House’s utter-

ance, that is the instance initiating the humor and thus annotated as such (in this 

case, hyper-understanding). Integrating both interlocutors in the analysis pro-

vides a much clearer perspective on how humor builds in discourse and is needed 

for the layered-meaning built in interaction.  

Sometimes, if the extracted instance referred to a particular scene, the scene 

was described between brackets, as shown in Figure 14 below.  
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Fig. 14: Situation identified between brackets on the transcription tier 

The second tier identifies the humor type as described above. Figure 13, for in-

stance, illustrates a case of hyper-understanding, while Figure 14 illustrates a 

case of misunderstanding (see the section about Humor types for description 

about the categories used).  

The third tier identifies the linguistic mechanisms that underlie the humor 

type. For example, in Figure 13 the linguistic mechanism is the key element al-

lowing the switch in interpretation, whereas in Figure 14 it is a shift of focus (see 

the section about linguistic mechanisms for a full classification of the data in the 

corpus).  

The two last tiers present the multimodal perspective on the data, coding 

gesture and prosody. On these tiers we identify the elements that serve as mul-

timodal triggers for the humorous interpretation. Later on, we provide a more de-

tailed analysis on the important role that these gestural elements play in high-

lighting the humorous effect of a certain message and more importantly, the 

humorous intention of the speaker. To our knowledge, this is the first study on 

humor that applies a multimodal approach and includes the analysis of such a 

large corpus of examples. The different tiers allow us to see how the different hu-

mor types interact with different linguistic mechanisms. 

3.3.2 Search and data annotation 

Figure 15 below gives an illustration of how the structure of the data in five tiers 

(verbatim transcription, humor type, linguistic mechanism, gesture, and pros-

ody) can be easily exploited via the grid to obtain a list of humor types, for exam-

ple, and the corresponding video excerpt (on the left side of the screen). ELAN 
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provides an easy access to the data according to the tiers on which they are orga-

nized.  

 

Fig. 15: Instances of humor presented via the grid in ELAN  

Figure 16 below shows another way in which the data can easily be followed 

while the video is being analyzed and annotated via the subtitle feature, which 

unfolds four tiers while the video is playing.  

 

Fig. 16: The subtitle window in ELAN  

Each ELAN file can be as big as approximately 400MB or even 1.5GB for certain 

files depending on its quality (video and audio). The final corpus, with all 15 files 

(which represent the 15 selected episodes), is therefore made of approximately 
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15GB. However, when browsing for certain features through the entire corpus, 

ELAN provides easy access to the tiers and annotations we are looking for via the 

Search tool that allows searching for annotations with the use of a keyword, as 

shown in Figure 17 below. The software provides information as to the location 

where the annotation is made in the file(s), the duration of the requested annota-

tion, the tier(s) on which it appears, and the annotations that precede and follow 

the requested keyword. Just above the table, the total number of annotations with 

that keyword is given. By simply clicking on the given annotation, ELAN opens 

the file with the exact location of the requested annotation. This is why it is im-

portant to be consistent in the coding of annotations, across different files. Punc-

tuation is also relevant, since ELAN searches for the exact text that was used in 

all the annotation files.  

 

Fig. 17: Annotations in different ELAN files  

Using the Compare tool, one can compare the different tiers and the different an-

notations that co-occur (this is relevant in order to see how different linguistic 

mechanisms are at the center of certain humor types or which gestures or pro-

sodic features co-occur with certain humor types); this tool is illustrated in Figure 

18 below. This feature allows us to compare the different tiers (two every time) in 

each file.  
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Fig. 18: Compare annotators  

The statistics for one file only or for all files, according to the domain that is de-

fined in the search (which can be several files or all files in the corpus) are also 

easily accessible in ELAN (Figure 19 and Figure 20). The statistics in Figure 19 

depend on the tier one seeks. Several features can be changed for different re-

sults, depending on the annotation, tier, linguistic type, participant, and anno-

tator. These features are also available in the statistics for all files in Figure 20, 

which would give the same results compared to the entire corpus.  
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Fig. 19: Statistics for one file: humor types  

 

Fig. 20: Annotation statistics for multiple files: humor types  

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Implementation in ELAN and annotation of the data | 105 

  

By typing the name of the annotation (such as ‘hyper-understanding’ in Figure 

21) and selecting the specific tier, ELAN allows a selective process for a more tar-

geted search of the data. The results are given in Figure 22 below.  

 

Fig. 21: Single layer search in ELAN: search window  

This specific search for hyper-understanding below was made only according to 

the humor type, as shown in the case Tier Name. ELAN counts the number of an-

notations encountered in all ELAN files defined as Domain (i.e., 95 occurrences 

in all files). This query is relevant because sometimes humor arises from the mis-

understanding of certain humor types, such as sarcasm. The linguistic mecha-

nism is annotated as such, including the word ‘sarcasm’, which would give a 

higher number of annotations in the query for ‘sarcasm’. By refining the search 

according to the Tier Name, these annotations are found only relating to one field 

and on one tier only (humor type, or linguistic mechanism involved).  
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Fig. 22: Singe layer search in ELAN: results  

One can also compare the co-occurrence of different annotations on several tiers 

via the Multiple Layer Search tool, as shown in Figure 23 below. The different an-

notations made on different tiers can be compared (in this case, the number of 

times exaggeration is made through metonymy). Several columns and layers can 

be added in order to search for the overlapping of these annotations. In Figure 23 

below, exaggeration is overlapped with metonymy, but this feature can be 

changed to no overlap, surrounding, fully aligned, within, left/right overlap. It 

provides a closer look into how these different mechanisms intertwine in the cre-

ation of humorous utterances. 
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Fig. 23: Multiple Layer Search in ELAN 

To sum up, ELAN provides an easy access to the data annotated in all the files, 

which is especially helpful with such a large amount of data. The results are ac-

cessible for any query made in the software, but it is important to stay consistent 

in the way the data are transcribed and especially annotated (even pauses can 

sometimes give different results). It was important to not use many abbrevia-

tions; when these were used, they were annotated using the same value as to not 

get different results.  
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3.4 Quantitative results  

3.4.1 Overview of humor types 

Since we have marked in the corpus all possible humor types that can be applied 

to a given example (see above how this has been done in ELAN), a quantitative 

overview of the different types that have been attested in the corpus can be pre-

sented, as shown in Table 4 below. The table presents the number of occurrences 

as well as an estimated percentage of the humor types in the corpus. The esti-

mated frequency depends on the overlap between these humor types, since they 

usually combine in humorous instances: 

Tab. 4: Overview of humor types  

Humor type Number of occurrences Estimated percentage in corpus 

Sarcasm 315 36.6%

Misunderstanding 97 11.2%

Hyper-understanding 95 11.0%

Exaggeration 90 10.4%

Joint fantasy 65 7.4%

Sexual humor 57 6.6%

Register humor 57 6.2%

Teasing 53 6.1%

Situational humor 44 5.1%

Insider humor 43 4.6%

Stereotype humor 24 2.7%

Inter-textual humor 20 2.0%

Self-glorification 17 1.9%

Parody 11 1.2%

Gender humor 10 1.1%

Anecdote 10 1.1%

Irony 7 0.8%

Understatement 6 0.6%

Self-mockery 6 0.6%

Meta-humor 6 0.6%

Puns 4 0.4%
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Figure 24 below presents the same overview, in the form of a graph. Given that 

sarcasm accounts for 36.6% of the data, we then zoom in on this category in order 

to offer a fine-grained analysis of this type of humor. It is relevant nonetheless to 

show how in such a large amount of data, the humor types discussed above are 

accounted for and how they can be analyzed in interactional humor. The results 

are given in number of occurrences in the corpus, both as used individually and 

in combination with other humor types.  

 

Fig. 24: Distribution of humor types in the case study  

This distribution shows a marked preference for sarcasm (36.6%), which some-

times also combines with other humor types (joint fantasy, hyper-understanding, 

exaggeration, self-glorification, etc.). A possible explanation for such a high 

number of sarcastic instances may be that House M.D. is a sarcastic television 

series, where the main character mocks everyone around him, while The Big Bang 

Theory presents a perspective where the hearers can mock the world in which this 

group of friends lives. It presents a sarcastic view of these nerdy scholars. This is 

also the reason why misunderstanding follows sarcasm (11.2%), especially since 

sarcasm or other humorous meanings are not understood by the characters in 
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The Big Bang Theory, which presents a clash of viewpoints to the hearers who 

have accessed the intended interpretation in the first place. Hyper-understand-

ing is also frequently used (11.0%) where speakers take advantage of the inter-

locutor’s choice of words in order to reverse the situation. Both series present a 

high number of exaggerations (10.4%) because the speakers intentionally distort 

the situations presented in the series for a humorous effect. Joint fantasy is used 

quite frequently as well (7.4%) since the speakers create humorous hypotheticals 

from the situations in which they find themselves. Sexual humor is achieved by 

the implicit or explicit reference to sexual activity and is used in both series in a 

number of varied instances (6.6%). Register humor (6.2%) is mostly (but not ex-

clusively) used in The Big Bang Theory, particularly because of the language the 

speakers use (referring to science all the time or the use of euphemisms). Teasing, 

a playful attitude toward the interlocutor is quite frequently used as well (6.1%). 

Both series create humor from situations that are incongruous; situational humor 

is more frequently used in The Big Bang Theory, but also in House M.D. (a total of 

5.1% in the corpus). The occurrence of situational humor in The Big Bang Theory 

is also due to the fact that this humor type is not intentional, and the group of 

friends does not always perceive the implications of certain social situations.  

The rest of the humor types listed in Table 4 and Figure 24 above each repre-

sents less than 5.0% of the corpus. Insider humor (4.6%) builds on certain ele-

ments from the background imposed by the two series and to which speakers re-

fer. Both these series present instances of stereotype humor (2.7%), since the 

characters are of different origins and backgrounds (Raj in The Big Bang Theory 

is originally from India; Howard is Jewish; Foreman in House M.D. is African-

American, and Chase is Australian). Inter-textual humor (2.0%) is based on rich 

references to different movies, songs, or books. Self-glorification (1.9%) is most 

frequently used in The Big Bang Theory, to show the superiority of the speaker in 

a certain social context. With parody (1.2%), speakers from both series generally 

impersonate the interlocutor, thus creating a humorous effect. Gender humor 

(1.1%) appears more often in The Big Bang Theory through the analogy between 

men and women. Anecdotes (1.1%) are used when speakers tell stories from their 

past, usually embarrassing ones about themselves. 

Certain humor types represent less than 1.0% of the corpus, such as irony 

(0.8%), understatement (0.6%), self-mockery (0.6%), meta-humor (0.6%), and 

puns (0.4%). A possible explanation for the infrequent use of irony would be the 

existence of a target (the “butt” of the joke), which makes the utterances sarcastic 

instead of ironic. The similarities and differences between irony and sarcasm, il-

lustrated with examples, will be discussed in more length in the next chapter. 
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3.4.2 Overview of linguistic mechanisms 

Table 5 below illustrates the main findings regarding the linguistic mechanisms 

found in the corpus. Although these constitute broad categorizations, they allow 

a closer look into the different categories of humor. The estimated percentage de-

pends on the number of occurrences and on the fact that, similar to humor types, 

these linguistic mechanisms are often used in combination with each other:  

Tab. 5: Overview of linguistic mechanisms 

Linguistic mechanism Number of occurrences Estimated percentage in the corpus 

Metonymy 173 20.1%

Explicitation  85 9.8%

Metaphor 78 9.0%

Key element 69 8.0%

Reasoning/Inference 69 8.0%

Shift of focus  61 7.1%

No linguistic mechanism  

(situational) 

57 6.6%

Repetition 57 6.6%

Opposite/Antithesis 50 5.8%

Perspective 41 4.7%

Rhetorical question  36 4.1%

Comparison 21 2.4%

Structural parallelism 19 2.2%

Polysemy 14 1.6%

Hyperbole 9 1.0%

Homonymy 1 0.1%

 

Metonymy is the most frequently used linguistic mechanism (20.1%) when the 

speakers use one of the elements in the frame to refer to the entire frame. The 

complex associations created this way have a humorous effect. A high number of 

these metonymies are used for a sarcastic effect, as will be discussed in more de-

tail later on. Metaphor, where two distinct frames are being brought together for 

humorous interpretations, is used in 9.0% of the cases. This means that, in hu-

morous instances, metonymy is more easily used by speakers to overlap the dif-

ferent meanings. Explicitation is also quite frequently used by speakers (9.8%), 
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and in these instances they state the obvious for a humorous effect. It consists of 

exemplifying something that they have just said or that the interlocutor said to 

add layered meanings to the situation. This linguistic mechanism is at the center 

of several humor types, such as sarcasm and exaggeration, and less frequently, 

insider humor. The key element (8.0%) and structural parallelism (2.2%) are used 

in hyper-understanding, where speakers ‘recycle’ the interlocutor’s words to 

trump them and reverse the intended meanings but also in misunderstanding, 

where the switch is done unintentionally. Reasoning, often introduced by an if-

clause, is used with sarcasm and exaggerations (8.0%). It also comes in the form 

of an inference the speaker draws from the information they get. The shift of focus 

is also commonly encountered (7.1%) in different humor types, but mostly in sar-

casm. Repetitive statements (6.6%) where the speaker either repeats the same 

word/structure (their own) throughout several scenes or just repeats one/some 

of the interlocutor’s are used mostly for a sarcastic effect or with register humor. 

The opposite thought/meaning is used in sarcasm and irony (5.8%). The perspec-

tive from which the situation is seen is common of sarcasm and misunderstand-

ing (4.7%). In the case of sarcasm, this change of perspectives is done intention-

ally, whereas in the case of misunderstanding, it is an intentional clash between 

two different perspectives that generates the humorous effect. Rhetorical ques-

tions are also at the center of some humorous instances, mainly those including 

sarcasm, sometimes even exaggerations (4.1%). Comparisons (2.4%) are used 

mainly in exaggerations and sarcastic utterances where speakers build a humor-

ous effect from the analogy between different elements or situations.  

The rest of the linguistic mechanisms mentioned in Table 5 above are not so 

frequently used: polysemy (1.6%), hyperboles (1.0%), and homonymy (0.1%). 

Moreover, in some cases, no linguistic mechanism is at the center of the humor 

type; the humorous instance is generated by an incongruity in the situation pre-

sented (6.6%). Consequently, the hearers will find the situation per se humorous, 

even though no verbal element is at play to generate this effect.  

However broad these categories might be, it is interesting to see that the same 

mechanisms are used in both television series through different writing tech-

niques to achieve the humorous effect. As mentioned above, there are also cer-

tain patterns in the creation of the humor types listed above, since they usually 

build on the same mechanisms.  
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3.4.3 Overview of gestures 

All kinds of gestures co-occurring with humorous instances have also been an-

notated, ranging from facial expressions (such as raised eyebrows, frowning, 

smiling, and winking) to hand gestures (pointing, hand movements, etc.) and 

even head tilts or shrugs. As shown later on, these gestures play a role in the un-

derstanding of a humorous utterance. In total, there are 1,507 gestural annota-

tions in the corpus, comprising all the different gestures used by speakers in their 

humorous utterances. The range of gestures and the main results are given in Ta-

ble 6 below, with the percentage for these gestures in the total data set. The esti-

mated frequency is given for a comparison with the total data, but some annota-

tions comprise multiple gestures, which makes the actual gestural corpus bigger 

than 1,507 occurrences (which is the smallest possible estimate of the total ges-

tural corpus).  

Tab. 6: Gestures in the corpus of humorous interactions  

Gesture Number of occurrences 
Estimated percentage in the 

corpus 

Raised eyebrows 498 33.0% 

Frowning 212 14.0% 

Head tilts 259 17.1% 

Head nods 294 19.5% 

Shrug 41 2.7% 

Pointing 57 3.7% 

Straight face 20 1.3% 

Gaze 13 0.8% 

Smile 22 1.4% 

Wink 13 0.8% 

 

Table 6 shows a preference in the corpus of humorous for facial expressions, a 

phenomenon also observed by Rockwell (2001) and Attardo et al. (2003). They 

generally noted the use of eye rolling or rapid blinking to inform the listener(s) of 

the ironic/sarcastic intent of their utterance. This is also the case in our data, 

where such facial expressions were used to alert the hearers of the non-serious-

ness of the speakers’ discourse. The use of both raised eyebrows (33.0%) and 

frowning (14.0%) is quite striking. This phenomenon will be elaborated later 

when we explore all their implications and meanings, and their relation to 
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humorous exchanges. Another facial expression used in the data was smiling 

(1.4%), which has been studied by Attardo et al. (2013a) in their experiment on 

multimodality in conversational humor. Their findings show that smiling may be 

the only clear marker of humor, meaning that it may be the only marker that ei-

ther precedes (and thus predicts) or follows humorous instances, while the other 

facial expressions and gestures encountered with humor play a role in the under-

standing of the humorous message, but do not predict the use of humor by speak-

ers. Other facial expressions co-occurring with humor in the corpus would be a 

straight face (1.3%), gazing (0.8%), and winking (0.8%).  

A great number of head gestures are also encountered in the data, mainly 

head tilts (17.1%) and head nods (19.5%). Sometimes these gestures overlap and 

it is usual for facial expressions to be used with these head movements as well. 

These head movements will also be discussed in more detail further on.  

This kind of gestures constitutes an important counterpart to the other facial 

expressions in the data, because they occur as frequently as raised eyebrows and 

frowning. Both head tilts and head nods occur with certain chunks or words in 

the speakers’ discourse and thus they too play a role in the understanding of the 

humorous message, as shown in the analysis.  

3.4.4 Overview of prosodic elements 

Table 7 below shows the main results regarding prosodic elements in the corpus. 

The table presents the number of occurrences as well as the estimated percentage 

in the corpus concerning the prosodic elements that have been gathered from the 

data set. Similar to above, these constitute only relative frequencies, since certain 

annotations contain more than one prosodic element: 

Tab. 7: Prosodic elements (pauses and stress shift) in the corpus 

Prosodic element Number of occurrences 
Estimated percentage in the 

corpus 

Pauses 95 15.6% 

Stress (shifts) 176 28.9% 

 

Both pauses and stress are frequently used in the data in order to contribute to 

the humorous effect. Stress singles out a particular word in an utterance that is 

more important than others (in the case of humor, the shift of nucleus switches 
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the hearers’ attention to some other phenomenon in the humorous instance), and 

pauses mark the difference between two different readings given to the same sce-

nario. On the one hand, stress plays an essential role in many sarcastic utter-

ances, where the shift of nucleus makes something relevant for the hearers. It is 

also found in exaggerations, register humor, and some misunderstandings. On 

the other hand, pauses play a certain role in certain sarcastic utterances where 

the hearer’s expectation is exploited for a humorous result. They are also encoun-

tered in exaggerations, sexual humor, hyper-understanding, and joint fantasy. 

The reason would be that the speakers play on different interpretations given to 

the scenario they build in discourse. The pauses are necessary because they mark 

the switch in interpretations and allow the hearers to access a first interpretation, 

and then to add another one.  

Since the elements cited in Table 7 refer to a minimalistic view on prosodic 

elements and their role in the creation and understanding of humorous utter-

ances, we will not try to develop a new theory based on these results. These ele-

ments have generally been discussed elsewhere where their role in humor is ex-

plained in much more depth (see Pickering et al., 2009; Attardo & Pickering, 2011; 

Attardo et al., 2013b). This study does not include any voice frequency analysis 

which would be essential for a more fine-grained analysis of these data, with 

clear results about special tones of voice or a different intonation used with hu-

mor. 

3.5 Conclusion 

In this chapter, the data and the methodology used in the study for the analysis 

of humorous instances in the context of interactional humor were presented.  

Following Norris (2004, 2011), we explained why the analysis of the visual 

elements is crucial for a better understanding of humorous interactions. For this 

analysis, it is important to include multimodal markers of humor, since they are 

repetitively used in humorous instances. The methodology and data annotation 

thus focuses on the role multimodality plays in the creation and understanding 

of humor. 

Drawing from examples from the two series we presented the humor types 

that can be used for the analysis of the data but also illustrated how different 

types may be at work in one and the same interaction. A more detailed analysis 

of linguistic mechanisms was also included in the analysis, showing how these 

various humor types make use of the same processes in (humorous) meaning 

construction. We described in more detail how an annotation tool such as ELAN 

can successfully be used for humor analysis as well, since it provides easy access 
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to the data. A larger corpus of humorous interactions plays a fundamental role in 

the analysis of humor, allowing a more holistic view of the data.  

Finally, we presented the quantitative results from the study, including hu-

mor types, linguistic mechanisms, gesture analysis, and prosodic elements an-

notated and analyzed in the corpus. These results show an empirical-based ap-

proach to humor, illustrating the different types and mechanisms that create 

humorous meanings, as well as multimodal markers for humor. They provide ev-

idence for how humorous meanings are built in discourse, but also on the differ-

ent gestures and prosodic factors that allow the speakers to emphasize certain 

elements in the discourse and thus make the humorous interpretation clearer to 

the audience.  

In the following, we develop sarcasm and the way it is understood and built 

in interaction. This will be done also using the multimodal elements explained 

above, such as gestures and prosodic markers which will be analyzed as ‘gestural 

triggers’, allowing interlocutors/hearers to switch to the humorous message.  
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4 Sarcasm: Meaning and incongruity 

Sarcasm is the humorous type that is encountered most in the study (36.6% of the 

total data). This analysis, following Hidalgo Downing and Iglesias Recuero (2009) 

who consider sarcasm to be a type of humor (see also the description above), aims 

to differentiate between various linguistic mechanisms used to achieve a sarcas-

tic effect.  

First, we investigate the concept of sarcasm (section 4.1) for a better under-

standing of the phenomenon. Secondly, we present a typology of sarcasm (sec-

tion 4.2), based on the corpus of examples. Thirdly, we present sarcasm interact-

ing with different humor types, as encountered in the study. In this case, sarcasm 

can be interpreted as either the background or foreground tone for another hu-

mor type (thus interacting with other humor types in the corpus). Finally, the 

general discussion addresses important issues for the analysis of humor in gen-

eral, and sarcasm in particular: the role of common ground (Clark, 1996), mean-

ing construction, and incongruity analyzed from different linguistic perspectives 

(see also Tabacaru, 2017).  

4.1 Basic assumptions 

Despite the numerous studies on the topic so far, “humor and irony research in 

linguistics is still young”, as Ruiz Gurillo and Alvarado Ortega (2013, p. 6) cor-

rectly observe. This section addresses the basic definitions and features of the 

concept of sarcasm, essential for a better understanding of how sarcasm comes 

about. A few examples of irony and sarcasm from the data are presented to clarify 

the difference between these two categories.  

4.1.1 Defining sarcasm. Differences between irony and sarcasm 

Even though many researchers have discussed the concepts of irony and sar-

casm, definitions of these terms still seem unsatisfactory. Averbeck and Hample 

(2008) and later Averbeck (2013) remark that these definitions are too loose and 

that is why boundaries between the two terms are difficult to establish. When 

comparing the two notions, researchers have mainly focused on the concept of 

irony. What is more, these researchers do not seem to agree on the role these two 

notions play. Gibbs (2000) correctly points out that irony studies are actually 

studies on sarcasm, given the ample confusion around these two concepts. On a 
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similar note, Nunberg (2001) believes that sarcasm has been widened to include 

the concept of irony as well. On the contrary, Tobin and Israel (2012, p. 26) see 

sarcasm as a “paradigm case” of irony while Kihara (2005) treats sarcasm as a 

“subcategory” of irony. These discussions underline the fact that, in the litera-

ture, these two terms have been used interchangeably and that is why it is im-

portant to point out the differences between them and to understand how their 

meanings are built and understood in discourse.  

To begin with, it is essential to note that the focus here falls on verbal irony, 

not situational irony (Muecke, 1970; see also Ruiz de Mendoza & Galera, 2014; 

Athanasiadou and Colston, 2017). The most common definition of irony is ‘saying 

the opposite of what you mean’, as discussed by Grice (1975, 1989). Grice dis-

cusses irony in terms of an implicature where the maxim of quality is intention-

ally flouted. This view sees irony as happening on two levels: the hearer will first 

access the literal interpretation which subsequently prompts a contextually ap-

propriate interpretation. Later (Attardo, 2000), irony has also been discussed in 

terms of a deliberate flouting of any of the maxims instead of just the maxim of 

quality, as stated by Grice. One of the issues with this definition of irony is that it 

represents the use of words that mean something else, and mostly, the exact op-

posite, of the literal meaning of these words. However, as observed by Lagerwerf 

(2007), it is hard to tell what “opposite” actually means (see also Colston & Atha-

nasiadou 2017, p. 2). When do we consider a statement the opposite of some-

thing?  

Furthermore, it has been suggested, contrary to the definition pointed out by 

Sperber and Wilson, that irony represents a difference between the dictum—what 

is actually said—and the implicatum—what is actually meant (Giora, 1995; 

Kotthoff, 2003, 2009). Similarly, irony is said to have an echoic use (Sperber & 

Wilson, 1981; Barbe, 1995; Wilson & Sperber, 2004; Ruiz de Mendoza, 2017). This 

means that the speaker echoes a thought (or an opinion, hope, expectation, etc.) 

and thus expresses the opposite of that thought (or opinion, hope, expectation, 

etc.). Averbeck and Hample (2008, p. 397) suggest a more complete definition of 

irony that includes this perspective: “Verbal irony is a message that is intention-

ally and transparently inconsistent with attitudes or beliefs held between two or 

more people”. For instance, consider a scenario where it is raining and a speaker 

exclaims “What a fine day!” This constitutes irony because of the obvious incon-

gruity between the speaker’s words and the actual event (on the common view 

that rainy weather does not constitute fine weather). The speaker’s words would 

thus be intentionally inconsistent with the actual context.  

Drawing from this, Attardo (2000) presents the relevant inappropriateness 

hypothesis in a pragmatic framework. The Cooperative Principle is violated in a 
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certain context, resulting in the rejection of the literal interpretation of an utter-

ance in favor of an ironic meaning (see also Brône 2012 for an overview).  

Moreover, as already illustrated in Chapter 2 above, humor, and, more spe-

cifically, irony has been discussed in terms of the graded salience hypothesis. In 

understanding, salient meanings have priority. Salience is different from literal 

meanings since they depend on a number of factors, such as conventionality, fa-

miliarity, and frequency. Irony is seen as involving two meanings, a literal one 

and an implicit ironic meaning. Irony depends on non-explicit negation:  

[I]rony is a form of negation that does not use an explicit negation marker. Often an affirm-

ative (What a lovely day for a picnic said on a stormy day) rather than a negative (What a 

lousy day for a picnic said on a sunny day) expression is used to implicate that a specific 

state of affairs is different or far from the state of affairs that is taken for granted, expected 

or more desirable and that is made explicit by the expression. Such a view assumes that 

irony comprehension involves activating the salient, often literal meaning automatically.  

(Giora, 2003, p. 72)  

Clearly, if sarcasm is considered a “subcategory” of irony, as does Kihara (2005), 

it would also correspond to the definitions above. According to Hanks (2013, p. 

135), both concepts present some incongruity or the opposite of a truth known by 

the speaker. However, it appears that sarcasm has a more negative connotation 

compared to irony, because it is often intended as hurtful (Hanks, 2013) or in-

cludes a criticism (Mesing et al., 2012). According to Barbe (1995, p. 28), sarcasm 

is more personal than irony, and its purpose is obvious for all the participants. 

Furthermore, Averbeck (2013, p. 49) considers that the main difference between 

irony and sarcasm is that the former does not identify the addressee (i.e., the tar-

get)38 whereas the latter is more critical and identifies the addressee. Lee and Katz 

(1998) emphasize that the main distinction between the two labels of irony and 

sarcasm is aggressiveness. They say that, when using sarcasm, the speakers’ tone 

is aggressive (see also Bowes & Katz, 2011). In other words, sarcasm is more 

overtly critical than irony, with “clearer markers/cues and a clear target” (At-

tardo, 2000, p. 795). Fowler (1965, p. 535) notes that “sarcasm does not 

|| 
38 However, the existence of a target raises some important similarities between another hu-

morous type and sarcasm: that of teasing. In Feyaerts et al.’s (2015) study of teasing, the target 

represents one of the five parameters that were used to analyze the humorous utterances. 

Kotthoff (2007) presents a typology of teasing, which includes a provocative behavior on the part 

of the speaker. Dynel (2008, p. 242) argues that criticism and aggressiveness in teasing is grada-

ble and can also be non-existent, depending on the form teasing takes. One of the forms quoted 

by Dynel (2008) is sarcasm. Sarcastic teasing, in Dynel’s view, can seem aggressive to the hearer. 
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necessarily involve irony, and irony has often no touch of sarcasm…The essence 

of sarcasm is the intention of giving pain by (ironical or other) bitter words.” 

As mentioned earlier in Chapter 2, irony and sarcasm have been seen as a 

pretense (Clark & Gerrig, 1995; Coulson, 2005b; Kihara, 2005, Wilson 2006; Barn-

den 2017) where there is an incongruity between a certain expectation in a given 

context and the actual reaction of a speaker; as Coulson (2005b, p. 132) puts it, 

there is “a discrepancy between the contextual scenario in which an utterance 

occurs and the verbiage of the sarcastic utterance.” Similar to this view is Kreuz 

and Glucksberg’s (1989) reminder theory as well as Kumon-Nakamura et al.’s 

(1995) allusional pretense view of irony, according to which irony alludes to some 

expectation that has been violated in discourse. The mental space approach in 

Cognitive Linguistics, as also highlighted by Brône (2012, p. 493), has the merit of 

linking “the phenomenon to a series of other discourse phenomena that have 

been shown to revolve around complex constellations of connected mental 

spaces.” Kihara’s (2005) approach differs from Coulson’s because it does not per-

ceive irony and sarcasm as integrating two mental spaces. If the speaker is 

ironic/sarcastic, they turn to a counterfactual expectation space, an imaginary 

scenario where the utterances would be expected.  

When using irony and/or sarcasm, speakers seem to behave in much the 

same way. First of all, because of their personal feature, common ground plays 

an essential role on whether or not sarcasm and irony are used (Kreuz et al., 1999; 

Caucci & Kreuz, 2012). The speakers have to share some common ground in order 

for sarcasm or irony to be used and, more importantly, understood. Secondly, 

research suggests that speakers use certain cues to signal their use of irony 

and/or sarcasm. These cues could be prosodic (Clark & Gerrig, 1984; Rockwell, 

2000; Boxer, 2002; Hancock, 2004; Kennedy, 2008; Cheang & Pell, 2009; Hanks, 

2013) or even non-verbal, such as gestures (Rockwell, 2001; Attardo et al., 2003, 

2013a; Caucci & Kreuz, 2012).  

Regarding prosody, Boxer (2002) and later Cheang and Pell (2009) note that 

speakers raise the fundamental frequency of their voice when using sarcasm. 

Also Rockwell’s (2000, p. 493) experiment nicely shows that “sarcasm appears to 

exhibit a clear pattern of vocal cues.” Regarding non-verbal markers, gestures 

(which can be of very different types) can precede, follow, or be used concomi-

tantly with sarcasm or irony. For instance, Rockwell (2001) related certain facial 

expressions with the use of sarcasm. This issue will be taken up in more detail 

later on.  

Even though Attardo (2000, p. 795) notes that “[t]here is no consensus on 

whether sarcasm and irony are essentially the same thing, with superficial differ-

ences, or if they differ significantly”, Dress et al.’s (2008) experiment 
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demonstrates that people can instinctively tell the difference between these two 

notions, concluding that “participants can still differentiate the two terms in a 

meaningful way” (p. 80). The experiments by Dress et al. (2008) confirm the gen-

eral definition that both irony and sarcasm express the opposite, but sarcasm in-

cludes a negative attitude (p. 79). This study is mainly focused on sarcasm39, be-

cause this seems to be the most frequently used humor type in the corpus.  

To sum up, sarcasm is instantiated by statements that are inconsistent or in-

compatible with the actual situation presented by the discourse, and which target 

someone or something specifically, be they present or not. Instead of a definition 

based on the ‘opposite of’, we will adopt the idea of incongruity existent in both 

irony and sarcasm. The speaker shows a mocking or hostile attitude toward an 

idea, a person, an institution, etc. 

However, this perspective still implies a broad understanding of the concept 

of sarcasm. It is clear that some instances will be more prototypical and more ob-

vious than others, while others will include less clear targets and less incongru-

ous ideas. We adopt a layered mental space configuration, such as the one pro-

posed by Brône (2008), in the analysis of sarcasm since it includes both mental 

spaces theory as well as the importance of common ground in the understanding 

of such utterances. 

In what follows, two prototypical examples of sarcasm and irony taken from 

the corpus are presented, for a better understanding of the two concepts.  

4.1.2 Examples from the case study: irony and sarcasm 

Consider the following examples drawn from the corpus, which will clarify the 

distinction between the labels of irony and sarcasm. In example (67), from House 

M.D., Finn, a magician, prepares a new escape act which involves a glass tank of 

water. He uses irony when he presents this classic escape act to the audience:  

  

(67) Finn:  Chinese water torture cell was invented in 1911 by Harry Hou-

dini. [Pulls down a black cloth revealing a glass tank full of water, just 

big enough for one person.] Nothing like new material. 

 

|| 
39 There are also a number of similarities between sarcasm and teasing, for instance. It appears 

that both these concepts imply a target and build on the common ground between speakers and 

hearers. See Dynel (2008), Feyaerts et al. (2015) for more on teasing. 
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In view of the definitions given above and especially the pragmatic view in terms 

of ‘opposition’, (67) is a clear example of irony, since the speaker says the oppo-

site of what he really thinks. Nothing like new material is incompatible with the 

situation presented by Finn and this contrast is made obvious by the introductory 

sentence which reminds the invention of this tank of water in 1911. In this exam-

ple, by presenting the facts, the speaker clearly makes his sentence ironic, since 

it underlines two incompatible ideas: the tank of water is everything but new ma-

terial. Clearly, the common ground between speaker and hearers plays a funda-

mental role in understanding irony. In example (67), even a hearer who is not 

familiar with Houdini’s water tank is being informed by the speaker of its inven-

tion in 1911. This creates an easy access to the ironic statement new material. In 

other words, given the common ground (Clark, 1996) between the magician and 

the audience (which is built by his introductory words on the tank of water), the 

ironic interpretation is easily accessed both by the audience in the series and the 

audience at home. Consequently, this utterance only constitutes the opposite of 

something the hearers know to be true, because if the tank of water was first in-

troduced in 1911, it cannot represent new material. What is more, this utterance 

does not include an overt mockery toward some target and is not aggressive. 

Consider now example (68) below, also drawn from the House M.D. corpus as 

well, which constitutes sarcasm. In this context, Dr. House is trying to treat an 

underage patient, but his mother refuses the treatment proposed. Dr. House pos-

tulates that she suffers from mental problems, to which Cuddy (his boss) retorts:  

  

(68) Cuddy: Her only sign of mental illness is that she disagrees with you. 

Some would consider that a sign of sanity.  

  

Compared to the example (67) presented above, this utterance is more critical and 

negative, even insulting. It does not just represent an incongruity between what 

is said and what is expected, or two opposite thoughts overlapping, as was the 

case in example (68). Given the common ground shared between speakers, and 

between speakers and the audience watching this television-show, it is a clear 

mockery and criticism towards House, and also states Cuddy’s refusal to listen to 

his advice.  

In example (68), we cannot say that Cuddy really believes that not agreeing 

with House is a sign of mental illness or, conversely, of sanity. This statement still 

represents some kind of inconsistent attitude or belief. But, compared to the ex-

ample of the water tank above (which represented only the contrast between an 

expected reaction and Finn’s violation of this expectation), this example has a 

clear target (i.e., Dr. House) and a criticism toward this target. As underlined by 
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Haiman (1998), Lee and Katz (1998), and later by Bowes and Katz (2011), sarcasm, 

but not irony, includes an aggressor and a victim. The example above can be in-

terpreted from this perspective, where Cuddy’s insult is highly aggressive and 

targeting the other speaker.  

As such, the main distinction between irony and sarcasm is that the latter 

implies the existence of some kind of target toward which criticism is addressed. 

Even if the target is not always present, the speakers’ words show the critical at-

titude they adopt in order to mock these targets. The case study shows that in the 

two television series, sarcastic utterances were encountered more than ironic ut-

terances. Nonetheless, irony is not totally removed from the data set, but occurs 

in more neutral contexts that are neither overtly critical nor aggressive toward 

something or someone, as shown in example (67) above (nothing like new mate-

rial). They simply express an opposite, inconsistent idea with the situations pre-

sented in the series or introduced by the speakers.  

In sum, in our study, ironic utterances are considered to be those that suggest 

an incongruous interpretation from what is expected or seen by the interlocutors 

or by the audience, but without any overt criticism directed at someone or some-

thing. Sarcastic utterances, in contrast, include some kind of criticism or negative 

emotion versus a certain target (be it present or absent). As shown in example 

(67) above, the irony in nothing like new material is not overtly critical toward an-

ything or anyone. By presenting the tank of water and then overtly commenting 

that it is new, the speaker only creates an incongruity between what is said and 

what is shown. On the contrary, the sarcasm in (68) clearly targets House’s per-

sona by implying that disagreeing with him is a sign of mental illness or sanity. 

Nonetheless, both examples are built on common ground between speakers and 

hearers, since in both examples the hearers are able to interpret the utterances as 

pretense spaces (Clark 1996): they do not take these utterances at face value since 

speakers and hearers share common knowledge. In example (67) the tank is ex-

plicitly introduced by the speaker, whereas in example (68), the audience is fa-

miliar with the sarcastic tone of the series and House’s difficult and antagonistic 

character. This dichotomy between irony and sarcasm is relevant for the purpose 

at hand and especially for a clear-cut analysis of sarcasm, as presented below.  

4.1.3 An overview of types of sarcasm  

Generally, researchers have focused on defining sarcasm as implying a criticism 

and opposed thought or belief, but a more detailed analysis is needed in order to 

fully understand this humor type. Table 8 below shows the processes used to 
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create sarcasm and their frequency in the given corpus, based on the linguistic 

mechanisms presented in Chapter 3.  

Tab. 8: Linguistic mechanisms in sarcasm  

Linguistic type Number of occurrences Frequency 

Metonymy 74 22.7%

Explicitation 49 15.0%

Antithesis 46 14.1%

Metaphor 31 9.5%

Shift of focus 30 9.2%

Reasoning 30 9.2%

Rhetorical questions 24 7.3%

Repetition 22 6.7%

Perspective 13 4.0%

Analogy 6 1.8%

 

Out of the 315 sarcastic instances gathered from the data (36.6% of the total cor-

pus), metonymy appears to be the most frequent of these processes, because it is 

used in 74 of the sarcastic utterances (22.7%). It also appears to be the most com-

plex one, because it requires the hearer to construct some mental path (based on 

inferencing) to arrive at the humorous interpretation. We explain in the following 

sections how inferences work through means of metonymy in order to achieve a 

sarcastic/humorous effect, by comparing these utterances to the classical view of 

metonymy. Explicitation, which shows that sometimes sarcasm is achieved by 

stating the obvious and thus explicitly mocking a certain thought/idea, accounts 

for 49 instances of sarcasm (15.0% of the total corpus). The classical pragmatic 

view which sees sarcasm as representing the ‘opposite’ of someone’s thought 

(with the presence of a target, which differentiates it from classical irony) was 

annotated as ‘antithesis’40 and was present in 46 instances (14.1%). The process 

of explicitation is also more complex than just stating the ‘opposite’ in that the 

statement that is being made clearly represents an emphasis through which the 

|| 
40  All these examples consisted of an incongruous thought aimed at someone/something. The 

concept of ‘antithesis’ will be the one that fits this definition. The other mechanisms shown here 

include some other forms through which the incongruity+target was achieved; this will be ex-

plained for each process.  
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humorous effect is achieved. Sarcasm involving metaphoric mapping is used in 

31 instances (9.5%), followed by a shift of focus and reasoning which each ac-

count for 30 instances (9.2%). In 6.7% of the sarcastic utterances (22 instances), 

sarcasm is achieved through repetition. Perspective is used with a frequency of 

4.0% (13 instances) and analogies account for 1.8% of sarcasm (only 6 instances).  

Our perspective zooms in on the different techniques used to create a sarcas-

tic effect. To our knowledge, this detailed analysis (presented in section 4.2) is 

the first classification of sarcasm, using linguistic parameters such as the ones 

described in Chapter 3. We focus on the various linguistic elements by explaining 

the complex implications generated by them. For the sake of relevance and in 

order to be able to compare different instances, we only focus on examples for 

which there are at least 15 instances in the corpus (i.e., at least 2% of the corpus).  

Figure 25 below shows these main linguistic types as occurring with sarcasm 

and with total instances of humor in the overall corpus. The order in which they 

appear is the order in which they will be discussed in the next section.  

 

Fig. 25: Linguistic types in sarcasm and in total 

As we show in the following sections, sarcasm may be a more complex humor 

type than is generally assumed to be the case: several linguistic processes are at 

work when sarcasm is created, showing the manifold implications at play in the 

process of meaning construction and the different associations the human mind 

makes in the process of understanding.  
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4.2 Sarcasm: means and meanings  

Given that sarcasm is the most encountered humor type in the data (36.6%), we 

propose a typology of the different linguistic mechanisms that were used to create 

sarcastic meanings. Due to the large amount of data on sarcasm, this typology is 

relevant for a better understanding of the phenomenon, as well as a clear disso-

ciation from irony. This classification shows creativity in sarcasm, because these 

mechanisms do not only suggest an incongruous interpretation, but build on the 

diverse linguistic phenomena discussed in previous chapters. On the one hand, 

we argue that some of these operations are manipulated in the use of sarcasm 

(such as prototypicality or inferences, for example) for a humorous effect on the 

hearers. On the other hand, we underline the importance of common ground for 

the understanding of these humorous instances. We apply Brône’s (2008) unified 

account of layered meanings and mental spaces to sarcasm and we analyze these 

examples drawing on Clark’s (1996) layering model as well as Fauconnier’s (1984, 

1994) mental spaces theory. This account helps us distinguish between a serious 

discourse space and a non-serious, pretense space in which sarcasm is created 

and understood. For this purpose, we have selected a number of examples that 

best describe the sarcastic cases in the study. Evidently, as explained above, 

some examples are more prototypical than others, while others are less clear. We 

will discuss this issue later on.  

Even though metonymy is the process that was used most to create sarcastic 

effects, we start with ‘antithesis’, since this has commonly been viewed as defin-

ing irony and sarcasm, as shown also in section 4.1. above. The more complex 

processes, such as metonymy and metaphor, will be discussed after that.  

4.2.1 Antithesis 

As discussed in section 4.1.1 above, sarcasm implies an opposite thought or inter-

pretation. This is a reminiscent of Raskin’s (1985) idea of script-opposition, where 

humor arises from the incompatibility between two different interpretations. In 

more recent work in Cognitive Linguistics, it has been viewed as a contrast be-

tween an expected reaction and the actual reaction (Coulson, 2005b; Kihara, 

2005). The exchange in (69) presents such an example where sarcasm is under-

lined by the adjective dangerous which actually means the exact opposite. In this 

scene, we see Dr. House in the consultation room with Ricky, the patient, and his 

father, who does not speak at all during the consultation. Ricky explains the sit-

uation to Dr. House:  
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(69) Ricky: He can’t talk. 

House:  Excuse me? 

Ricky: He had knee surgery. 

House:  Right…  

Ricky:  About a year ago, and then he couldn’t talk.  

House:  Right, yeah, well, that happens. You know, it’s so dangerous 

operating so close to the vocal cords.   

  

Sarcasm becomes clear in House’s final remark that it is possible to lose one’s 

voice after knee surgery, since it is very dangerous operating so close to the vocal 

cords. As discussed in section 4.1 above, following the pragmatic perspective, 

irony and sarcasm both express a contrast between what one is thinking and 

what they are saying, but sarcasm includes an overt mockery toward a target. In 

this case, the target would be not only Ricky, but anyone who believes that some-

one can lose their voice after knee surgery. The adjective dangerous is evidently 

sarcastic, and expresses the opposite thought, particularly with what comes af-

terward (operating so close to the vocal cords). Raskin’s (1985) theory of script-

opposition would nicely explain the humor arising in the incompatibility be-

tween the adjective dangerous and the words so close to the vocal chords.  

If one analyzes this example drawing on Fauconnier’s mental spaces model, 

the two meanings can be represented in two distinct mental spaces that refer to 

one another as diagrammed in Figure 26. Similar to the layering model, these two 

meanings refer to the same form dangerous, which means not dangerous in the 

reality space. The pretense space is built by House’s sarcastic word(s). The adjec-

tive dangerous is then to be interpreted in a pretense space:  
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Fig. 26: Mental spaces for example (69)  

Drawing on the layering model explained by Clark (1996), this example can then 

easily be understood in terms of layers. House’s final remark happens and should 

be interpreted in a Layer 2—a pretense, non-serious space—where it is possible 

for someone to lose their voice after knee surgery. The linking element is the ad-

jective dangerous, which cannot be understood at face value for the humorous 

interpretation. Rather, drawing on the common ground that the speaker shares 

with the audience (i.e., everyone knows that knees are not close to the vocal 

chords), this statement is to be interpreted in a pretense, non-serious space, as 

outlined above. The audience is then able to access the sarcastic interpretation 

because of the clash between the two meanings (dangerous and so close to the 

vocal cords). Following a basic line of reasoning, House’s message is to be inter-

preted as sarcastic, with Ricky (and other people thinking the same) as the target 

of his mockery. 

Example (70), from The Big Bang Theory, is similar to the previous example, 

because it is a case where the speaker expresses the opposite of what they mean. 

In this scene, Sheldon complains to his flat mate Leonard that Penny, their neigh-

bor, is constantly calling him in order to get advice for a video game she is play-

ing. He wishes Penny would leave him alone, and seeks Leonard’s help:  

  

(70) Leonard: Well, what am I supposed to do?  

Sheldon: I don’t know, but if you don’t figure something out, I warn 

you, I shall be very difficult to live with. 
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Leonard: You mean, up until now, we have been experiencing the 

happy, fun time Sheldon?   

  

The series is based on the life of nerdy scholars, and Sheldon’s character is pre-

sented as the most asocial of them all. Sarcasm is evident when Leonard uses the 

adjectives happy, fun time to refer to Sheldon, whose character in the series is the 

exact opposite, as is blatantly obvious to the audience. Unlike example (69) 

above, this does not only represent the opposite thought, but is also antonymic 

to what the previous speaker (Sheldon) said. It is thus implied that Sheldon is 

very difficult to live with, but this implication is the conclusion hearers draw after 

Leonard’s last comment about the happy, fun time Sheldon. Moreover, common 

ground between speakers and the audience contributes to fully understanding 

the implications of Leonard’s sarcastic comment. Just like the previous example 

discussed above, the pretense space (Layer 2) includes a Sheldon that is happy 

and fun time. The adjectives are thus interpreted in the non-serious space, refer-

ring to the serious discourse space (Layer 1), which consists of the real image the 

speaker and the hearers have of Sheldon’s character, as well as what being happy 

and fun time really means (in a serious way).  

In example (71) below, taken from House M.D., this antithesis does not focus 

on only certain words, but on an entire utterance. This scene presents an ex-

change between Dr. House and his friend Dr. Wilson discussing Stacy’s entrance 

in the cafeteria. Stacy is Dr. House’s ex-fiancée and now happily married to some-

one else: 

  

(71) House: Oh!  

Wilson: What? 

House: Trouble in paradise, two o’clock.  

Wilson: Your two o’clock or my two o’clock? 

House: There.  

[Stacy and her husband smiling and getting lunch] 

Wilson: She seems perfectly happy. Obviously, they huddled in the hall 

and worked up this circus act on the off-chance you’d be in here.  

  

Sarcasm here is built on the incongruity between what Wilson says (obviously, 

they huddled in the hall and worked up this circus act on the off-chance you’d be in 

here) and what the hearers know and see to be true (the scene presents Stacy 

smiling next to her husband, in no way a sign of unhappiness). This is actually 

an implicature following House’s reply trouble in paradise, which gives the idea 

that the couple might not be happy together. This antithesis between what is said 
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and what is known to be true is also introduced by the adverb obviously which 

further reinforces an opposite scenario. The adverb marks the mockery towards 

House who would assume the couple is facing some issues. The scenario (i.e., 

huddling in the hall and working up their circus act) that follows this adverb is 

given in the past simple, as an event that really took place before the couple’s 

arrival in the cafeteria. Note also the use of the verb huddle, which adds to the 

idea that they planned this as a team, and also the expression circus act, which 

emphasizes the dramatic part of this scene. The whole scene of pretending to be 

happy is displayed as involving a lot of work from the couple in case House would 

see them together. These exaggerated elements add to sarcasm here, because 

they point out how ridiculous House’s idea is. By showing this in an exaggerated 

picture, the incongruity between House’s assumption that the couple is not 

happy and reality is made prominent enough to be perceived as sarcastic.  

Consequently, these examples are evidence that sarcasm is achieved by say-

ing the opposite of what the speakers know is true. There is a clash between an 

expected reaction and the actual reaction of the speakers. Moreover, these utter-

ances all center on targeting someone specifically. The sarcastic remarks are ob-

vious enough for an audience to interpret them in a pretense space, which builds 

on common ground between the audience and the speakers. The common ground 

is essential for speakers to access different mental spaces through sarcasm. In 

example (69), Dr. House helps the audience by underlining the so-called proxim-

ity between knees and vocal chords; in example (71), the audience also has access 

to the scene and sees the couple happy before hearing Wilson’s sarcastic remark; 

and, finally, example (70) builds on what the audience is supposed to know (and 

does know) about Sheldon from previous episodes (that he is not happy, fun time).  

In the data set, sarcasm is achieved through antithesis in 14.1% of the cases.  

4.2.2 Repetitive statements 

In some cases, sarcasm is not achieved by saying the opposite, but by repeating 

what the interlocutor said, yet even in those cases, the speaker shifts from a seri-

ous discourse space to a non-serious, pretense one, as explained by Clark (1996), 

which marks the incongruity typical of sarcasm. If the utterance is being said in 

a serious tone, and the speaker expects it to be interpreted at face value, by 

simply changing the tone and repeating the same utterance, the other speaker is 

able to give a sarcastic effect to the same words. The contrast happens between 

the serious and non-serious interpretations of the given utterances.  
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Consider example (72) below, which comes from The Big Bang Theory corpus. 

Beverley (a trained psychiatrist) here believes that Howard and Rajesh have ho-

mosexual feelings toward one another, which they are not willing to admit. When 

Howard insists that he actually has a girlfriend, Beverley repeats his sentence, 

clearly showing a mocking attitude toward what she thinks he had invented. The 

same utterance receives different interpretations depending on the person utter-

ing it:  

  

(72) Beverley:  So, Howard, have you and Rajesh finally summoned the 

courage to express your latent homosexual feelings towards one an-

other?  

[…] 

Howard: Because we don’t have latent homosexual feelings toward one 

another. 

Beverley: I see.  

Howard: Look, really, I have a girlfriend now.  

Beverley: And where is she this evening?  

Howard: She had to go out of town, her grandmother died.  

Beverley: I see. (smiles, pauses) Her grandmother died.  

  

Beverley’s beliefs are also made clear by her gestural attitude because of her use 

of raised eyebrows (this issue will be discussed in the next chapter; see Tabacaru 

& Lemmens, 2014). By repeating the previous speaker’s exact words, she places 

the utterance in a Layer 2 (a pretense space), built on Layer 1, the serious dis-

course space, as initially intended by Howard (and with the expectation that Bev-

erley would interpret these words at face value). Interestingly, in this case, unlike 

the previous examples analyzed here, it is the exact same utterance and the same 

words that are interpreted differently, depending on the speaker uttering the 

message. When Beverley repeats the exact same words, the message receives a 

new interpretation which targets Howard in Layer 2. Drawing on the account of 

humor suggested by Brône (2008), Figure 27 below accounts for the repetitive 

statement in (72). The incongruity between two different meanings of the same 

word is switched to the clash implied by the whole utterance in (72). Beverley’s 

utterance is built in a pretense space where to the exact same utterance a non-

serious meaning is given.  
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Fig. 27: Layered mental space configuration for example (72) 

As such, Beverley’s repetition of Howard’s utterance is to be interpreted from a 

different viewpoint (i.e., her grandmother did not die) which generates other im-

plications: there is no grandmother; he does not actually have a girlfriend. The 

common ground (discourse base space) also includes Beverley’s claim that the 

two friends have latent homosexual feelings towards one another, which allows 

the audience to access her repetitive statement as sarcastic and imply what How-

ard is saying is a sarcastic utterance, referring to a non-serious interpretation of 

Howard’s statement.  

In the following example, the interlocutor’s words are repeated, just like in 

the previous example discussed above, and the serious space is replaced by a 

non-serious space retrievable to the audience. Unlike example (72), this repeti-

tion happens later on in the episode, making the reference to the previous scene 

when Cuddy uttered the words. In the first scene, Dr. Cuddy (the hospital admin-

istrator) summons Dr. House to a meeting with one of his patients. Later on, in 

the same episode, House repeats the words Cuddy used, in a sarcastic way:  

  

(73) Cuddy: She’s coming in at 5:00, don’t make me come looking for you 

[…] And don’t be calling in sick or saying that your team needs you for 

some kind of an emergency consult.  

[…] 
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Cuddy: Mr. and Mrs. Lambert’s appointment was over an hour ago.  

House: Sorry, I was sick. And my team needed an emergency consult.  

  

Similar to the previous example, it is the repetition of the exact same words that 

makes the switch possible to a non-serious, pretense space. When first uttered, 

the words don’t be calling in sick or saying that your team needs you for some kind 

of an emergency consult are supposed to be interpreted at face value, in a serious 

discourse space (Layer 1). This first scene constitutes the common ground be-

tween the speakers and the audience. When these words are repeated in a later 

scene, used in the first person this time (I was sick. And my team needed an emer-

gency consult), the audience has to refer to the common ground in order to access 

the sarcastic interpretation. Typical of sarcasm, this example integrates incon-

gruity between the expected reaction and what House is saying (i.e., he was not 

sick and the team did not need an emergency consult) and includes a mockery 

addressed to Cuddy (by using the excuses she thought he could adopt in order to 

miss the meeting with his patient). These social, intersubjective aspects are an 

integral part of how sarcasm is achieved.  

Consider also example (74) below, taken from The Big Bang Theory, where 

the repetition becomes sarcastic only in Penny’s interpretation of it. Howard and 

Rajesh are trying to impress Missy (Sheldon’s attractive sister) by enumerating all 

the elements from their cultural background that would make her appreciate 

them. They follow metonymic inferencing where they are PART of the WHOLE (the 

cultural background that represents them). The examples they come up with are 

inappropriate and make Missy uncomfortable, which triggers Penny’s sarcasm: 

  

(74) Raj:  Missy, do you enjoy pajamas?  

Missy:  I guess. 

Raj: We Indians invented them. You’re welcome.  

Howard: Yeah, well my people invented circumcision. You’re welcome.

Penny: Missy, I’m going to have my nails done. Do you want to come? 

Missy:  God yes. Thanks. 

Penny:  You’re welcome.   

  

This example combines stereotype humor (i.e., the Indian invention of the pa-

jamas, the Jewish circumcision) and even sexual humor (Howard’s You’re wel-

come after bringing up circumcision) to achieve complex humorous implications. 

The first You’re welcome uttered by Raj refers to the comfortableness of pajamas 

and the fact that they are used worldwide for this reason. When Howard utters 

You’re welcome (so, the first repetition of the same structure), the same input gets 
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a sexual interpretation, with the mentioning of the circumcision. Note that for 

these two structures Missy does not say Thank you, Raj and Howard are both only 

assuming she should be grateful for elements that their culture provided to the 

world. Their You’re welcome is actually an implication of a silent gratitude Missy 

should be showing to them and to their cultural background. Penny, who over-

hears the whole conversation suggests an ‘escape’ from the conversation, for 

which Missy actually makes her gratitude explicit (Thanks). Penny’s repetition of 

the same structure You’re welcome thus gets a sarcastic interpretation, because 

she refers back to Raj and Howard’s utterances, mocking both of them in this way. 

Her utterance is pronounced slowly in order for hearers to access the sarcastic 

reading of the same utterance.  

In short, these instances present an incompatibility between two interpreta-

tions that two speakers give to the same utterance. When the same utterance is 

repeated (sometimes right after the first speaker uttered it, as in example [72] with 

her grandmother died, or later on, as in example [73] with House’s excuses to miss 

the meeting), the serious space is switched to a pretense space that the second 

speaker adopts. This switch also presents the mockery toward the first speaker, 

because of the non-serious interpretation of their own words.  

Sarcasm through repetition is achieved in 6.7% of the cases. It is one of the 

linguistic mechanisms used with a wide range of humor types, from situational 

humor to register humor, self-mockery, etc.  

4.2.3 Explicitation 

Sometimes, sarcasm does not seem to represent incongruous thoughts or beliefs, 

but states the obvious, and thereby mocks a certain situation or person. In fact, 

by stating the obvious, the speaker overemphasizes a certain idea which thus be-

comes a form of mockery, as in example (75) below, where the team of doctors 

discusses a patient’s long illness. Explicitation comes at the end, in House’s final 

remark. The previous lines are also important for the understanding of this in-

stance, since it reinforces the link between evolution and America: 

  

(75) House:  I’m thinking genetic defect. 

Kutner:  (laughs) Niceness is a defect? 

House:  Three cavemen see a stranger running towards them with a 

spear. One fights, one flees, one smiles and invites him over for fondue. 

That last guy didn’t last long enough to procreate. 

Foreman:  And how long has the patient been suffering? 
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House:  At least as long as his wife has known him, eleven years. 

Foreman:  The chances of him having an undiagnosed pathology for 

that long… 

House:  What are you saying? That evolution is wrong? (scoffs) What do 

you think we are, 21st century America?  

  

This instance expresses the mockery from the part of the speaker, as well as his 

targeting America as ‘victim’ of his overt mockery. We call this instance ‘explici-

tation’ because the speaker is simply stating the obvious, but still manages to 

make use of the incongruity generally encountered in sarcasm. In our analysis, 

we examine both the sarcastic incongruity as well as the sarcastic targeting exist-

ent in this message in order to develop all the semantic implications that arise 

from this utterance.  

By following the classical view of sarcasm, this utterance comprises a certain 

incongruity and therefore it is safe to analyze it as sarcastic. The incongruity 

arises from the way the speaker phrases his message and the actual message he 

implies. When he sarcastically accuses the interlocutor of saying that evolution is 

wrong, the example he uses is the actual context in which the speakers find them-

selves: 21st century America. This incongruity is created through the clash be-

tween the two ideas presented by the speaker. The rhetorical question (and the 

scoff following it) That evolution is wrong marks the incompatible view, and the 

audience would be expected to interpret this as ‘evolution is not wrong’. The way 

the speaker utters his message, preceded by another rhetorical question (What 

are you saying?) implies the shocking side of such a statement. The example fol-

lowing these two rhetorical questions—21st century America—represents an ex-

plicitation of why evolution is wrong. Consequently, there is a double incongruity 

in the two ideas presented by the speaker that can be transcribed as follows: 

 

a) It is shocking to assume that evolution is wrong. 

b) 21st century America proves that evolution is wrong. 

Both a) and b) present antonymous ideas vis-à-vis the ones originally presented 

by the speaker. Sarcasm arises then from the manipulation of the discourse space 

and the hearers’ expectations. By presenting the idea that evolution is wrong as 

shocking to an audience, the speaker expects to surprise them with an example 

of wrong evolution, represented by 21st America.  

In terms of sarcastic targeting, this example addresses 21st America. This 

phrase is represented by a metonymy in the traditional sense (see also section 

4.2.4 on metonymic inferencing), where the WHOLE stands for the PARTS. As a 
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whole, America stands for its people, its inhabitants. The speaker thus mocks 21st 

century Americans by using them as evidence that evolution is wrong. This phrase 

also highlights the STUPIDITY feature that comes to mind when saying that evolu-

tion is wrong. These sarcastic remarks follow the interlocutor’s (House) words that 

there are slim chances for someone to have an unknown pathology for so long. 

They come as evidence that, given they live in 21st America, this would be ex-

plained by the stupidity of Americans (probably doctors or even the patient). The 

STUPIDITY feature becomes an explanation for a pathology that has not been dis-

covered sooner.  

Another possible interpretation for this utterance would be that, in America, 

many people truly believe that evolution is wrong (i.e., creationists), and try to 

impose these views in the school system, etc. Since House’s (non-scientific) ref-

erence to the three cavemen is meant to prove that the nice caveman did not live 

long enough to procreate, it should not be contested, which Foreman nonetheless 

does. House’s final remark underlines the fact that they live in 21st century Amer-

ica, where people truly contest the veracity of evolution.  

Example (76) is another instance of explicitation, where the second speaker 

clearly marks it as an example of what the first speaker said. The example also is 

taken from House M.D. In this scene, Dr. Cuddy reads out a review of Dr. House:  

  

(76) Cuddy:  Your attitude towards supervisory personnel is disrespectful, 

and a disturbingly large proportion of your comments are racist or sex-

ist. 

House:  That top makes you look like an Afghani prostitute…would be 

an example of that.  

  

Similar to example (75), this instance explicitly states a mockery toward (this 

time) his superior, Cuddy. The utterance That top makes you look like an Afghani 

prostitute is an explicitation of racist and sexist comments, previously mentioned 

by Cuddy’s statement. The sarcastic incongruity is given by Dr. House’s final re-

mark would be an example of that. The modal would here allows this to be pre-

sented as a possible comment, and not an actual one, which adds to the sarcastic 

interpretation of this instance. Sarcasm explicitly targets Cuddy by comparing 

her to an Afghani prostitute. The different mental spaces at play here link various 

frames (i.e., race, sex, etc.) in a pretense space that the audience accesses. The 

example given by House of an Afghani prostitute refers back to Cuddy’s state-

ment, and the hearers will access that in order to get to the humorous interpreta-

tion.  
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Another example, also from House M.D., would be (77) below. In this scene, 

still debating the possibility of niceness being a symptom for a much more com-

plicated disease, Kutner makes explicit the fact that jerkiness exists, so the oppo-

site should also. After explicitly introducing the word jerkiness, Kutner pauses for 

a while and looks at House, which explicitly marks him as the target of his in-

tended reply. Note here that the explicitation is mainly marked by the pause and 

the gaze to House, rather than any other verbal elements:  

  

(77) Kutner:  He’s saying that statistics are true too. The world is a bell 

curve, most of us fall within the standard deviation, but there are out-

liers. And if we believe in the existence of extreme jerkiness, which I 

suspect that we do… 

[pause ~0.2 seconds, gaze to House, House turns around] 

Kutner:  Then we also have to accept the existence of the opposite ex-

treme. 

  

This is also an example of explicitation, where the speaker makes himself bla-

tantly obvious about who the intended target of his sarcastic remark is. Although, 

unlike examples (75) and (76) above, there is no explicitness in Kutner’s words 

per se, he intentionally pauses and gazes at House (who turns around, having 

understood what all this was about) in order to emphasize the extreme jerkiness. 

These elements in his behavior make sarcasm blatantly obvious for House, the 

hearers, and also the audience in order for the intended target to be reached. The 

humorous effect comes exactly from this explicitation, where Kutner sarcastically 

mocks House’s extreme jerkiness (note also the use of the adjective extreme, 

which further reinforces the insulting remark through exaggeration).  

The main results for the linguistic mechanism of explicitation in the study 

show that this is used in 15.0% of sarcasm. Given that similar results were found 

for ‘saying the opposite’ (14.1%), it is fairly safe to assume that this linguistic 

mechanism is as important as the ‘opposite thought’ present in the definitions for 

sarcasm in the literature. Consequently, by explicitly stating the sarcastic 

thought (i.e., giving an example), speakers are able to achieve a sarcastic, non-

serious effect.  

4.2.4 Metonymic inferencing  

Metonymy, as discussed in Chapter 2, serves the role of establishing a reference-

point construction between a conceptual source and a target (see also Tabacaru 
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& Feyaerts, 2016). Generally, metonymy has been viewed as relying on the most 

salient and prototypical element of a certain frame (Fillmore, 1976, 1982). Con-

sider the following definition of metonymy, as suggested by Radden and 

Kövecses (1999, p. 21):  

Metonymy is a cognitive process in which one conceptual entity, the vehicle, provides men-

tal access to another conceptual entity, the target, within the same idealized cognitive 

model.  

Idealized cognitive models are, as explained in Chapter 2, structures which rep-

resent speakers’ conceptual knowledge. In other words, metonymy is viewed as 

a “basic conceptual phenomenon” (Brône & Feyaerts, 2003, p. 18) where the most 

salient element of the frame is used in order to access the whole frame. Speakers 

will see the most salient element of a concept as a reference-point or a landmark 

for other elements that belong to the same cognitive model. Example (78) below 

is discussed in more detail in Brône and Feyaerts (2003, p. 19):  

  

(78) A: How did you get to the airport? 

B: I waved down a taxi.  

  

The verb “to wave down” prototypically refers to the entire scenario that consti-

tutes B’s arrival at the airport. A is able to infer41 that B waved at a taxi driver, 

made him stop, got in the taxi, told the driver where he was heading, paid for the 

ride, got out of the taxi when they reached the airport. Nevertheless, from B’s 

point of view, it is the “waving down the taxi” that constitutes the most salient 

element of this scenario, and from then onwards, A is going to follow the right 

track and infer metonymically how B got to the airport. By using only the mini-

mum information, the speaker leaves the recovery of the full implications to the 

hearer (Levinson, 2000; Panther, 2005).  

Similarly, a classic example such as (79) below follows the same train of 

thought. In this case as well, interlocutors are able to infer metonymically to 

whom the speaker refers:  

  

(79) The ham sandwich is waiting for his check. (Nunberg, 1978)   

  

Metonymy thus creates natural inference schemes, as explained by Thornburg 

and Panther (1997) because they guide the construction of meaning through 

|| 
41  See also Chapter 2, section 2.2.4 regarding pragmatic inferencing, which shows how infer-

ences build up in conversations on what interlocutors say.  
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pragmatic inferencing (see also Panther, 2005). As highlighted by Brône and 

Feyaerts (2003), the utterance in (78) can be used by a waiter or waitress in a res-

taurant in order to refer to a client. The salient concept of FOOD (or, to be more 

specific, the HAM SANDWICH) is a reference to that particular customer, whose name 

is probably unknown and irrelevant for the restaurant staff. In the cognitive 

frame of RESTAURANT, this element is the most salient entity and allows the mental 

access to that client. Langacker notes (1993, p. 30) that “a well-chosen metonymic 

expression lets us mention one entity that is salient and easily coded, and thereby 

evoke—essentially automatically—a target that is either of lesser interest or 

harder to name.” As such, in example (79) above, and in the context in which it 

is uttered, the most salient entity (ham sandwich) is a reference for a less salient 

one, typically less easily coded (the customer who ordered the ham sandwich). 

This is what Sweetser and Fauconnier (1996) call frame metonymy: we can call a 

customer by the food they order because the event takes place in the same RES-

TAURANT frame. The metonymic targets are then easily attained if they are in-

cluded in the same frame. In other words, metonymy could be regarded as a cog-

nitive short-cut. The two frames below proposed by Brône and Feyaerts (2003) 

show how these salient reference points link the target and the source within the 

frame: 

 

Fig. 28: Brône and Feyaerts' (2003, p. 20) view of metonymy in The ham sandwich wants to pay 

(left; salient reference point to an element in the same frame) and I waved down a taxi (right; 

salient reference point to the whole frame) 

Unlike these regular cases of metonymy, sarcasm challenges the metonymic in-

ferencing path because it builds up a non-serious space in which the intended 

target concept is located (where less salient features of a cognitive model are 

called to mind). This is unexpected and surprising, but given the common ground 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



140 | Sarcasm: Meaning and incongruity 

  

that the interlocutors are supposed to share—they all participate with a certain 

role in a specific genre—the humorous effect can be expected to be successfully 

accomplished. As mentioned by Tabacaru and Feyaerts (2016: 4), metonymy can 

be defined in terms of a contiguity-based relationship between two linguistic or 

conceptual entities. Contiguity is seen as a non-similarity based association be-

tween elements from the same frame or between the frame and one or some of its 

elements (see also Ullman 1962, Feyaerts 1999). Tabacaru and Feyaerts further 

note that  

when, in a usage event, two elements are represented as being causally related—regardless 

of its plausibility let alone its correctness in the ‘real world’—both elements are construed 

as linked within a single conceptual frame. 

(Tabacaru & Feyaerts, 2016, p. 4) 

This would then count as conceptual contiguity in a cognitive linguistic frame-

work, as argued by Dirven (1993: 14, quoted in Feyaerts 1999, p. 64).  

The following example comes from House M.D. In this particular scene, we 

see Dr. House with a female patient to whom he announces she was pregnant:  

  

(80) House:  You were pregnant.  

[…] 

Sarah:  I haven’t had sex since I split up with my husband.  That was 

almost a year ago. 

House:  Fine, have it your way. Immaculate Conception. 

Sarah:  Um, what do I do? 

House:  Well, it’s obvious. Start a religion.  

  

House’s sarcasm is obvious with the final advice to start a religion, as well as the 

suggestion that this could be a ‘case’ of Immaculate Conception. The sarcastic 

meaning is built through means of metonymy which links the source and the tar-

get. In this example, two metonymies can be identified, both of which are in-

cluded in the frame of RELIGION. These metonymies serve the role of reference-

point constructions, like in examples (78) and (79) above. Here, Dr. House, who 

clearly does not believe his patient (who claims she has not had sexual relations 

for almost a year, and yet was pregnant), suggests Immaculate Conception as a 

valid excuse for her pregnancy. His advice to start a religion refers to Christianity 

and the birth of Jesus Christ.  

Looking closely at example (80), two metonymies are at play in the humorous 

meaning of the message. The first one is represented by the phrase Immaculate 

Conception, which is the first reference-point to the religious meaning. This first 
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metonymy helps build up the second one—start a religion—which introduces 

more explicitly the frame of RELIGION that was inferred from the first metonymy. 

Both metonymies refer to the same frame (i.e., that of RELIGION) which the hearer 

accesses automatically because the birth of Jesus Christ and the beginning of 

Christianity are part of the common knowledge that people share.  

In contrast, the classical view of metonymy implies that salient elements be 

brought into focus in order for a hearer to access the intended interpretation (ham 

sandwich is salient in a restaurant where the customer is having a ham sand-

wich). However, example (80) is humorous because less salient, even absurd el-

ements are brought to the hearer’s attention. The speaker here makes the refer-

ence to the birth of Christianity in order to mock the patient. The metonymy is 

created because the feature IMMACULATE CONCEPTION stands for the whole frame of 

RELIGION. In other words, the inferencing path created through means of meton-

ymy is exploited, and the speaker brings into focus less salient elements which 

give a surprising effect to the discourse. Following the same kind of reasoning as 

in the waving down the taxi or the ham sandwich, a hearer is able to infer the ref-

erence to Christianity. The example is built on the same structure as a reference 

point, the only difference is that the outcome is surprising, which creates a hu-

morous effect. Metonymy links the start of a religion to Christianity through 

means of reference-point construction and thus creates a sarcastic effect.  

This can be seen as a cause-effect relationship (cf. Brône & Feyaerts, 2003), 

where the lack of sex leads to pregnancy, which leads to the inference of Immac-

ulate Conception and the start of a religion, as shown in Figure 29 below. Religion 

is the more salient element (hence, in bold) in the frame, since it refers to Christi-

anity in a more explicit way, whereas the other elements are less salient:  

 

Fig. 29: Cause and effect in metonymy (Brône & Feyaerts, 2003) 

Consider also example (81) below from The Big Bang Theory, also built on meton-

ymy. In this scene, the characters Sheldon and Leslie are in Gablehauser’s (head 
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of the department) office in order to discuss a dispute between the two of them. 

Leslie had insulted Sheldon and she continues to use the same insult (dumbass) 

to refer to him:  

  

(81) Gablehauser:  Dr. Winkle, what colorful name did you call Dr. Cooper 

this time? 

Leslie: Dr. Dumbass.  

[Sheldon’s phone goes off] 

[…] 

Gablehauser:  You need to get that, Dr. Cooper? 

Sheldon:  God, no. 

Leslie: Well, don’t turn it off; you might miss your call from the Nobel 

committee letting you know you’ve been nominated as dumbass laure-

ate of the year.  

  

Sarcasm here is obvious from the overt mockery towards Sheldon, as well as the 

incongruity in Leslie’s words. It is clear that she is not being serious, because 

there is no such thing as dumbass laureate of the year (particularly when talking 

about the Nobel Prize). However, repeated throughout the discourse is her view 

of Sheldon as a dumbass. These sarcastic remarks are placed in a pretense-space, 

where Sheldon is first called Dr. Dumbass to finish with dumbass laureate of the 

year from the Nobel committee. Not only is he a doctor in being a dumbass, but 

this perspective also presents Sheldon as the biggest dumbass, recognized on an 

international level as laureate of the year. The audience accesses a non-serious 

pretense space where these remarks are not interpreted at face value. The feature 

dumbass is used as reference-point construction that best characterizes Shel-

don’s character. This metonymy could be situated in a CHARACTERISTIC FOR ENTITY 

frame (Peirsman & Geeraerts, 2006), where Sheldon is being characterized with 

the use of the adjective dumbass. Humor exploits salience, and it emphasizes a 

less salient element (dumbass) in order for the mockery to work.  

Consider also example (82) below, taken from House M.D., and combining 

sarcasm and stereotype humor. In this scene, House sees (what he judges to be) 

a strangely nice patient waiting for a consult. He stomps his cane on his foot to 

test his niceness. Metonymy here accesses the feature NICE as part of the CANADIAN 

frame:  

  

(82) [House stomps his cane on Jeff’s foot] 

Jeff:  Ow! 

Debb: What the hell? 
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Jeff:  (smiling) I’m sure it was an accident. 

House:  (to Cameron) Is he Canadian? 

  

Unlike examples (80) and (81) above, in this example, there is no reference to the 

feature that is used to retrieve the frame CANADIAN (although this is made explicit 

later in the episode). The hearers have to infer that House believes he is Canadian 

from his behavior (i.e., being extremely nice). The fact that Jeff is being extremely 

nice makes House infer that he must be Canadian (the implication being that is 

the only possible explanation for his strange behavior). When the word Canadian 

is uttered, the hearers have to go back to the entire scene and take his behavior 

into account in order to link the EXTREME NICENESS feature to the CANADIAN frame. 

Sarcasm here targets Jeff particularly for his extreme niceness. Stereotype humor 

also touches the stereotypes and clichés around Canadians, such as EXTREME NICE-

NESS. Hearers are led to infer that an extremely nice person can only be Canadian.  

These examples are built in a pretense space (discussed in more detail later 

on). The link between the serious space and the pretense space are the meto-

nymic reference-points that refer to less salient features to characterize a certain 

entity or person (in example [80], Christianity and the patient; in example [81] 

and example [82], a person). The audience activates the non-serious space when 

they realize the sarcastic incongruity and the non-seriousness of the speakers’ 

words.  

Regarding the non-serious spaces, in example (80), it is clear that Dr. House 

does not seriously advise his patient to start a religion. His utterance includes an 

overt mockery, since he does not believe his patient (i.e., that she was pregnant 

without having sexual relations). In a broader way and from the perspective of 

‘sarcastic targeting’, his sarcasm can also be analyzed as targeting Christianity 

and the foundations of its religious beliefs. The sarcastic incongruity is achieved 

through means of metonymy that links common knowledge and the present sit-

uation. In example (81), Leslie’s words include non-seriousness as well, because 

the audience is well aware that there is no such thing as dumbass laureate of the 

year (i.e., people do not receive awards because they are dumb). ‘Sarcastic target-

ing’ has Sheldon as receiver of Leslie’s ‘jokes’.  

The results for metonymy show that it constitutes 22.7% of the total sarcastic 

instances. Metonymic inferencing in the present study is used with a variety of 

humor types, such as stereotype humor (as also seen in example [82]), gender 

humor, exaggerations, etc.  
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4.2.5 Metaphor 

Metaphors, just like metonymies, can be exploited for humorous purposes. Met-

aphors have been defined as “understanding and experiencing one thing in terms 

of another” (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980, p. 5). Conceptual metaphors include map-

pings from a source domain to a target domain. According to Lakoff and Johnson 

(1980, p. 10), metaphors allow us to “comprehend one aspect of a concept in 

terms of another”, which will “necessarily hide other aspects of the concept.” Un-

like metonymy, the source and the target in metaphors belong to different do-

mains/cognitive models and allow a mapping between these.  

Interestingly, Black (1993, p. 21) notes that “taken as literal, a metaphorical 

statement appears to be perversely asserting something to be what it is plainly 

known not to be” (original emphasis). Similarly, sarcasm is known to assert 

something incongruous to an expected reaction from the part of the speakers, 

which makes the metaphorical case of sarcasm rather complex42 

In the following example, House, annoyed by the presence of his boss Cuddy, 

makes a remark to another doctor (Chase) that is meant to be heard by Cuddy as 

well. Her reply is built on a metaphor which is sarcastic, directly targeting House:  

  

(83) House: [to Chase, because Cuddy is in the room] What, you’ve got her 

on speed dial? 

Cuddy: I just follow the scent of arrogance. 

  

Sarcasm (semantically built on a metaphor) appears in Cuddy’s reply to House’s 

remark, that she follows the scent of arrogance. These concepts (metaphor and 

sarcasm) are analyzed below for a clearer view on the phenomenon.  

The metaphor scent of arrogance creates the link between the domain of 

SMELL (through the word scent) and the domain of BEHAVIOR (through the word ar-

rogance). Arrogance being an attitude, it is thus clear that it cannot have a scent. 

At first glance then, these two concepts are completely different, but, as Lakoff 

and Johnson (1980) point out, certain features of the concepts are highlighted 

while others are hidden. In the present case, scent refers metaphorically to some-

thing strong enough that it can be smelled (i.e., ARROGANCE IS A SCENT).  

The metaphor is seen on different levels since it includes an intended incon-

gruity on which sarcasm is built. In this case, and for the purpose of sarcasm, the 

word scent may have a more positive connotation, whereas the word arrogance 

has a negative one. Semantically, the word scent may refer to a pleasant smell (in 

|| 
42 See also Musolff (2017) for an account of irony and sarcasm in metaphor.  
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the sense of perfume), whereas arrogance refers to an unpleasant attitude from 

the part of someone. The incongruity between these two meanings (something 

pleasant connected to something unpleasant) and the incongruity created by the 

metaphor ARROGANCE IS A SCENT (since, literally speaking, arrogance cannot have 

a scent) mark the sarcasm in Cuddy’s words. Another possible interpretation of 

this example would be the SCENT in the animal-frame, referring to the scent pro-

duced by an animal, which also represents sarcasm based on a metaphor. House 

in this case is compared to an animal that leaves a SCENT OF ARROGANCE.  

Cuddy’s sarcasm targets in this case House, the implication being that he is 

extremely arrogant, to a point that it starts to smell. Brône’s (2008) proposal of 

humor analysis can be transcribed in a more complex figure, such as Figure 30 

below. This figure contains two original frames (SCENT and ARROGANCE) which 

then interconnect to a blended mental space (Fauconnier & Turner, 1996, 1998; 

Coulson, 2005b) that combines both these elements, with the result scent of arro-

gance. As such, Layer 1 draws from two different frames (scent and arrogance) to 

create the sarcastic remark (scent of arrogance) in the pretense space. However, 

the word scent also belongs to a pretense space, since Cuddy does not refer to a 

real scent. Layer 1 thus combines House’s real arrogance from the discourse space 

and the exaggeration scent from the pretense space, which then blend for the 

metaphor scent of arrogance.  

 

Fig. 30: Layered mental space configuration for metaphor 
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Another metaphor, RELIGION IS MERCHANDISE, can be seen in the example below, 

where House speaks of religion to a person at his door in terms of a product that 

one can buy, using the verbs sell and buy:  

  

(84) Person:  Have you heard the good news?  

[holds up a book] 

Person:  Happiness is possible. And not just in this life, but in the next, 

where you can… 

House: Oh, you’re selling religion. I’m sorry, I bought some Islam yes-

terday.  

  

RELIGION IS MERCHANDISE that one can buy and sell accordingly. As such, House 

bought some Islam, which allows representing religion in terms of quantity, just 

like any other product would do. Once more, two mental spaces are blended in 

order to achieve this metaphor: the frame of RELIGION, and the frame of MERCHAN-

DISE. These elements create the discourse base space that refers to the pretense 

space created sarcastically by Dr. House. Similar to example (83) above, sarcasm 

here targets the person the speaker is addressing (i.e., the person at his door hold-

ing up the Bible). The mockery is evident with the use of the metaphor RELIGION IS 

MERCHANDISE. This also targets religious beliefs, with Dr. House’s remark that he 

had already bought some Islam, and the implication that he is all set and does 

not need any more of this MERCHANDISE. This statement emphasizes an image 

where religion is sold by different individuals, and the remark that he had bought 

some Islam makes it impossible for him to buy any other ‘product’. Semantically, 

the verb buy also refers (metaphorically) to the verb believe and enforces the re-

lationship between a seller and a buyer. The fact that he bought some Islam places 

House on a different level than the person holding up a Bible that he cannot buy 

(in the sense of believe).  

Consider also a more complex example, such as (85) below. This scene, taken 

from The Big Bang Theory, combines sarcasm and register humor. Here, Sheldon 

mocks his friend Leonard who is disappointed by the outcome of his relationship 

with Penny:  

  

(85) Sheldon:  Well, at least now you can retrieve the black box from the 

twisted smoldering wreckage that was once your fantasy of dating her, 

and analyze the data so that you don’t crash into Geek Mountain again. 
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This metaphor that can be described as LOVE IS A FLIGHT and DECEPTION IS A CRASH 

(similar to GOOD IS UP and BAD IS DOWN43 because it shows that Leonard’s plans with 

Penny crashed, went down) is actually built on different semantic elements that 

refer to planes and flying. The black box could be used by Leonard to retrieve the 

data and not crash (be disappointed) again, the wreckage is associated with his 

fantasy of dating her (the metaphor DECEPTION IS A CRASH is reinforced), planes 

crash into mountains, but this time the whole situation is associated with a so-

called Geek Mountain (reference to their background and their being nerds). Love 

is thus associated with flying to which the opposite (the crashing) applies when 

one is disappointed (such as Leonard in this situation).  

The humorous effect arises in this example from sarcasm—the mockery ad-

dressed to Leonard and his fantasy—and also from register humor—the creativity 

in associating all these elements from distinct domains: love and flying, disillu-

sionment and crashing. Combining all these diverse elements creates a complex 

structure and the metaphors are all used against Leonard, who becomes the 

“butt” of Sheldon’s joke, so to speak.  

To summarize, similar to metonymic inferencing, the process of metaphor in 

sarcasm is rather complex because it builds up complex mental spaces that come 

together in order to create humorous implications. These various mental spaces 

also create the common ground that allows building up the pretense space and 

the humorous implications. The different elements link the serious mental space 

to the non-serious one, which combines the elements from these domains.  

The main results from the corpus regarding metaphor show that this linguis-

tic mechanism provides 9.5% of the total number of sarcastic instances.  

4.2.6 Shift of focus  

In the following scene, taken from House M.D., the team realizes that a female co-

worker is not wearing underwear. Foreman interrupts the discussion with re-

marks about the patient’s condition. Later in the episode, when the team dis-

cusses the patient’s condition again, brainstorming for a new treatment, the ex-

change between House and Foreman recalls the previous exchange about 

underwear. In a discussion on the patient’s new symptoms, the focus of attention 

is switched, and the hearers have to refer to the previous conversation in order to 

access Dr. House’s allusion. For the sake of relevance, the time captions are given 

|| 
43  See Lakoff and Johnson, 1980.  
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between brackets in order to make the lapse in time between the two scenes more 

visible:  

  

(86) Kutner [10:07]: So you’re not wearing any underwear? 

Foreman [10:09]: Uhh… There’s a guy bleeding… 

House [10:11]:  Foreman! She’s not wearing any underwear. You used to 

be more fun. 

[…] 

House [27:16]:  Amyloidosis was your idea. 

Foreman [27:17]: I was wrong. 

House [27:18]:  Yeah, me too. You were never fun. 

  

Clearly, the focus of attention in (86) is the patient’s condition, particularly since 

the final exchange takes place later on in the episode, after the first exchange 

between Foreman and House. The focus is then shifted and the hearer has to go 

back to the previous scene (i.e., 17 minutes earlier in the episode) in order to fully 

understand Dr. House’s utterance. If the focus of attention is the patient’s condi-

tion and House’s remark Yeah, me too would make one access this specific frame 

(PATIENT’S CONDITION), he then has to switch to another frame (FOREMAN) and go 

back to the exchange where House says You used to be more fun. As such, if the 

reply Yeah, me too aligns with the patient’s condition, and the hearers are tricked 

into accessing the frame of PATIENT’S CONDITION and consider this as salient for the 

context, they will have to refer to the past exchange and switch to another frame 

when hearing You were never fun. For the sarcastic effect of the scene, in example 

(86), Dr. House intentionally switches these elements. It is once again based on 

common ground between speakers and the audience, because the ground is rep-

resented by the earlier exchange between the two speakers. This previous scene 

is backgrounded in the hearers’ mind and they have to switch the focus44 on it to 

access the sarcastic interpretation.  

|| 
44 This process is similar to the figure-ground reversal discussed in Cognitive Linguistics. This 

relation was first introduced by Talmy (1972) and is discussed by Croft and Cruse (2004) as a 

fundamental construal operation in cognitive linguistics because it specifies the speaker’s atten-

tion. Talmy (1983, p. 232) describes the figure as “the object which is considered as moving or 

located with respect to another object” and the ground as “the object with respect to which a 

first [object] is considered as moving or located.” Several humor-related works discuss humor 

from the point of view of figure-ground reversal (Attardo & Raskin, 1991; Attardo et al., 2002; 

Brône & Feyaerts, 2003). 
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In terms of sarcastic targeting, Dr. House’s sarcastic words are aimed at 

mocking Foreman. If the first exchange was annotated as a tease, playfully aimed 

at Foreman, the second one comes as an annulment of the tease in order to 

mock/criticize him. In any case, the reversal of the focus of attention is done in-

tentionally in order to change the outcome of the phrase.  

Consider also example (87) below, where the same shift in focus creates the 

humorous effect. House intentionally shifts the focus of attention, creating the 

same effect as explained above. The inference that the hearers are likely to access 

is then shifted to a new, sarcastic one. In this scene, Dr. House is with a patient 

who has herpes. When told about the disease, the patient defends himself by 

mentioning his long-lasting marriage to his wife:  

  

(87) Mr. Lambert:  It is my prostate, isn’t it?  

House:  No, not your prostate. Herpes.  

[…] 

Mr. Lambert: Look, this is impossible. I have been married for twenty 

years.  

House: Had any sex in those twenty years? 

  

In (87), the speakers base their utterances on inferences they draw from their in-

terlocutor’s speech; hence, the most likely inference that the hearers will adopt 

is intentionally switched to another, less salient one. Herpes being a sexually 

transmitted disease, Mr. Lambert’s reply I have been married for twenty years in-

fers that he had sexual relations with only one person: his wife. The back-

grounded situation in this case is created by the element SEXUAL RELATIONS, while 

the focus is Mr. Lambert himself. The most likely inference the hearers will access 

is transcribed as follows:  

 

(a) It is impossible for Mr. Lambert to have herpes since he only had one sexual 

partner.  

This inference is not explicitly said by Mr. Lambert, but it is intended as such and 

therefore his utterance expected to be interpreted following this train of thought. 

Nonetheless, since he only explicitly reminds Dr. House of his long-lasting mar-

riage, this creates ambiguity that the latter will use in his reply. In Dr. House’s 

reply, the focus of attention (Mr. Lambert) is shifted to a more backgrounded role, 

whereas the background element (SEXUAL RELATIONS) is brought into focus for a 

humorous effect. The inference in (a) is switched to a new one, where the back-

ground (SEXUAL RELATIONS) is the most salient feature:  
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(b)  It is possible for Mr. Lambert to have herpes since he had sexual relations.  

Sarcasm here targets more particularly the interlocutor, Mr. Lambert, by sarcas-

tically inferring that he did not have sexual relations with his wife in their twenty 

years of marriage. On a more general level, it can also represent a mockery aimed 

at marriage per se.  

Another example would be (88) below, also from House M.D. In this scene, 

discussing Cuddy’s way of meeting men, House’s first utterance refers to how eas-

ily Stacy can meet men (Stacy being House’s ex-fiancée): 

  

(88) House: She’s not like you. She can’t just walk into a bar and pick up her 

soul mate in 20 minutes.  

Stacy:  I met Mark at a fundraiser that happened to be held at a… 

House:  You met me at a strip club.  

Stacy:  You were the worst two dollars I’ve ever spent. 

  

House’s utterance refers to how Stacy met her husband (Mark) at a bar. He also 

refers to how the two of them met (i.e., House and Stacy) at a strip club. Stacy 

here plays on the inferences that are drawn from this exchange: she met Mark at 

a bar where the two of them were part of a fundraiser, and she met House at a 

strip club. The inference here would be the same as the previous one: both of 

them were in the same place. It is this inference that Stacy shifts, and from the 

focus on the two of them being in the same place at the same time, she switches 

to an interpretation that places House as a stripper. This is done with the use of 

salient features in the frame STRIP CLUB, where the hearers would likely infer that 

the strippers were female. This inference (based on salience) is exploited and the 

attention shifted to a reading that puts House in the role of a stripper. Moreover, 

Stacy also talks about money—you were the worst two dollars I’ve ever spent—im-

plying that House is a second-rate stripper, and a waste of her money (note also 

the specification two dollars, which reinforces that she had not spent a lot of 

money on House).  

By shifting the attention to House instead of two people meeting at a place 

(be it a bar, or a strip club), Stacy manages to make House the target of her sar-

casm. He thus becomes a cheap stripper and also a bad one (hence the waste of 

her money). The whole utterance contains an incongruity (she is not being seri-

ous by implying that House is a stripper) and builds a Layer 2, a pretense space, 

where the focus is only put on House. This builds on the common ground that 

contains knowledge about strip clubs and how they function, managing to turn 

the attention onto one element only (House).  
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In the examples discussed above, the shift of focus happens to the inferences 

that hearers are likely to draw from the information they get from the speakers. 

These inferences are then exploited for a humorous outcome. Yus (2003, p. 1308) 

believes that humor is based on a “mind-reading ability” from the speaker who 

will infer beforehand the cognitive processes the hearers are likely to go through 

to get to the interpretation of utterances. In these cases, the backgrounded situa-

tions are brought into focus in order to trump the hearers’ expectations.  

The main results for shift of focus reveal that it accounts for 9.2% of the total 

sarcastic instances. This mechanism is also used with misunderstandings (where 

the interlocutor’s focus of attention is on a less salient element) or with insider 

humor, self-glorification, etc.  

4.2.7 Reasoning 

Some examples of sarcasm build on deductive reasoning, which keeps the fea-

tures of target and incongruity typical of sarcasm. This mechanism includes a hy-

pothesis (P) and a conclusion (Q). Schechter (2013) points out that in deductive 

reasoning “the truth of the input propositions (the premises) logically guarantees 

the truth of the output proposition (the conclusion).” Consequently, it is the hy-

pothesis that generates the truth of the conclusion. Most of these examples are 

introduced by an if-clause, which links the hypothesis and the conclusion. Other 

cases are also construed in the form of an inference, so only the conclusion is 

presented as a result of the information the speaker is given.  

In example (89) below, taken from House M.D., the team of doctors discusses 

a patient (a magician) who predicted his own death. House turns the situation 

around, emphasizing that the reverse situation would have been more impres-

sive: 

  

(89) Cole: It was creepy. The patient predicted his own death. 

House: Would have been more impressive if he predicted that he 

wasn’t going to die. Of course, that takes longer to prove. 

  

This sarcastic remark takes the form of deductive reasoning and is presented in 

the form of an if-clause (a remote if-clause, which combines a type three and a 

type two conditional not likely to happen). The incongruity arises from the very 

fact that House’s suggestion is impossible. The hypothesis (he wasn’t going to die) 

guarantees the truth of the conclusion (would have been more impressive). Sar-

casm here is aimed at the magician (and most likely, at people believing that he 
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was actually capable of predicting his own death), which is made clear by the 

statement Of course, that takes longer to prove. Given the information he is pre-

sented with, House sarcastically reverses the outcome of the situation by pointing 

out how easy it is for a patient to predict his own death since he is in a hospital, 

sick. This view is switched to an exaggerated view, where it would have been more 

impressive if he predicted that he wasn’t going to die.  

Consider also (90) below, where Dr. House sends one of the other doctors to 

check a patient’s brain. When the doctor returns with good results (i.e., his brain 

does not show any signs of disease), Dr. House’s sarcasm is expressed through 

means of reasoning (introduced by an if-clause) once again to mock the patient, 

who had been extremely hostile towards them:  

  

(90) Cameron:  Head’s clean. You were wrong, his faculties are intact. 

House:  Too bad. If his brain was addled, we wouldn’t have to listen to 

anything he says.  

  

The type two if-clause here also characterizes a remote situation (not likely to 

happen), and not an open one (i.e., still possible to happen). This form of deduc-

tive reasoning can be transcribed as follows:  

 

If P,                                  then Q 

If his brain was addled       we wouldn’t have to listen to anything he says  

Sarcasm here presents the incongruity of a remote/imagined situation, not likely 

to happen,45 as mentioned earlier. It targets the patient by presenting a situation 

where they would not have to listen to what he says (the implied meaning being 

that everything he says is already confusing, and they needed some kind of con-

firmation not to listen to him anymore). Note also the use of the verb addled, 

which is mostly used in humorous discourse. This verb further reinforces the 

mockery toward this particular patient. Sarcasm is also present in the regret 

House shows when he hears the news (note the exclamation Too bad), which im-

plies that he would have been happy in the event that something was wrong with 

the patient’s brain functions.  

In another exchange, taken from The Big Bang Theory, Sheldon discusses 

with Leonard about women’s attraction to an alpha male. Sheldon’s line refers to 

research he has been doing to help his friend Leonard to stay with his girlfriend 

|| 
45 See also section 4.3. where sarcasm interacts with joint fantasy.  
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(whom Sheldon likes). Sarcasm is used in Leonard’s reply and is also presented 

in the form of an if-clause construction:  

  

(91) Sheldon:  When I fail to open this jar and you succeed, it will establish 

you as the alpha male. You see, when a female witnesses an exhibition 

of physical domination, she produces the hormone oxytocin. If the two 

of you then engage in intercourse, this will create the biochemical re-

action in the brain which lay people naively interpret as falling in love.

Leonard:  Ha…Would it work if I just punched you in the face?  

  

The same if-clause construction is used by Leonard to create the sarcastic effect 

targeting Sheldon. The suggestion would it work if I just punched you in the face is 

an implicature drawn from Sheldon’s research on women’s attraction to the al-

pha male. Given that women are attracted to exhibition of physical domination, 

Sheldon suggests Leonard should be the one opening the jar instead of him. This 

is followed by details that Sheldon researched regarding alpha males and 

women’s interest in them. Sarcastically, Leonard suggests punching him in the 

face, inference drawn from the same train of thought suggested by Sheldon in the 

first place. If women are attracted to physical domination, then punching Sheldon 

in the face would also count as such. From just opening a jar Leonard suggests 

physical domination by punching Sheldon in the face. A small action is thus ex-

aggerated, using the same elements Sheldon provided from his research (mainly, 

the physical domination an alpha male would demonstrate). Sarcasm here turns 

the situation around, and a jar opening turns Sheldon into the target of Leonard’s 

joke, since he would be the receiver of his punch.  

The examples discussed here are all built starting with an if-clause construc-

tion that allows the speaker to imagine certain scenarios differently. Sarcasm is 

easily construed in a pretense space drawn from the common ground set by in-

terlocutors. Note also the use of remote conditionals (type two and type three) 

that mark the unlikeliness of these events actually taking place (especially the 

type three conditional in [89] in the structure would have been more impressive). 

The speakers use these conditional structures for the humorous effect of the im-

agined scenes. The actual scenes are reversed to imaginary scenarios that imply 

a humorous effect.  

The results show that a total of 9.2% sarcastic utterances are built through 

reasoning. The rest of the reasoning instances in the corpus create misunder-

standings, exaggerations, or joint fantasies.  
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4.2.8 Rhetorical questions 

Rhetorical questions are not used to request information, but to convey assertions 

(Koshik, 2005). Although Koshik (2005, p. 2) notes that sometimes rhetorical 

questions do get answers, they are not intended as seeking information because 

the answers are obvious. These structures are exploited in humor, for a humorous 

result. They are used to explicitly make a point and build the humorous dis-

course.   

Consider an example such as (92) below, taken from House M.D. In this scene, 

House is visibly annoyed with his friend Wilson and his new girlfriend Amber for 

having shared one of his secrets. The rhetorical question comes at the end of the 

exchange, when he also gets annoyed with Kutner. After listing all the possible 

explanations for a patient’s medical condition, Kutner adds number three, which 

is what House did in order to play a game on his team. He gave them someone 

else’s blood to test, saying it was his:  

  

(92) Kutner:  Patient tested positive for syphilis, right?  

House:  Is this some sort of recap?  

Kutner:  But why did he test positive for syphilis?  

House:  Oh, I know this! 

Kutner: Either one, he has syphilis. 

House:  I was going to say that.  

Kutner:  Or two, the test was wrong twice. Or, three, he gave us some-

one else’s blood.  

[House stops and turns around] 

House: Who?  

Kutner:  Amber.  

House:  Get that idiotic smile out of my face. I've got to go on a killing 

spree.  

Kutner:  Or, four, he has something that tests positive for syphilis.  

House:  [Sighs] It's not Chagas.46 

Kutner:  He worked in Costa Rica before he was married.  

House: Is two a spree, or do I have to kill you too?  

  

Although there are several sarcastic remarks in this exchange, we only focus on 

the last reply. Sarcasm takes here the form of a rhetorical question, not meant to 

|| 
46 Chagas disease is a tropical disease in South and Central America.  
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be answered, but with a humorous purpose. The target of House’s sarcasm is 

Kutner who starts annoying him with the hypotheses regarding the case. The kill-

ing spree, already introduced earlier, is an exaggeration of his anger (i.e., he is so 

angry, he has no control and has to go on a killing spree). Generally, a killing 

spree includes two or more victims, which, firstly, refers only to Wilson and Am-

ber. The rhetorical question includes Kutner in this killing spree, explicitly stated 

by House: Is two a spree, or do I have to kill you too? This implies that Kutner is 

starting to become annoying. This rhetorical question does not seek to be an-

swered by Kutner, as mentioned before, but rather to make a point. Since House 

is being sarcastic, it is also not meant as a serious accusation, but rather to in-

clude him in the targeted people at whom he is annoyed. The common ground 

built on these elements (his anger, Amber having told House’s secret to all the 

team members, etc.) builds the pretense space where House goes on a killing 

spree to get revenge for their behavior (by they, we understand Amber and Wil-

son, the people aware of House’s game, and also Kutner who is annoying House 

with his assumptions). The rhetorical question here has the purpose of making 

Kutner stop suggesting further hypotheses to House regarding this patient’s case.  

In example (93) below, also from House M.D., House returns to the office hav-

ing earlier left the members of his team to work by themselves on a case. The doc-

tors are visibly tired and Cameron gets annoyed when House asks them what they 

have been doing. Although the exchange between the three characters is built on 

questions, the last one is a sarcastic rhetorical question:  

  

(93) House:  What'd the bone marrow biopsy show?  

Foreman:  Don't have the results.  

House:  What? What have you been doing all night?  

Cameron:  Jell-O shots and wild sex, what else?  

  

Sarcasm here is represented by the rhetorical question in Cameron’s reply (Jell-O 

shots and wild sex, what else?). Cameron also changes the frame to possible drink-

ing and sexual activity that they might have been doing instead of working. In 

the way the question is formed, an answer is not expected, since she builds a pre-

tense from House’s question (which could also be considered a rhetorical ques-

tion, as he implies they have not been doing any work). Similar to the other ex-

amples, the question is not meant to be answered (note also the use of the 

structure what else?) but to point out the absurd implication drawn by House. The 

target here is made possible by Cameron’s implied meaning that House’s ques-

tion does not make any sense.  
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Another example is (94) below, from The Big Bang Theory. Sarcasm is once 

again formed as a rhetorical question which contains the humorous implications. 

Late at night, Sheldon knocks on Leonard’s door to show him something on the 

Internet; more specifically, his girlfriend’s Facebook page. He starts by showing 

him the laptop, with the intention of focusing on what is on the screen, but Leon-

ard takes advantage of the ambiguity in his request and answers using a rhetori-

cal question:  

  

(94) Sheldon:  [showing him the laptop] Tell me what you see here. 

Leonard: The blunt instrument that will be the focus of my murder 

trial?  

  

The ambiguity in Sheldon’s indirect question is marked by deixis, more specifi-

cally, by the adverb here. Here, in Sheldon’s perspective, refers to a specific loca-

tion, the laptop’s screen where his girlfriend’s Facebook page is displayed. In-

stead, Leonard exploits this ambiguity and refers to the entire computer. 

Sheldon’s question is thus reversed as to refer to the whole computer. His answer 

becomes a rhetorical question (The blunt instrument that will be the focus of my 

murder trial?) where the blunt instrument refers to the laptop Sheldon is holding 

in his hands. The murder trial introduces the element of murder, where Leonard 

would be the defendant. The implication behind this rhetorical question is that 

Sheldon will be murdered with his laptop by Leonard. Again, the whole construc-

tion is meant to make a point, and not a serious accusation; Leonard conveys that 

Sheldon is being annoying (by waking him up at night), which is probably what 

all these examples have in common.  

Most of the rhetorical questions in the study build sarcasm, which account 

for 7.3% of sarcasm. Sarcasm is thus formed by a question where the answer 

should be obvious, but this form is exploited for a humorous effect. The rhetorical 

question provides rich implications that build humor, as seen above. The answer 

contained in the rhetorical question presents the incongruity and the target typi-

cal of sarcastic utterances.  

In the next section, some examples are presented where sarcasm interacts 

with other humor types. Given that sarcasm interacts occasionally with most of 

these humor types (register humor, stereotype humor, gender humor, sexual hu-

mor, etc.), we only focus on humor types that interact with sarcasm in more than 

10 examples.  
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4.3 Sarcasm combining with other humor types 

As stated in Chapter 3, when analyzing the data, it was difficult for some in-

stances to be included in one humorous category only. Consequently, utterances 

that could be analyzed from different perspectives were annotated accordingly. 

This results in the interaction of several humor types. For instance, sarcasm can 

be associated with exaggeration or hyper-understanding, which creates rich im-

plications and meanings from the perspective of the humorous type involved. In-

terestingly, when this is the case, the semantic mechanisms at play can be more 

complex, since they draw from the two (or more) humor types interacting with 

each other. In other words, sometimes the linguistic mechanisms presented in 

section 4.2 above interact with other linguistic mechanisms as well (as has been 

mentioned in Chapter 3). An example would be a case of hyper-understanding 

combined with sarcasm, where the linguistic part implies a key element allowing 

the hyper-understanding and a possible metonymy or a metaphor granting the 

sarcastic effect.  

In this section, we take a closer look at such examples, where sarcasm can be 

seen as a background or foreground tone for other humorous types.  

4.3.1 (Joint) Fantasy 

Joint fantasy is a typical type of interactional humor because it involves an imag-

inary situation or experience that the interlocutors build between them. The in-

terlocutors share this imaginary experience and each of them adds elements and 

details to this imagined situation. Kotthoff (2007, p. 278) describes joint fantasiz-

ing as “short contributions which create coherent scenes through the incremen-

tal structuring and augmentation of unreality.” In the study, we only encoun-

tered less prototypical cases, where an interlocutor generally builds such an 

imaginary situation/experience alone, without the involvement of the other in-

terlocutors. He thus suggests the imaginary situation to the others, unlike more 

spontaneous uses of humor, where the interlocutors ‘play the game’ and add el-

ements to the suggested situation.47  

Example (95) below represents (joint) fantasy and is taken from The Big Bang 

Theory, where the speaker (Leonard) imagines a whole situation happening and 

starts having a panic attack because of it. The humorous effect comes from the 

|| 
47 See Kotthoff (2007), Feyaerts (2013), and Feyaerts and Oben (2014) for more on joint fantasy 

in spontaneous humor.  
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fact that this experience has not happened yet, and has little chance of happen-

ing, but creates nonetheless a panic attack in the speaker’s mind. It thus creates 

a clash between two different situations: an actual one (the friendly relationship 

between Leonard and his neighbor) and an imagined one (the imagined scenario 

in Leonard’s mind). The speaker (Leonard) here imagines how a date with his 

neighbor (Penny) could go. The tone of his voice rises and he even starts shouting 

as he proceeds with the imagined situation and as he begins to feel the panic at-

tack building up (the words in bold mark the rise in the intonation):  

  

(95) Leonard:  Maybe take a walk afterwards, talk about things we have in 

common, “You love pottery?”, “I love pottery!” You know, there’s a 

pause, we both know what’s happening, I lean in, we kiss, it’s a little 

tentative at first, but then I realize she’s kissing me back, and she’s bit-

ing my lower lip you know, she wants me, this thing is going the dis-

tance, we’re going to have sex! Oh, God! Oh my God!  

  

In joint fantasy, the humorous effect is generated through the fact that the situa-

tion as a whole is imagined and is probably unlikely to happen in real life. How-

ever, it implies involvement from the part of an audience (at home, watching the 

show), who can imagine the fantasized situation, preconditioned by common 

ground. The details of the situation (for instance, the imagined conversation with 

Penny: “You love pottery?”, “I love pottery!”) also highlight the humorous result 

of an experience of this kind. Humor here arises also from the fact that Leonard 

starts imagining this situation, which is perceived as imagined by the hearers, 

and still takes it so seriously as to get a panic attack because of it. It is also the 

clash between the possible and the impossible that creates the humorous effect.  

Clearly, an interlocutor could take advantage of such a situation and suggest 

elements that are intentionally incongruous with real/possible situations. In such 

cases, the interlocutors and the audience are well aware of the fact that the 

speaker is being sarcastic, as in (96) below. The example is taken from House 

M.D., and presents the team analyzing a patient’s angiogram48 of her feet. The 

doctor in charge (Chase) mistakenly used the same foot twice on the angiogram. 

Dr. House spots the error and suggests an imagined situation, i.e., (joint) fantasy:  

  

|| 
48 An angiogram is a medical procedure used to visualize the inside of organs or blood vessels 

in the body.  
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(96) House:  You guys see the problem here?  

Foreman:  [stands up, takes a look] There’s no indication of any abnor-

malities, no lesions, no spurs, no masses… 

House:  Her toes are screwed up. They’re backwards. Do you guys know 

how much surgery it’s going to take to swap them back?  

  

The imagined situation that creates the (joint) fantasy is represented by the so-

called surgery to swap them [the toes] back. Unlike example (95) where Leonard’s 

imagined situation has little chance of really happening, Dr. House’s suggestion 

is clearly sarcastic because it gives an absurd solution to the so-called problem. 

Moreover, Dr. House’s suggestion targeting his team also implies where the ac-

tual problem is. Sarcasm tells them where to look and acts as an actual suggestion 

to the patient’s medical problem. The speaker’s first utterances, which are evi-

dently sarcastic because of the clash they imply (her toes are screwed up, they’re 

backwards), allow to build the (joint) fantasy of a surgery in order to swap them 

back.  

The incongruity is present in the incompatibility between what he is saying 

and is obviously not true (her toes are screwed up, they’re backwards). He does 

not just point out that the angiogram was done on the wrong foot. The reading as 

such is impossible and adds to the sarcastic (joint) fantasy of someone having to 

go through surgery to swap one’s toes back to normal. Secondly, the target of 

these sarcastic utterances (her toes are screwed up, they’re backwards, and Do you 

know how much surgery it’s going to take to swap them back?) is not only Chase 

who did the wrong angiogram, but also the other members of the team who ana-

lyze the angiogram but cannot see that it shows the same foot twice.  

Example (97) below shows another instance where (joint) fantasy is used sar-

castically by the speaker (Dr. House) in order to mock his interlocutor. In this 

scene, Foreman, who had not believed that someone’s aggressiveness could be 

accounted for by a medical condition, realizes his error:  

  

(97) Foreman:  That tumor caused random shots of adrenalin which obvi-

ously led to the rage attacks that made him become a murderer in the 

first place. 

House:  My God, you are right! Let’s call the surgeons; we’ve got to save 

that tumor. Put it on the witness stand.  

  

Similar to example (96) above, where the suggestion to do a surgery to swap 

someone’s toes back was sarcastic in order to mock the team of doctors analyzing 

the angiogram, this instance targets Foreman and his previous beliefs (which he 
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makes clear throughout the episode) that a person cannot be enraged and kill 

someone based solely on their medical condition. Sarcasm in (97) is built on a 

metaphor (see Section 4.2 above), where the tumor is personified and spoken 

about as if it were a human being: put it on the witness stand. The metaphor TUMOR 

IS A PERSON is clearly sarcastic, since the imagined situation is a mockery toward 

Foreman and his previous beliefs, as well as impossible to bring about. Humor 

arises here from the impossibility of this taking place (i.e., putting a tumor on a 

witness stand). As a non-serious suggestion, the incongruity between real-unreal 

and possible-impossible is what creates the sarcastic/humorous effect of the ex-

change.  

Additionally, these humorous examples involve structured layers of mean-

ing: Leonard’s fantasy involving Penny, House’s suggestion of a surgery that 

could swap the patient’s toes back to normal, as well as putting a tumor on a wit-

ness stand all happen in a pretense space. The audience accesses these pretense 

spaces, different to the reality space set up in the series. In Leonard’s case (exam-

ple [95]), the pretense space involves the entire imagined situation where Leon-

ard and Penny’s date goes as he describes it. The humorous effect comes from the 

fact that Leonard gets so excited by the imagined situation that he mistakes the 

pretense space for a reality space, wherein the situation he suggests is likely to 

happen. In the second case (example [96]), Dr. House’s (joint) fantasy is in fact 

an implication of where to look for the medical problem. The two spaces being 

linked as they are (i.e., through knowledge of the common ground shared by 

speakers), the doctors have to refer to the reality space in order to get to the in-

tended interpretation. The same happens with example (97), where Foreman’s 

beliefs are mocked by Dr. House when he suggests putting the tumor on the wit-

ness stand. Compared to example (95) where Leonard’s situation is unlikely to 

happen, these two other imagined scenarios presented above are certainly sar-

castic, since they cannot happen. Rather, the clash they represent serves another 

role, that of mocking a certain target (the team of doctors in the first case, Fore-

man in the second case). They are used intentionally for this purpose.  

The results in the study concerning (joint) fantasy and (joint) fantasy used 

with sarcasm reveal that this humor type was used in 65 instances, of which 11 

were sarcastic and intentionally used by the speaker in order to mock the inter-

locutor. 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Sarcasm combining with other humor types | 161 

  

4.3.2 Hyper-understanding 

The term ‘hyper-understanding’ was coined by Veale et al. (2006) and has been 

defined as a “sudden manipulation of the discourse space that has been set up in 

the previous utterance” (Veale et al., 2006, p. 305), as already explained in Chap-

ter 3.  

An example of hyper-understanding, drawn from the study, is (98) below, 

where the word look takes two distinct semantic meanings, once as a noun in 

Leonard’s usage and afterwards as a verb, in Howard’s interpretation. In this 

scene from The Big Bang Theory, the two friends talk about the neighbor’s (Penny) 

new boyfriend (also, it is known by now that Leonard has a crush on Penny): 

  

(98) Leonard:  No, I’m not jealous; I’m just a little concerned for her. I didn’t 

like the look of the guy that she was with. 

Howard:  Because he looks better than you?   

  

Clearly, Howard takes advantage of Leonard’s poor choice of words when he says 

he does not like the look of the guy. The noun look in Leonard’s interpretation 

refers to physical appearance, but the implication is that he might look in some 

way dangerous. This meaning is overlapped by Howard’s interpretation, where 

he uses look as a verb. This time, the reading is reversed, and even though it still 

refers to physical appearance, the implication is that the guy is attractive, good-

looking (hence, the adjective better). The hyper-understanding is possible 

through polysemy, where the first meaning of a word (in this case, look) is re-

versed with another meaning of the same word/form. Thus, the dangerous ap-

pearance interpretation in the first utterance is replaced by the physical attrac-

tiveness, both meanings generated by the same form. In the second case, the 

adjective better allows the positive reading instead of the negative one implied 

by Leonard. This key element allows Howard to ‘turn the tables’ on Leonard (lex-

ically, in this case). The effect is humorous because of this reverse interpretation 

and the switch in meanings. 

Notably, there are a certain number of resemblances between the concepts of 

hyper-understanding and sarcasm (see Tabacaru & Lemmens 2014). Both con-

cepts draw on Superiority Theory, where the speaker targets someone to mock (or 

trumps the interlocutor, in the case of hyper-understanding). This is probably 

why these two concepts also interact. In example (99) below, the meaning of the 

key element (good) is changed by Sheldon, who shifts the perspectives of the 

given context. In this scene, Leonard comes in listening to a song on his iPod and 

singing out loud:  
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(99) Leonard:  [singing] You don’t know me, you don’t wear my chains… Oh, 

yeah. God, that’s a good song.  

Sheldon:  If you’re compiling a mix CD for a double suicide.  

  

The key element that allows hyper-understanding is the adjective good. The first 

meaning that comes to mind when Leonard utters that’s a good song is switched 

by Sheldon’s remark if you’re compiling a mix CD for a double suicide. The two 

interlocutors use different meanings/interpretations of the same adjective, such 

as transcribed below. The same form (good) makes the shift possible from one 

reading to the other, which allows trumping Leonard’s initial/intended interpre-

tation:  

(Leonard) Good song = a high quality song  

(Sheldon) Good song = right song for a given situation  

Sarcasm comes in the form of reasoning (section 4.2) introduced by an if-clause: 

if you’re compiling a mix CD for a double suicide. Thus, in this particular case, the 

song Leonard is listening to would constitute a good (appropriate, right) song. 

Sarcasm here is built on the incongruity arising from Sheldon’s reasoning and 

the exaggerated claim of double suicide.49 The implication would be that Leon-

ard’s song would be appropriate in a tragic event. The incongruity also targets 

Leonard’s song, mocking his taste in music for this particular song.  

In example (100), taken from House M.D., the key element that triggers the 

hyper-understanding is the adjective stronger. This time, the key element is not 

repeated by the second speaker, but rather its meaning paralleled by its antonym 

in the reply. The interlocutor (House) plays on the meaning of this word and on 

the intended message of the speaker (Cameron). When these two concepts inter-

act (hyper-understanding and sarcasm), the example semantically draws on the 

features of both humor types:  

  

(100) Cameron:  Are there any stronger treatments for the organophosphate 

poisoning?  

House:  Oh, damn it! You caught me. We went with the weak stuff, just 

trying to save a little money. 

  

|| 
49 This example builds up on sarcasm, hyper-understanding, but also on exaggeration (double 

suicide) and joint fantasy (a double suicide). For the sake of relevance, we only focus here on the 

features of sarcasm and hyper-understanding, but this instance can also be analyzed using the 

two other humor types listed here.  
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Cameron’s intended message is to see whether they have explored all the possi-

bilities and whether the patient received the strong(est) treatment. However, 

House hyper-understands this message and turns the tables on Cameron, playing 

on the meaning of the adjective strong. The parallelism is once again lexical, be-

cause House takes advantage of the meaning of the word in order to turn the ta-

bles on Cameron. Consequently, he uses its antonym to give a new reading to the 

situation (i.e., he did not use the strong treatment, he used the weak treatment). 

The hyper-understanding is triggered by the key element stronger in order to 

trump Cameron. Moreover, the interaction with sarcasm (you caught me; we went 

with the weak stuff, trying to save a little money) results not only in the incompat-

ible readings but also in more overtly targeting Cameron, whose suggestion now 

sounds silly. Unlike the previous example, where the noun look is replaced by the 

verb look in order to trump the previous utterance, this time there is an obvious 

incongruity in what the second speaker says. As such, House makes it clear 

enough that what he says is not true and even comes up with a false excuse for 

this implied behavior (i.e., went with the weak stuff, trying to save a little money).  

Briefly, when sarcasm interacts with hyper-understanding, features from 

both humor types are found in the humorous exchange. The speaker plays on the 

key element (look, good, stronger in the examples presented here) that triggers 

the hyper-understanding, adding new humorous implications to the discourse. 

The results show that hyper-understanding was used in 95 instances, of which 21 

of them were also sarcastic.  

4.3.3 Exaggeration 

Exaggeration, as presented in Chapter 3, revolves around the use of hyperboles. 

Similar to metaphor, when using hyperboles, a speaker knows that what he is 

saying is untrue, but he is using them nonetheless since it helps make something 

bigger, better, etc. Hyperboles, and thus exaggerations, can be humorous, be-

cause of the different analogies that they can create (see Norrick, 1993, 2003). In 

Clark’s (1996, p. 143) view, hyperboles depend on “a kind of joint pretense in 

which speakers and addressees create a new layer of joint activity.” Once again, 

just like in the case of sarcasm, a pretense space is built from the common ground 

shared by speakers. The pretense space is necessary in order to access the ‘mis-

represented truth’ (Gibbs, 1994, p. 391) created by hyperbole.  

The connection between hyperbole and humor (more particularly, irony) has 

been discussed in a number of research papers (Gibbs, 1994; Roberts & Kreuz, 

1994; Kreuz & Roberts, 1995; McCarthy & Carter, 2004). For instance, Gibbs (1994) 
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analyzes hyperbole as a form of irony, while Kreuz and Roberts (1995) discuss the 

link between irony and hyperbole in their “nonveridicality.” When speakers use 

tropes such as irony and hyperbole, they say something that they know to be un-

true.  

In the following, an example is presented that shows exaggeration as a way 

of maximizing a certain image, in a non-sarcastic way. It serves the role of adding 

a particular image/perspective to the situation in which the speakers find them-

selves. Then we discuss examples when exaggerations are used in interaction 

with sarcasm, in order to mock an interlocutor or a certain idea previously men-

tioned in the discourse. In this case, the perspective is intentionally modified and 

distorted because it targets someone or something specifically (the previous 

speaker or the previous speaker’s ideas, for instance).  

Consider example (101) below which presents an exaggeration, with no use 

of sarcasm. This instance is taken from The Big Bang Theory. In this scene, Shel-

don is trying to make Leonard look better in Stephanie’s (Leonard’s girlfriend) 

eyes. When Leonard, while trying to open a jar, hurts himself and his finger starts 

bleeding, Sheldon attempts to save Leonard’s ‘reputation’ and inflates his posi-

tion (so as to distort Stephanie’s perception of the event). Given the previous 

scene, and the background of the series with which the audience is already famil-

iar, there is no sarcasm intended by Sheldon’s analogy, only the attempt of em-

phasizing a different viewpoint of the context. The humorous effect comes from 

the incongruity between the two images implied by the situation and the speaker 

(Sheldon):  

  

(101) Stephanie:  Oh my God, are you okay?  

Leonard:  No, I’m…I’m bleeding. 

Sheldon:  Like a gladiator! 

  

The analogy to a gladiator gives an entirely different meaning to the situation. 

Leonard, who hurt his finger, is compared to a gladiator, and his wound, alt-

hough small and unimportant, becomes an image of bravery and strength. The 

incompatibility between hurting one’s finger (not dangerous since it involves 

such a small part of the human body) and the image of a wounded gladiator is 

what ensures the humorous effect of the scene. Nonetheless, since Sheldon only 

intends to make Leonard look better and stronger in his girlfriend’s eyes, he is 

not being sarcastic (i.e., he is not mocking him). He only tries to give a new and 

bigger perspective to the situation.  

Consider also example (102) below, where the instances containing sarcasm 

and exaggeration build around metonymies which refer first to the Middle East 
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and then to punishments in the Middle East. In this scene, the two characters 

(House and Amber) fight over Dr. Wilson: Dr. House (Dr. Wilson’s friend) and Am-

ber (Dr. Wilson’s girlfriend) try to reach an agreement in order for both of them to 

spend time with him.  

  

(102) House:  If you terminate the agreement, it’s not going to bring peace in 

the Mid-East.  

Amber:  I’m not terminating the agreement. I’m amending the agree-

ment. I’m adding penalty clauses.  

House:  Fine. Whoever violates it gets their finger cut off. 

  

This example is rather complex, since it combines metaphors and metonymies 

from various frames. The metaphor peace in the Mid-East metonymically refers to 

the whole frame of Middle East, which is then used again by Dr. House when the 

expression penalty clauses triggers the punishment of cutting someone’s finger 

off.  

The metaphor peace in the Mid-East first represents an exaggeration from Dr. 

House because it implies an analogy with the idea of war in the Middle East. The 

disagreement between Amber and Dr. House is compared to a war,50 and their 

agreement is meant to bring peace. The specific expression peace in the Mid-East 

refers to a specific historical event and to the political problems that the world 

currently faces. This is a well-known and a much-discussed event, and the fact 

that Dr. House mentions it creates more common ground for introducing the me-

tonymy whoever violates it gets their finger cut off. This metonymy stands for the 

whole frame of PUNISHMENT, and it refers back to the Middle East, the idea intro-

duced by Dr. House’s first utterance. It serves the role of a reference-point con-

struction (see section 4.2 above), referring to both frames: THE MIDDLE EAST and 

PENALTY. Exaggeration is thus created by means of referring/comparing their is-

sue to the issues in the Middle East (war, cruel punishments, etc.). Such a small 

issue (their fight over who gets to spend time with Wilson) is compared to a big 

problem (such as war in the Middle East), allowing the humorous effect to be built 

on the clash between these two meanings. Sarcasm is thus created through 

means of mocking incongruity. By giving these huge proportions to their current 

issue, Dr. House highlights the non-seriousness of their problem. The metonymy 

of having someone’s finger cut off as a punishment comes as a reply to Amber’s 

suggestion of penalty clauses, which triggers the analogy to the cruel punish-

ments in the Middle East.  

|| 
50 See for instance the metaphor ARGUMENT IS WAR (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). 
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The following example is taken from House M.D. and presents another in-

stance where exaggeration interacts with sarcasm. In this scene, the team of doc-

tors discusses a possible diagnosis for one of the patients. House’s final remark 

is sarcastic, respecting the features of incongruity and targeting, typical of sar-

casm:  

  

(103) Kutner:  Prednisone could cause Roid rage, which could cause hyper-

tension, which results…  

Taub:  Roid rage after six hours?  

House:  At that rate, by sundown, he’ll have eaten most of us. 

  

This exaggeration presents a sarcastic hyperbole (he’ll have eaten most of us) 

aimed at Kutner’s suggestion of the medicine Prednisone. Sarcasm is presented 

in the form of reasoning (see section 4.2 above) because it is an inference that the 

speaker draws from the given situation. Similar to example (101) above, where 

the analogy between Leonard and a gladiator created the humorous exaggera-

tion, this time it is by means of reasoning/inferencing that this effect is achieved. 

Through reasoning, we get to the basic form of a conditional construction that 

can be transcribed in the following:  

If P,                                                                 then Q  

If Prednisone causes Roid rage after six hours,  

 If the symptoms advance so quickly 

 If he is so enraged after six hours  then he will have eaten 

most of them by sundown.  

In other words, if P is true, then Q is true as well. House here follows the same 

line of reasoning, mocking Kutner’s diagnosis by means of sarcasm. The interloc-

utors and the audience at home will be able to infer the intended implication: the 

diagnosis proposed by Kutner is not correct because of the exaggerated scenario 

suggested by Dr. House. By using the suggestion made by Kutner, House exag-

gerates the perspective by calculating the effects of such a suggestion being true.  

Consider also the example below, taken from The Big Bang Theory. Sarcasm 

is combined with exaggeration in the analogy to Christmas and the birth of Jesus 

Christ. The discussion is about Christmas traditions and, more particularly, Shel-

don’s stand on this:  

  

(104) Sheldon:  December 25, 1642, Julian calendar, Sir Isaac Newton is born. 

Jesus, on the other hand, was actually born in the summer. His birth-

day was moved to coincide with a traditional pagan holiday that 
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celebrated the winter solstice with lit fires and slaughtered goats. 

Which, frankly, sounds like more fun than 12 hours of church with my 

mother followed by a fruitcake. 

  

In this example, Sheldon targets his family’s (more particularly, his mother’s) re-

ligious values and traditions by using an analogy to link the past customs and the 

present ones existent in his family. The analogy contains on the one hand the lit 

fires and the slaughtered goats and on the other hand the twelve hours of church 

with Sheldon’s mother followed by a fruitcake. Sheldon sarcastically suggests 

that the former elements would be more fun than the latter, which he had experi-

enced as a child. Sarcasm thus contains the mockery toward these values and 

traditions shared by his mother and that he was forced to accept. Humor arises 

mainly from the incongruity between these two scenes. The gruesome spectacle 

of slaughtered goats is something Sheldon would have preferred to spending 

twelve hours in church with his mother. Note also the expression more fun, which 

emphasizes the boredom that these twelve hours of church meant for him. In-

stead of this, he would have found the gruesome spectacle of slaughtered goats 

more fun than staying in church with his mother. Both sarcasm and exaggeration 

are combined to give this effect and make the incongruity and the mockery pos-

sible. By comparing the situation to a gruesome event, the mockery of the tradi-

tions is made clearer to the audience.  

In the corpus, exaggerations account for 90 instances, 28 of which are used 

sarcastically. Exaggeration also interacts with hyper-understanding and sexual 

humor, by intentionally misrepresenting a situation in order to create a humor-

ous effect.  

In the following section, the main concepts and implications of sarcasm are 

drawn for a better understanding of the meanings generated in interaction. The 

focus of attention falls on the idea of incongruity, briefly explained above (sec-

tion 4.1.) in relation to irony. This time, the different processes that help build 

incongruity in sarcasm are explained in more length based on the examples pre-

sented in this chapter.  

4.4 Sarcasm: Reviving incongruity 

The examples present in the corpus clearly show that hearers (the audience in-

cluded) have to access a pretense, non-serious space when interpreting these ut-

terances. The humorous interpretation draws on the common ground shared be-

tween speakers and hearers (characters and audience). The speakers then 

manipulate the serious discourse space in order to add new meanings to the 
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context and surprise the hearers. The different interpretations and the different 

discourse spaces involved in the process of meaning are incompatible, and thus 

create what can be called ‘sarcastic incongruity’.  

In the following sections, we explain in further detail the process of building 

a pretense space on the shared ground between hearers and speakers, the process 

of meaning construction in sarcasm as well as the premises for ‘sarcastic incon-

gruity’ from different linguistic perspectives.  

4.4.1 Building a pretense space on common ground  

In his layering model, Clark says the following about common ground:  

p is common ground to members of community C if and only if  

1.  every member of C has information that basis b holds  

2.  b indicates to every member of C that every member of C has information that b holds 

3.  b indicates to members of C that p  

(Clark, 1996, p. 94)  

The sarcastic instances clearly build on common ground, which is not only 

shared between interlocutors in the television-series, but also by the audience at 

home watching the show (familiar already with the plot, the characters, the 

events, the story, etc.). The examples successfully create a humorous effect be-

cause the community C is aware of the information that the basis b holds. Figure 

31 shows how sarcasm draws on the knowledge and the common ground between 

speakers.  

 

Fig. 31: Sarcasm based on Clark's (1996) layering model 
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Consider example (80) where House suggests Immaculate Conception to his pa-

tient. The hearers are able to retrieve the allusion to Christianity by means of in-

tersubjective meaning coordination, exactly because this reference builds on the 

beliefs and information that the community C shares. Generally speaking, the re-

ligious foundations of Christianity are part of common knowledge. This common 

knowledge constitutes the basis b on which the sarcastic pretense space is built. 

In order to exploit metonymy and manipulate the given discourse space, which 

will surprise the hearer and ensure the humorous effect, such examples draw on 

common knowledge that will allow the hearer(s) to inferentially retrieve the path 

to follow. Figure 32 below shows how Layer 2 builds on the common ground be-

tween speakers in example (80). The serious elements in Layer 1 allow the non-

serious elements to be added to the discourse space. The serious elements added 

by Sarah (i.e., no sex, her pregnancy) lead to the construction of the Layer 2, 

which included the non-serious elements of Immaculate Conception and the start 

of a religion. Layer 1 combines the elements added by Sarah (previous discourse) 

and also elements from the shared knowledge between interlocutors, namely the 

start of Christianity.  

 

Fig. 32: Layering model for example (80) 

It is clear then that a dichotomy between a serious and a non-serious discourse 

space is essential for a better understanding of the concept of sarcasm. Evidently, 
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the question that we ask ourselves is what happens when hearers fail to access 

this pretense space. This would lead to misunderstanding since the sarcastic 

meaning is not accessed. Verschueren (1999) comments on the role of common 

ground, highlighting the expectations it raises in speakers. According to 

Verschueren (1999, pp. 75-77), the speaker and the hearer inhabit different phys-

ical, social, and mental worlds (see also Verdonik, 2010):  

[T]here is overlap between those worlds, but even elements of common background from 

the overlapping areas may look different because the perspective always differs, at least 

slightly. Common ground, in other words, is almost never really common.  

(Verschueren, 1999, p. 77) 

It is thus safe to assume that sometimes sarcasm is not accessed in a pretense 

space, but taken at face value. When this happens, the effect is still humorous for 

an audience or a third party who is able to access the pretense space accordingly. 

In example (105) below, sarcasm is misinterpreted because the speaker does not 

access the intended pretense space correspondingly. Penny here expects Sheldon 

to access a pretense space (and thus the sarcastic meaning of her utterance), 

which he nevertheless fails to do. Layer 2 is not accessed, and Sheldon takes her 

words seriously:  

  

(105) Sheldon:  Would you prefer to wait in our apartment?  

Penny:  No, Sheldon, I’d rather sit on this freezing cold floor sobbing 

like a three-year old.  

Sheldon:  Alright, then (turns to leave).  

  

From Penny’s perspective, sarcasm is not represented by a pretense space (i.e., 

Sheldon fails to access a non-serious space) and is thus interpreted at face value, 

in a serious discourse space. The result is still humorous, not for the two speakers 

engaged in conversation, but for witnesses to such a conversation (the audience, 

in this case) because they are able to make the link between the two separate lay-

ers and access both interpretations (the one intended by Penny and the one un-

derstood by Sheldon). The humorous effect comes from the clash between these 

two incompatible interpretations.  

Ritchie (2006) presents a BEFORE and AFTER analysis that can be used to visu-

alize such instances where humor comes from a clash of viewpoints between the 

speaker’s intended interpretation and the hearer’s actual interpretation (see Fig-

ure 33 below). From this perspective, humor is seen in a BEFORE-AFTER configura-

tion that allows explaining the misunderstanding/clash between distinct inter-

pretations given to the same message. In the BEFORE viewpoint interpretation, 
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there is only one possible reading that is to follow a speaker’s words. The hearer’s 

point of view (VH) depends on the narrative world (VN) which is formed by the 

characters in the space VC. The event E is represented as a set-up situation (SU) 

and the dotted lines are the links toward the interpretation (I) of that particular 

utterance. The AFTER model shows that a new interpretation has been adopted by 

the hearer. The reason for regarding this as a BEFORE-AFTER configuration is that a 

new element appears in the latter, mainly the punchline (PL) which builds the 

narrative event EPL. In the BEFORE model, the lines between EC
SU and ESU are a dis-

play of the hearer’s expectation. The interpretation that the character gives to the 

event should be the same as the actual interpretation of the narrative world51 

[IN
SU]. We observe that in the AFTER model, the dotted lines point to two different 

interpretations—IC(1)
SU and IC(2)

SU—that were not expected in the BEFORE model.  

 

Fig. 33: Ritchie's (2006, p. 264) viewpoints 

Brône (2008), who discusses Ritchie’s viewpoint analysis regarding misunder-

standing, notes that this “clash is between the interpretation the hearer would 

expect a story character to adopt (on the basis of (con)textual clues) and the in-

terpretation the latter actually adopts” (Brône, 2008, p. 2039).  

This viewpoint clash can best characterize the misinterpretation in example 

(105) above. Penny’s words are easily interpreted as being sarcastic by an audi-

ence, and that is why only one IC(1)
SU would be expected from the part of the other 

character (Sheldon). Nonetheless, he fails to interpret this as such, and therefore 

stays on a serious discourse space (Layer 1), which adds a new interpretation 

(IC(2)
SU) to the context.  

|| 
51 Ritchie (2006, p. 262) explains that the solid line marks the counterpart relation.  
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Therefore, the importance of common ground for the creation as well as in-

terpretation of humorous implications is fundamental. In Clark’s (1996, p. 96) 

terms, “when [we] act on the basis of our common ground, we are in fact acting 

on our individual beliefs or assumptions about what is in our common ground.” 

Consequently, when Penny utters No, Sheldon, I’d rather sit on this freezing cold 

floor sobbing like a three-year old, she assumes that Sheldon will interpret her 

words as being non-serious and sarcastic. She assumes he will be able to move to 

a pretense space and not consider her words at face value. Moreover, the audi-

ence will do the same, and expect Sheldon to move to a pretense space where he 

would grasp the sarcastic meaning of her words. His failure to do so is what gen-

erates the humorous effect, and not the sarcasm itself. Interestingly, if sarcasm 

supposes an incongruity between two layers of meaning (Layer 1 and Layer 2) and 

a switch to a Layer 2 in order to interpret the utterance from a different perspec-

tive, not making that switch and staying on a Layer 1 can also generate humor. 

This then depends solely on the hearers’ expectations. In other words, humor can 

arise from a completely unexpected interpretation that is given to the message or 

it can arise from the failure to interpret sarcasm as such (generally, when sarcasm 

is as obvious as in example [105] above).  

Consider also example (106) below, where the same character fails to inter-

pret the interlocutor’s sarcastic remark about his being a genius. The exchange is 

taken from The Big Bang Theory corpus where the same character (Sheldon) dis-

cusses with his sister (Missy) her unexpected visit. Instead of just answering 

“Yes” to his question, Missy replies using sarcasm and commenting on his being 

a genius, a sarcastic remark whose meaning Sheldon fails to grasp:  

  

(106) Sheldon:  Mom just sent you here to spy on me, didn’t she?  

Missy:  I guess that’s why they call you a genius.  

Sheldon:  They call me a genius because I am a genius.  

  

Clark’s layering model and structured meanings are relevant for this example as 

well. The sarcasm in Missy’s words is easily understood in a pretense space where 

it becomes apparent that she is not being serious. The audience interprets this as 

sarcastic exaggeration, where one is a genius simply because they have realized 

something that was obvious enough for anyone to understand. Having thus un-

derstood that Missy was sent by their mother to inquire about Sheldon represents 

granting someone the status of genius. Nonetheless, Sheldon fails to grasp the 

sarcastic utterance and seems to focus on a serious space, where they call him a 

genius because he is, in fact, a genius. Once again, the analysis of sarcasm at face 

value results in creating a humorous effect for an audience that already accessed 
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the two layers accordingly. Humor arises in such examples from a common ex-

pectation that is then subverted by a new meaning.  

Let us take into consideration a final example, taken from The Big Bang The-

ory as well, where Leonard’s sarcasm is misread (once again) by Sheldon. This 

exchange presents Sheldon coming to Leonard’s room to comfort him because 

the latter is not feeling well after a conversation with his mother. The entire ex-

change is given below since it builds the sarcasm in Leonard’s utterance:  

  

(107) Leonard:  Why are you here?  

Sheldon:  To comfort you, of course.  

[…] 

Sheldon:  Leonard, what you’re experiencing is a classic Jungian crisis 

in which the aging individual mourns the loss of the never-to-be-real-

ized ideal family unit.  

Leonard:  Thank you, that’s very comforting.  

Sheldon:  That’s not the comforting part.  

Leonard:  It’s not?  

Sheldon:  No. The comforting part is that the Germans have a term for 

what you’re feeling. Weltschmerz. It means the depression that arises 

from comparing the world as it is to a hypothetical, idealized world.  

Leonard:   You’re right, I do feel better.  

Sheldon:  Well, the Germans have always been a comforting people.  

  

Leonard’s sarcasm is an effect of Sheldon’s words about the German idea of Welt-

schmerz and the long speech about what this notion means. Given that Sheldon 

came to see Leonard with the intention of comforting him, this is an idea that is 

repeated by the two characters throughout the exchange (the adjective comfort-

ing is used four times in [107]). Leonard’s last reply You’re right, I do feel better is 

sarcastic, since Leonard uses the opposite of what he really thinks/feels in order 

to mock Sheldon. He also emphasizes this utterance with the use of the auxiliary 

do. The audience will therefore access this utterance in a non-serious space, fol-

lowing Sheldon’s explanation of the notion of Weltschmerz, which is no way com-

forting and cannot make someone feel better. The philosophical explanation 

given by Sheldon is being mocked by Leonard in his last reply. Nonetheless, the 

humorous effect also arises from the misinterpretation of this utterance by Shel-

don, who thinks Leonard is actually impressed by this German notion he pre-

sented. His perspective is thus shifted to the Germans and not to a non-serious 

space where Leonard means the opposite of what he is saying. The expectation 

of the hearers to access a non-serious space is then switched to this new 
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interpretation where Sheldon takes Leonard’s words at face value. So the humor-

ous effect does not come only from Leonard’s mockery toward Sheldon but also 

from Sheldon’s unawareness of a Layer 2.  

Such instances (as [105], [106], and [107] above) build on the speaker’s expec-

tation of common ground with the interlocutor. When using sarcasm, it is safe to 

assume that one will expect their message to be interpreted in a pretense space. 

In such cases, as discussed earlier (section 4.2), humor arises from inappropriate 

and surprising interpretations that the message implies. However, a humorous 

interpretation can also follow the misinterpretation of sarcasm, as shown in the 

examples presented above. This also draws on common ground, a Layer 1. It is 

the incongruity between the two layers of meaning that makes humor possible. 

The interpretation of sarcasm happens on Layer 2, and the audience will be sur-

prised by the fact that the hearer stays on Layer 1. Thus they have a perspective 

on the whole situation, accessing all layers of meaning and seeing the viewpoints 

of the different speakers.  

4.4.2 Meaning construction 

How does the incompatibility between different readings allow the construction 

of sarcastic meanings? Given all the rich implications and meanings that it gen-

erates, we argue that it is a fundamental means of all types of meaning construc-

tion. Radden et al. (2007, p. 3) define meaning construction as “an on-line mental 

activity whereby speech participants create meanings in every communicative 

act on the basis of underspecified linguistic units.” They give a wide range of ex-

amples of meaning construction in daily linguistic structures, generated by world 

knowledge and experience of speakers. For instance, they quote Posner (1986) 

and the attribution of adjectives in expressions such as a small precious stone and 

a precious small stone. Depending on the order of these adjectives around the 

noun head, these two expressions generate different implications (i.e., the first 

expression will emphasize the importance of the size of the stone—a small gem-

stone, e.g., a ruby, a diamond, etc.; the latter highlights its worth/value—it rep-

resents a small stone that is precious to the speaker for whatever reason, e.g., 

sentimental). The order of these adjectives in the linguistic unit will make certain 

elements salient to the speaker (the adjective small is the most salient one in the 

first expression, while the adjective precious is more salient in the latter).  
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Surely, as underlined by Radden et al. (2007), underspecification52 plays a 

fundamental role because it allows speakers to build new meanings and implica-

tions, and thus generate a pretense space:  

underspecification is especially relevant for the interpretation of linguistic material. We be-

lieve that each utterance is underspecified in the sense that it cannot possibly express all 

aspects that are relevant to its full interpretation.  

(Radden et al., 2007, p. 2) 

Consider for example (69) where the adjective dangerous is used by House to con-

vey an incompatible/opposite meaning. By sarcastically pointing out the so-

called proximity between knees and vocal chords, Dr. House calls on the common 

ground and mutual knowledge of hearers/audience. The incompatibility between 

what they know to be true (i.e., knees are not close to vocal chords) and what is 

said by Dr. House (i.e., operating so close to the vocal chords) creates the sarcastic 

meaning. Similarly, the repetitive statements discussed above (example [72] her 

grandmother died, as well as [73] with sorry, I was sick. And my team needed an 

emergency consult) manage to make the hearers/audience infer the sarcastic 

meanings by simple repetition. The same utterances have incompatible interpre-

tations, depending on Speaker1 and Speaker2. The same applies to cases of explic-

itation, where the speaker’s incongruous meanings arise from what he says and 

what he implies (e.g., [75] above, with Dr. House’s rhetorical questions What are 

you saying? That evolution is wrong? Where do you think we are, 21st century Amer-

ica?). Moreover, as noted by Radden et al. (2007, p. 8), metonymy and metaphor 

constitute “semantically deviant usages of language”. With metaphor and me-

tonymy53, the hearers have to access distinct readings by means of inferencing 

and meaning construction. Compare (80) and (81) where the metonymic expres-

sions stand as reference-point structures for the frames that are called to mind 

(i.e., Christianity, and, in the second case, Sheldon’s character).  

Generally, given the common ground that interlocutors share (this also ap-

plies to the audience at home watching the show), the speakers must be confident 

enough of the implications and meanings they intend to convey and, accord-

ingly, they will have certain expectations from the part of the hearers. Thus, they 

use the elements in the linguistic context in order to generate certain humorous 

|| 
52 De Mey (2003) discusses the role of ambiguity, and more specifically, the creativity of certain 

individuals to impose dual meanings not only on their own words, but those of others, as well 

(see also Veale et al. 2013).  

53 See also Panther (2005), Gibbs (2007), and Ruiz de Mendoza and Mairal Usón (2007) for 

meaning construction in metonymy.  
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implications. It is possible to switch to a pretense space using elements from the 

actual discourse environment. In interactional humor, an essential role is played 

by all interlocutors, because they build up the discourse environment, and each 

one of them adds new information that speakers can use for a sarcastic effect.  

Moreover, in sarcasm, speakers play on the interlocutors’ intended mean-

ings. Consider again example (80) where Sarah, after telling House that she is 

pregnant without having had any sexual relations, asks Um, what do I do? The 

ambiguity in her question (referring most probably to her situation) is then ex-

ploited by Dr. House for the sarcastic effect of the message (It’s obvious. Start a 

religion). The frame of CHRISTIANITY is still kept in the discourse to add to the sar-

castic interpretation of this particular context. However, it is by manipulating the 

ambiguity/underspecification in her question that this new meaning is added to 

the utterance.  

Consider also an example such as (108) below, taken from House M.D., where 

the frame of FRIENDS is shifted to that of LOVERS. Wilson is staying with House as a 

consequence of his divorce:  

  

(108) House:  This isn’t gonna work.  

Wilson: What?  

House: House:  You. Staying here.  

Wilson:  You’re kicking me out? After one night? 

House: You think we should try counseling first? 

  

The frame of FRIENDS is changed to the frame of LOVERS, and this new meaning is 

possible because of how Wilson phrased his questions. The elements in Wilson’s 

questions (i.e., to kick out, one night) make this change possible because House 

exploits them in order to add new layers of meaning to the discourse. Hence, after 

Wilson seriously asks about being kicked out after one night, House takes ad-

vantage of that and the whole perspective is changed: from friends, House shows 

them as lovers who should try counseling first. This sarcastic perspective can be 

seen from different angles: it could be targeted towards both of them and their 

close relationship (thus including them both in the mockery); it can also be seen 

as a reference to Wilson’s recent divorce and considered as a pattern in his life 

(hence, the mockery is only directed toward Wilson and his failed relationships). 

All these rich implications are possible because House manipulates the elements 

in Wilson’s phrasing. Although a salient meaning is accessible, he chooses to 

switch to another meaning and add new layers to the context. The humorous ef-

fect comes from these surprising inferences that House uses. 
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Hence, sarcasm builds on incompatibility and underspecification. Probably 

the best way to sum up this process is by using Fauconnier’s (1999, p. 96) words 

with regard to meaning construction:  

Language is only the tip of a spectacular cognitive iceberg, and when we engage in any 

language activity, be it mundane or artistically creative, we draw unconsciously on vast 

cognitive resources, call up innumerable models and frames, set up multiple connections, 

coordinate large arrays of information, and engage in creative mappings, transfers and 

elaborations. This is what language is about and what language is for.  

Sarcasm behaves much in the same way, contributing to the construction of 

meaning in discourse. When sarcasm is used between the speakers in the televi-

sion series presented above, they call on the hearers’ common ground and gen-

eral knowledge of the world. They exploit the discourse space in such a way that 

they expect a clash to happen between certain expectations and reality, between 

the discourse base space and the pretense space, the serious and the non-serious 

interpretation of their words and utterances.  

4.4.3 Sarcastic incongruity from different perspectives 

As discussed in Chapter 2, and again when defining the concept of sarcasm there 

is an idea of incongruity that seems to emerge from humor in general, and sar-

casm in particular. Incongruity, as defined by Raskin (1985) when discussing the 

idea of script-opposition, comes from the mismatch or incompatibility between 

two (or more) interpretations of the same utterance. In sarcasm, as seen above, 

the idea of opposition between what a speaker actually means and what they say 

or between an expected reaction and the actual reaction is what defines the whole 

concept of sarcasm.  

Furthermore, if we separate meaning in the traditional sense (semantic, prag-

matic, etc.),54 we can find this incongruity at different ‘levels’, which can as such 

be viewed from the perspective of semantics, pragmatics, and also cognitive phe-

nomena.55  

From a semantic perspective, we will adopt Raskin’s (1985) theory of script-

opposition in order to show how different meanings are built in discourse. From 

|| 
54 However, instead of separating the different perspectives as above, we can see all these phe-

nomena and processes from the perspective of cognitive semantics, where meaning is dynamic 

and context-sensitive.  

55 See also Tabacaru (2015) on different perspectives in sarcasm, among others.  
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his point of view, humor arises from two different readings that overlap. This in-

terpretation can be at the core of the examples discussed above, where sarcasm 

means the opposite of what one is saying. The word dangerous in example (69) 

does not really mean ‘dangerous’, and the new interpretation is given by the fact 

that it is so close to the vocal cords. In example (72), repeating the same words 

(her grandmother died) as the previous speaker changes the meaning of the mes-

sage as a whole. The two interpretations present then an incompatibility of which 

the audience is aware. When the same form is repeated, the hearer is able to shift 

from one reading to the other and access the humorous interpretation. This se-

mantic incompatibility accounts for many examples in sarcasm, as discussed 

above. Humor is underlined by this incongruity and the mismatch between two 

(or more) different readings, ideas, interpretations, perspectives, etc. This clash 

can focus on only one element of the utterance (as seen in examples such as [69] 

or [70] above) or on longer chunks of discourse (as seen in examples such as [72] 

or [73] above).  

From a pragmatic perspective, the speaker manipulates the discourse space 

and hearers’ expectations in order to create certain inferences. The new interpre-

tations implied by sarcasm surprise the hearers. For instance, metonymy could 

be explained in this way. Pragmatic inferencing lies at the center of this semantic 

mechanism in sarcasm, where hearers infer whole paths in the frame in order to 

reach a humorous meaning. The prototypical view of metonymy is thus exploited 

from this perspective, and speakers ‘trick’ the hearers into accessing less salient, 

non-prototypical metonymic meanings. In example (80), the speaker creates met-

onymic inferences to religion (and more specifically to Christianity) by connect-

ing her pregnancy to Immaculate Conception and, afterwards, to the start of a re-

ligion. The same happens in example (81), where an insulting adjective such as 

dumb-ass is used for the PART-WHOLE metonymy in order to describe Sheldon. Con-

sider also example (82) where the speaker infers that the other person is Cana-

dian, solely because he is nice. Once again, less salient elements are used in order 

to manipulate the hearers into accessing a humorous interpretation. On a more 

general level, in sarcasm, speakers intentionally create incompatible meanings 

in order to shift the discourse space and hearers’ expectations. Consider also ex-

amples of shift of focus, where the focus of attention is switched intentionally in 

order to achieve a humorous effect (examples [86], [87], and [88]). This is what 

Yus (2003, p. 1308) called “mind-reading ability” from the part of the speakers 

using humor, because they are able to infer beforehand the mental processes the 

hearers are likely to go through in order to get to the intended implications. Con-

sequently, speakers who want to use humor will manipulate these expectations 

for a different effect.  
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Cognitive phenomena involve structured layers of meanings that build one 

on top of the other, from what the previous context has created and the common 

ground between the speakers (and the audience, in this case). When a non-seri-

ous layer is built on a serious layer, elements from both layers interact and make 

the switch between them possible. Cognitive processes also involve different 

mental spaces (a reality space and a pretense space) on which the different inter-

pretations can be seen and accessed. Humorous utterances can be explained us-

ing structured cognitive layers or mental space phenomena, as convincingly ex-

plained by Brône (2008). We follow Brône’s account of humor in order to explain 

sarcastic utterances. The clash here arises precisely between the spaces that the 

hearers create and access in order to understand the humorous interpretation(s). 

For instance, in example (72), where Beverley repeats Howard’s words her grand-

mother died, she switches the serious space with a non-serious/pretense space, 

where Howard’s words are not to be taken at face value. In example (83), the met-

aphorical scent of arrogance or the transaction of buying religion in (84) both take 

place in a non-serious space (Layer 2), where these actions are interpreted as pos-

sible. According to Coulson (2005a, p. 108), “when speakers produce language, 

listeners use that linguistic input along with background and contextual 

knowledge to set up simple cognitive models in mental spaces.” Hence, people 

partition their knowledge into different mental spaces, “each structured by cog-

nitive models from a relevant domain” (Coulson, 2005a, p. 108). In relation to 

humor, this blending has been applied in a number of works (Coulson, 2001, 

2005a, 2005b; Bergen, 2003). Moreover, Coulson (2005b) highlights the funda-

mental role of mental space theory in the processing of sarcasm as not just simple 

opposition between what is said and what is meant since it captures “the extent 

to which sarcastic utterances draw on our ability to understand mappings be-

tween normative and non-normative scenarios.” Consequently, in order to un-

derstand sarcasm, the human mind has to create and access different mental 

spaces.  

In other words, the concept of incompatibility between these meanings is 

typical of sarcasm and can be accounted for from all three linguistic perspectives. 

Incongruity is at the center of the concept of sarcasm, with a speaker intention-

ally implying a clash between different readings. The speakers thus say some-

thing that they do not mean to be interpreted at face value and it is this clash that 

will give rise to humorous effects. As Koestler notes (1964, pp. 91-92):  

To cause surprise the humorist must have a modicum of originality—the ability to break 

away from the stereotyped routines of thought. Caricaturist, satirist, the writer of nonsense-

humor, and even the expert tickler, each operates on more than one plane. Whether his 

purpose is to convey a social message, or merely to entertain, he must provide mental jolts, 
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caused by the collision of incompatible matrices. To any given situation or subject he must 

conjure up an appropriate—or appropriately inappropriate—intruder which will provide the 

jolt. (emphasis added) 

In Koestler’s view, “the collision of incompatible matrices” seems to be at the core 

of humorous meanings. A first reading is accessed by the hearer that is afterward 

overtaken by another reading. The surprise will create the humorous effect. This 

incongruity also triggers the humorous effects of sarcasm because it is placed at 

the core of meanings implied by speakers.  

4.5 Conclusion 

In this chapter, we have explored the implications and meanings generated by 

sarcasm. Firstly, the concept of sarcasm has been defined as expressing an incon-

gruity of which speakers and hearers are well aware. This incongruity can be se-

mantic (the meaning of words), pragmatic (concerning the discourse space and 

expectations from the hearers), and/or cognitive in nature (generating different 

mental spaces in order to be understood). The incongruity is generally accompa-

nied by the existence of a target that the speaker mocks. 

Secondly, we have discussed the various means and meanings through 

which sarcasm is achieved, from simple incongruous implications to more com-

plex phenomena that can be, for instance, metonymic or metaphoric in nature. 

This taxonomy is based on the results in the corpus. The linguistic mechanisms 

presented here allow creating sarcastic utterances through means of pragmatic 

inferencing, generating complex frames in the minds of the hearers.  

Thirdly, we presented the other humor types interacting with sarcasm, which 

can be seen as either foreground or background tones. The boundaries between 

these humor types are blurred enough that a clear dissociation from sarcasm 

seems impossible. We showed that when sarcasm interacts with other humor 

types, the semantic mechanisms typical of sarcasm are kept, but they are inter-

twined with other phenomena (such as hyperboles in the case of exaggerations).  

Finally, we presented a general conclusion for the concept of sarcasm, based 

on the semantic, pragmatic, and cognitive phenomena at play in such utterances. 

Layering plays a central role in the creation and understanding of such utter-

ances, since it presents the building of pretense utterances on the common 

ground that interlocutors (and the audience) share. Both parties are well aware 

of the existence of a pretense space (different from the reality space). In cases 

where this second layer is not attained (see examples [30] and [31]), this results 

in misunderstanding. In such contexts, the misunderstandings are still 
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humorous for the hearers who reached the pretense space intended by sarcastic 

implications. We also argued in favor of meaning construction in sarcasm, based 

on the rich meanings and implications generated by incongruities and clashes of 

meanings. Moreover, sarcastic incongruity has an essential role for the creation 

of layers in sarcasm. It generally creates a clash between different semantic and 

pragmatic meanings and implications, which allows mapping the incompatible 

interpretations accordingly. 
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5 Multimodality and sarcasm: Reasons to raise a 

few eyebrows 

As noted by Davies (2008, pp. 382-383), deciding between the meanings that ut-

terances can have involves including all the information about the given context: 

the teller, the audience, the tone, etc. Such view necessitates that one adopt a 

multimodal approach to language use, a perspective shared by an increasing 

number of studies (Kendon, 1980; McNeill, 1985, 2008; Krauss et al., 2000; Cal-

bris, 2008; Cienki, 2008; Mittelberg, 2008; and many others). As the study shows, 

it is warranted that these elements be included in the analysis of humor as well 

(see also Gerhardt 2009). Interest in the field of humor is still growing and there 

are only a few analyses on the role multimodality plays in relation to humorous 

messages. In this chapter, we address the issue of multimodal markers of humor. 

The different gestures used with humor have been annotated which allow a more 

fine-grained analysis on humor understanding and perception.  

The chapter is organized as follows. First (Section 5.1), the background as-

sumptions regarding the gestures that are discussed are presented. In the next 

two sections, we present a more detailed analysis of the two categories of gestures 

that occur most frequently in the data: facial expressions (raised eyebrows and 

frowning) and head movements (head tilts and head nods). For each of the ges-

tures analyzed, we first present a qualitative analysis, followed by a quantitative 

analysis, laying out the occurrence of the gesture in question with the different 

types of humor, which allows us to evaluate the “humor profile” of each gesture, 

i.e. the degree with which they occur in certain types of humorous exchanges. 

Taking this question to a more general level, we present a contrastive sample that 

was carried out in order to compare the occurrence of these gestures with humor-

ous and with non-humorous exchanges. This allows us to establish to what ex-

tent these gestures are more typical for humorous utterances, or simply the out-

come of more general communicative strategies. The last section of the chapter 

(Section 5.5) repositions this question in a more general perspective, discussing 

whether these gestures are to be considered as pragmatic or semantic elements.  

5.1 Integrating gestures to the research on humor 

Two categories of gestures frequently co-occur with humor (but that are often not 

considered in gesture studies): facial expressions (raised eyebrows and frowning) 

and movements of the head (head tilts and head nods). Several cases will be an-

alyzed, instances where the gesture is actually the trigger for the humorous 
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interpretation (hence the term “gestural trigger”) when they co-occur with single 

words, bigger segments, or have no verbal counterpart at all. The extent of the 

gestural trigger varies: it can sometimes align with a single word or with bigger 

segments.  

5.1.1 The meaning of facial expressions and head movements 

In psychology, Ekman (1979) discusses how eyebrow movements can be linked 

to certain human emotions which he represents as in Figure 34 below. These eye-

brow movements include both raising eyebrows and frowning. The deviations 

from the baseline (the neutral face as represented by the first figure on the top 

left) concern both eyebrow movement and forehead movement, and Ekman as-

sociates the different movements to particular emotions—such as anger, fear, sur-

prise, etc. (see also Darwin, 1872; Ekman & Friesen, 2003). These eyebrow move-

ments are a result of the contraction of specific muscles and, according to Ekman, 

they represent expressions of human emotion.56 As such, expressions such as 1+2 

would reveal surprise and astonishment, whereas an expression such as 1+2+4 

would reveal fear. The expression 1+4 reflects sadness, while 2+4 is a sign of rage:  

|| 
56 Darwin (1872/1998) gathered data from speakers in different countries and analyzed the re-

sults regarding their expressions. Ekman, too, travelled around different countries, asking par-

ticipants to describe people’s emotions in a selection of photos using certain words. He thus 

showed that there is similarity between facial expressions and emotions across cultures. (Ekman 

& Oster, 1979; Darwin & Ekman, 1998). This led to the formulation of the principle of the univer-

sality of emotions. 
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Fig. 34: Eyebrow movement according to Ekman (1979, p. 174) 

Moreover, Ekman characterizes eyebrow movements as underliners (1979, p. 184) 

that provide emphasis for a given context. Similar to vocal cues, they would indi-

cate that a word is important (Krahmer & Swerts, 2007). Eyebrow movements thus 

have a conversational role for the speaker (e.g., they underline, or punctuate a 

question). Ekman further notes:  

The combination 1+2 will be associated with positive rather than negative emotions, but 

could be a surprise or interest signal. It will also be confused with conversational signals 

that employ this action (questioning, doubting, greeting, emphasizing).  

(Ekman, 1979, p. 182) 

Bouvet (1996) also notes the role of raised eyebrows in sign language as markers 

of a certain segment in the sentence on which the whole interpretation depends. 

This means that speakers intentionally use this gesture in order to alert the hear-

ers of a certain element in their discourse that bears specific importance. Regard-

ing frowning, the research up to now does not provide sufficient evidence on its 

role in reading human emotions. On this subject, Ekman (2001) notes:  
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Charles Darwin in his book The Expression of Emotion in Man and Animals called the cor-

rugator57 the ‘muscle of difficulty.’ Darwin was quite correct: frowning occurs with many 

kinds of difficulty, mental or physical. People who lift something very heavy will frown 

when doing so, as will people who are having a difficult time remembering something or 

figuring out the answer to a difficult mental task. Frowning is shown during concentration, 

perplexity, and determination to accomplish a difficult task. Darwin noted that lowering 

the brow provides a natural sunshade, and indeed people do frown when they are in bright 

sunlight without sunglasses.  

Apart from its role in showing a person’s physical effort, frowning also plays a 

part in understanding certain emotions, such as difficulty (finding an answer), 

concentration, perplexity, and determination. He further notes: 

When people frown, they are often perceived by others to be feeling unpleasant, resentful, 

or angry, although this is often not the case. This interpretation may occur because the 

frown is part of the anger expression, which also typically involves glaring eyes and tense 

lips. 

Frowning thus appears to be associated with negative emotions, since it ex-

presses a person’s anger. On this topic, Darwin (1998) notes that, following his 

research regarding emotions, people of all races frown when they are perplexed 

or puzzled, and this facial expression also comes as an expression of thought. In 

psychology, facial expressions are seen as signaling internal affective states; in 

interaction, frowning is specifically analyzed as withdrawing approval and ex-

pressing hostility (Kraut & Johnston, 1979; Arndt & Janney, 1987). Moreover, eye-

brow movements as well as head movements (more particularly, head nods) have 

been argued to function as beats (Hadar et al., 1983; Pelachaud et al., 1996; 

Krahmer & Swerts, 2007). Beats have been defined as gestures where the hand 

moves along with the speech (Kendon, 1980; McNeill, 1992).  

In contrast to raised eyebrows and frowning, head movements have seldom 

been analyzed in semantic terms or for the role they play in discourse. Head nods 

generally mark agreement from the part of the speaker (Lee & Marsella, 2010) or 

are used as beats. The discussion below of the functions these gestures have in 

humorous discourse thus provides an innovative contribution to both gesture 

and humor research.  

|| 
57  The corrugator is a small, narrow, pyramidal muscle close to the eye which, by moving up 

and down, causes wrinkles in the forehead.  
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5.1.2 Defining gestural triggers in humor  

As observed by Rockwell (2000), gestures and/or specific intonation are often 

used by speakers to either highlight chunks of their speech or in order to convey 

a certain meaning.  

Rockwell (2001) and later, Attardo et al. (2013) make the link between certain 

facial expressions and the use of sarcasm. They note the use of rolling eyes, rapid 

blinking, and grimacing to inform the listener(s) that the meaning is sarcas-

tic/ironic. Attardo (2003) mentions the importance of laughter not as a reaction 

to humor, but as a marker on the part of the speakers to signal a humorous inten-

tion.  

Unfortunately, the existing research does not address the role eyebrow move-

ment plays in the creation/understanding of humor. The research so far has fo-

cused on different multimodal elements in humor—such as prosody (Rockwell, 

2000; Pickering et al., 2009; Archakis et al., 2010), pauses (Pickering et al., 2009, 

Attardo & Pickering, 2011), or laughter/smiling (Attardo et al., 2013), but Attardo 

et al.’s (2013) findings generally indicate the lack of research in this domain:  

it is possible to find examples of humor accompanied by prosodic features associated with 

saliency, and it is possible to find several examples of humor preceded by significant 

pauses, and while it is also possible to find many examples of humor followed and/or pre-

ceded by laughter, we cannot claim that any of these features, with the exception of smiling, 

is a marker of humor.  

(Attardo et al. 2013, p. 412) 

Frowning, on the other hand, has been associated with sarcasm. Arndt and Jan-

ney (1987, p. 140) note that if the frown is intentional, the hearers can interpret it 

as “a sign that his partner disagrees or disapproves of what has just been said, or 

that he is being critical, unfriendly, sarcastic, or condescending” (emphasis 

added). On the contrary, a case where frowning is not intentional may be consid-

ered, as mentioned above, a sign of difficulty or concentration. The difference is 

determined by the intention of the speaker. Arndt and Janney also explain the 

role of frowning using Figure 35 below. The role of frowning can be either diffi-

culty (‘cognitive effort’ in Arndt & Janney’s terms), such as described by Ekman 

above, or for humorous purposes. When used for humorous purposes, Arndt and 

Janney perceive frowning as a signal of withholding or withdrawing approval, 

which would mark the clash between the serious and the non-serious interpreta-

tions, resulting in an ironic reading. 
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Fig. 35: Arndt and Janney's (1987, p. 299) alternatives to frowning 

The most frequent gestures in the corpus of humorous exchanges are facial ex-

pressions (33.0% raised eyebrows and 14.0% frowning) and movements of the 

head (19.5% head nods and 17.1% head tilts). Although other elements mentioned 

above, such as pauses and smiling, also occur in the study, they do not seem to 

create a pattern for humorous interpretations. They appear sometimes to mark 

the humorous message (i.e., in humorous contexts), but are not used frequently 

enough to emphasize the switch to a pretense space (for instance, smiling is used 

in 1.4% of the data). Consider example (109) below, taken from House M.D., where 

smiling marks the sarcastic meaning intended by House. In this exchange, the 

new management in the hospital imposes certain conditions and changes to the 

current state of affairs (smiling aligns with the underlined text). As shown in Fig-

ures 36 and 37, House smiles several times when saying this utterance, so as to 

mark the non-seriousness of his words. Following Attardo et al.’s (2013) claims, 

smiling marks the humorous interpretation of his utterance. Smiling does not 

only occur afterwards, but marks certain verbal and non-verbal elements (the 

pause between House’s two utterances, for instance) to trigger the humorous ef-

fect of the message.  

  

(109) Vogler: Oh, and, by the way, I need you to give a speech at the National 

Cardiology Conference. Uhm…Next week.  

House: I don’t do speeches. I am shy.  
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Fig. 36: House saying do speeches 

 

Fig. 37: Smiling in example (109) while uttering [sh]y (middle) 

House seems amused by the reason he gives not to do the speech he is asked to 

do. In the first frame (Figure 36), he smiles slightly when uttering the verb do, 

which becomes more obvious at the end of his utterance, after having used shy-

ness as an excuse. He smiles at the end of the adjective shy and continues to do 

so after having finished his utterance. Smiling is also used just before uttering I 

am shy. Humor is easily accessed from the common ground which, at this stage, 

has become well-established in the series, and it is generally known that House 

is not a shy person, but rather the opposite. Interestingly, other facial expressions 

are used, such as raised eyebrows (in Figure 36, and the first frame in Figure 37) 

and a slight frowning (Figure 37). In Figure 36, when uttering the noun speeches, 

House also tilts his head; this is also a frequently used gesture in humorous ut-

terances.  

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Facial expressions as gestural triggers in humor | 189 

  

The gestures that co-occur with humor and thus contribute to meaning con-

struction will be referred to as gestural triggers. A gestural trigger, a term coined 

by Tabacaru and Lemmens (2014), is a gesture that guides the hearer to the inter-

pretation of an utterance as humorous. A gestural trigger occurs on the core hu-

morous part of an utterance, and alerts the hearers to the humorous interpreta-

tion of it. In the present corpus, facial expressions and head movements are the 

most frequent gestural triggers. Although they combine in numerous examples, 

as was also the case above, they will be discussed separately for better insight in 

the role they play in humorous exchanges. 

Table 9 below gives the frequency of occurrence of the gestures that will be 

discussed in this chapter. For the two facial expressions mentioned above, the 

data contains 498 occurrences of raised eyebrows, which represents 33.0% of the 

total number of gestures in the data set of humorous exchanges and 212 occur-

rences of frowning, representing 14.0% of the gesture data. With 259 occurrences, 

head tilts account for 17.1% of the total number of gestures in the corpus and head 

nods constitute 19.5% of the data (294 occurrences).  

Tab. 9: Facial expressions and head movements 

Gesture Number of occurrences Estimated percentage in the 

corpus 

Raised eyebrows 498 33.0%

Frowning 212 14.0%

Head tilts 259 17.1%

Head nods 294 19.5%

 

In other words, taken together, facial expressions occur much more frequently 

than head movements, which also explains why we start with these in the more 

detailed discussion below. Recall that for each gesture, a qualitative analysis is 

presented, followed by a quantitative overview of its occurrences with the differ-

ent humor types. 

5.2 Facial expressions as gestural triggers in humor 

The most frequently used facial expressions are raised eyebrows and frowning. 

As part of the facial display of speakers, they play a part in the interpretation of 

the humorous instance. However, sometimes other gestures were used by the 
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speaker (such as head tilts, nods, frowns, gaze, or even shrugs). In some frames, 

it was even difficult to annotate the gestural focus/attitude since the camera 

would not necessarily follow the speaker or the speaker would even be too far for 

a clear view. These results show a clear pattern of the means the speaker exploits 

in order to alert the viewers of the intended (humorous) reading of their utter-

ances. Compared to all the other gesture annotations in the corpus, raised eye-

brows appear to be the most frequently used facial expression in humorous mes-

sages. Their functions are illustrated below.  

5.2.1 Raised eyebrows 

Raised eyebrows occur recurrently with different humor types and on certain el-

ements of the speakers’ utterance. By underlining these elements in this way, the 

viewers’ attention is shifted to certain parts of the utterance that trigger the 

switch to the non-serious interpretation of their message.  

Consider for instance example (110) below, an example of hyper-understand-

ing, taken from The Big Bang Theory, where Sheldon raises his eyebrows when 

first repeating Stephanie’s words and then adding hyper-understanding to the 

discourse. The humorous interpretation is triggered by his use of raised eyebrows 

(place of occurrence is underlined in the text). The video stills in Figures 38 and 

39 below show Sheldon’s use of raised eyebrows. Compare the baseline (the neu-

tral face in the first frame) to the other frames where raised eyebrows occur. 

  

(110) Sheldon: A little mishap while I was building my own cat scanner. 

Stephanie:  I’m sorry; you tried to build your own cat scanner? 

Sheldon:  I didn’t try, I succeeded. 

  

Hyper-understanding occurs here by reversing Stephanie’s interpretation of the 

utterance. The verb try is repeated from her utterance, and its meaning reversed 

to the successful achievement of Sheldon’s building his own cat scanner. Shel-

don thus makes explicit not his attempt to build a cat scanner, but his accom-

plishment. Hyper-understanding (Veale et al., 2006; Brône, 2008), as previously 

stated, means trumping the previous speaker’s intended interpretation.  

Raised eyebrows are maintained in this example in the whole process of hy-

per-understanding (compare with example [111] below). Sheldon raises his eye-

brows when repeating Stephanie’s utterance (I didn’t try), which triggers a differ-

ent interpretation to what she had previously asked (you tried to build your own 

cat scanner?). He keeps his eyebrows raised when uttering the new meaning (I 
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succeeded), which gives the humorous interpretation to his utterance. The view-

ers are thus alerted from the beginning of his utterance, when the repetition oc-

curs, that a new meaning is about to be given to the discourse. The discourse base 

space builds on Stephanie’s implication that Sheldon tried something very un-

likely, to build a cat scanner (in reply to Sheldon’s claim that he was building his 

own cat scanner). This implication is drawn from common knowledge and sali-

ence: a cat scanner is not something an individual alone would possibly be able 

to build. Stephanie’s implication is then switched to a pretense space that high-

lights the difference between trying and actually achieving to build a cat scanner.  

 

Fig. 38: Neutral face for example (110)  

 

Fig. 39: Raised eyebrows with I didn’t try (left) and I succeeded (right) 

Just before uttering his speech, Sheldon’s face is neutral (Figure 38), with no use 

of raised eyebrows, which occur only when he starts uttering what trumps Steph-

anie’s interpretation of his initial words. Figure 39 shows Sheldon’s raised eye-

brows when hyper-understanding takes place.  
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The example below is also a case of hyper-understanding; in this situation, 

however, the raised eyebrows occur only when the new interpretation is added 

to the context and not when repeating the previous speaker’s words, as above. In 

this scene, we see Sheldon working while his sister (whom he does not often see) 

is talking to his friends on the couch. The exchange takes place between Penny, 

who is curious in relation to his indifference towards his sister’s visit, and Shel-

don (see also Tabacaru & Lemmens, 2014):  

  

(111) Penny:  Sheldon, why are you ignoring your sister? 

Sheldon:  I’m not ignoring my sister; I’m ignoring all of you. 

  

Humor arises here from the structural parallelism between Penny’s utterance and 

Sheldon’s. The repetition of Penny’s words ignoring your sister represents the dis-

course base space that allows this humorous instance to be created. Sheldon re-

verses this interpretation by explicitly stating that he is not ignoring his sister, he 

is ignoring all of them. The first interpretation stated by Penny and which focuses 

on Sheldon’s sister specifically is trumped by a new interpretation that includes 

all his friends. For this to happen, Sheldon takes advantage of Penny’s choice of 

words (more particularly, the construction V+NP) and shifts its meaning by re-

placing the direct object to include all his friends.  

Interestingly, raised eyebrows do not occur with the entire utterance, but 

only when Sheldon adds the new interpretation (ignoring all of you). This would 

be consistent with our claim that raised eyebrows play a role in triggering the 

humorous interpretation and contributing to meaning construction, since it only 

happens when Sheldon adds the new meaning (i.e., the new direct object) to the 

discourse. The gestural trigger thus falls on the central humorous part of the 

speech, in this case, what Sheldon adds to the discourse.  
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Fig. 40: Raised eyebrows in example (111)  

Raised eyebrows also occur in exaggerations, aligning with the elements creating 

the hyperbolic meaning. Consider the example below, from House M.D., which 

constitutes an exaggeration and where raised eyebrows are used by House in his 

humorous utterance. In this scene, we will only focus on the last part of House’s 

reply—half your age—which represents exaggeration and teasing. This example 

is actually a mixture of hyper-understanding, teasing, sexual humor, and 
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exaggeration. Exaggeration occurs mainly in the last part of his reply, when 

raised eyebrows occur as well (underlined in the text):  

  

(112) Cuddy:  I need you to bring a lab coat. 

House:  I need two days of outrageous sex with someone obscenely 

younger than you. Like half your age. 

  

Exaggeration is used in the last part of House’s reply and emphasizes the adjec-

tive younger used in the previous utterance. Someone obscenely younger than 

Cuddy would be someone half her age. House targets Cuddy with his reply, be-

cause it points out the age difference between her and a younger woman (with 

whom House would have outrageous sex) and it can also be considered an insult 

towards Cuddy (by specifically pointing out the age difference, he implies that 

she is (too) old). The exaggeration was already present in the expression ob-

scenely younger than you, and then highlighted by the last part which brings more 

precision on what obscenely younger [than Cuddy] really means (i.e., half her 

age).  

House’s raised eyebrows underline the elements that create this exaggerated 

effect and the teasing, namely like half, which is the core element allowing the 

hyperbole to be created. The implication that Cuddy is old would also be drawn 

from House’s utterance half your age, because it underlines a big age difference 

between Cuddy and a possible female partner for House. The video stills in Fig-

ures 41 and 42 illustrate House’s raised eyebrows when uttering his speech. Com-

pare the baseline (neutral face) given in Figure 41 to the raised eyebrows in Figure 

42. House’s gaze is directed towards Cuddy, which also emphasizes the humor-

ous effect in the exaggeration he employs.  

 

Fig. 41: Neutral face before sarcasm occurs 
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Fig. 42: Raised eyebrows when saying obscenely younger (left) and like half (right) 

Interestingly, raised eyebrows (as is the case for other gestures as well) can either 

be used on certain words or with bigger chunks of speakers’ utterances. This is 

illustrated with some examples below, this time taken with sarcasm.  

In example (113) below, taken from House M.D., Wilson and House discuss a 

patient’s refusal to go through an embarrassing procedure. The patient has cho-

sen a less embarrassing procedure, which would allow her not to get undressed 

in front of Wilson. It is to this perspective of the situation that House gives a hu-

morous twist. The instance is a case of exaggeration, sarcasm, and sexual humor. 

The part where raised eyebrows occur is underlined (see also Figure 43): 

  

(113) House:  What happened to a regular, old-fashioned colonoscopy? 

Wilson:  She was uncomfortable doing any more tests! I had to convince 

her to do that one! 

House:  Do you get that often? Women would rather die than get naked 

with you? 
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Fig. 43: Raised eyebrows when uttering die (middle)  

In this example, it is the verb die that is underlined through the use of raised eye-

brows. The verb marks House’s exaggeration and sarcasm towards the whole sit-

uation. This exaggeration comes as a conclusion that House draws from what 

happened: a female patient refusing to go through an embarrassing procedure in 

front of Dr. Wilson. It is the perspective of not being seen naked in front of Dr. 

Wilson that draws the humorous implication. Sarcasm, as discussed in Chapter 

4, encompasses the incongruity between what is said and what is actually meant; 

in this case, House does not sincerely think that women would rather die than get 

naked with Wilson. Sarcasm also includes a mockery, which, in this case, is di-

rected towards Wilson. As such, Wilson becomes the focus of attention since the 

situation is somehow reversed: the female patient is not embarrassed by the pro-

cedure per se, but by being naked in front of him. Note also that, as an oncologist, 

Wilson treats patients who are likely to die. By not doing the procedure, the pa-

tient is likely to die. The situation is thus generalized and from one patient, the 

viewpoint is switched to women (in general) who would rather die than get naked 

with Wilson. The medical procedure gets a sexual interpretation, being minimal-

ized to the element of lack of clothes, which enables the sexual reading. The hu-

morous instance is thus created through means of reasoning (the conclusion 
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drawn by Dr. House) and metonymy (seeing the whole situation in terms of one 

element only, which then refers to a sexual reading of a medical procedure).  

However, the gestural trigger accompanies the verb die (as shown by the 

video stills), which would then be considered the core humorous part of Dr. 

House’s message: The video stills show Dr. House going from frowning (also a 

gestural trigger) to raising his eyebrows when uttering the verb die, and then 

frowning again when he finishes the rhetorical question (than get naked with 

you). The gestural trigger is represented by the raised eyebrows aligned with the 

verb die because this is also the core humorous message of House’s sarcasm. 

Through it, House marks the exaggeration and the expression of surprise in his 

discourse (going from one woman who refuses a procedure that could help diag-

nose her to all women, women in general) and also his sarcasm (mocking Wilson 

for this particular ‘incident’, and the contrast between what is said and what is 

meant).  

In the following example, taken from The Big Bang Theory, the group of 

friends (Leonard, Sheldon, Rajesh, and Howard) is on their lunch break, when 

Leslie comes to sit down with them. When she greets the four friends, she is being 

sarcastic towards Sheldon; the use of raised eyebrows is underlined in the text 

(see also Figure 44):  

In this scene, Leslie implicitly excludes Sheldon from the group of men present 

at the table with him. By doing so, she excludes him from the frame ADULT MALE, 

and, as a result, mocks him. The pause (see Chapter 3) before uttering his name 

contributes to creating a shift of focus, where an audience first interprets this as 

a greeting for the whole group (which includes Sheldon), meaning which is then 

switched when Leslie utters Sheldon’s name excluding him from the first greet-

ing. The viewers thus access the mocking comment which targets Sheldon, as not 

included in the group of adult males at the table.  

The video stills show the occurrence of raised eyebrows when Leslie utters 

Sheldon’s name, which marks the switch of the first accessed meaning to a sec-

ond, sarcastic one. We see that, when uttering the word men, Leslie does not raise 

her eyebrows, which are raised only when uttering his name after the pause (sec-

ond frame; Leslie also uses a head nod with this chunk of speech).  

 

  

(114) Leslie:  Afternoon men… Sheldon.  
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Fig. 44: Raised eyebrows when uttering Sheldon (2nd frame)  

Similar to the previous examples, raised eyebrows occur on a single word (i.e., 

Sheldon) in the speaker’s message. Sometimes, as mentioned above, the core hu-

morous message is not contained within a single word, but within whole utter-

ances or parts of them, which, as a result, are underlined by the speakers’ use of 

raised eyebrows. Consider the example below, taken from House M.D., which co-

occurs with raised eyebrows. In this scene, Dr. House says something which does 

not seem to have any connection with what the doctors are talking about. When 

everyone starts glaring, Wilson makes the expectation explicit and sarcastically 

asks for clarifications. Again, the place of occurrence of raised eyebrows is un-

derlined:  

  

(115) Cameron:  There’s got to be another way to diagnose hairy-cell. 

Wilson:  No, his bone marrow’s indeterminate; spleen biopsy’s the only 

way to go. 

House:  [standing by the window] You know, when the Inuit go fishing, 

they don’t look for fish. 

[Everyone looks at House for a bit, but he remains silent] 

Wilson:  [sighing] Why, Dr. House?  
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Fig. 45: Raised eyebrows with Why (right)  

 

Fig. 46: Raised eyebrows when Doctor (left) House (right)  

This example constitutes sarcasm based on explicitation. Dr. House’s words are 

not understood by the members of his team, who would then expect an explana-

tion for what he just said. Instead, he remains silent, while everyone starts glar-

ing. Dr. Wilson makes this explicit by asking House the reason why the Inuit do 

not look for fish while fishing. His gestural attitude shows he is being sarcastic, 

by exaggerating his reactions (first the sigh, then raising his eyebrows when ask-

ing the question).58  

The video stills in Figures 45 and 46 show the occurrence of raised eyebrows 

throughout Wilson’s speech. In the four frames shown above, Wilson goes from 

a straight face gazing at House to raising his eyebrows and gazing upward when 

|| 
58 See also Colston 2017 on embodied irony and eye-rolling.  
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uttering the sarcasm in Why, Dr. House? This is consistent with the central hu-

morous part of his message, as he explicitly shows his sarcasm by gestural atti-

tude, as well as prosody (his speech is louder than usual). This exaggeration of 

his reactions to House’s reply is consistent with sarcasm, as also shown in previ-

ous works on sarcasm (Rockwell, 2000).  

A final example is (116) below. This exchange is also taken from House M.D. 

and presents Dr. House asking the members of his team to bring him their boss’s 

underwear. When one of them presents black panties to him claiming they belong 

to their boss, House immediately realizes he is lying. The occurrence of raised 

eyebrows is underlined: 

  

(116) House:  These are not Cuddy’s panties. 

[…] She’s wearing a red bra today. 

[…] Means the downstairs will match. 

Foreman:  Do your research, people.  

  

Similar to the previous examples discussed above, raised eyebrows occur with a 

whole clause, namely do your research, people, uttered by Foreman. His reply is 

sarcastic because, first of all, it reveals an obvious incongruity between what is 

said and what is meant (i.e., he does not sincerely advise them to do their research 

on underwear). Secondly, this reply includes a mockery towards the team of doc-

tors, but also towards Dr. House who asks them to bring their boss’s underwear. 

This mistake (bringing some other pair of underwear) is considered not doing the 

proper research, and it applies metonymically to some kind of professional be-

havior (THE WHOLE STANDS FOR THE PART). The frame of RESEARCH would here include 

this type of absurd situation/behavior from the part of a superior figure, such as 

Dr. House. 

 

Fig. 47: Raised eyebrows with do (left) your (right)  
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Fig. 48: Raised eyebrows with research (left) people (right)   

The video stills illustrate Foreman’s gestural attitude when uttering do your re-

search, people. Foreman keeps the raised eyebrows throughout the whole clause, 

which marks his sarcastic, non-serious attitude. His raised eyebrows have the 

role of gestural triggers which contribute to understanding his utterance in a hu-

morous way. By raising his eyebrows, he alerts the hearers of the pretense of his 

utterance which he expects not to be interpreted at face value. Moreover, when 

uttering the word research, the speaker also nods (Figure 48), which represents a 

double trigger for this specific word. This can easily be explained by focusing on 

the word research as the most sarcastic one from his discourse. It is also the word 

that refers metonymically to the frame of WORK and probably to professional be-

havior in the workplace. Interestingly, the speaker also alerts the hearer of the 

importance of this word (research), by adding a double trigger when uttering it. 

Let us now turn to the quantitative analysis of raised eyebrows in the corpus. 

Table 10 shows the occurrences of raised eyebrows with the humor types in the 

corpus. An important methodological point is to be made concerning these re-

sults. As will be recalled, the corpus contains in total 860 attestations (438 for 

House M.D. and 422 for The Big Bang Theory). However, as can be seen in Table 

10, the total number of attestations is 1037; this is because, as discussed in Chap-

ter 3 (and, as illustrated, among others, by example [113] above, where exaggera-

tion, sarcasm, and sexual humor were said to be simultaneously at work), for a 

given instance, different humor types may be used. For the quantitative analysis, 

we have opted for a maximalist approach, where each occurrence of a given hu-

mor type is counted. For example, if an instance has both sarcasm and hyper-

understanding, it has been counted as one instance for each of these categories, 

even if they concern the same actual example. Similarly, there are in total 498 

actual occurrences of raised eyebrows in the corpus; however, Table 10 presents 

a total of 698 occurrences, because also here we have taken a maximalist ap-

proach, making sure that each possible association between any occurrence of 
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raised eyebrows and a given humor type is counted. In other words, each instance 

of raised eyebrows is counted as one, even if it occurs with a single attestation 

that has only one humor type. For example, if a speaker makes a sarcastic com-

ment, but raises their eyebrow at two different intervals during the sarcastic ut-

terance, it will be counted as two occurrences. Such a double maximalist ap-

proach is well-justified, as the aim is to evaluate the extent to which a given 

gesture is associated with a given humor type, regardless of (a) whether it is a 

case of where a single type is at issue or simultaneously includes more types and 

(b) whether it concerns one or more occurrences of a gesture for a single utter-

ance. While one could also adopt a more minimalistic approach (excluding, for 

example, all ambiguous cases), doing a maximalist count allows us to truly quan-

tify the mutual association of the gesture (in this case, raised eyebrows) with a 

given humor type, as all possible associations have been taken into account. The 

frequency and association ratio should thus be interpreted as such. For example, 

Table 10 gives a relative frequency of 36% and an association ratio of 0.22 for the 

occurrence of raised eyebrows and sarcasm; this means that 36% of the occur-

rences of raised eyebrows happened with sarcasm, which also highlights the fre-

quent association ratio.  

Tab. 10: Occurrence of humor types with raised eyebrows 

Humor type Total Raised eyebrows 
Relative 

frequency 

Association 

ratio 

Sarcasm 315 224 36% 0.22 

Hyper-understanding 95 62 10% 0.06 

Joint fantasy 65 59 9% 0.06 

Exaggeration 90 54 9% 0.05 

Sexual humor 57 44 7% 0.04 

Misunderstanding 97 36 6% 0.03 

Tease 53 27 4% 0.03 

Register humor 57 23 4% 0.02 

Inter-textual humor 20 19 3% 0.02 

Insider humor 43 17 3% 0.02 

Self-glorification 17 12 2% 0.01 

Stereotype humor 24 9 1% 0.01 

Anecdote 10 9 1% 0.01 

Situational humor 44 8 1% 0.01 

Gender humor 10 7 1% 0.01 
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Humor type Total Raised eyebrows 
Relative 

frequency 

Association 

ratio 

Self-mockery 6 5 1% 0.00 

Parody 11 4 1% 0.00 

Irony 7 4 1% 0.00 

Understatement 6 4 1% 0.00 

Meta-humor 6 1 0% 0.00 

Puns 4 0 0% 0.00 

Total 1037 628 100% 0.60 

 

The results above show a clear pattern: raised eyebrows are generally used with 

all the different humor types found in this study. Their high frequency reveals 

they play an important role in the understanding of a humorous utterance. 

Speakers use raised eyebrows in order to underline parts of their speech that are 

more important than others in humorous utterances (which we claim represent 

the core humorous parts of the discourse). They thus alert the hearers of the hu-

morous interpretation given to the speech, the switch to a pretense space. Conse-

quently, speakers typically raise their eyebrows when using sarcastic utterances 

(36% of the total combinations of raised eyebrows). With hyper-understanding, 

raised eyebrows occur in 10% of the cases. Speakers also quite frequently use 

raised eyebrows with joint fantasy (9%), exaggeration (9%), and sexual humor 

(7%). Raised eyebrows appear with teases (4%), register humor (4%), inter-tex-

tual humor (3%), insider humor (3%), and self-glorification (2%). These catego-

ries of humor are all intentional, and therefore, it could be argued that raised eye-

brows are intentionally used by speakers to indicate certain elements of their 

discourse that play a fundamental role for accessing the pretense space. What is 

striking is that this facial expression is also used with non-intentional cases of 

humor, such as misunderstanding (6% of total raised eyebrows) or situational 

humor (1%). In the case of misunderstanding, raised eyebrows mark the key ele-

ments in terms of which the switch in interpretations takes place. Moreover, it is 

consistent with Ekman’s (1979) findings that raised eyebrows mark surprise in 

cases of questioning and doubting. It can be argued that such is the case with 

misunderstanding.  

Although for humorous types that were less frequently used in the data (i.e., 

stereotype humor, anecdotes, gender humor, self-mockery, parody, irony, under-

statement, and meta-humor) there were fewer occurrences of raised eyebrows, it 

is fairly safe to assume that with more instances, the number of occurrences of 

raised eyebrows would also increase. This claim is warranted given the total 
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occurrences of raised eyebrows in the data, which shows a clear trend in the use 

of such facial expressions to signal the humorous intention of the speaker.  

As discussed above, the functions that raised eyebrows play are numerous 

and raising eyebrows does not necessarily mean humorous intentions, as will be 

discussed later. But, as underliners (Ekman, 1979), they are placed on important 

parts of speech that are more salient than others for the interpretation of the mes-

sage. They come as ‘helpers’ that underline the core part of speakers’ intentions.  

5.2.2 Frowning 

Another facial expression that is frequently used in the data is frowning. Similar 

to raised eyebrows, it occurs on elements in the message that mark the switch 

from a serious discourse base space to a non-serious, pretense space, and as 

such, alert the viewers to the humorous intention on the part of the speaker, as 

illustrated below.  

Consider the example below, taken from House M.D., where frowning is used. 

In this scene, the doctors discuss the case of a patient who is not getting better 

and whom they cannot diagnose. The instance is built on hyper-understanding, 

where one of Foreman’s words (fairly) is repeated by House in order to trump the 

original meaning. As before, the place where frowning occurs is underlined (see 

also the video stills below):  

  

(117) Foreman:  The Senator’s LP showed no sign of infection and the MRI 

looks fairly clean. 

House:  I guess we can tell him he is fairly healthy and could go home. 

  

As shown in Figure 49, House goes from raised eyebrows (co-occurring with the 

elements tell him), also a trigger of the pretense space in which the instance is to 

be understood, to frowning (Figure 50) which ‘surrounds’ the key element fairly, 

the trigger in hyper-understanding. The adverb is repeated from Foreman’s orig-

inal utterance and used here to reverse the intended meaning: in Foreman’s ut-

terance, it has a positive connotation, the implication being that the tests were 

clean in the right way/amount and did not show any sign of infection. When the 

same adverb is repeated by House, the perspective is changed and the default 

meaning intended by Foreman in a good and positive way is reversed to a nega-

tive one. The view is generalized, from a simple MRI to the patient’s general 

health. Consequently, House adds that the patient is fairly healthy, which is not 

the case, since his condition does not improve. Note also that, when the adverb 
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fairly is uttered; House also leans forward and nods, which can be considered as 

a double trigger for this word. Since this is the key element that allows the shift 

from the positive to the negative interpretation of the same adverb, we can safely 

consider that this is why the speaker conveys more meaning with his gestural 

behavior when uttering this word.  

 

Fig. 49: Frowning with He is (right)  

 

Fig. 50: Frowning with fairly (left)  

In this example, frowning, as opposed to raised eyebrows, can also imply disa-

greement with Foreman’s previous utterance. The fact that the meaning is 

switched from what Foreman said to a new interpretation, with a shift of perspec-

tive that viewers have on the whole situation (i.e., a clean MRI does not mean that 
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the patient is healthy), reinforces the idea that this gesture can be seen as disa-

greement from the speaker towards a previous idea. It is thus through frowning 

that the speaker marks the contrast between the two interpretations.  

In example (118) below, the same idea of disagreement is conveyed in the 

speaker’s frowning. In this scene, taken from The Big Bang Theory, Beverley 

drunkenly kisses Sheldon and then refers to an earlier scene when she was ad-

miring the looks of a busboy in a bar. Frowning is used when she expresses her 

disagreement and change of mind and occurs with insider humor (the earlier 

scene is fundamental for the understanding of the whole context) and situational 

humor. The occurrence of frowning is underlined: 

  

(118) Beverley:  Speaking of warm feelings, come here. 

[She grabs Sheldon and kisses him] 

Beverley:  No, I’d rather have the busboy. 

 

Fig. 51: Frowning with No (right)  
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Fig. 52: Frowning with I’d rather (left) 

In this example, Beverley makes her disagreement and change of mind explicit, 

via the use of No (disagreement) and I’d rather (change of mind) at the beginning 

of her sentence. The humorous effect arises here from the situational incongruity, 

namely Beverley’s kissing Sheldon, which is highly inappropriate since Beverley 

is his roommate’s mother. The previous context that Beverley had been looking 

at a busboy that she found particularly attractive is essential to interpret the 

whole humorous message.  

The video stills above show Beverley’s frowning when uttering No, I’d rather. 

Frowning here adds to the disagreement Beverley feels between Sheldon and the 

busboy. Moreover, if we compare this to example (117) above, in both examples, 

there is an opposition between a previous context and a later one. In (117), the 

opposition emphasized House’s disagreement with what Foreman previously 

said, whereas in (118), the opposition concerns two different characters in the 

same episode, towards whom Beverley expresses sexual attraction.  

In the case of sarcasm, the same idea of disagreement appears that adds to 

the humorous interpretation of the utterance. In a way, the speaker dismisses the 

previous idea/context and thus adds a new layer of meaning to the discourse. 

Take for instance example (119) below, which is created through metonymy. The 

exchange is taken from House M.D. and presents House and Chase discussing a 

patient’s condition. The discussion soon turns into House mocking Chase, who is 

Australian. Although the entire exchange includes more than one instance of sar-

casm, the focus is on House’s last reply, which is introduced by frowning: 
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(119) House:  The point is, what are the kid’s chances without it?  

Chase:  Minimal at best. The poison’s broken the blood-brain barrier. 

House:  I assume “minimal at best” is your stiff upper lip British way of 

saying “no chance in hell”? 

Chase:  I’m Australian.  

House:  [frowns] You put the Queen on your money. You’re British.  

  

The sarcastic layering in this example builds on metonymic inferencing from the 

part of the speaker. The metonymic association is here represented by MONEY FOR 

COUNTRY, where the currency stands for the entire cultural identity of a person. 

Evidently, House is well aware of Chase’s identity and cultural background but 

does not miss an opportunity to make him the target of his jokes. He is thus saying 

something that both House and the audience know not to be true. Chase’s words 

are twisted and their meaning given a more negative connotation (minimal at best 

becomes no chance in hell) and his cultural background is mocked. House 

changes Chase’s origins from Australian to British, which can also be seen as me-

tonymy, referring back to the Commonwealth (here, Australia would be PART of 

the British Empire, which would make Chase British). These layered meanings 

are structured in a complex way to refer to WHOLES that the audience is able to 

retrieve inferentially (i.e., money is part of a country, Australia is part of Britain). 

All these meanings are used in an incongruous way (the viewers know very well 

they are not true) in order to mock Chase. 

 

Fig. 53: Frowning in example (119)  

In this example, frowning does not co-occur with any verbal element in House’s 

utterance, but is used as introductory element at the beginning of the discourse. 

This gesture triggers the humorous part in the speaker’s utterance, mainly the 
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pretense space in which the utterance has to be understood. It also reinforces the 

idea of disagreement towards what Chase said (I am Australian), providing rea-

sons why he cannot be Australian (You put the Queen on your money, you’re Brit-

ish). This meaning of disagreement marks the incongruity between two opposing 

readings (Chase’s and House’s), which also creates the humorous effect of the 

utterance.  

The video stills in Figure 53 show House’s facial expression when uttering the 

reply. House’s frowning is more evident in the second frame, just before replying 

to Chase (note also the head tilt, which will be discussed in more detail below; 

this can also be considered a gestural trigger for the humorous reading of his ut-

terance). The fact that it does not occur on a verbal element in particular would 

make his whole utterance sarcastic (and hence, non-serious, accessed in a pre-

tense space). It also comes as disagreement or even difficulty (Ekman, 2001) in 

believing Chase’s explanation that he is Australian. By frowning at the beginning 

of the utterance, House dismisses Chase’s argument of being Australian from the 

very beginning. In this way, frowning contributes to the humorous interpretation 

and the mockery included in House’s message, since it adds to considering Chase 

British, instead of Australian.  

Example (120) below provides an instance of sarcasm, where frowning does 

co-occur with verbal elements, relevant for the meaning of the humorous mes-

sage. In this scene, also from House M.D., House and Cuddy are explaining to a 

patient the results of some of his tests. As House is a diagnostician, he mocks the 

patient’s question, since it is obvious that that is what they have been doing. The 

place where frowning occurs is underlined:  

  

(120) House:  Either way, unless we treat you immediately, it could kill you. 

Cuddy: Or, it could be nothing. Reading brain MRIs is not an exact sci-

ence.  

Senator:  What caused my s-s-symptoms?  

House:  Wow, excellent question. Many doctors wouldn’t have gone 

there.  

  

Sarcasm builds on opposition, targeting both the patient and Cuddy (in the last 

line, his gaze goes from the patient to Cuddy, who does not know either what the 

final diagnosis is). The adjective excellent carries a double trigger, since, in addi-

tion to frowning, House also tilts his head towards the patient, which adds em-

phasis to this particular word. Both his lines are sarcastic, since it is obvious that, 

as diagnosticians, they are trying to find the right diagnosis for the patient.  
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Frowning is maintained throughout House’s utterance (see the video stills 

below), marking the non-seriousness of his words. Given that this sarcastic utter-

ance is built on the incongruity between what House says and what both he and 

the audience know to be true, frowning once again reinforces the contrast be-

tween these two readings (the serious and non-serious space). His reactions are 

exaggerated (particularly in the first two frames, when uttering Wow, excellent 

question; note also the use of the exclamation) in order to target the patient for 

asking an obvious question. In Figure 54, House also nods, which further under-

lines the adjective excellent.  

 

Fig. 54: Frowning with Wow (left), excellent (right)  

 

Fig. 55: Frowning for wouldn’t (left) […] gone (right)  
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As seen in Figure 54, House’s frowning co-occurs with the sarcastic remark Wow, 

excellent question. The patient’s question is anything but excellent, since it is ob-

vious that they have been asking themselves the same question. Given that before 

asking the question, House and Cuddy were discussing his symptoms, this inter-

pretation further reinforces the mockery towards the patient’s question. The 

added remark Many doctors wouldn’t have gone there also adds to the mockery 

targeting the patient. This also helps interpret the first utterance as sarcastic, 

since it implies how obvious that question was for the doctors. Since frowning is 

used throughout his message, it can also be seen as expressing an idea of disa-

greement, marking the contrast between what he says and what he means.  

The same happens in example (121) below, taken from The Big Bang Theory. 

In this scene, while the three friends are preparing the Christmas tree, Sheldon 

starts talking about Newton, whom he thinks should be celebrated at Christmas 

time instead of Jesus Christ, to which Leonard replies sarcastically. The occur-

rence of frowning is underlined in the text:  

  

(121) Sheldon:  Isaac goes at the top of the tree. 

Leonard:  No, he doesn’t.  

Sheldon:  I understand. You dispute Newton’s claim that he invented 

calculus and you want to put Gottfried Leibniz on the top.  

Leonard:  Yeah, you got me. I’m a Leibniz man.  

  

Leonard’s reply is sarcastic and comes as a mockery to Sheldon’s misunderstand-

ing. Sheldon, who wants to put Newton’s bust on top of the tree (completely op-

posed to the Christmas spirit), misinterprets Leonard’s refusal as an admiration 

for Leibniz instead of Newton. This misunderstanding makes Leonard reply with 

the opposite: yeah, you got me, I am a Leibniz man. Sarcasm here contains a mock-

ery towards Sheldon who does not access the Christmas reading and actually 

thinks Leonard’s unwillingness to accept Newton as Christmas symbol would 

have some scientific basis.  

The stills show Leonard frowning when being sarcastic. Compare the neutral 

face in Figure 56 with the frowning used by Leonard for the rest of his utterance. 

Frowning here marks sarcasm, representing an opposing thought. Regarding the 

idea of disagreement, this can be seen as underlining the conflict between what 

is said and what is meant. It is as if Leonard’s words say one thing, but his ges-

tural behavior shows the contrary. All these elements add to the sarcastic inter-

pretation of his utterance, similar to example (120) above, where House’s frown 

represents the opposite of his words.  
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Fig. 56: Neutral face for example (121)  

 

Fig. 57: Frowning when uttering Yeah (left) Leibniz (middle) man (right)  

One last example where frowning is used, this time with a metaphor, is (122) be-

low. Taken from House M.D., this scene presents an exchange between Dr. House 

and Chase. Dr. House decides to send Chase to search an inmate’s cell (instead of 

sending Foreman, who has already been in prison):  

  

(122) Chase:  I assume you have a reason beyond wanting to make me com-

pletely miserable? 

House:  You have a prettier mouth. Better chance the inmates will open 

up to you. 

  

Here, House builds his sarcasm on a metaphor, linking a body part (i.e., the 

mouth) to the domain of sex. The metaphor will open up to you can thus be tran-

scribed as MOUTH AS SEXUAL ACTIVITY, based on the assumptions that the inmates 
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will target Chase more easily than any other member of the team. Metonymy is 

also involved here, since PARTIAL ACTIVITY stands for the WHOLE ACTIVITY. In the pro-

cess of opening up, the entire SEX frame is accessed. Note also the use of the ad-

jective prettier and the reference to only one body part; given the stereotypes and 

clichés around life in prison, this revolves around the sexual activities of the in-

mates. The humorous effect arises also from the expression open up since two 

readings overlap. First, there is the idea that Chase is sent to find information 

about one of the prisoners and thus will have to talk with the other inmates. 

Hence, the idea of opening up and expressing their feelings freely. The second 

meaning refers to the sexual activity triggered by Chase’s prettier mouth. The play 

on these words and meanings construes the incongruity in sarcasm.  

The stills show House frowning when uttering the second utterance (Better 

chance the inmates will open up to you). Although there is a slight frowning in the 

first frame (Figure 58, left), this becomes obvious when House utters the last line: 

Better chance the inmates will open up to you. When House utters the word chance, 

there is an overlap with a slight nod, which means that this word carries a double 

trigger for the humorous interpretation of this context. The frowning here marks 

the pretense space, the non-seriousness of his suggestion.  

Regarding the role frowning plays in this example, the idea of disagreement 

that could be implied in the examples discussed above, can still be used to inter-

pret this example. This disagreement takes however the form of an incongruity 

between what is said and shown to be true. What House says is obviously sarcas-

tic and thus frowning could be exploited in a way as if to show the difference 

between what is said and what is meant by the speakers. It marks the non-seri-

ousness of the reading preceding or co-occurring with frowning.  

 

Fig. 58: Frowning when uttering chance (right) 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



214 | Multimodality and sarcasm: Reasons to raise a few eyebrows 

  

 

Fig. 59: Frowning for inmates (left) […] you (right)  

The quantitative analysis shows that frowning represents 14.0% of the gestural 

attestations in this corpus. It is frequently used with certain humor types pre-

sented in Table 11 below. As was done for raised eyebrows, the analysis targets 

the association of the total number of instances for humor types and the number 

of instances where frowning occurs. The humor types have been arranged in de-

scending order by the number of instances where frowning was used.  

Tab. 11: Occurrence of frowning in humor types 

Humor type Total Frowning 
Relative 

frequency 

Association 

ratio 

Sarcasm  315 121 47% 0.12 

Hyper-understanding 95 25 10% 0.02 

Exaggeration 90 21 8% 0.02 

Sexual humor 57 18 7% 0.02 

Tease 53 13 5% 0.01 

Joint fantasy 65 10 4% 0.01 

Register humor 57 8 3% 0.01 

Inter-textual 20 7 3% 0.01 

Stereotype humor 24 7 3% 0.01 

Insider humor 43 6 2% 0.01 

Misunderstanding 97 4 2% 0.00 

Situational humor 44 3 1% 0.00 

Parody 11 3 1% 0.00 

Self-glorification  17 3 1% 0.00 

Irony 7 2 1% 0.00 
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Humor type Total Frowning 
Relative 

frequency 

Association 

ratio 

Gender humor 10 1 0% 0.00 

Self-mockery 6 1 0% 0.00 

Anecdote 10 1 0% 0.00 

Understatement 6 1 0% 0.00 

Puns 4 1 0% 0.00 

Meta-humor  6 0 0% 0.00 

TOTAL 1037 256 100% 0.24 

 

Almost half the occurrences of frowning (47%) are used with sarcastic utterances. 

Frowning is also quite frequently used with hyper-understanding (10%), exag-

geration (8%), and sexual humor (7%). Frowning is used less often, or not at all, 

with certain humor types, such as gender humor, self-mockery, anecdote, under-

statement, puns, and meta-humor. A possible explanation for the use of frowning 

in sarcasm, hyper-understanding, exaggeration, and even sexual humor would 

be the interpretation of this gesture as expressing ‘disagreement’ which underlies 

all of these types of humor: in sarcasm, the message presents an intentional in-

congruity with what the hearers know to be true; in hyper-understanding, the 

speaker trumps the interlocutor by using his choice of words to reverse the in-

tended meaning; exaggerations present transformed proportions and dimen-

sions; and in sexual humor, the speakers change the reading to a sexual interpre-

tation. Frowning could be seen as marking the contrast between these different 

interpretations and implications. Strikingly, it is not as frequently used with joint 

fantasy (4%); the reason for this absence may be that speakers imagine a comical 

situation that is shared with their interlocutors, and thus presents less of a con-

flict with previous utterances. Certain humor types that also present conflictual 

and pseudo-aggressive replies do not use frowning as frequently as would be ex-

pected: teasing (only 5% of frowning), register humor (3 %), irony (1%), and par-

ody (1 %). Misunderstanding does not present many occurrences with frowning 

(only 2% of frowning), despite Ekman’s claim that this facial expression marks 

the difficulty in understanding something or even perplexity.  

5.2.3 Combined facial expressions  

There are frequent cases when raised eyebrows and frowning are mixed by the 

speakers for the same humorous intentions. In the examples above, the facial ex-

pressions are also often combined with head movements.  

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



216 | Multimodality and sarcasm: Reasons to raise a few eyebrows 

  

In the example below, from House M.D., sarcasm and stereotype humor build 

on metonymic association. Dr. House builds humor on the inclusion of his em-

ployee Foreman in the frame of AFRICAN-AMERICAN. The place of occurrence of 

raised eyebrows is marked in bold whereas frowning appears in italics:  

  

(123) House:  [To Foreman] I want you to go to his house and find his stash. 

I’ll bet you know all the good hiding spots.  

Foreman: Actually, I never did drugs.  

[Leaves] 

House:  [To Cameron] Better go with him, in case he gets high.  

  

Sarcasm in combination with stereotype humor builds on the implication that 

Foreman, since he is African-American, must have taken drugs, an assumption 

built on stereotypes regarding the African-American community. The linguistic 

mechanism creating both sarcasm and stereotype humor is metonymy, as a PART 

FOR WHOLE relation. As part of the African–American community, Foreman must 

fit into the frame and must know a lot about drugs. ‘Drug’ is one of the elements 

that triggers the frame AFRICAN-AMERICAN. Sarcasm targets Foreman by implying 

that he knows all the good hiding spots and also presents House taking advantage 

of this stereotype to mock Foreman.  

 

Fig. 60: Raised eyebrows and frowning in example (123) when uttering in case (1) he gets (2) 

high (3)  

Even though the sarcastic implication of Foreman being involved with drugs was 

already present in House’s first utterance (I’ll bet you know all the good hiding 

spots), which is immediately understood by Foreman (actually, I never did any 

drugs), we will focus on the last utterance, addressed to Cameron and where both 

raised eyebrows and frowning illustrated above are used in combination: in case 
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he gets high. Both facial expressions used here mark the pretense of House’s as-

sumption, and they alert the viewers to the non-seriousness of this meaning. If 

we consider the idea of intersubjectivity where common ground is assumed or 

established among interlocutors, House uses these facial expressions for humor-

ous purposes.  

The video stills in Figure 60 show the change in facial expression with sar-

casm and stereotype humor as used above. Both raised eyebrows and frowning 

mark the non-seriousness of this utterance and the layered meaning in House’s 

utterance. House asks Cameron to accompany Foreman for the search in the pa-

tient’s cell (the patient being an inmate in a correctional facility), so the utterance 

is addressed to her after Foreman has left the room. The raised eyebrows occur at 

the beginning of the sarcastic utterance (in case he gets) and the gestural expres-

sion is changed when the adjective high is uttered and so frowning occurs. This 

change in attitude might be due to the fact that the adjective high is the core hu-

morous part building the two humor types: it links stereotype humor and sar-

casm. High refers back to the metonymy associating Foreman to drugs and thus 

links stereotype humor and sarcasm. By changing the gestural behavior, the fo-

cus falls on high since it is not included in the same gestural display as in case he 

gets. As a whole, this utterance is sarcastic and moves the discourse base space 

to a pretense space, which is marked by the facial expressions used by the 

speaker. By changing the gestural focus, the attention falls on the adjective mak-

ing the link between the different implications and meanings generated by both 

sarcasm and stereotype humor.  

If, in example (123), the gestural focus, expressed by frowning, falls on the 

adjective high, in example (124) below, taken from The Big Bang Theory, it is the 

speaker’s raised eyebrows that mark the focus on the pronoun you, allowing the 

mockery towards Sheldon. In this example, the raised eyebrows co-occur more 

clearly with the core humorous message, they are therefore used with the element 

allowing the explicit mockery. In this scene, Sheldon, who wants Leonard and 

his girlfriend to stay together, asks his former girlfriend (Penny) to stay out of 

their relationship. Imagining a situation where Penny would still be sexually in-

terested in Leonard, he asks her to suppress her libido. Her reply is sarcastic, with 

the occurrence of raised eyebrows marked in bold (on the pronoun explicitly tar-

geting Sheldon), and frowning in italics: 
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(124) Sheldon: […] consider the following scenario: You're sitting in your 

apartment, it's late, you're alone. Your hypothalamus is swimming in 

a soup of estrogen and progesterone… Suddenly, even Leonard seems 

like a viable sexual candidate.  

[…]  

Sheldon:  Now, should that happen, I would ask to find some way to 

suppress your libido.  

Penny:  I could think about you.  

 

Penny’s reply is sarcastic, targeting Sheldon since it implies that thinking about 

Sheldon would suppress someone’s sexual desires. It is thus formed by explicita-

tion, i.e., by exemplifying how her libido could be suppressed. This utterance rid-

icules Sheldon and it is a reply to the ambiguity in Sheldon’s words: some way to 

suppress your libido. Penny takes advantage to include Sheldon in the entire sce-

nario where she would need a suppression of libido.  

The video stills show Penny while uttering I could think about you. The begin-

ning of her utterance shows slightly raised eyebrows mixed with frowning. None-

theless, she obviously and explicitly raises her eyebrows, as can be seen from the 

muscles on her forehead, when uttering the word you, the word via which the 

sarcasm is conveyed. It contains, again, the core humorous meaning which is un-

derlined by the use of raised eyebrows by the speaker. Frowning occurs at the 

beginning of her suggestion, also marking the non-seriousness of the discourse 

(see also example [119] where frowning occurs before the sarcastic message). In 

Figure 62, there is no sign of Penny’s frowning anymore.  

 

Fig. 61: Raised eyebrows with I (left) could (right)  
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Fig. 62: Raised eyebrows for you  

One last example is (125) below, taken from House M.D. In this scene, House 

builds his sarcasm on reasoning. The patient that the team is trying to diagnose 

is suspiciously nice according to the doctors. When they start treating him for 

syphilis, the patient becomes aggressive towards his wife. House’s sarcastic re-

marks (in his two utterances) refer to what the previous speaker (Taub) has said; 

at this point, they all believe House too is suffering from syphilis. The words in 

bold mark the occurrence of raised eyebrows, while the italics mark the use of 

frowning:  

  

(125) Taub:  It’s not frying his liver, it’s frying his syphilis. Penicillin’s work-

ing, the real patient is emerging. 

House:  So…syphilis prevents domestic violence. I’m going to be even

more attractive to the ladies. 

 

The focus of attention falls on House’s first utterance: syphilis prevents domestic 

violence, although the raised eyebrows also occur on the adjective even (a ges-

tural trigger as well in this case). We draw the attention on this utterance because 

of the combined facial expressions that the speaker uses. The last three words 

(prevents domestic violence) mark the moment where House raises his eyebrows 

whereas the repeated word syphilis is uttered while frowning.  
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Fig. 63: Facial expressions when uttering syphilis (left) prevents (right) 

 

Fig. 64: Facial expressions when uttering domestic violence  

Through reasoning (i.e., if P, then Q), the speaker reaches a conclusion. In this 

context, it is a sarcastic conclusion, meaning, first of all, that it is not a serious 

one (i.e., House does not really believe that syphilis prevents domestic violence), 

and, secondly, that it targets someone in particular (in this case, the team of doc-

tors or just Taub, who had reached that conclusion and believes that the treat-

ment is efficient for the patient). Sarcasm here interacts with exaggeration, be-

cause House takes one event (the patient being aggressive toward his wife) and 

generalizes it to include all men and women. In House’s sarcastic view, syphilis 

does not just prevent one husband from being aggressive towards his wife, but it 

prevents domestic violence in general, i.e., for all couples.  

Figures 63 and 64 show House frowning when uttering the word syphilis and 

then raising his eyebrows when uttering prevents domestic violence. The word 

syphilis is repeated from the previous speaker’s utterance (It’s not frying his liver, 
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it’s frying his syphilis). House here gazes at Taub when repeating the word syphi-

lis, but then starts gazing upward when adding the sarcastic reasoning prevents 

domestic violence. Raised eyebrows co-occur here with a change of gaze (from 

Taub upward), when House adds the sarcastic remark. Interestingly, the speaker 

changes here the facial expression because he first repeats the word from the in-

terlocutor’s discourse and then adds sarcastic remarks. The difference is made for 

hearers to be alerted to his humorous intentions. Raised eyebrows as well as 

frowning represent gestural triggers which underline the humorous part of his 

message.  

In terms of layered mental spaces configuration, the link with the discourse 

base space is achieved through the repetition of the word syphilis. It refers to the 

common ground between the speakers and the audience, retrieved from the pre-

vious context. This discourse base space refers to the pretense space added by 

House’s prevents domestic violence, which is also underlined by his use of raised 

eyebrows. Since it represents sarcasm, this utterance is to be accessed in a non-

serious, pretense space and not interpreted at face value.  

To sum up, speakers frequently combine these facial expressions (which are 

also combined with different other gestures and head movements). When these 

gestures are combined, they usually underline different elements in the discourse 

that aid the hearers to access the pretense interpretation. The adjective high in 

(123) marks the link between sarcasm and stereotype humor; in (124), Penny 

stresses the pronoun you by using raised eyebrows, although the utterance starts 

with frowning; and, finally, in (125), House frowns when repeating the word syph-

ilis which is the topic of their discussion, but changes the facial expression when 

adding the new sarcastic comment.  

5.3 Head movements as gestural triggers in humor 

As observed by Lee and Marsella (2010, p. 552), “we may nod to show our agree-

ment to what the other is saying, shake to express disapproval or negation, or tilt 

the head along with gaze aversion when pondering something.” Head move-

ments, more specifically head tilts and head nods, are frequently used in the data 

to mark certain elements in the humorous utterances, as already indicated for 

some of the examples above. Several other examples are discussed below to illus-

trate the role they have in humorous exchanges. Similar to the part on facial ex-

pressions, we discuss here head tilts, head nods, and combinations of these two 

head movements. 
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5.3.1 Head tilts 

Similar to facial expressions, head tilts have the role of gestural triggers in humor. 

They are often used with a variety of humorous categories, such as sarcasm, mis-

understanding, hyper-understanding, or sexual humor. They also combine with 

the facial expressions discussed in more detail above. As part of the gestural atti-

tude of the speaker, they highlight some word or phrase in the utterance that has 

a fundamental role in the interpretation of the humorous message.  

An example such as (126) below, taken from The Big Bang Theory, constitutes 

hyper-understanding and joint fantasy. The head tilt is used by Sheldon on sev-

eral elements of his utterance. In this scene, Sheldon comes to Leonard’s room to 

comfort him after a dispute with his mother. The head tilts are underlined:  

  

(126) Leonard:  What do you want, Sheldon?  

Sheldon:  What I want is to be departing the Starship Enterprise in a 

one-man shuttle craft headed to the planetoid I rule known as Sheldon 

Alpha Five. 

 

Hyper-understanding is structural in this case, since Sheldon takes advantage of 

Leonard’s choice of words in order to switch the reading of the utterance. Leon-

ard’s question what do you want, referring to his desires in this particular situa-

tion where Leonard is feeling down, is altered by Sheldon in his reply to his desire 

in general, this (comical) hypothetical desire to be sent on a spacecraft as ruler of 

an asteroid. The ambiguity in this question is used by Sheldon to shift the atten-

tion and reverse the meaning of the utterance. From the real and particular situ-

ation in which Leonard finds himself, Sheldon creates a fantasy world where he 

could leave on a spacecraft and rule a planetoid named after himself. The details 

given by Sheldon (i.e., Starship Enterprise, a one-man shuttle craft, the name Shel-

don Alpha Five) add to the humorous effect of the comical hypothetical since they 

structure the fantasy world. The humorous effect comes not only from the hyper-

understanding, but also from the restructuring of this particular situation to a 

fantasy world, unlikely to happen. Hyper-understanding (created through the 

structural parallelism what I want) is the connection between a possible world 

and a fantasy world Sheldon imagines.  

Interestingly, as also shown in the video stills below, Sheldon tilts his head 

when uttering certain elements of his utterance, namely shuttle craft and planet-

oid. These elements, as already mentioned above, build the fantasy world Shel-

don imagines and shares with Leonard. The head tilt can thus be considered a 

gestural trigger that underlines the core humorous parts of the message, marking 
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the elements that build the fantasy world, activating this way the layered mean-

ings. 

Compare the frames below, where Sheldon’s head is tilted: first to the left 

when uttering shuttle craft and then slightly to the right when uttering the word 

planetoid. These elements are essential for the construction of the joint fantasy. 

Despite the fact that they are part of the hyper-understanding as well, these ele-

ments actually form the joint fantasy in this case. As gestural triggers, they em-

phasize these elements that are more important than others to the understanding 

of the humorous utterance. The head tilts above do not necessarily create the hy-

per-understanding specifically, but this humor type is also marked in example 

(126) above. When uttering what I want, Sheldon tilts his head upwards (with a 

change of gaze) and the verb want is also lengthened. Although these elements 

are not shown above, they do call the attention of the hearers to these particular 

elements as well.  

 

Fig. 65: Head tilt with shuttle craft (middle and right)  

 

Fig. 66: Head tilt with planetoid (left)  
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In the next example, which constitutes both exaggeration and sarcasm, the focus 

is drawn to the elements that create the exaggerated proportions in Sheldon’s 

speech. Sheldon uses a head tilt (underlined) when uttering most significant 

achievement, which represent the elements that build exaggeration:  

  

(127) Sheldon:  […] Leonard comes from a remarkably high-achieving family, 

who have all chosen high-achieving partners. He probably feels that 

it’s doubtful that his mother will be overly impressed with his dating a 

woman whose most significant achievement is memorizing the Cheese-

cake Factory menu.  

 

 

Fig. 67: Head tilt for most significant (right) 

 

Fig. 68: Sheldon uttering achievement  

There are several elements that constitute exaggeration in the example above: 

the use of elements such as high, doubtful, most significant, overly. These elements 

add to the proportions Sheldon gives to the whole situation and the analogy be-

tween Leonard’s high-achieving family and Penny, a simple waitress. By first 
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introducing Leonard’s family and their social achievements, and then shifting 

the focus to Penny and ridiculing her achievements, the exaggeration marks the 

huge gap between these two sides. Both sarcasm and exaggeration are created 

through this analogy: the sarcasm targets Penny specifically and mocks her so-

called achievements, being seen as a person whose most significant achievement 

cannot be compared with the elements introduced previously. Except for the im-

plicit analogy between the two sides, it is also by means of explicitation that the 

humorous effect arises, namely by specifying that Penny’s most significant 

achievement would be memorizing the Cheesecake Factory menu.  

The head tilt (see the video stills in Figures 67 and 68 above) used by Sheldon 

marks the element creating the analogy between Penny’s achievements and the 

family Leonard comes from, highlighting in this way Penny’s position. Since 

Sheldon already introduces phrases such as high-achieving family and high-

achieving partners, it is through the explicitation of Penny’s most significant 

achievement that the viewers compare the two sides (Leonard’s family on the one 

hand and Penny on the other hand).  

Similar to the examples discussed earlier, the head tilt is accompanied by 

other gestural triggers as well, such as gaze (Figure 67, right). When using the 

superlative to highlight Penny’s achievements, Sheldon gazes at her directly, 

making the target of his sarcasm when talking about her most significant achieve-

ment. The head tilt underlines the superlative, emphasizing the exaggeration he 

uses to ridicule her. Sheldon also uses head nods and other head movements in 

this example (not shown above).  

Consider also example (128) below, from House M.D., which constitutes sar-

casm and where a head tilt is used as gestural trigger by the speaker. In this ex-

ample, sarcasm, in combination with self-mockery, builds on the metonymy re-

ferring to House and Mark. The speaker, Stacy, shows her anger towards House 

who harasses her husband, now in a wheelchair. The metonymy is based on what 

the two of them have in common, namely a handicap: Mark is in a wheelchair 

after an accident, and House uses a cane. The head tilt is underlined:  

  

(128) Stacy:  This is unbelievably difficult for Mark, which you should know, 

which you should be able to summon up some level of empathy for. 

House:  Right. The Crippled Boys. We should start a band.  

 

Sarcasm here includes both Mark and House, but also Stacy, and is built on what 

the two characters have in common: a problem with their legs. The metonymy 

can be transcribed as PART FOR WHOLE, or, more specifically, CONDITION FOR PERSON. 

Both Mark and House are seen in relation to their condition. The sarcastic 
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utterance is built on the association made by Stacy in the first line, when she 

makes this connection between the two of them: which you should know, which 

you should be able to summon up some level of empathy for. The implied meaning 

is that House should be more sympathetic since he suffers from the same condi-

tion. House, however, takes this to a second level, a pretense space, where their 

common condition could make them start a band (The Crippled Boys). This is also 

created through constructional parallelism, as the names of most bands are con-

strued with the definite article the and an adjective preceding a noun (e.g., The 

Dead Kennedys, The Rolling Stones, The Smashing Pumpkins, etc.). The sugges-

tion that they should start a band is sarcastic, targeting not only Mark and House, 

but also Stacy, for making the comparison between the two of them.  

House nods when saying Right at the beginning of his utterance, consistent 

with the agreement gesture (although manipulated in this context, since House 

is being sarcastic). Right also implies an affirmation, which is aligned with his 

gestural attitude. Our concern is with the head tilt which co-occurs with House’s 

suggestion of starting a band, just after having given the name of the band. This 

head tilt can thus be interpreted as a gestural trigger, marking the sarcasm in 

House’s utterance. As shown in Figure 69, this gesture is combined with frown-

ing, which is also a gestural trigger. Both these gestures (head tilt and frowning) 

add to the humorous effect of the utterance since they emphasize the non-seri-

ousness of this suggestion. The modal verb should occurs with the head tilt to the 

right, triggering in this way the sarcastic suggestion House makes. 

 

Fig. 69: Head tilt with should (middle)  

Another similar example constituting sarcasm and sexual humor is (129) below, 

also from House M.D. In this context, House designates certain tasks for each of 

the team members. Although he calls the other team members by their (last) 

name, he calls the new girl on his team Thirteen, since when she applied for the 
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job, she was assigned a number and her number was thirteen. It becomes later 

evident that Thirteen is bisexual, fact which House does not fail to pick on fre-

quently. Similar to above, the occurrence of the head tilt is underlined:  

  

(129) House:  Taub and Thirty-One... 

Thirteen:  Thirty-One?  

House:  Oh, I'm sorry, I thought that either way was good with you.  

 

 

Fig. 70: Head tilt with either way (middle)  

Sarcasm draws here from sexual humor and targets Thirteen because of her sex-

ual orientation. This is done by switching her nickname from number thirteen 

(13) to number thirty-one (31). Here the number that is used to refer to her is also 

used to metonymically refer to her sexual orientation. As such, sarcasm and sex-

ual humor are created through the phrase either way because it allows generali-

zation.  

The head tilt occurs on the core humorous elements of House’s utterance, 

i.e., either way. It is this phrase specifically that allows the switch to the sexual 

interpretation and the reference to Thirteen’s sex life. By underlining it through 

his gesture, the viewers are directed to the pretense space created by this utter-

ance. The video stills in Figure 70 illustrate House’s head tilt when uttering either 

way. The head tilt is coming back to a horizontal position towards the end of his 

utterance, but is mostly apparent with the phrase either way, which can make it 

similar to a shrug, expressing in this case doubt.  

These head tilts frequently occur with various humorous instances, where 

they have the role of emphasizing certain elements that are fundamental for the 

interpretation of the humorous implications. As seen above, speakers tend to 

change their gestural behavior depending on the core humorous parts of their 

messages. If, in example (126), the speaker chooses to use a head tilt on elements 

that create the joint fantasy, for hyper-understanding in the same example, other 
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non-verbal and verbal underliners are used (such as the lengthening of sounds); 

in example (127), the head tilt occurs on the element that emphasizes the use of 

the exaggeration; in example (128), the speaker first introduces his utterance with 

a nod and then combines a head tilt and frowning for his sarcastic utterance; in 

example (129), the head tilt occurs with the phrase either way which marks both 

sarcasm and sexual humor. In these examples, the head tilt happens as either an 

underliner of verbal elements that form the humorous instances or as triggers of 

a non-serious space, but seem to have even further connotations such as imagi-

nation (example [128]) or doubt (example [129]). In both sarcastic utterances (in 

[128] with the suggestion to start a band and in [129] with the reference to Thir-

teen’s sexual life), this is a trigger of the intentional switch to a pretense space 

where the interlocutors are being ridiculed. Following Lee and Marsella’s sugges-

tion that the head tilt is a mark of pondering, it can be assumed that, in humor, 

this meaning is exploited to refer to a different interpretation.  

Looking at the number of occurrences of head tilts, we see that they represent 

17.1% of the total gestures. The distribution of head tilts in the different humor 

types in the corpus is given in Table 12 below. The total number of instances is 

given for each type as well as the number of occurrences where the speaker tilted 

their head on certain elements in the utterance.  

Tab. 12: Head tilts in different humor types 

Humor type Total  Head tilts Relative 

frequency 

Association 

ratio 

Sarcasm  315 137 42% 0.13 

Hyper-understanding 95 29 9% 0.03 

Sexual humor 57 22 7% 0.02 

Misunderstanding  97 22  7% 0.02 

Exaggeration 90 21 6% 0.02 

Joint fantasy 65 19 6% 0.02 

Register humor 57 16 5% 0.02 

Tease 53 14 4% 0.01 

Insider humor 43 13 4% 0.01 

Inter-textual humor 20 8 2% 0.01 

Self-glorification  17 7 2% 0.01 

Stereotype humor 24 5 2% 0 

Situational humor 44 3 1% 0 

Anecdote 10 3 1% 0 
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Humor type Total  Head tilts Relative 

frequency 

Association 

ratio 

Irony 7 3 1% 0 

Self-mockery 6 1 0% 0 

Understatement 6 1 0% 0 

Gender humor 10 1 0% 0 

Meta-humor 6 1 0% 0 

Puns 4 0 0% 0 

Parody 11 0 0% 0 

 

As the table shows, 42% of head tilts are used in sarcastic utterances. Sarcasm 

makes use of different gestures that underline the humorous message, and a head 

tilt, next to raised eyebrows and frowning, is one of those gestural triggers that 

are used most frequently. Compared to the other humor types, sarcasm is the type 

where speakers most frequently tilt their head to gesturally mark the switch from 

the serious space to the non-serious space. In hyper-understanding (9% of the 

total occurrences of head tilts), head tilts also occur on certain elements allowing 

the switch to happen between different interpretations, as also illustrated in the 

examples above. In sexual humor, speakers also tilt their head (7%) to mark the 

switch in readings. A total of 7% of head tilts are used with misunderstandings 

(which can coincide with the idea of doubt expressed above). In exaggeration, 

head tilts (6%) underline the elements that point to the disproportions given by 

the speakers to the context at hand, as in example (127) above where Penny’s most 

significant achievement is compared to Leonard’s high-achieving family. Joint 

fantasy co-occurs with head tilts (6%), where these gestural elements are used on 

key aspects of the discourse that make the message clear to the hearers. The same 

role of underlining is used in register humor, where head tilts represent 5%. of 

the total. The results are similar to tease (4%) and insider humor (4% of occur-

rences). The rest of the humor types in Table 12 above do not use head tilts as 

frequently, with less than 10 occurrences for each. With puns and parody, the 

speakers do not use head tilts at all.  

5.3.2 Head nods 

Lee and Marsella (2010, p. 553) consider that people generally nod to show agree-

ment towards what the other person is saying. They also note that sometimes 

head nods have a rhythmic pattern, with no communicative function whatsoever. 

Generally speaking, they are associated with “affirmation, intensification, 
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assumption, and interjections” (idem, p. 554). Similar to the head tilts and the 

facial expressions discussed above, head nods are also used by speakers in the 

two television-series to underline a certain part of the speaker’s utterance which 

has an essential role in triggering the humorous reading. For instance, in hyper-

understanding, as illustrated below (example [130]), head nods are sometimes 

used in order to underline the key element that marks the switch to the humorous 

interpretation. This is also the case in misunderstanding, where the clash be-

tween meanings is achieved through a key element that allows a switch in read-

ings.  

Consider example (130), from The Big Bang Theory, where Sheldon uses a 

head nod when switching the interpretation of the discourse and thus creating 

hyper-understanding. The head nod occurs on the key element allowing the 

switch in interpretation to be made. In this scene, Leonard and Sheldon have 

picked up Leonard’s mom (Beverley) from the airport. On the way back home, 

Beverley asks Leonard about his relationship status. Just before this scene takes 

places, Sheldon told Penny (Leonard’s girlfriend) that his mother might not ap-

prove of her (the exchange in example [127] above). The head nod is underlined:  

  

(130) Beverley:  [To Leonard] So, how about you? Are you seeing anyone in-

teresting? 

Sheldon:  Well, I’m not sure about interesting, but… 

Leonard:  Not the time, Sheldon.  

 

 

Fig. 71: Nod when uttering interesting (middle)  

Hyper-understanding builds on the key element retrieved from Beverley’s ques-

tion about Leonard’s dating someone interesting. Sheldon ‘recycles’ the adjective 

interesting with the intention of switching the interpretation. Since Leonard is da-

ting Penny, their neighbor who does not have a scientific/academic background, 

the implication would be that Penny is not interesting or does not deserve/hold 
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someone’s attention. It is this particular adjective interesting that allows the 

switch to take place, because Sheldon takes advantage of it in order to target 

Penny. He thus reverses the interpretation, and, from Beverley’s implied meaning 

that someone interesting is someone who holds Leonard’s attention, Sheldon 

shifts the meaning to someone interesting in general. Consequently, his utterance 

I’m not sure about interesting generalizes the view and Penny cannot be consid-

ered as interesting in general.  

The nod occurs on the key element that allows the shift in interpretations, 

the adjective interesting. This gesture thus turns the focus of the viewers on the 

key element allowing the shift to happen. The video stills in Figure 71 show Shel-

don’s nod when uttering the adjective interesting referring to Penny. He turns to-

wards Beverley (on his right) when replying because it is her word that is being 

recycled. Raised eyebrows are also used by Sheldon in this example (shown in 

the three frames above).  

What is striking is that the speaker uses a head nod, which, according to Lee 

and Marsella (2010) is generally a sign of agreement. In this case, the head nod 

marks the disagreement and the clash in interpretations. This is why, as a ges-

tural trigger, the head nod serves as pragmatic marker that emphasizes a certain 

element (in this case, the adjective). It underlines the key element that allows the 

shift in meanings, from Leonard’s particular case to a general meaning, one 

where Penny is not seen as deserving someone’s attention or interest.  

The same happens in example (131) below, also from The Big Bang Theory, 

where the nod occurs on the elements allowing the shift to take place. The scene 

presents a small dispute between Leonard and Sheldon, ending in Sheldon cor-

recting the grammar of Leonard’s original sentence. The humorous effect comes 

from the way the scene is built, where Sheldon manages to turn the tables on 

Leonard. The nod is underlined: 

  

(131) Leonard:  You’ve destroyed this relationship! And, you want to know 

what the worst part is? You don’t even understand what you did wrong 

because you can’t conceive of something that you are not an expert in!

Sheldon:  In which I am not an expert.  
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Fig. 72: Head nod with in which (right)  

Similar to example (130) above, hyper-understanding in (131) takes one element 

from the previous speaker’s utterance and uses it to turn the tables on the inter-

locutor. In this case, it is Leonard’s (supposed) grammatical error that triggers 

hyper-understanding, which is also emphasized by the use of the noun expert by 

Leonard. If the quarrel between them is triggered by Sheldon’s behavior and the 

fact that he is accused of having destroyed Leonard’s relationship, the focus is 

rapidly shifted to the word expert. Leonard’s use of a preposition at the end of a 

relative clause (which normative grammar considers an error) leads Sheldon to 

correct it and thereby belittle Leonard, showing he is an expert in everything.  

Strikingly similar to example (130), the gestural trigger falls on this key ele-

ment, which represents the shift of focus from the quarrel to Sheldon’s expertise 

in certain domains. The attention is thus drawn on the parts that highlight this 

interpretation. The video stills in Figure 72 illustrate Sheldon’s nod with this ex-

ample of hyper-understanding. Compare Sheldon’s straight face (left) to the head 

nod (right). The first frame presents Sheldon’s listening to Leonard after the latter 

finishes his utterance, and the second frame presents the head nod occurring 

when Sheldon corrects the use of the preposition from Leonard’s utterance.  

To compare, consider a sarcastic example such as (132) below, from House 

M.D., where House also nods when pronouncing the core humorous part of his 

utterance. This humorous instance is built on sarcasm, where House intention-

ally ridicules Chase’s opinion. This instance is built on antithesis, where Chase is 

being mocked for the opinion he gives, which is not professional. In this particu-

lar context, while brainstorming in order to diagnose a patient, Chase’s idea does 

not seem to help the doctors too much. The occurrence of the nod is underlined: 
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(132) House:  Every test is normal. He’s artificially raising his red-blood 

count, so why isn’t it raised?  

Chase:  Maybe his count is raised; maybe what's normal for us is out of 

whack for him. 

House:  Can't slip anything by you.  

 

 

Fig. 73: House uttering can’t (left) slip (middle) by you (right) 

This example builds on the opposition between what is said and what is meant, 

more specifically what House says and what is obvious enough for the hearers. 

His utterance targets Chase whose explanation is not scientific (consider also the 

language used) and cannot help them diagnose the patient. This context builds 

on the meaning of the adjective normal, first mentioned by House in his first line, 

and then used by Chase to compare the patient with other people (i.e., what’s 

normal for us is out of whack for him). This analogy between the patient and other 

people does not have any scientific background, which triggers the sarcastic com-

ment made by House. As such, the utterance can’t slip anything by you is meant 

to ridicule Chase, including his explanation of the case on which they are work-

ing. The implication would be that Chase’s careful examination of the case did 

not leave anything uncovered. This represents the opposite of what House really 

means because of the incongruity between this unscientific explanation and the 

mocking praise he addresses to Chase. 

The nod House uses goes on the phrase by you, which includes Chase as the 

target of his sarcasm. With this, House emphasizes the role Chase plays in the 

diagnosing team, and his role in helping them diagnose this particular case. The 

fact that the gestural trigger occurs with the pronoun you further reinforces the 

importance of having Chase on the team of diagnosticians. With this, House also 

sarcastically emphasizes that Chase is the strongest element on the team, since it 

is his scrutiny on the case that brings them the answer.  
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Compare the first frame with the other two frames in Figure 73, where the nod 

occurs explicitly on the pronoun you, which targets Chase. The nod adds to the 

humorous effect of the instance above since it puts the focus of attention on 

Chase. Note also the use of frowning in this same example; frowning also has a 

role of adding to the humorous effect of the context. Facial expressions and head 

tilts generally combine in these two television-series because the speakers con-

stantly point at elements in their discourse that aid the hearers to interpret their 

humorous messages.  

One last example is (133) below, also from House M.D. In this scene, the team 

discusses a patient’s case for a diagnosis. This particular patient has told Cam-

eron about the different sexual games that he and his wife play. While the team 

starts debating this, Cameron’s comment makes everyone stare at her and results 

in House’s sarcastic comment combined with sexual humor. The head nod is un-

derlined below:  

  

(133) Cameron:  If you ask me, if two people really trust each other, a three-

some once every seven years might actually help a marriage.  

[Everyone stares at her.] 

House:  Okay, I say we stop the DDx59 and discuss that comment.  

 

 

Fig. 74: Nod appears when uttering discuss (right) 

Sarcasm and sexual humor are here built on what Cameron says and the reactions 

the other male doctors have to her remark. The fact that they are all surprised, 

looking at her in amazement allows House to add sarcasm to the context. Since 

no one reacts to her comment, House shifts the focus from the diagnosis to Cam-

eron’s comment and sarcastically suggests to stop the DDx and discuss that com-

ment. Sarcasm here targets Cameron as well as the other members of the team 

|| 
59 A DDx is an abbreviation which stands for ‘differential diagnosis.’  

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Head movements as gestural triggers in humor | 235 

  

who stare at her in amazement. The incongruity is created through the suggestion 

that they should stop the medical discussion and talk about sexual activities in-

stead.  

See Figure 74 for the head nod used by House to point at this shift from the 

patient’s diagnosis to Cameron’s comment. The head nod occurs in the third 

frame (although quite difficult to detect in the video stills above). Frowning is 

also used at the beginning of the suggestion as well as with the verb discuss, 

which marks the non-seriousness of his remark. Frowning at the beginning marks 

the non-seriousness of the entire remark, while the head nod in the third frame 

indicates the emphasis on the verb discuss.  

In all these examples, head nods are used on specific elements from the dis-

course that are fundamental for the understanding of the humorous implications. 

In both examples of hyper-understanding above, the head nod was used on the 

key element allowing the switch to happen (the adjective interesting and the prep-

osition in). With sarcasm, the head nod also marks the target which is at the core 

of the sarcastic remark, being used on the pronoun you in example (132); in ex-

ample (133), the head nod underlines the importance of Cameron’s comment by 

shifting the focus from the diagnosis to her sexual remark.  

Turning again to the quantitative analysis, head nods represent 19.5% of the 

total gestural annotations. The occurrence of head nods in the various humor 

types present in the study is given in Table 13 below. To compare, the total num-

ber of instances are given, as well as the number of instances where nods were 

used by speakers.  

Tab. 13: Occurrence of nods with humor types  

Humor type Total Head nods Relative 

frequency 

Association 

ratio 

Sarcasm  315 113 34% 0.11 

Hyper-understanding 95 35 11% 0.03 

Exaggeration 90 27 8% 0.03 

Misunderstanding 97 25 8% 0.02 

Joint fantasy  65 23 7% 0.02 

Sexual humor 57 21 6% 0.02 

Register humor 57 17 5% 0.02 

Tease 53 15 5% 0.01 

Inter-textual 20 9 3% 0.01 

Insider humor 43 7 2% 0.01 
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Humor type Total Head nods Relative 

frequency 

Association 

ratio 

Anecdote 10 6 2% 0.01 

Self-glorification  17 6 2% 0.01 

Stereotype humor 24 5 2% 0 

Situational humor 44 5 2% 0 

Self-mockery 6 3 1% 0 

Understatement 6 3 1% 0 

Gender humor 10 3 1% 0 

Parody 11 3 1% 0 

Irony 7 2 1% 0 

Puns 4 2 1% 0 

Meta-humor 6 1 0% 0 

TOTAL  1037 331 100% 0.31 

 

Head nods are used in all the humor types present in the study. They are fre-

quently used with sarcasm (34% of total occurrences), hyper-understanding 

(11%), exaggeration (8%), misunderstanding (8%), joint fantasy (7%), and sexual 

humor (6%). Head nods appear with register humor (5%) and teasing (5%) as 

well. For the rest of the humor types listed above, head nods are employed by 

speakers in less than 10 utterances for each. In these instances, nods are used to 

underline certain elements in the speakers’ utterances that play an essential role 

for the understanding of the humorous message; they are thus considered ges-

tural triggers in humor. 

5.3.3 Combined head movements  

There are also cases where these two gestural triggers described above are com-

bined. Consider the example below, from House M.D., where a head tilt and a 

head nod are used in the same humorous utterance. The doctors are discussing 

the case of an inmate (Clarence) who has killed several people. Foreman’s reply 

is sarcastic, and he uses both a head tilt at the beginning as well as a nod at the 

end of it. These two gestures trigger the switch of the discourse base space to a 

pretense, non-serious space. The head tilt appears in bold, the nod, in italics.  
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(134) House:  He kills inmate number one. Why?  

Foreman:  Guy attacked him first.  

House:  Revenge. Who’d he kill after that?  

Chase:  Prison guard.  

House: I’ve got a file full of abuse complaints. Probably been kicking 

Clarence’s ass for months.  

Foreman:  Clarence is just ridding the world of bad seeds.  

 

Sarcasm here is built on a metaphor (THE WORLD IS A PLANT) where the bad seeds 

refer to certain people and their genes. In the case of the inmate killing people 

who have wronged him, they become the bad seeds in the world. Based on the 

idea of right and wrong, the metaphor construes on the same comparison that 

there are good seeds and bad seeds. This meaning is incongruous with the whole 

scenario, since the doctors are discussing the inmate’s murders, which would be 

categorized as wrong doings. Hence, Foreman uses sarcasm to categorize Clar-

ence’s actions. It is also based on an exaggeration, hence the disproportionate 

dimensions (Haverkate, 1990) of Clarence’s actions. By killing certain people (two 

of the victims are listed in example [134]), Clarence is ridding the world of these 

bad individuals. The view is generalized to include the whole world, not just the 

prison where Clarence did the killings. This also adds to the sarcasm that targets 

Clarence for his actions, but also includes House in the sarcastic comment, be-

cause of the explanations he gives. The utterance draws from House’s search for 

reasons (i.e., House’s explanation probably been kicking Clarence’s ass for 

months). The pretense space builds on all the elements given in the context, draw-

ing from all the exaggerated implications of House’s speech as well as Clarence’s 

actions. 

As shown in the video stills in Figures 75 and 76, Foreman uses a number of 

facial expressions (raised eyebrows, for instance) and gestures in order to get 

across his sarcastic comment. We will only focus on the head tilt and the head 

nod at the beginning and end of his utterance, both functioning as gestural trig-

gers for the humorous message. Compare the frames in Figure 75, where Foreman 

uses a head tilt when uttering ridding the world. Foreman’s gaze is also taken into 

account, since he is looking straight at House when saying this. In Figure 76, he 

is not looking at House anymore, but at his colleague Chase (on his left), also 

present in the scene. The head nod occurs in the last frames, when building the 

metaphor bad seeds. The two gestures used here emphasize both his sarcasm and 

the exaggeration; they point out at first the hyperbole he uses (the entire world) 

as well as the metaphor (bad seeds). Looking at House directly when using the 

exaggeration ridding the world reinforces the idea that it builds on how House 
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explains Clarence’s actions. Foreman’s utterance is a reply to House’s implicature 

that Clarence had reasons to kill certain people, as if killing people can be justi-

fied. The change of gaze direction and the nod while looking at Chase might be 

as if to integrate him in the discourse, while simultaneously making it obvious 

that he is mocking House.  

 

 

Fig. 75: Foreman using a head tilt while uttering ridding the world (middle and right)  

 

Fig. 76: Foreman nodding while uttering bad seeds (middle and right)  

Another example which combines these two gestures is (135) below, also from 

House M.D. In this scene, House was asked to do performance reviews of his team 

members, which he does not want to do. When asked about it by Foreman, he 

uses sarcasm and hyper-understanding to mock him. We will focus on the sar-

casm in House’s last reply. The head tilt appears in bold while the head nod is in 

italics:  
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(135) Foreman:  Reviews make a difference. People have to listen, so they 

have to learn.  

House:  I don’t think that the right time to tell the dog not to pee on the 

rug is semi-annually.  

Foreman:  You don't want to do the paperwork.  

House:  I am concerned about the rainforest.  

 

It is Foreman’s word paperwork on which both sarcasm and hyper-understanding 

are built. More particularly, hyper-understanding is triggered by the word paper, 

which metonymically refers to the problems that the world is facing today, i.e., 

deforestation. Doing the paperwork would thus imply using paper, and House 

takes advantage of Foreman’s choice of words to shift the interpretation to a big-

ger problem that the world is facing. The so-called concern he addresses towards 

the rainforest is in fact a sarcastic remark which targets Foreman and also mod-

ern society and its interests.  

As shown below, the concern uttered by House co-occurs with a nod gesture, 

while the word rainforest is said while his head is tilted to the right, but also while 

nodding. I am concerned would mark the core sarcastic part of the utterance as 

well as an agreement (in this case exploited), while for the word rainforest the 

gestural attitude is changed since it also represents hyper-understanding, based 

on Foreman’s paperwork trigger.  

 

Fig. 77: Nod with I am concerned (middle and right)  

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



240 | Multimodality and sarcasm: Reasons to raise a few eyebrows 

  

 

Fig. 78: Head tilt with rainforest (middle and right)  

Based on an experimental study, Lee and Marsella’s (2010) consider that head 

nods are more frequently used at the beginning of sentences, not at the end. It 

seems that the choice of using a head nod is influenced by the role the verbal 

element plays in the humorous message. For example, in both (132) and (134), 

head nods are used at the end of the utterances to intensify certain verbal ele-

ments; in (132) the phrase by you marks the pronoun explicitly emphasizing 

Chase as a target of House’s sarcasm and, in (134), the nod occurs on the phrase 

bad seeds, which also sarcastically ridicules Clarence’s actions. In (130), the head 

nod used with the adjective interesting can also have the role of an intensifier, 

where it underlines its importance for the change of meanings in the humorous 

interpretation. Consequently, these head nods could be considered as intensifiers 

for the elements with which they are used. In the case of (135), the head nod is 

used with the phrase I am concerned and could emphasize the sarcastic affirma-

tion. It is thus used at the beginning of the sentence (Lee & Marsella, 2010), alt-

hough the gestural behavior changes and a head tilt is still used at the end with 

the sarcastic reference to the rainforest. In any case, the occurrence of head nods 

appears to depend solely on the relevance of these elements for the humorous 

message the speakers intend to convey.  

All the gestural triggers discussed above, facial expressions as well as head 

tilts and nods, are generally used in combination and rarely alone. Sometimes 

raised eyebrows are used in combination with frowning (which either precedes 

or follows them); it is also the case of head tilts, as seen above: sometimes they 

are combined with nods and quite often facial expressions also come into play. It 

is rare that speakers only use one of these gestural triggers to underline parts of 

their speech. These gestures are used on certain words or phrases which play a 

fundamental role in the interpretation of humor as such. They appear strategi-

cally on just certain parts of their utterance, which deserve more attention than 
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others since they are the key to humorous meanings. For instance, in hyper-un-

derstanding, speakers will usually perform gestures on the key elements that al-

low the switch in meaning; with sarcasm, they will strategically use gestures and 

facial expressions on elements that define the central part in the sarcastic utter-

ance.  

5.4 Sample contrastive study 

The quantitative analysis has shown that facial expressions (particularly raised 

eyebrows) and head movements occur quite frequently with humorous expres-

sions, in particular with sarcasm. A crucial question that remains is whether this 

is because they are typical of such humorous exchanges, in which case they could 

be regarded as humor signaling elements, or whether they are communicative 

expressions of a more general sort that occur equally frequently in non-humorous 

utterances. The frequencies in the data would then merely be a logical outcome 

of the overall usage of these gestural expressions. 

In order to answer this question, a small-scale study was carried out in which 

we compare the above frequencies to those of the same gestures occurring in non-

humorous instances of humor. To do this, two episodes were randomly selected, 

one from House M.D. and one from The Big Bang Theory, for which all the occur-

rences of raised eyebrows, frowning, head tilts, and head nods have been anno-

tated, regardless of whether they occurred in humorous or non-humorous ex-

changes. Each of them will be explained in more detail below. The contrast 

between the uses of these gestures in The Big Bang Theory and House M.D. is strik-

ing, but this may be due to the fact that an episode of House M.D. lasts longer 

compared to an episode of The Big Bang Theory and that the latter includes more 

humorous instances than the former, since it is a sitcom. It is thus normal to have 

more uses of these gestures in non-humorous instances in House M.D. 

In the randomly selected episode from The Big Bang Theory speakers raise 

their eyebrows 101 times, out of which this happened 50 times while using hu-

mor. In House M.D., the speakers raised their eyebrows 432 times, out of which 

only 92 times while using humor. The results are given in Table 14 below. This 

accounts for 27% occurrences of raised eyebrows with humor compared to 73% 

of non-humorous utterances.  
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Tab. 14: Raised eyebrows in the sample contrastive study  

 The Big Bang Theory House M.D. Total 

With humor 50 92 142 

 49.5 % 21.3% 26.6% 

Without humor 51 340 391 

 50.5% 78.7% 73.4% 

TOTAL 101 432 533 

 100% 100% 100% 

 

Raised eyebrows are frequently used facial expressions that serve certain roles in 

the understanding of the speakers’ messages, be they humorous or not. Ekman’s 

scheme given above (Section 5.1), indicating that they are used for a quite wide 

range of human emotions, seems essentially correct; this also explains their fre-

quent use in the two television series. These results also confirm that raised eye-

brows do not predict humor, as opposed to, for example, laughter and smiling, 

as pointed out by Attardo et al. (2013). If speakers raise their eyebrows, this does 

not necessarily mean that humor is happening or is about to happen. Neverthe-

less, when comparing the use of raised eyebrows in humor and in the different 

humor types, it appears that they are well-suited to play an important role in the 

understanding of a humorous intention, as they target the viewers’ attention to 

the elements that trigger the humorous interpretation. 

Similar to what has been done for raised eyebrows, we have considered the 

occurrence of frowning with both humorous and non-humorous instances in the 

same two random episodes from House M.D. and The Big Bang Theory. The results 

from the sample episodes are given in Table 15 below. The speakers frown 47 

times in The Big Bang Theory and 95 times in House M.D. Only 37.3% of these oc-

currences happen with humor, while 62.7% of frowning happens in non-humor-

ous utterances.  
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Tab. 15: Frowning in the sample contrastive study  

 The Big Bang Theory House M.D. Total 

With humor 11 42 53 

 23.4 % 44.2% 37.3% 

Without humor 36 53 89 

 76.6% 55.8% 62.7% 

TOTAL 47 95 142 

 100% 100% 100% 

 

These results show that frowning, just as raised eyebrows, is frequently employed 

by speakers to signal their humorous intentions. However, frowning and raised 

eyebrows are used differently with certain humor types, as seen from the results 

presented in Section 5.2 above.  

Comparable to the facial expressions discussed above, the same sample epi-

sodes have also been annotated to establish the ratio of head tilts for both non-

humorous and humorous exchanges. The results for both samples are given in 

Table 16 below. In The Big Bang Theory sample, speakers tilt their head 44 times, 

while in House M.D. they use a head tilt 121 times. The results show that 43% of 

these head tilts are used humorously, whereas 57% of them are used in non-hu-

morous contexts.  

Tab. 16: Head tilts in the sample contrastive study  

 The Big Bang Theory House M.D. Total 

With humor 27 44 71 

 61.3 % 36.3% 43.0% 

Without humor 17 77 94 

 38.7% 63.7% 57.0% 

TOTAL 44 121 165 

 100% 100% 100% 

 

The results for head nods are given in Table 17 below. In The Big Bang Theory, 

speakers used a head nod 65 times, whereas in House M.D. they used 226 head 

nods. This amount to 27.4% head nods in humorous contexts as opposed to 72.6% 

head nods in non-humorous discourse.  
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Tab. 17: Head nods in the sample contrastive study  

 The Big Bang Theory House M.D. Total 

With humor 48 32 80 

 73.8% 14.1% 27.4% 

Without humor 17 194 211 

 26.2% 85.9% 72.6% 

TOTAL 65 226 291 

 100% 100% 100% 

 

All these results point to the fact that these facial expressions and head move-

ments are frequently used by speakers in the two television-series. They have dif-

ferent functions in the discourse: they are either expressions of human emotions 

or they have semantic functions, such as affirmation for head nods or disagree-

ment for frowning in the first case, emphasis and intensification in the second 

case. These gestures are used in humor for the same purpose. The fundamental 

question that this raises is whether they are thus semantic or pragmatic, or per-

haps both and whether there is a more specific meaning underlying their use in 

humor. This will be discussed in more detail in the next section.  

5.5 The semantic-pragmatic nature of gestures  

Lee and Marsella (2010, p. 553) say that “even if we know all the individual factors 

that can cause the display of nonverbal behaviors, as more and more factors are 

added, it becomes hard to specify how all these factors contribute to the myriad 

of behaviors generated.” This observation points to the difficulty in understand-

ing all the implications and meanings these gestures generate in humor analysis. 

As already pointed out in an earlier publication (Tabacaru & Lemmens, 2014), on 

the basis of Ekman’s perspective as a starting point for the analysis, two hypoth-

eses can be formulated regarding the role of facial expressions: one as pragmatic, 

the other as semantic.  

The first hypothesis, which lies in line with the present claim, sees these fa-

cial expressions as pragmatic markers of humor, as also suggested by Ekman’s 

term underliner. This does not mean, however, that when people raise their eye-

brows, humor is necessarily happening or about to happen. In other words, these 

facial expressions and head movements do not predict humor. They would 

simply be pragmatic markers, highlighting the humorous trigger (a certain atti-

tude or word), as part of the expression of a speaker’s attitude (just like tone of 
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voice) and thus helping the hearer to understand the intended meaning. These 

gestures come as ‘helpers’ toward the intended interpretation, but it does not 

work both ways, i.e., people raising their eyebrows, frowning, or using head 

movements does not necessarily mean that they are using humor. The fact that 

these gestures co-occur with certain words or larger parts of a speaker’s utterance 

means they may be used on the central part of a humorous message, where the 

hearers are alerted to change to a pretense, non-serious space. The examples il-

lustrated above show that the elements on which these gestures occur are essen-

tial for the understanding of the humorous intention of the speaker.  

The second hypothesis takes a more semantic perspective and sees these ges-

tures as having a specific meaning as expressions of human emotions. Raised 

eyebrows such as 1+2 (see Ekman’s diagram above) can be said to be an expres-

sion of surprise or interest (as asserted by Ekman himself). Its co-occurrence with 

humor can be accounted for by seeing humor in terms of surprise (Janko, 1984; 

Attardo, 1994; Perks, 2012). Research in the field of humor reveals that speakers 

indeed manipulate the discourse space in order to surprise the hearers with new 

readings (cf. Raskin, 1985; Brône & Feyaerts, 2003; Yus, 2003; Tabacaru, 2015; 

Tabacaru & Feyaerts, 2016, etc.). Clearly, it would make sense to assume that 

speakers use the element of surprise when they use humor. However, while 

raised eyebrows may indicate surprise, in humorous exchanges such as the ones 

analyzed here, it is the hearer that would be surprised, whereas in these cases it 

is the speaker (exploiting the surprise) who raises the eyebrows, not the hearer. 

This poses a problem for the semantic view on raised eyebrows. For frowning, it 

might still hold, as its meaning can be that of disagreement, as has been indeed 

illustrated in certain examples above; via frowning, the speaker highlights the 

disagreement between two different interpretations given to the same utter-

ance/context. In other words, the speaker frowns to dismiss the interlocutor’s in-

tended meaning and to substitute it with a humorous one. As for head move-

ments, head nods could express agreement with the speaker, although this idea 

is exploited in humorous utterances. Sometimes, speakers will nod while refuting 

the interlocutor’s idea.  

In order to test the semantic or the pragmatic hypothesis, two additional ex-

amples are discussed below, both with raised eyebrows, one from a humorous 

exchange and one from a non-humorous exchange.  

In example (136) below, taken from The Big Bang Theory, the speaker (Leon-

ard) raises his eyebrows in speech. Leonard and Penny are standing in front of 

their apartment doors; they have just had dinner together, and Penny wonders 

about the meaning of this encounter between just the two of them. The under-

lined words mark the occurrence of raised eyebrows:  
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(136) Penny:  Was this supposed to be a date?  

[…]  

Leonard:  When I take a girl on a date, and I do, she knows she’s been 

dated. Capital D. Bold face, underline, day-ted.  

 

 

Fig. 79: Raised eyebrows when uttering I do (right)  

 

Fig. 80: Raised eyebrows when uttering Capital D (middle and right)  

The occurrence of raised eyebrows is also consistent with the pauses Leonard 

makes in discourse. For both occurrences there are pauses before and after 

speech (marked by the commas in and I do, and between full stops in Capital D). 

This shows that raised eyebrows have the role of underlining the speaker’s in-

tended message (Ekman, 1979) since they emphasize certain elements and not 

others, with the intention of making these elements more prominent for the 

hearer. Moreover, in both cases, raised eyebrows emphasize certain implications 

and meanings in Leonard’s utterance. In the first case (i.e., and I do), raised eye-

brows occur with the pronoun and the verb (i.e., I do) both of which have the role 

of emphasis: Leonard emphasizes the fact that he takes girls out on dates. In the 

second case (i.e., Capital D) this marks the beginning of the enumeration that em-

phasizes a date with Leonard. As such, raised eyebrows occur with the first 
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element of the enumeration, but are dropped afterwards, when Leonard contin-

ues to enumerate ‘spellings’ of a date with him. This is again consistent with un-

derlining the idea that he is about to start, namely the enumeration of elements 

that emphasize the importance of a date with Leonard. The video stills above 

show the occurrence of raised eyebrows in Leonard’s speech.  

This instance has been annotated as exaggeration and register humor (bring-

ing in elements from an unrelated domain, in this case, that of text formatting), 

because the humorous interpretation arises from the way Leonard presents a date 

with him. Two distinct domains (text formatting and dating) intertwine. In any 

case, raised eyebrows have the role of accentuating these words and underline 

the way Leonard wants Penny to see a usual date with him. It is the gestural trig-

ger of raised eyebrows that generates the humorous interpretations in both exag-

geration and register humor, since they occur on the central humorous part in 

Leonard’s discourse.  

Let us also consider a gestural trigger with a non-humorous instance, taken 

from the corpus, in order to compare their role in speech. In this scene, taken 

from House M.D., raised eyebrows occur with a question, which is consistent with 

Ekman’s (1979) findings (place of occurrence is underlined). In this example, 

Foreman asks a question to which he already knows the answer, in order to prove 

a point:  

  

(137) Foreman:  This guy has been injecting himself how many times a day? 

All it’d take is one slip of the needle to cause an air embolism. 

 

In this example, raised eyebrows occur with larger chunks of the speaker’s utter-

ance, first with a question and then with the reasoning behind it (the actual rea-

son why he asked the question in the first place). This is consistent with Ekman’s 

(1979) perspective of seeing raised eyebrows as punctuating questions. The video 

stills below show how Foreman raises his eyebrows in these two cases. Compare 

the baseline (Figure 81) to the other three frames in Figure 82 (raised eyebrows). 
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Fig. 81: Neutral face in example (137) 

 

Fig. 82: Raised eyebrows for many (left), […] one (middle), […] needle (right)  

In the example above, Foreman starts raising his eyebrows when uttering how 

many times, which underlines the role of facial expressions as marking the inter-

rogative. He raises his eyebrows again when giving the reason behind his rhetor-

ical question and explaining the rationale, which would mark an explanation in 

this case. By raising his eyebrows, Foreman does not trigger any humorous inter-

pretation, but only highlights important parts of his speech that help the inter-

locutors interpret his message.  

Then, we can safely assume that in non-humorous utterances, such as (137) 

above, the speaker uses raised eyebrows to underline (Ekman, 1979) parts of his 

speech, just like prosodic features (stress on certain words in the utterance or a 

change of nucleus placement). The speaker may use verbal or non-verbal cues in 

order to stress important chunks of their speech and make them more salient to 

the hearers. But, in humorous instances, such as (136) above, raised eyebrows 

underline the humorous interpretation of the utterance. They trigger the humor-

ous perspective. Firstly, when raising the eyebrows when saying I do, the humor-

ous exaggeration is underlined, since it points out the importance of a date with 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Conclusion | 249 

  

Leonard (serving the same role as the emphasis created by Leonard’s I do). Sec-

ondly, when the speaker raises his eyebrows while uttering Capital D, it also trig-

gers the interpretation of what is to follow: the enumeration that links the two 

domains together (boldface, underline, day-ted). By stressing the first element of 

the enumeration, he makes sure that he alerts the viewers of the salience of this 

part for the understanding of the discourse.  

Given that the present data concern staged interactions, where speakers 

know beforehand that they are going to use humor and might therefore exagger-

ate their reactions, the analysis of facial expressions as expressing the element of 

surprise (which happens when discourse moves to a pretense space) may still be 

valid. Frowning can still be used as disagreement, and also head nods as indicat-

ing some kind of agreement with the interlocutor. The question remains open as 

to how similar gestures are used with spontaneous humor and whether both of 

these hypotheses would then still apply.  

While these two hypotheses are not necessarily mutually exclusive, we are 

more inclined toward the pragmatic analysis of seeing these facial expressions 

and head movements as gestural triggers of humorous inferences. The fact that 

speakers change their gestures when a salient element is uttered confirms that a 

pragmatic viewpoint is more relevant in the analysis of humor. However, these 

gestures may not have a fixed meaning and they can switch almost unpredicta-

bly. What is striking is that speakers use these gestures to highlight elements in 

their discourse that guide hearers/viewers to the humorous interpretation. There 

are also certain tendencies, as illustrated above, as certain gestures occur more 

often with certain humor types, which also gives them a more semantic meaning.  

5.6 Conclusion  

In this chapter, we explored the use of certain gestures in humorous dis-

course focusing on facial expressions (raised eyebrows and frowning) and head 

movements (head tilts and head nods) which are the most frequent in the corpus. 

On the basis of several examples, it was shown that these elements are gestural 

triggers that point at important elements in the speakers’ utterance that imply a 

switch of the interpretation from a serious space to a non-serious one. In other 

words, they are pragmatic elements guiding the hearer to the correct inference.  

However, these facial displays and head movements can also be considered 

as having a semantic function in different contexts. Intersubjectivity is a funda-

mental factor in interactional humor because it operates the common ground and 

establishes a layered meaning structure. These elements have an essential role 

for how the speakers manage to make their intentions clear to the viewers. The 
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speakers adopt certain behaviors to make their meanings more apparent to the 

hearers.  

Clearly, as with other types of communication, humor is not achieved solely 

through verbal elements. It represents the sum of different behaviors and atti-

tudes that speakers display in order to make the message understood by the hear-

ers. The research on multimodal elements that are part of the discourse leads to 

more insight into how humor is built and interpreted in certain contexts. This 

study is constrained in that it looks at staged interaction only; further research 

on spontaneous uses of such facial expressions and head movements is still lack-

ing and should be included to lead to a better understanding of the role that ges-

tures play in humor. 
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6 Conclusions and prospects 

Humor has since long intrigued linguists and philosophers and has been notably 

elusive to analysis. This book is an attempt to provide a more tangible analysis of 

the creation and understanding of humorous utterances from a cognitive per-

spective. This goal has been approached from a theoretical and an empirical 

point of view. 

From the theoretical perspective, the existing analyses of humor have been 

presented both in linguistics and beyond. More particularly, the idea of incongru-

ity is at the center of several theories on humor, which are explained in Chapter 

2 (such as the script-opposition model presented by Raskin, 1985, the general the-

ory of verbal humor discussed by Attardo & Raskin, 1991, or Coulson et al.’s [2006] 

theory of frame-shifting). Since humor exploits speakers’ expectations, incongru-

ity appears to be a central element in the creation of humorous meanings. More 

importantly, these approaches explain how inferences are built in discourse, 

ideas which have been relevant for this discussion. Regarding cognitive theories, 

certain theories apply to discourse in general, but also to humor analysis: Fill-

more’s frames, Fauconnier’s mental spaces, Langacker’s reference-point con-

structions, and Croft and Cruse’s construal operations. In regards to humor, Coul-

son’s space-structuring model as well as Brône’s layered-mental space 

configuration provide new approaches to humor in interaction. These models 

provide more insight on the different layers of meaning that are created through 

humor, based on the creativity of language and of humor in context.  

From the empirical perspective, this volume presents a new and better 

method for humor analysis in general, bringing together the various types of hu-

mor discussed in the literature as well as a multimodal approach to this type of 

analysis. Using the annotation tool ELAN, both verbal and non-verbal expres-

sions of humor can be considered. This method proves useful since it allows dif-

ferent comparisons and statistics to be compiled more easily, focusing on sar-

casm as the most frequently used humor type in the corpus (36.6% of the total 

data). Most of all, it allows a detailed analysis of sarcasm (Chapter 4), which fo-

cuses on the different linguistic realizations underlying it. Unlike other theories 

that have approached the phenomenon of sarcasm, this is a more systematic ap-

proach, where the linguistic realizations of this humor type would be taken into 

account as well: antithesis, repetition, explicitation, metonymy, metaphor, shift 

of focus, reasoning, and rhetorical questions. The results show that sarcasm often 

builds on metonymy (23.4% of the sarcastic utterances), which is the most fre-

quently used mechanism in the corpus. This then is an important contribution 

that links sarcasm and metonymy. It confirms more recent analyses that have 
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argued that metonymy occurs more frequently than metaphor (for example, 

Koch, 1999). This perspective reveals the complex process of meaning construc-

tion in sarcasm, which depends on inferences and assumptions that the speakers 

make. It also exploits common ground between interlocutors to reverse the seri-

ous space with a non-serious one. Sarcasm has thus been defined as a pretense 

(Clark & Gerrig, 1984; Kihara, 2005) incorporating different mental spaces (Coul-

son, 2005b; Brône, 2008).  

This volume highlights the fundamental role of facial expressions (raised 

eyebrows and frowning) and head movements (head tilts and head nods) in the 

understanding of humorous instances on the one side and the process of mean-

ing construction on the other. These gestural triggers, much like the triggers pro-

posed in Gricean models for pragmatic inferencing, are essential for the interpre-

tation of humorous instances, since they are used on strategic elements that mark 

the shift to the non-serious space. The semantic and pragmatic functions these 

gestural triggers play are numerous: their pragmatic functions imply a trigger to 

the non-serious space by underlining the core humorous part of a speaker’s ut-

terance, and their semantic functions imply they are expressions of human emo-

tions. The analysis shows they are consistent in sarcasm, since speakers fre-

quently use these four gestures. They are also used in the other humor types 

present in the corpus with the same functions. Speakers constantly use such ges-

tures to alert the hearers to their humorous intentions which will trigger the pre-

tense of their utterances.  

The empirical analysis confirms the three hypotheses at the beginning of this 

study: 

1) Humor in interaction will exploit speakers’ expectations and will depend on 

constant intersubjectivity between interlocutors. They will refer to the common 

ground between them to create their humorous meanings.  

2) Speakers will use certain gestures to alert the hearers/viewers of their humor-

ous intentions. This is in line with more recent approaches to humor, analyzing 

the role of prosody in humorous utterances and which have discussed a change 

in speakers’ intonation when using irony or sarcasm (Rockwell, 2000; Boxer, 

2002; Cheang & Pell, 2009).  

3) Speakers will use gestures to point out important parts of their speech, which 

are fundamental in the process of meaning construction and interpretation.  

This study has also underlined the necessity of finding new and improved meth-

ods for the analysis of humor in interaction. The perspective of humor in interac-

tion offers insight that is not possible in the case of jokes or humor outside of a 

certain context. Speakers’ interaction depends on intersubjectivity and on a 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Conclusions and prospects | 253 

  

constant process of meaning coordination which allows exploiting certain expec-

tations and norms. Their humorous intentions are made clear with the use of ges-

tures and prosodic elements which focus the attention on elements that bear the 

core humorous part of an utterance. Humor has to be seen on multiple semiotic 

layers of interaction in order to link all the associations and inferences the inter-

locutors make. By looking at such a large corpus of examples, different humorous 

techniques are encountered, which can be applied to the techniques used in the 

two television series analyzed here. Comparisons can thus be made which show 

clearer results on how humor is used and created in discourse.  

The methodology and data analysis presented in this book open up new av-

enues for further research of which the two most important ones are (i) the exten-

sion to spontaneous humor, and (ii) the extension to other gestures.  

Firstly, the method and results presented here have been applied to staged 

humor; it deserves to be investigated to what extent they apply to instances of 

spontaneous humor as well. For example, the taxonomy of sarcastic utterances 

should be tested on spontaneous uses of humor to investigate if interlocutors 

build their humorous implications in everyday talk in a similar way. Although the 

results of the two television series belonging to two different genres are quite con-

sistent with each other, where the same humor types and linguistic mechanisms 

underlie humorous meanings, the question is still open as to what extent these 

phenomena are used spontaneously by speakers. Similar questions pertain to the 

use of facial expressions and head movements that observed in staged interac-

tions: do they occur in spontaneous humor as well? The results from this study 

lead us to believe they do; while actors are obviously aware of where the humor 

occurs and are professionals when it comes to techniques for conveying this, it is 

unlikely that such subtle expressions all be staged, particularly in view of their 

perfect alignment with the core elements in the humorous expression. This sug-

gests that they are part of more general communicative strategies that will also 

be exploited in spontaneous speech. What can be expected to be different is the 

frequency with which such non-verbal expressions occur, as they may be ex-

pected to be lower in spontaneous interactions, where interlocutors are less fo-

cused on conveying ‘just the right expression’. 

A second area where the present study should be expanded concerns pre-

cisely these non-verbal elements. Although the research on humor carried out so 

far has integrated prosodic elements in humor analysis (Pickering et al., 2009) 

and started to look at facial expressions and head tilts, much ground still needs 

to be covered concerning gesture analysis. The results have clearly demonstrated 

the importance of some of these elements in the analysis of speakers’ behavior 

since they serve as triggers, alerting the hearers to their humorous messages. 
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Future research should include other gestures in the analysis of such interac-

tions. This includes manual gestures as well as gaze and posture; (hand) beats 

could play an important role when it comes to spontaneous humor. The results 

of the study lead us to argue that such an all-encompassing analysis, which con-

siders all types of verbal and non-verbal elements of communication, is essential 

to account for humor mechanisms in speech (both spontaneous and less sponta-

neous).  

There is also considerable ground to be covered on the boundaries between 

these processes. The fundamental question to be answered then, a point also 

raised by Brône (2012), is how a mental process (such as metaphor, for instance) 

differ from humor. Such processes are very similar because they are created 

through mapping between different mental spaces and through the process of 

layering. As can be gathered from the discussion above, many questions remain 

to be answered with regard to the mechanisms used in humor, how to analyze 

them and to what extent they are specific to humor or the mere outcome of gen-

eral discourse principles.  

While the present study needs to be augmented in various ways, we believe 

that its method is empirically solid to have shown the relevance of a detailed 

analysis of these humor strategies, incorporating non-verbal elements as well. In 

the long run, it may turn out that these humor strategies are fundamentally no 

different than other mechanisms we use in language and discourse. This would 

merely confirm the need for an all-encompassing model of communication, lan-

guage, and humor, revealing what makes us human. 

 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



  

 
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110629446-007 

Bibliography 

Abdi, Reza, Manoochehr Tavangar Rizi & Mansoor Tavakoli. 2010. The cooperative principle in 

discourse communities and genres: A framework for the use of metadiscourse. Journal of 

Pragmatics 42. 1669—1679.  

Alberts, Janet. 1992. An inferential/strategic explanation for the social explanation of teases. 

Journal of Language and Social Psychology 11(3). 153—177.  

Archakis, Argiris, Maria Giakoumelou, Dimitris Papazachariou & Villy Tsakona. 2010. The pro-

sodic framing of humor in conversational narratives: Evidence from Greek data. Journal of 

Greek Linguistics. 10(2). 187—212.  

Arndt, Horst & Richard W. Janney. 1987. Intergrammar. Studies in anthropological linguistics. 

Berlin: Walter de Gruyter.  

Athanasiadou, Angeliki & Herbert L. Colston (eds.). 2017. Irony in language use and communi-

cation. Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing.  

Attardo, Salvatore. 1993. Violation of conversational maxims and cooperation: The case of 

jokes. Journal of Pragmatics 19. 537—558.  

Attardo, Salvatore. 1997. The semantic foundations of cognitive theories of humor. Humor: In-

ternational Journal of Humor Research 10(4). 395—420.  

Attardo, Salvatore. 1999. The place of cooperation in cognition. European Conference of Cogni-

tive Science (ECC’99) Siena, Italy, October 27-30. 459—464.  

Attardo, Salvatore. 2000. Irony as relevant inappropriateness. Journal of Pragmatics 32. 793—

826.  

Attardo, Salvatore. 2001. Humorous texts: A semantic and pragmatic analysis. Berlin & New 

York: Mouton de Gruyter. 

Attardo, Salvatore. 2002. Cognitive stylistics of humorous texts. In Elena Semino & Jonathan 

Culpeper (Eds.), Cognitive Stylistics. Language and cognition in text analysis, 231—250. 

Amsterdam & Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing.  

Attardo, Salvatore. 2003. Introduction: the pragmatics of humor. Journal of Pragmatics 35(9). 

1287—1294.  

Attardo, Salvatore & Victor Raskin. 1991. Script theory revisited: joke similarity and joke repre-

sentation model. Humor: The International Journal of Humor Research 4(3/4). 293—347.  

Attardo, Salvatore, Christian F. Hempelmann & Sara Di Maio. 2002. Script oppositions and log-

ical mechanisms: Modeling incongruities and their resolutions. Humor: International Jour-

nal of Humor Research 15(1). 3—46. 

Attardo, Salvatore, Jodi Eisterhold, Jennifer Hay & Isabella Poggi. 2003. Multimodal markers of 

irony and sarcasm. Humor: The International Journal of Humor Research 16(2). 243—260.  

Attardo, Salvatore & Lucy Pickering. 2011. Timing in the performance of jokes. Humor: Interna-

tional Journal of Humor Research 24(2). 233—250.  

Attardo, Salvatore, Lucy Pickering, Fofo Lomotey & Shigehito Menjo. 2013a. Multimodality in 

conversational humour. Review of Cognitive Linguistics 11(2). 402—416.  

Attardo, Salvatore, Manuela Wagner & Eduardo Urios-Aparisi. 2013b. Prosody and humor. In 

Salvatore Attardo, Manuela Wagner & Eduardo Urios-Aparisi (Eds.), Prosody and humor. 

1—15. Amsterdam & Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing.  

Averbeck, Joshua M. 2013. Comparison of ironic and sarcastic arguments in terms of appropri-

ateness and effectiveness in personal relationships. Argument and Advocacy 50. 47—57.  

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



256 | Bibliography 

  

Averbeck, Joshua M. & Dale Hample. 2008. Ironic message production: How and why we pro-

duce ironic messages. Communication Monographs 75. 396—410.   

Barbe, Katharina. 1995. Irony in context. Amsterdam & Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publish-

ing.  

Barcelona, Antonio. 2003. The case for a metonymic basis of pragmatic inferencing: Evidence 

from jokes and funny anecdotes. In Klaus-Uwe Panther & Linda L. Thornburg (Eds.), Me-

tonymy and pragmatic inferencing. 81—98. Zurich: John Benjamins Publishing.  

Baron-Cohen, Simon. 1995. Mindblindness: An essay on autism and theory of mind. Cam-

bridge, MA: MIT Press.  

Barnden, John. 2017. Irony, pretence and fictively-elaborating hyperbole. In Angeliki Athana-

siadou & Herbert Colston (Eds.), Irony in language use and communication. 145—177. Am-

sterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing.  

Bell, Nancy D. 2009. Impolite responses to failed humor. In Neal R. Norrick & Delia Chiaro 

(Eds.), Humor in interaction. 143—163. Amsterdam & Philadelphia: John Benjamins Pub-

lishing.  

Bender, Jay. 1993. Gender differences in the recall of humorous advertising material. Un-

published doctoral dissertation. Nova University.   

Berg, Jonathan. 1991. The relevant relevance. Journal of Pragmatics 16. 411—425. 

Bergen, Benjamin. 2003. To awaken a sleeping giant: Political cartoons in the aftermath of 

September 11, 2001. In Michel Achard & Suzanne Kemmer (Eds.), Language, Culture, and 

Mind. 2-12. Stanford: CSLI.  

Bergen, Benjamin & Kim Binsted. 2004. The Cognitive Linguistics of Scalar Humor. In Michel 

Achard & Suzanne Kemmer (Eds.), Language, Culture, and Mind. 79—92. Stanford: CSLI 

Publications.  

Berlin, Brent & Paul Kay. 1969. Basic color terms. Their universality and evolution. Berkley, Los 

Angeles: University of California Press.  

Black, Max. 1993. More about metaphor. In Andrew Ortony (Ed.), Metaphor and Thought (2nd 

edition). 19—41. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.   

Bolinger, Dwight L. 1958. A theory of pitch accent in English. Word. 109—149.  

Bolinger, Dwight L. 1986. Intonation and its parts: Melody in spoken English. Stanford: Stan-

ford University Press.  

Boulding, Kenneth E. 1956. The image. Michigan: University of Michigan Press.  

Bouvet, Danielle. 1996. Approche polyphonique d’un récit produit en langue des signes fran-

çaise. Lyon: Presses Universitaires de Lyon.  

Bowes, Andrea & Albert Katz. 2011. When sarcasm stings. Discourse Processes 48. 215—236.  

Boxer, Diana. 2002. Applying sociolinguistics: domains and face-to-face interaction. Amster-

dam: John Benjamins Publishing.  

Brône, Geert. 2008. Hyper and misunderstanding in interactional humor. Journal of Pragmatics 

40. 2027—2061.  

Brône, Geert. 2010. Bedeutungskonstitution in verbalem Humor: ein kognitivlinguistischer und 

diskurssemantischer Ansatz. Frankfurt/Main: Peter Lang. 

Brône, Geert. 2012. Humor and irony in cognitive pragmatics. In Hans-Jörg Schmid (Ed.), Cogni-

tive Pragmatics. 463—504. Berlin/Boston: Walter de Gruyter.  

Brône, Geert & Kurt Feyaerts. 2004. Assessing the SSTH and GTVH: a view from cognitive lin-

guistics. Humor: The International Journal of Humor Research 17 (4). 361—372.  

Brône, Geert, Kurt Feyaerts & Tony Veale. 2006. Introduction: Cognitive linguistic approaches 

to humor. Humor: International Journal of Humor Research 19. 203—228.  

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Bibliography | 257 

  

Brône, Geert & Bert Oben. 2013. Resonating humor: a corpus-based approach to creative paral-

lelism in discourse. In Tony Veale, Kurt Feyaerts & Charles Forceville (Eds.), Creativity and 

the agile mind: A multidisciplinary approach to a multifaceted phenomenon. 181—203. 

Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter. 

Brown, Gillian, Karen L. Currie & Joanne Kenworthy. 1980. Question of intonation. Baltimore, 

MD: University Park Press.  

Brown, Penelope & Stephen C. Levinson, 1987. Politeness: Some universals in language usage. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

Bruce, Bertram. 1981. A social interaction model of reading. Discourse Processes 4. 273—311.  

Brugman, Hennie & Albert Russel. 2004. Annotating multimedia/multi-modal resources with 

ELAN. Proceedings of LREC 2004, Fourth International Conference on Language Resources 

and Evaluation. 

Bryant, Gregory A. & Jean E Fox Tree. 2002. Recognizing verbal irony in spontaneous speech. 

Metaphor and Symbol 17(2). 99—117.  

Butcher, Cynthia & Susan Goldin-Meadow. 2000. Gesture and the transition from one- to two-

word speech: When hand and speech come together. In David McNeill (Ed.), Language 

and gesture. 235—257. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

Calbris, Geneviève. 1990. The semiotics of French gestures. Bloomington: Indiana University 

Press.  

Calbris, Geneviève. 2008. From left to right… Coverbal gestures and their symbolic use of 

space. In Alan Cienki & Cornelia Müller (Eds.), Metaphor and gesture. 27—53. Amsterdam: 

John Benjamins Publishing. 

Carston, Robyn. 2002. Thoughts and utterances: the pragmatics of explicit communication. Ox-

ford: Blackwell.  

Carston, Robyn. 2004. Relevance Theory and the saying/implicating distinction. In Laurence H. 

Horn & Gregory L. Ward (Eds.), The Handbook of Pragmatics. 633—656. Oxford: Blackwell.  

Caucci, Gina M. & Roger J. Kreuz. 2012. Social and paralinguistic cues to sarcasm. Humor: The 

International Journal of Humor Research 25(1). 1—22.  

Chafe, Wallace. 1977. Creativity in verbalization and its implications for the nature of stored 

knowledge. In Roy O. Freedle (Ed.), Discourse production and comprehension. 41—55. New 

Jersey: Ablex.  

Chafe, Wallace. 1994. Discourse, consciousness and time: The flow and displacement of con-

scious experience in speaking and writing. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.  

Chaves, José E. 2010. Explicature, what is said, and Gricean factorisation criteria. In Belén So-

ria & Esther Romero (Eds.), Explicit Communication: Robyn Carston’s pragmatics. 109—

125. England: Palgrave Macmillan.   

Cheang, Henry S. & Mark D Pell. 2009. Acoustic markers of sarcasm in Cantonese and English. 

Journal of Acoustic Society of America 126 (3). 1394—1405. 

Cienki, Alan. 1998. Metaphoric gestures and some of their relations to verbal metaphorical ex-

pressions. In Jean-Pierre Koenig (Ed.), Discourse and cognition: Bridging the gap. 189—

204. Stanford, CA: Center for Study of Language and Information.  

Cienki, Alan. 2008. Why study metaphor and gesture? In Alan Cienki & Cornelia Müller (Eds.), 

Metaphor and gesture. 5—25. Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing. 

Clark, Herbert H. 1992. Arenas of language use. Chicago & London: Center for the Study of Lan-

guage and Information.  

Clark, Herbert H. 1996. Using language. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



258 | Bibliography 

  

Clark, Herbert H. & Richard J. Gerrig. 1984. On the pretense theory of irony. Journal of Experi-

mental Psychology 113. 121—126.  

Coposescu, Liliana. 2004. Issues of pragmatics. Brasov: Editura Universitatii Transilvania. 

Colston, Herbert. 2017. On the complexities of embodied irony: Considerations of eye-rolling 

and other multi-modal evidence. International Cognitive Linguistics Conference (ICLC14), 

July 2017, Tartu, Estonia.  

Colston, Herbert & Angeliki Athanasiadou. 2017. Introduction: The irony of irony. In Angeliki 

Athanasiadou & Herbert Colston (Eds.), Irony in language use and communication. 1—15. 

Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing.  

Coulson, Seana. 2001. Semantic leaps. Frame-shifting and conceptual blending in meaning 

construction. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

Coulson, Seana. 2005a. Extemporaneous blending: Conceptual integration in humorous dis-

course from talk radio. Style 39(2). 107—122.  

Coulson, Seana. 2005b. Sarcasm and the space structuring model. In Seana Coulson & Bar-

bara Lewandowska-Tomasczyk (Eds.), The literal and the nonliteral in language and 

thought. 129—144. Berlin: Lang.  

Coulson, Seana & Marta Kutas. 2001. Getting it: Human event-related brain response to jokes 

in good and poor comprehenders. Neuroscience Letters 316. 71—74.   

Coulson, Seana & Todd Oakley. 2003. Metonymy and conceptual blending. In Klaus-Uwe Pan-

ther & Linda L. Thornburg (Eds.), Metonymy and pragmatic inferencing. 51—78. Zurich: 

John Benjamins Publishing.  

Coulson, Seana, Thomas P. Urbach & Marta Kutas. 2006. Looking back: Joke comprehension 

and the space structuring model. Humor: The International Journal of Humor Research 

19(3). 229—250.  

Croft, William & Alan D. Cruse. 2004. Cognitive Linguistics. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press.  

Cutler, Anne. 1984. Stress and accent in language production and understanding. In Dafydd 

Gibbon & Helmut Richter (Eds.), Intonation, accent and rhythm. Studies in discourse pho-

nology. 77—90. Berlin & New York: Walter de Gruyter.  

Cutler, Anne & Jerry A. Fodor. 1979. Semantic focus and sentence comprehension. Cognition 7. 

49—59.  

Darwin, Charles. 1872. The expression of the emotion in man and animals. London: John Mur-

ray. 

Darwin, Charles & Paul Ekman. 1998. The Expression of the emotion in man and animal, 3rd edi-

tion. New York: Oxford University Press.  

Davies, Bethan L. 2007. Grice’s Cooperative Principle: Meaning and rationality. Journal of Prag-

matics 39. 2308—2331.  

Davies, Christie. 1993. Exploring the thesis of the self-deprecating Jewish sense of humor. In 

Avner Ziv & Anat Zajdman (Eds.), Semites and stereotypes. Characteristics of Jewish hu-

mor. 29—46. Westport: Greenwood Press.  

Davies, Christie. 2008. American jokes about lawyers. Humor: International Journal of Humor 

Research 21(4). 369—386.  

Dedopolus, Tim (Ed.). 1998. The ultimate jokes books. Carlton Books: Bristol. 

De Mey, Marc. 2003. Mastering ambiguity. In Mark Turner (Ed.), The artful mind. 271—304. UK: 

Oxford University Press.  

Dinsmore, John. 1987. Mental spaces from a functional perspective. Cognitive Science 11 (1). 1—

21. 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Bibliography | 259 

  

Dirven, René. 1993. Metonymy and metaphor: Different mental strategies of conceptualization. 

Leuvense Bijdragen 82 (1). 1—28.  

Dirven, René. 1999. Conversion as a conceptual metonymy of event schemata. In Klaus-Uwe 

Panther & Günter Radden (Eds.), Metonymy in language and thought. 275-288. Amster-

dam & Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing.  

Dress, Megan L., Roger J.Kreuz, Kristen E. Link & Gina M. Caucci. 2008. Regional variation in 

the use of sarcasm. Journal of Language and Social Psychology 27(1). 71—85.  

Dynel, Marta. 2008. No aggression, only teasing: The pragmatics of teasing and banter. Lodz 

Papers in Pragmatics 4 (2). 241—261.  

Dynel, Marta. 2011. Stranger than fiction. A few methodological notes on linguistic research in 

film discourse. Brno Studies in English 37(1). 41—61.  

Dynel, Marta. 2013. Humorous phenomena in dramatic discourse. European Journal of Humor 

Research 1(1). 22—60.  

Eisterhold, Jodi, Salvatore Attardo & Diana Boxer. 2006. Reactions to irony in discourse: evi-

dence for the least disruption principle. Journal of Pragmatics. 38. 1239—1256.  

Eitelmann, Matthias & Ulrike Stange. 2016. The pragmatics explication. Making sense of nerds 

in The Big Bang Theory. In Kristy Beers Fägersten (Ed.), Watching TV with a linguist. 114—

138. NY: Syracuse University Press.  

Ekman, Paul. 1979. About brows—emotional and conversational signals. In Mario von Cranach, 

Klaus Foppa, Wolf Lepenies & Detlev Ploog (Eds.), Human Ethology. 169—248. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. 

Ekman, Paul. 2001. Frowning. In Colin Blakemore & Sheila Jennett (Eds.), Oxford companion to 

the body. London: Oxford University Press. 

Ekman, Paul & Harriet Oster. 1979. Facial expressions of emotion. Annual Review of Psychology 

30. 527—554.   

Ekman, Paul & Wallace V. Friesen. 2003. Unmasking the face. A guide to recognizing emotions 

from facial expressions. Cambridge, Massachusetts: Malor Books.  

Elleström, Lars. 2002. Divine madness: On interpreting literature, music, and the visual arts 

ironically. Cranbury/London/Mississauga: Bucknell University Press.  

Evans, Vyvyan & Melanie Green. 2006. Cognitive Linguistics. An introduction. Great Britain: 

Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.  

Fägersten, Kristy Beers. 2016. Watching TV with a linguist. NY: Syracuse University Press.  

Fauconnier, Gilles. 1984. Espaces mentaux. Aspects de la construction du sens dans les 

langues naturelles. Paris: Les Editions de minuit.  

Fauconnier, Gilles. 1994. Mental spaces. Aspects of meaning construction in natural language. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

Fauconnier, Gilles. 1997. Mappings in thought and language. Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-

sity Press.  

Fauconnier, Gilles. 1999. Methods and generalizations. In Theodorus A.J.M. Janssen & Gisela 

Redeker (Eds.), Scope and Foundations of Cognitive Linguistics. 95—127. The Hague: Mou-

ton de Gruyter.  

Fauconnier, Gilles. 2004. Pragmatics and cognitive linguistics. In Laurence R. Horn & Gregory 

L. Ward (Eds.), The handbook of pragmatics. 657—674. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing.  

Fauconnier, Gilles & Mark Turner. 1996. Blending as a central process in grammar. In Adele 

Goldberg (Ed.), Conceptual structure, discourse, and language. 113—130. Stanford: Center 

for the Study of Language and Information.  

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



260 | Bibliography 

  

Fauconnier, Gilles & Mark Turner. 1998. Conceptual integration networks. Cognitive Science 

22(2). 133—187.  

Fauconnier, Gilles & Mark Turner. 2002. The way we think. New York: Basic Books. 

Feyaerts, Kurt. 1999. Metonymic hierarchies: The conceptualization of stupidity in German idi-

omatic expressions. In Klaus-Uwe Panther & Günter Radden (Eds.), Metonymy in language 

and thought. 309—332. Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing. 

Feyaerts, Kurt. 2013. Tackling the complexity of spontaneous humorous interaction. An inte-

grated classroom-modeled corpus approach. In Leonor Ruiz-Gurillo & Maria Belén Al-

varado Ortega (Eds), Irony and humor. 243—268. Amsterdam & Philadelphia: John Benja-

mins Publishing. 

Feyaerts, Kurt, Dirk Speelman, Geert Brône & Bert Oben. 2010. Corinth: Corpus Interactionele 

Humor. University of Leuven.  

Feyaerts, Kurt, Geert Brône & Robin De Ceukelaire. 2015. The art of teasing. A corpus study of 

teasing sequences in American sitcoms between 1990 and 1999. In Geert Brône, Kurt 

Feyaerts & Tony Veale (Eds), Cognitive Linguistics and humor research. 215—243. Ber-

lin/Boston: Mouton de Gruyter.  

Feyaerts, Kurt & Bert Oben. 2014. Tracing down schadenfreude in spontaneous interaction. Evi-

dence from corpus linguistics. In Wilco Van Dijk & Jaap W. Ouwerkerk (Eds.), ‘Schaden-

freude’: Understanding Pleasure at the Misfortune of Others. 275—291. Cambridge Univer-

sity Press. 

Fillmore, Charles C. 1975. An alternative to checklist theories of meaning. In Cathy Cogen, 

Henry Thompson, Graham Thurgood, Kenneth Whistler & James Wright (Eds.), Proceed-

ings of the Berkley Linguistic Society. 123-131. Berkley: Berkley Linguistics Society.  

Fillmore, Charles J. 1976. Frame semantics and the nature of language.  In Stevan R Harnad, 

Horst D. Steklis & Jane Lancaster (Eds.), Origins and evolution of language and speech. 

20—32. Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences, Vol. 280. 

Fillmore, Charles J. 1982. Frame semantics. In Linguistics in the Morning Calm, ed. by The Lin-

guistic Society of Korea. 111—137. Seoul: Hanshin. 

Fowler, Henry W. 1965. A dictionary of modern English usage. Oxford University Press.  

Freedman, Matt & Paul Hoffman. 1980. How many Zen Buddhists does it take to screw in a 

Llightbulb? New York: St. Martin’s Press.  

Freud, Sigmund. 1989. Jokes and their relation to the unconscious. New York & London: W. W. 

Norton and Company.  

Gallagher, Shaun & Daniel D. Hutto. 2008. Understanding others through primary interaction 

and narrative practice. In Jordan Zlatev, Timothy P. Racine, Chris Sinha & Esa Itkonen 

(Eds.), The shared mind. Perspectives on intersubjectivity. 17—38. Amsterdam/Philadel-

phia: John Benjamins Publishing.   

Gerhardt, Cornelia. 2009. Multimodal and intertextual irony in the media reception situation. 

The case of watching football on TV. In Neal D. Norrick & Delia Chiaro (Eds.), Humor in in-

teraction. 79—98. Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing.  

Gibbs, Raymond. 1994. The poetics of mind: Figurative thought, language and understanding. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Gibbs, Raymond. 2000. Irony in talk among friends. Metaphor and Symbol 15. 5—27.  

Gibbs, Raymond. 2007. Experimental tests of figurative meaning construction. In Günter Rad-

den, Klaus-Michael Köpcke, Thomas Berg & Peter Siemund (Eds.), Aspects of meaning 

construction. 19—32. Amsterdam & Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing.  

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Bibliography | 261 

  

Gibbs, Raymond (Ed.). 2008. Cambridge handbook of metaphor and thought. New York: Cam-

bridge University Press. 

Giora, Rachel. 1985. A text-based analysis of non-narrative texts. Theoretical Linguistics 

12(2/3). 115—135.  

Giora, Rachel. 1991. On the cognitive aspects of the joke. Journal of Pragmatics 16. 465-485.  

Giora, Rachel. 1995. On irony and negation. Discourse Processes 19. 239—264.  

Giora, Rachel. 1998. Irony. In Jef Verschueren, Jan-Ola Östman, Jan Blommaert & Chris Bulcaen 

(Eds.), Handbook of pragmatics. 1—21. Amsterdam/ Philadelphia: John Benjamins Pub-

lishing. 

Giora, Rachel. 1999. On the priority of salient meanings: Studies of literal and figurative lan-

guage. Journal of Pragmatics 31. 919—929.  

Giora, Rachel. 2002. Optimal innovation and pleasure. In Oliviero Stock, Carlo Strapparava, 

Anton Nijholt (Eds.), The April Fools’ Day workshop on computational humour: Proceed-

ings of the Twentieth Twenty Workshop on Language Technology (Series TWTL 20). 11—28. 

Enschede: UT Service Centrum.  

Giora, Rachel. 2003. On our mind: Salience, context and figurative language. New York: Oxford 

University Press.  

Goffman, Erving. 1974. Frame analysis: An essay on the organization of experience. New York: 

Harper and Row.  

Grice, Paul. 1975. Logic and conversation. In Peter Cole & Jerry L. Morgan (Ed.), Syntax and se-

mantics, Vol. 3: Speech Acts. 41—58. New York: Academic Press.  

Grice, Paul. 1989. Studies in the way of words. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 

Gulas, Charles S. & Mark G. Weinberger. 2006. Humor in advertising. A comprehensive analy-

sis. New York: M.E. Sharpe, Inc.  

Gut, Ulrike. 2009. Introduction to English phonetics and phonology. Germany: Peter Lang. 

Hadar, Uri, Timothy J. Steiner, Ewan C. Grant & Frank Clifford Rose. 1983. Head movement cor-

relates to juncture and stress at sentence level. Language and Speech 26. 117—129.  

Haiman, John. 1998. Talk is cheap: Sarcasm, alienation and the evolution of language. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press.  

Hancock, Jeffrey T. 2004. Verbal irony use in face-to-face and computer-mediated conversa-

tions. Journal of Language and Social Psychology 23 (4). 447—463.  

Hanks, Patrick. 2013. Creatively exploiting linguistic norms. In Tony Veale, Kurt Feyaerts & 

Charles Forceville (Eds), Creativity and the Agile Mind. A multidisciplinary study of a multi-

faceted phenomenon. 119—138. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter.  

Haviland, John B. 2000. Pointing, gesture spaces, and mental maps. In David McNeill (Ed.), 

Language and gesture. 13—46. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Haverkate, Henk. 1990. A speech-act analysis of irony. Journal of Pragmatics 14, 77-109.  

Hempelmann, Christian F. & Salvatore Attardo. 2011. Resolutions and their incongruities: Fur-

ther thoughts on Logical Mechanisms. Humor: The International Journal of Humor Re-

search 24(2). 125—149.  

Hidalgo Downing, Raquel & Silvia Iglesias Recuero. 2009. Humor e ironía: una relación com-

pleja. In Leonor Ruiz Gurillo & Xose A. Padilla García (Eds.), Dime cómo ironizas y te diré 

quién eres: Una aproximacion pragmática a la ironía. 423—455. Frankfurt: Peter Lang.  

Horn, Laurence R. 2004. Implicature. In Laurence R. Horn & Gregory L. Ward (Eds.), The hand-

book of pragmatics. 3—28. Oxford: Blackwell.  

Hutcheon, Linda. 1986. A theory of parody: The teachings of twentieth-century art forms, 2nd 

edition. New York: Methuen.  

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



262 | Bibliography 

  

Imai, Kunihiko. 1998. Intonation and relevance. In Robyn Carston & Seiji Uchida (Eds.), Rele-

vance Theory: Applications and implications. 69—86. Amsterdam/ Philadelphia: John 

Benjamins Publishing.   

Itkonen, Esa. 2008. The central role of normativity in language and linguistics. In Jordan Zlatev, 

Timothy P. Racine, Chris Sinha & Esa Itkonen (Eds.), The shared mind. Perspectives on in-

tersubjectivity. 279—305. Amsterdam & Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing.  

Jakendoff, Ray. 1975. On belief-contexts. Linguistic inquiry 6. 53—93.  

Jakendoff, Ray. 1983. Semantics and Cognition. Cambridge MA: MIT Press.   

Janko, Richard. 1984. Aristotle on comedy: Towards a reconstruction of Poetics II. Berkeley: 

University of California Press.  

Jing-Schmidt, Zhuo. 2008. Much mouth much tongue: Chinese metonymies and metaphors of 

verbal behavior. Cognitive Linguistics 19(2). 241—282.  

Keltner, Dacher, Lisa Capps, Ann M. Kring, Randall C. Young & Erin A. Heerey. 2001. Just teas-

ing: a conceptual analysis and empirical review. Psychological Bulletin 127(2). 229—248.  

Kendon, Adam. 1980. Gesticulation and speech: Two aspects of the process of utterance. In 

Mary R. Key (Ed.), The relation of verbal and nonverbal communication. 206—227. The 

Hague: Mouton Publishers. 

Kendon, Adam. 2000. Language and gesture: unity or duality? In David McNeill (Ed.), Language 

and gesture. 47—63. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Kendon, Adam. 2004. Gesture: Visible action as utterance. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge Univer-

sity Press. 

Kennedy, John M. 2008. Metaphor and art. In Raymond W. Gibbs (Ed.), The Cambridge hand-

book of metaphor and thought. 447—461. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

Kiefer, Ferenc. 1988. Linguistic, conceptual, and encyclopedic knowledge: Some implications 

for lexicography. Proceedings of the 3rd EURALEX International Congress. 1-10.  

Kihara, Yoshihiko. 2005. The mental space structure of verbal irony. Cognitive Linguistics, 

16(3). 513—530.  

Klein, Daniel B. & Aaron Orsborn. 2009. Concatenate coordination and mutual coordination. 

Journal of Economic Behavior and Organization 72. 176—187. 

Koch, Peter. 1999. Frame and contiguity. On the cognitive bases of metonymy and certain types 

of word formation. In Klaus-Uwe Panther & Günter Radden (Eds.), Metonymy in language 

and thought. 139—167. Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing.  

Koestler, Arthur. 1964. The art of creation. London: Hutchinson & Co.  

Koshik, Irene. 2005. Beyond rhetorical questions: Assertive questions in everyday interactions. 

Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing.  

Kotthoff, Helga. 2003. Responding to irony in different contexts: on cognition in conversation. 

Journal of Pragmatics 35. 1387—1411.  

Kotthoff, Helga. 2006. Pragmatics of performance and the analysis of conversational humor. 

Humor: The International Journal of Humor Research 19(3). 271—304.  

Kotthoff, Helga. 2007. Oral genres of humor. On the dialectic of genre knowledge and creative 

authoring. Journal of Pragmatics 17(2). 263—296.  

Kotthoff, Helga. 2009. An interactional approach to irony development. In Neal R. Norrick & De-

lia Chiaro (Eds), Humor in interaction. 49—77. Amsterdam & Philadelphia: John Benjamins 

Publishing.  

Kövecses, Zoltán & Günter Radden. 1998. Metonymy: developing a cognitive linguistic view. 

Cognitive Linguistics 9(1). 37—77.  

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Bibliography | 263 

  

Krahmer, Emiel & Marc Swerts. 2007. The effects of visual beats on prosodic prominence: 

Acoustic analyses, auditory perception and visual perception. Journal of Memory and Lan-

guage 57(3). 396—414.  

Krauss, Robert M., Yihsiu Chen & Rebecca F. Gottesman. 2000. Lexical gestures and lexical ac-

cess: a process model. In David McNeill (Ed.), Language and gesture. 261—283. Cam-

bridge: Cambridge University Press.  

Kreuz, Roger J. & Sam Glucksberg. 1989. How to be sarcastic: The reminder theory of verbal 

irony. Journal of Experimental Psychology: General 118. 347—386. 

Kreuz, Roger J. & Richard M. Roberts. 1995. Two cues for verbal irony: hyperbole and the ironic 

tone of voice. Metaphor and Symbolic Activity 10(1). 21—31.  

Kreuz, Roger J., Max A. Kassler, Lori Coppenrath & Bonnie McLain Allen. 1999. Tag questions 

and common ground effects in the perception of verbal irony. Journal of Pragmatics 31(12). 

1685—1700.   

Krikmann, Arvo. 2006. Contemporary linguistic theories of humor. Folklore 33. 27—58. Re-

trieved from http://www.folklore.ee/folklore/vol33/kriku.pdf 

Kristiansen, Gitte, Michel Achard, René Dirven, Francisco J Ruiz de Mendoza Ibáñez. 2006. Co-

gnitive Linguistics: Current applications and future perspectives. Berlin: Mouton de Gruy-

ter.  

Kristiansen, Gitte & René Dirven. 2008. Cognitive Sociolinguistics: Language variation, cultural 

models, social systems. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter.  

Kraut, Robert E. & Robert E Johnston. 1979. Social and emotional messages of smiling: An etho-

logical approach. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 37(9). 1539—1553. 

Kumon-Nakamura, Sachi, Sam Glucksberg & Mary Brown. 1995. How about another piece of 

pie: the allusional pretense theory of discourse irony. Journal of Experimental Psychology: 

General, 124(1). 3—21.  

Lagerwerf, Luuk. 2007. Irony and sarcasm in advertisements: Effects of relevant inappropriate-

ness. Journal of Pragmatics 39. 1702—1721.   

Lakoff, George. 1987. Women, fire, and dangerous things. Chicago, London: University of Chi-

cago Press.  

Lakoff, George & Mark Johnson. 1980. Metaphors we live by. Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press.  

Langacker, Ronald W. 1987. Foundations of cognitive grammar, Vol. I: Theoretical prerequi-

sites. Standford/California: Standford University Press.  

Langacker, Ronald W. 1991. Foundations of cognitive grammar, Vol. II: Descriptive application. 

Standford/California: Standford University Press.   

Langacker, Ronald W. 1993. Reference-point constructions. Cognitive Linguistics 4(1). 1—38. 

Langacker, Ronald W. 2000. Grammar and Conceptualization. Berlin & New York: Mouton de 

Gruyter.  

Langacker, Ronald W. 2001. Discourse in Cognitive Grammar. Cognitive Linguistics 12(2). 143—

188.   

Langacker, Ronald W. 2006. On the continuous debate about directness. Cognitive Linguistics 

17(1). 107—151.  

Lapaire, Jean-Rémi. 2013. Gestualité cogrammaticale : de l'action corporelle spontanée aux 

postures de travail métagestuel guidé. ‘Maybe’ et le balancement épistémique en anglais. 

Langages 4. 57—72.  

Lee, Christopher J. & Albert N Katz. 1998. The differential role of ridicule in sarcasm and irony. 

Metaphor and Symbol 13(1). 1—15.  

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



264 | Bibliography 

  

Lee, Jina & Stacy C Marsella. 2010. Predicting speaker head nods and the effects of affective 

information. IEEE Transactions on Multimedia 12(6). 552—562.   

Leech, Geoffrey N. 1983. Principles of pragmatics. London: Longman.  

Levinson, Stephen C. 1983. Pragmatics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

Levinson, Stephen C. 2000. Presumptive meanings: The theory of generalized conversational 

implicatures. Cambridge/London: MIT Press.  

Liddell, Scott K. 2003. Grammar, gesture, and meaning in American Sign Language. Cam-

bridge: Cambridge University Press.  

Lucariello, Joan. 1994. Situational irony: A concept of events gone awry. Journal of Experi-

mental Psychology: General 123(2). 129—145.  

Mauer, Marc. 1999. The crisis of the young African American male and the criminal justice sys-

tem. The Sentencing Project. Retrieved from www.sentencingproject.org.  

McCarthy, Michael & Ronald Carter. 2004. “There’s millions of them”: hyperbole in everyday 

conversation. Journal of Pragmatics 36. 149—184.  

McFarland, Cathy & Dale T. Miller. 1990. Judgments of self-other similarity: Just like other peo-

ple, only more so. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 16(3). 475—484. 

McNeill, David. 1985. So you think gestures are nonverbal? Psychological Review 92(3). 350—

371. 

McNeill, David. 1992. Hand and mind: What gestures reveal about thought. Chicago: University 

of Chicago Press. 

McNeill, David. 2000a. Introduction. In David McNeill (Ed.), Language and gesture. 1—10. Cam-

bridge: Cambridge University Press.  

McNeill, David. 2000b. Catchments and contexts: non-modular factors in speech and gesture 

production. In David McNeill (Ed.), Language and gesture. 312—328. Cambridge: Cam-

bridge University Press. 

McNeill, David. 2008. Unexpected metaphors. In Alan Cienki & Cornelia Müller (Eds.), Meta-

phor and gesture. 155—170. Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing. 

Mesing, Joslyn, Danielle Williams & Dawn Blasko. 2012. Sarcasm in relationships: hurtful or 

humorous? International Journal of Psychology 47. 724—724.  

Mey, Jacob L. 2003. Context and (dis)ambiguity: a pragmatic view. Journal of Pragmatics 35. 

331—347.  

Mittelberg, Irene. 2008. Peircean semiotics meets conceptual metaphors. Iconic models in 

gestural representations of grammar. In Alan Cienki & Cornelia Müller (Eds.), Metaphor 

and gesture. 115—154. Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing.  

Morreall, John. 1983. Taking laughter seriously. State University: New York.  

Muecke, Douglas C. 1970. Irony. London: Methuen.  

Muecke, Douglas C. 1978. Irony markers. Poetics 7. 363—375.  

Müller, Cornelia. 1998. Redebegleitende Gesten. Kulturgeschichte—Theorie—Sprachvergleich. 

Berlin: Berlin Verlag Arno Spitz. 

Müller, Cornelia. 2008. What gestures reveal about the nature of metaphor. In Alan Cienki & 

Cornelia Müller (Eds.), Metaphor and gesture. 219—245. Amsterdam: John Benjamins Pub-

lishing. 

Musolff, Andreas. 2017. Irony and sarcasm in follow-ups of metaphorical slogans. In Angeliki 

Athanasiadou & Herbert Colston (Eds.), Irony in language use and communication. 127—

142. Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing.  

Norrick, Neal R. 1989. Intertextuality in humor. Humor: International Journal of Humor Research 

2(2). 117—140. 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Bibliography | 265 

  

Norrick, Neal R. 1993. Conversational joking. Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 

Norrick, Neal R. 2000. Conversational narratives. Storytelling in everyday talk. Amster-

dam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing.  

Norrick, Neal R. 2001. In the conversational performance of narrative jokes: Toward an account 

on timing. Humor: International Journal of Humor Research 14(3). 255—274.  

Norrick, Neal R. 2003. Issues in conversational joking. Journal of Pragmatics 35. 1333—1359.  

Norris, Sigrid. 2004. Analyzing multimodal interaction: A methodological framework. New York: 

Routledge. 

Norris, Sigrid. 2011. Identity in interaction: introducing multimodal interaction analysis. Ger-

many: Hubert & Co. GmbH & Co.  

Nunberg, Geoffrey. 1978. The pragmatics of reference. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Lin-

guistics.  

Nunberg, Geoffrey. 2001. The way we talk now: Commentaries on language and culture. Bos-

ton: Houghton Mifflin.  

Nyqvist Goës, Alvar. 1974. The stress system of English. PhD dissertation. Acta Universitatis 

Upsaliensis. 

Oring, Elliott. 1992. Jokes and their relations. Lexington, KY: University Press of Kentucky.  

Pacheco, George Jr. 2008. Rhetoric with humor: An analysis of Hispanic/Latino comedians’ 

uses of humor. Doctoral dissertation. The University of Southern Mississippi.  

Panther, Klaus-Uwe. 2005. The role of conceptual metonymy in meaning construction. In Fran-

cisco J. Ruiz de Mendoza Ibáñez & Sandra Peña Cervel (Eds.), Cognitive Linguistics. Inter-

nal dynamics and interdisciplinary interaction. 358—386. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter.  

Panther, Klaus-Uwe & Linda L. Thornburg. 2003a. Introduction: On the nature of conceptual 

metonymy. In Klaus-Uwe Panther & Linda L. Thornburg (Eds.), Metonymy and pragmatic 

inferencing. 1—18. Zurich: John Benjamins Publishing. 

Panther, Klaus-Uwe & Linda L. Thornburg. 2003b. Metonymies as natural inference and activa-

tion schemas. The case dependent clauses as independent speech acts. In Klaus-Uwe 

Panther & Linda L. Thornburg (Eds.), Metonymy and pragmatic inferencing. 127—145. Zur-

ich: John Benjamins Publishing.  

Parrill, Fey. 2008. Form, meaning, and convention. A comparison of a metaphoric gesture with 

an emblem. In Alan Cienki & Cornelia Müller (Eds.), Metaphor and gesture. 195—217. Am-

sterdam: John Benjamins Publishing.  

Pauwels, Paul. 1999. Putting metonymy in its place. In Klaus-Uwe Panther & Günter Radden 

(Eds.), Metonymy in language and thought. 255—273. Amsterdam & Philadelphia: John 

Benjamins Publishing. 

Peirce, Charles Sanders. 1960. Collected papers of Charles Sanders Pierce (1931-1958), Vol. 1: 

Principles of philosophy, Vol. II: Elements of logic. Charles Hartshorne & Paul Weiss (Eds.). 

Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press.  

Peirsman, Yves & Dirk Geeraerts. 2006. Metonymy as a prototypical category. Cognitive Lin-

guistics 17(3). 269—316.  

Pelachaud, Catherine, Norman I. Badler & Mark Steedman. 1996. Generating facial expressions 

for speech. Cognitive Science 20. 1–46.  

Percillier, Michael. 2016. Cunning linguistics. The semantics of word play in South Park. In 

Kristy Beers Fägersten (Ed.), Watching TV with a linguist. 139—160. NY: Syracuse Univer-

sity Press.  

Perks, Lisa Glebatis. 2012. The ancient roots of humor theory. Humor: International Journal of 

Humor Research 25(2). 119—132.  

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



266 | Bibliography 

  

Pickering, Lucy, Marcella Corduas, Jodi Eisterhold, Brenna Seifried, Alyson Eggleston & Salva-

tore Attardo. 2009. Prosodic markers of saliency in humorous narratives. Discourse Pro-

cesses (46). 517—540.  

Pinker, Steven. 1997. How the mind works. Harmondsworth: Penguin. 

Pinker, Steven. 2007. The stuff of thought. Language as a window into human nature. Penguin 

Books, Allen Lane: United Kingdom.  

Pollack, John. 2011. The pun also rises. How the humble pun revolutionized language, changed 

history, and made wordplay more than some antics. USA: Gotham Books.  

Posner, Roland. 1986. Iconicity in syntax: The natural order of attributes. In Paul Bouissac, Mi-

chael Herzfeld & Roland Posner (Eds.), Iconicity: Festschrift for Thomas A. Sebeok. 305—

337. Tübingen: Stauffenburg.  

Priego-Valverde, Béatrice. 2009. Failed humor in conversation: A double voicing analysis. In 

Neal R. Norrick & Delia Chiaro (Eds.), Humor in interaction. 166—183. Amsterdam/Phila-

delphia: John Benjamins Publishing. 

Quaglio, Paulo. 2016. The one based on 738,032 words. In Kristy Beers Fägersten, Watching TV 

with a linguist. 307—334. NY: Syracuse University Press.  

Quillian, Ross M. 1968. Semantic memory. In Marvin Minsky (Ed.), Semantic Information Pro-

cessing. 216—170. Massachusetts: MIT Press Cambridge.  

Quine, Willard Van Orman. 1956. Quantifiers and propositional attitudes. Journal of philoso-

phy, 53.  

Radden, Günter & Zoltán Kövecses. 1999. Towards a theory of metonymy. In Klaus-Uwe Panther 

& Günter Radden (Eds.), Metonymy in Language and Thought. 17—59. Amsterdam and 

Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing.  

Radden, Günter, Klaus-Michael Köpcke, Thomas Berg & Peter Siemund. 2007. Introduction. 

The construction of meaning in language. In Günter Radden, Klaus-Michael Köpcke, 

Thomas Berg & Peter Siemund (Eds.), Aspects of meaning construction. 1—15. Amsterdam 

& Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing.  

Raskin, Victor. 1985. Semantic mechanisms of humor. D. Reidel: Dordrecht.  

Recanati, François. 2004. Literal meaning. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. 

Reimerink, Arianne, Mercedes García de Quesada & Silvia Montero-Martinez. 2010. Contextual 

information in terminological knowledge bases: A multimodal approach. Journal of Prag-

matics 42. 1928—1950.  

Rishel, Mary Ann. 2002. Writing humor: creativity and the comic mind. Michigan: Wayne State 

University Press.  

Ritchie, Graeme. 2004. The linguistic analysis of jokes. London/New York: Routledge. 

Ritchie, Graeme. 2006. Reinterpretation and viewpoints. Humor: The International Journal of 

Humor Research 19. 251—270.   

Roach, Peter. 1991. English phonetics and phonology. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

2nd edition.  

Roberts, Richard & Roger Kreuz. 1994. Why do people use figurative language? Psychological 

Science 5(3). 159—163.  

Rockwell, Patricia. 2000. Lower, slower, louder: vocal cues to sarcasm. Journal of Psycholin-

guistic Research 29(5). 483—495.  

Rockwell, Patricia. 2001. Facial expressions and sarcasm. Perceptual and Motor Skills 93(1). 

47—50.  

Rosch, Eleanor. 1975a. Cognitive representations of semantic categories. Journal of experi-

mental psychology, general 104. 193—233.  

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Bibliography | 267 

  

Rosch, Eleanor. 1975b. Cognitive reference points. Cognitive Psychology 7. 532—547.  

Rosch, Eleanor. 1977. Human categorization. In Neil Warren (Ed.), Studies in cross-cultural psy-

chology, Vol. I. 1—49. London: Academic Press.  

Rosch, Eleanor. 1978. Principles of categorization. In Eleanor Rosch & Barbara B. Lloyd (Eds.), 

Cognition and categorization. 27—48. Hillsdale/N.J., N.Y.: Lawrence Erlbaum.  

Rose, Margaret A. 1993. Parody: ancient, modern, and post-modern. Cambridge, NY & Mel-

bourne: Cambridge University Press.  

Ruiz Gurillo, Leonor & Maria Belén Alvarado Ortega. 2013. In Leonor Ruiz-Gurillo & Maria Belén 

Alvarado Ortega (Eds), Irony and humor. From pragmatics to discourse. 1—13. Amsterdam 

& Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing.  

Ruiz de Mendoza Ibáñez, Francisco José & Ricardo Mairal Usón. 2007. High-level metaphor and 

metonymy in meaning construction. In Günter Radden, Klaus-Michael Köpcke, Thomas 

Berg & Peter Siemund (Eds.), Aspects of meaning construction. 33—49. Amsterdam & Phil-

adelphia: John Benjamins Publishing.  

Ruiz de Mendoza Ibáñez, Francisco José. 2017. Cognitive modeling and irony. In Angeliki Atha-

nasiadou & Herbert Colston (Eds.), Irony in language use and communication. 179—200. 

Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing.  

Ruiz de Mendoza Ibáñez, Francisco José & Alicia Galera Masegosa. 2014. Cognitive Modeling: A 

linguistic perspective. Amsterdam & Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing.  

Russell, Bertrand. 1905. On denoting. Mind 14. 479—493.  

Sadock, Jerrold M. 1993. Figurative speech and linguistics. In Andrew Ortony (Ed.), Metaphor 

and thought, 2nd edn. 42—57. Cambridge & New York: Cambridge University Press.  

Saussure, Ferdinand de. 1916. Cours de linguistique générale. Paris: Payot.  

Schank, Roger C. & Robert P. Abelson. 1977. Scripts, plans, goals and understanding. Hills-

dale, N.J.: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.  

Schechter, Joshua. 2013. Deductive reasoning. In Hal Pashler (Ed.), Encyclopedia of the Mind, 

SAGE Publishing.  

Schelling, Thomas C. 1960. The strategy of conflict. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 

Schütz, Alfred. 1970. On phenomenology and social relations. Chicago & London: Cambridge 

University Press.  

Schnurr, Stephanie & Angela Chan. 2011. When laughter is not enough. Responding to teasing 

and self-denigrating humor at work. Journal of Pragmatics 43. 20—35.  

Seto, Ken-ichi. 1998. On non-echoic irony. In Robyn Carston & Seiji Uchida (Eds.), Relevance 

Theory: Applications and implications. 239—255. Amsterdam/ Philadelphia: John Benja-

mins Publishing.  

Seto, Ken-ichi. 1999. Distinguishing metonymy from synecdoche. In Klaus-Uwe Panther & Gün-

ter Radden (Eds.), Metonymy in language and thought. 91—120. Amsterdam & Philadel-

phia: John Benjamins Publishing.  

Shelley, Cameron. 2001. The bicoherence theory of situational irony. Cognitive Science 25(5). 

775—818.  

Sloetjes, Han & Peter Wittenburg. 2008. Annotation by category—ELAN and ISO DCR. Proceed-

ings of the 6th International Conference on Language Resources and Evaluation, LREC. 

Sperber, Dan. 1984. Verbal irony: Pretense or echoic mention? Journal of Experimental Psychol-

ogy 113(1). 130—136.  

Sperber, Dan & Deirdre Wilson. 1981. Irony and use-mention distinction. In Peter Cole (Ed.), 

Radical pragmatics. 295—318. New York: Academic Press. 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



268 | Bibliography 

  

Sperber, Dan & Deirdre Wilson. 1982. Mutual knowledge and relevance in theories of compre-

hension. In Neilson V. Smith (Ed.), Mutual knowledge. 61—85. London & New York: Aca-

demic Press.  

Sperber, Dan & Deirdre Wilson. 1988. Relevance: Communication and cognition. Cambridge 

Massachusetts: Harvard University Press.  

Sweetser, Eve & Gilles Fauconnier. 1996. Cognitive links and domains: Basic aspects of mental 

space theory. In Gilles Fauconnier & Eve Sweetser (Eds.), Spaces, worlds, and grammar. 

1—28. Chicago, IL: Chicago University Press.  

Tabacaru, Sabina. 2014. L’humour: une approche cognitive. Revue Mosaïque 11. 170—182. 

Tabacaru, Sabina. 2015. Humorous implications and meanings: Humor at a crossroads. In Al-

berto De Lucas Vicente, Dámaso Izquierdo Alegría, Felipe Jiménez Berrio & Nekane Cela-

yeta Gil (eds.): Aplicaciones y enfoques teóricos del Análisis del Discurso. 183-200. Pam-

plona: EUNSA.  

Tabacaru, Sabina. 2018. When language bites: A corpus-based taxonomy of sarcastic utter-

ances in American television series. Pragmatics & Cognition 24(2). 186—211.  

Tabacaru, Sabina & Maarten Lemmens. 2014. Raised eyebrows as gestural triggers in humor: 

The case of sarcasm and hyper-understanding. European Journal of Humor Research 2(2). 

18—31.  

Tabacaru, Sabina & Kurt Feyaerts. 2016. The power of metonymy in humor: stretching contigu-

ous relations across different layers of meaning. European Journal of Humor Research 

4(2). 1—18.  

Talmy, Leonard. 1972. Semantic structures in English and Atsugewi. PhD dissertation, Depart-

ment of Linguistics, University of California, Berkeley.  

Talmy, Leonard. 1983. How language structures space. In Herbert L. Pick & Linda P. Acredolo 

(Eds.), Spatial orientation: theory, research and application. 225—282. New York: Plenum 

Press.  

Talmy, Leonard. 2000. Toward a cognitive semantics—Vol. 1: Concept structuring systems. 

Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press.  

Thornburg, Linda & Klaus-Uwe Panther. 1997. Speech act metonymies. In Wolf-Andreas Liebert, 

Gisela Redeker & Linda R. Waugh (Eds.), Discourse and Perspectives in Cognitive Linguis-

tics. Current issues in linguistic theory 151. 205—219. Amsterdam & Philadelphia: John 

Benjamins Publishing.  

Tobin, Vera & Michael Israel. 2012. Irony as a viewpoint phenomenon. In Barbara Dancygier & 

Eve Sweetser (Eds), Viewpoint in language. A multimodal perspective. 25—46. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. 

Tomasello, Michael. 1999. The cultural origins of human cognition. Cambridge: Harvard Univer-

sity Press.  

Tribushinina, Elena. 2011. Conceptual motivation in adjectival semantics: Cognitive reference 

points revised. In Klaus-Uwe Panther & Günter Radden (Eds.), Motivation in Grammar and 

the Lexicon. 215—231. Amsterdam and Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing.  

Tsakona, Villy. 2009. Language and image interaction in cartoons: towards a multimodal the-

ory of humor. Journal of Pragmatics: An Interdisciplinary Journal of Language Studies, 

41(6). 1171—1188.  

Tsakona, Villy. 2017. Genres of humor. In Salvatore Attardo (Ed.), The Routledge handbook of 

language and humor. 489—503. NY and London: Routledge.  

Tversky, Amos. 1977. Features of similarity. Psychological Review 84. 327—352.  

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Bibliography | 269 

  

Tversky, Amos & Itamar Gati. 1978. Studies of similarity. In Eleanor Rosch & Barbara B. Lloyd 

(Eds.), Cognition and Categorization. 79—98. Hillsdale: Lawrence Erlbaum. 

Twark, Jill. 2007. Humor, satire, and identity: eastern German literature in the 1990s. Berlin: 

Walter de Gruyter.  

Uhlig, Claudia. 2009. Humor in the TV series ‘Gilmore Girls’. Germany: GRIN.  

Ullmann, Stephen. 1962. Semantics. An introduction to the science of meaning. Oxford: Basil 

Blackwell. 

Ungerer, Friedrich & Hans-Jörg Schmid. 1996. An Introduction to Cognitive Linguistics. Har-

low/England: Addison Wesley Longman Limited.  

Vandaele, Jeroen. 2002. Humor mechanisms in film comedy: Incongruity and Superiority. Poet-

ics Today 23(2). 221—249.  

Van Hoek, Karen. 1997. Anaphora and Conceptual Structure. Chicago & London: University of 

Chicago Press.   

Veale, Tony, Kurt Feyaerts & Geert Brône. 2006. The cognitive mechanisms of adversarial hu-

mor. Humor: International Journal of Humor Research 19(3). 305—338.  

Verdonik, Darinka. 2010. Between understanding and misunderstanding. Journal of Pragmatics 

42. 1364—1379.  

Verhagen, Arie. 2008. Intersubjectivity and the architecture of the language system. In Jordan 

Zlatev, Timothy P. Racine, Chris Sinha & Esa Itkonen (Eds.), The Shared Mind. Perspec-

tives on intersubjectivity. 307—332. Amsterdam & Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publish-

ing.   

Verschueren, Jeff. 1999. Understanding pragmatics. London: Arnold.  

Viana, Amadeu. 2010. Asymmetry in script opposition. Humor: The International journal of Hu-

mor Research. 23(4). 505—526.  

Walton, Kendall L. 1973. Pictures and make-believe. Philosophical Review 82, pp. 283—319. 

Warren, Beatrice. 1999. Aspect of referential metonymy. In Klaus-Uwe Panther & Günter Rad-

den (Eds.), Metonymy in language and thought. 121—135. Amsterdam & Philadelphia: 

John Benjamins Publishing.  

Williams, Robert F. 2008. Gesture as a conceptual mapping tool. In Alan Cienki & Cornelia Mül-

ler (Eds.), Metaphor and gesture. 55—92. Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing.  

Wilson, Deirdre. 1994. Relevance and understanding. In Gillian Brown, Kirsten Malmkjær, 

Alastair Pollitt & John Williams (Eds), Language and understanding. 35—58. Oxford Uni-

versity Press: Oxford.  

Wilson, Deirdre. 2006. The pragmatics of verbal irony: echo or pretense? Lingua 16. 1722—

1743.  

Wilson, Deirdre & Dan Sperber. 2004. Relevance Theory. In Laurence R. Horn & Gregory L. Ward 

(Eds.), The Handbook of Pragmatics. 607—632. Oxford: Blackwell. 

Winchatz, Michaela R. & Alexander Kozin. 2008. Comical hypothetical: Arguing for a conversa-

tional phenomenon. Discourse Studies 10(3). 383—405.   

Winner, Ellen & Howard Gardner. 1993. Metaphor and irony: Two levels of understanding. In 

Ortony, Andrew (Ed.), Metaphor and thought (2nd edition). 425—443. Cambridge & New 

York: Cambridge University Press.  

Wittenburg, Peter, Hennie Brugman, Albert Russell, Alex Klassmann & Han Sloetjes. 2006. 

ELAN: A professional framework for multimodality research. Proceedings of LREC 2006, 

Fifth International Conference on Language Resources and Evaluation. 

Wittgenstein, Ludwig. 1958. Philosophical investigations. Transl. by G.E.M. Anscombe, 2nd edn, 

Oxford: Blackwell.  

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



270 | Bibliography 

  

Yamaguchi, Haruhiko. 1988. How to pull strings with words. Deceptive violations in the garden-

path joke. Journal of Pragmatics 12. 323—337.  

Yus, Francisco. 2003. Humor and the search for relevance. Journal of Pragmatics 35(9). 1295—

1331.  

Zlatev, Jordan, Timothy P. Racine, Chris Sinha & Esa Itkonen. 2008. Intersubjectivity. What 

makes us human? In Jordan Zlatev, Timothy P. Racine, Chris Sinha & Esa Itkonen (Eds.), 

The Shared Mind. Perspectives on intersubjectivity. 1—15. Amsterdam & Philadelphia: 

John Benjamins Publishing. 

 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



  

 

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110629446-008 

Index 

Attardo, 1, 7, 10, 14, 15, 16, 18, 20, 21, 22, 28, 

47, 56, 57, 58, 64, 66, 95, 113, 115, 118, 

119, 120, 148, 186, 187, 242, 245, 251 

– The General Theory of Verbal Humor, 14, 15, 

16, 36, 251 

Brône, 1, 2, 3, 6, 7, 11, 13, 15, 16, 36, 37, 38, 

39, 40, 42, 43, 44, 45, 47, 48, 49, 50, 53, 

62, 119, 120, 121, 126, 131, 138, 139, 141, 

145, 148, 171, 179, 190, 245, 251, 252, 

254 

Clark, 2, 3, 4, 7, 8, 51, 57, 61, 82, 95, 117, 120, 

122, 123, 126, 128, 130, 163, 168, 172, 

252 

– joint action hypothesis, 2, 3, 4 

– layering, 7, 8, 37, 38, 39, 40, 49, 83, 112, 

121, 126, 127, 128, 132, 145, 160, 168, 

170, 172, 173, 174, 176, 179, 181, 208, 

249, 251, 253 

common ground, 2, 3, 6, 7, 10, 39, 46, 52, 55, 

58, 61, 64, 66, 67, 68, 72, 83, 99, 117, 

120, 121, 122, 123, 126, 128, 129, 130, 

132, 133, 139, 147, 148, 150, 153, 155, 

158, 160, 163, 165, 167, 168, 169, 170, 

172, 174, 175, 177, 179, 180, 188, 217, 

221, 249, 252 

Coulson, 34, 36, 47, 48, 49, 57, 120, 126, 145, 

179, 251, 252 

Darwin, 183, 185 

Ekman, 6, 183, 184, 186, 203, 204, 209, 215, 

242, 244, 245, 246, 247, 248 

ELAN, 2, 8, 50, 54, 98, 99, 100, 101, 102, 103, 

105, 106, 107, 108, 115, 251 

emotion, 13, 123, 183, 184, 242, 244, 245, 252 

facial expressions, 2, 5, 6, 7, 8, 113, 114, 120, 

182, 183, 185, 186, 187, 188, 189, 204, 

215, 217, 219, 221, 222, 230, 237, 240, 

241, 242, 243, 244, 248, 249, 250, 252, 

253 

– frowning, 5, 91, 92, 113, 114, 182, 183, 184, 

185, 186, 187, 188, 189, 197, 204, 205, 

206, 207, 208, 209, 210, 211, 212, 213, 

214, 215, 216, 217, 218, 219, 220, 221, 

226, 228, 229, 234, 240, 241, 242, 243, 

244, 245, 249, 252 

– raised eyebrows, 5, 6, 7, 8, 91, 92, 113, 114, 

131, 182, 184, 185, 187, 188, 189, 190, 

191, 192, 193, 194, 195, 196, 197, 198, 

199, 200, 201, 202, 203, 204, 205, 214, 

215, 216, 217, 218, 219, 221, 229, 237, 

240, 241, 242, 243, 245, 246, 247, 248, 

249, 252 

Fauconnier, 34, 35, 36, 49, 126, 127, 139, 145, 

177, 251 

Feyaerts, 1, 2, 4, 13, 16, 43, 44, 45, 47, 48, 49, 

50, 55, 61, 68, 119, 121, 138, 139, 140, 

141, 148, 157, 245 

Fillmore, 11, 29, 30, 31, 32, 138, 251 

frame, 12, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34, 36, 47, 49, 

60, 65, 79, 80, 84, 111, 136, 138, 139, 

140, 141, 142, 143, 145, 146, 148, 150, 

155, 165, 175, 176, 177, 178, 180, 197, 

200, 201, 213, 216, 251 

gestural triggers, 6, 8, 116, 183, 186, 189, 

192, 197, 201, 209, 219, 221, 222, 223, 

225, 226, 229, 231, 232, 233, 236, 237, 

240, 247, 249, 252 

gesture, 2, 4, 5, 6, 7, 79, 88, 89, 91, 98, 99, 

100, 102, 113, 114, 116, 120, 182, 185, 

186, 187, 189, 195, 221, 226, 228, 229, 

236, 237, 238, 240, 241, 244, 245, 249, 

250, 252, 253, 254 

Giora, 1, 13, 40, 41, 42, 45, 49, 57, 69, 118, 

119 

Grice, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 22, 23, 24, 27, 28, 57, 

58, 59, 69, 93, 94, 118, 252 

– Cooperative Principle, 13, 14, 16, 17, 22, 118 

– implicature, 16, 17, 18, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 

28, 93, 118, 129, 153, 238 

– maxims, 13, 14, 16, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 

24, 25, 27, 28, 57, 59, 66, 118 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



272 | Index 

  

head movements, 5, 7, 8, 182, 183, 185, 189, 

215, 221, 225, 236, 241, 244, 245, 249, 

250, 252, 253 

– head nod, 8, 91, 114, 182, 185, 187, 189, 

190, 201, 205, 210, 221, 225, 226, 229, 

230, 232, 235, 236, 240, 241, 243, 244, 

245, 249, 252 

– head tilt, 8, 91, 113, 114, 182, 187, 189, 190, 

221, 222, 223, 227, 228, 229, 230, 234, 

240, 241, 243, 249, 252, 253 

humor types, 55, 108, 134, 143, 156, 157, 180, 

190, 202, 214, 228, 235, 252, 253 

– absurd humor, 66 

– anecdote, 65, 110, 203, 215 

– exaggeration, 59, 60, 73, 80, 81, 82, 84, 85, 

86, 94, 106, 109, 110, 112, 115, 137, 143, 

145, 153, 155, 157, 162, 163, 164, 165, 

166, 167, 172, 180, 193, 194, 195, 196, 

197, 200, 201, 203, 215, 220, 224, 225, 

228, 229, 236, 237, 247, 248 

– gender humor, 71, 110, 143, 156, 203, 215 

– hyper-understanding, 51, 55, 62, 73, 74, 77, 

78, 84, 87, 97, 99, 100, 105, 109, 112, 

115, 157, 161, 162, 163, 167, 190, 191, 

192, 193, 201, 203, 204, 215, 222, 223, 

227, 229, 230, 232, 235, 236, 238, 239, 

241 

– insider humor, 55, 66, 67, 74, 75, 110, 112, 

151, 203, 206, 229 

– inter-textual humor, 72, 73, 75, 110, 203 

– joint fantasy, 67, 68, 73, 75, 84, 85, 109, 

110, 115, 152, 153, 157, 158, 159, 160, 

162, 203, 215, 222, 223, 227, 229, 236 

– meta-humor, 69, 110, 203, 215 

– misunderstanding, 52, 53, 62, 63, 81, 85, 

86, 95, 100, 105, 109, 112, 115, 151, 153, 

180, 215 

– narrative joke, 56 

– parody, 63, 64, 72, 74, 75, 110, 203, 215, 

229 

– pun, 57, 96, 110, 215, 229 

– register humor, 55, 64, 65, 83, 110, 112, 115, 

134, 146, 156, 203, 215, 229, 236, 247 

– self-glorification, 70, 71, 79, 80, 86, 109, 

110, 151, 203 

– self-mockery, 69, 70, 110, 134, 203, 215, 

225 

– sexual humor, 72, 73, 74, 96, 97, 110, 115, 

133, 156, 167, 193, 195, 201, 203, 215, 

222, 226, 227, 228, 229, 234, 236 

– situational humor, 55, 56, 65, 69, 87, 110, 

134, 203, 206 

– stereotype humor, 68, 74, 75, 79, 80, 110, 

133, 142, 143, 156, 203, 216, 217, 221 

– teasing, 61, 62, 73, 74, 89, 110, 119, 121, 

149, 193, 194, 203, 215, 229, 236 

– understatement, 60, 61, 110, 203, 215 

hyperbole, 59, 76, 86, 163, 164, 166, 180, 

194, 237 

incongruity, 8, 12, 16, 47, 48, 49, 55, 56, 58, 

60, 63, 64, 79, 82, 83, 84, 86, 95, 96, 

97, 110, 112, 117, 118, 119, 120, 121, 122, 

123, 124, 126, 129, 130, 131, 133, 134, 

135, 136, 142, 143, 144, 150, 151, 152, 

156, 158, 159, 160, 162, 163, 164, 165, 

166, 167, 168, 172, 174, 175, 177, 178, 

180, 181, 196, 200, 207, 209, 210, 213, 

215, 233, 235, 251 

inference, 1, 7, 23, 25, 49, 53, 62, 68, 79, 112, 

124, 133, 135, 137, 138, 139, 141, 143, 

147, 149, 150, 151, 153, 166, 175, 178, 

180, 249, 251, 252, 253 

interaction, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 49, 50, 51, 54, 

55, 61, 67, 88, 92, 98, 109, 113, 115, 116, 

157, 167, 185, 250, 251, 252, 253, 254 

intersubjectivity, 2, 3, 4, 6, 38, 133, 169, 217, 

249, 252 

intonation, 6, 94, 115, 158, 186, 252 

irony, 3, 6, 8, 55, 57, 58, 59, 69, 83, 86, 94, 

95, 110, 112, 117, 118, 119, 120, 121, 122, 

123, 124, 126, 127, 144, 163, 167, 199, 

203, 215, 252 

key element, 62, 74, 76, 77, 87, 100, 112, 157, 

161, 162, 163, 203, 204, 230, 231, 232, 

235, 241 

Koestler, 12, 13, 57, 179, 180 

Langacker, 31, 36, 43, 44, 139, 251 

linguistic mechanism, 76, 99, 100, 105, 111, 

124, 180, 251, 253 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 Index | 273 

  

meaning, 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, 10, 11, 12, 13, 16, 18, 

20, 21, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 

33, 34, 39, 40, 41, 42, 44, 45, 48, 49, 87, 

88, 94, 96, 97, 109, 112, 113, 116, 118, 

119, 126, 127, 128, 131, 145, 157, 161, 

162, 165, 167, 172, 174, 175, 176, 177, 

178, 179, 180, 181, 182, 183, 186, 189, 

191, 192, 197, 204, 205, 208, 217, 230, 

231, 240, 244, 245, 249, 252 

meaning coordination, 2, 4, 28, 169, 253 

mental spaces, 15, 35, 36, 37, 40, 48, 49, 120, 

121, 126, 127, 130, 136, 146, 147, 179, 

180, 251, 252, 254 

metaphor, 6, 47, 60, 64, 65, 76, 79, 87, 88, 

95, 96, 111, 125, 126, 144, 145, 146, 147, 

157, 160, 163, 165, 175, 180, 212, 237, 

251, 254 

metonymy, 6, 43, 46, 47, 49, 59, 69, 73, 76, 

79, 97, 106, 111, 124, 126, 133, 135, 137, 

138, 139, 140, 141, 142, 143, 144, 147, 

157, 165, 169, 175, 178, 180, 197, 200, 

201, 207, 208, 216, 217, 225, 227, 239, 

251 

multimodality, 1, 4, 5, 7, 8, 9, 50, 88, 99, 100, 

114, 115, 116, 182, 186, 250, 251 

non-verbal, 1, 2, 4, 5, 7, 8, 55, 76, 86, 120, 

187, 228, 248, 251, 253, 254 

polysemy, 57, 72, 76, 87, 112, 161 

pragmatics, 6, 8, 10, 14, 16, 17, 25, 30, 33, 36, 

48, 57, 59, 76, 82, 88, 118, 122, 124, 127, 

138, 139, 177, 178, 180, 181, 182, 231, 

244, 245, 249, 252 

pretense, 35, 38, 39, 40, 58, 64, 74, 82, 83, 

92, 95, 120, 123, 126, 127, 128, 129, 130, 

131, 133, 134, 136, 142, 143, 145, 146, 

147, 150, 153, 155, 160, 163, 167, 168, 

169, 170, 172, 174, 175, 176, 177, 179, 

180, 187, 191, 201, 203, 204, 209, 213, 

217, 221, 226, 227, 228, 236, 237, 245, 

249, 252 

prosody, 6, 89, 93, 94, 95, 98, 99, 100, 102, 

114, 115, 116, 120, 186, 200, 248, 252 

Raskin, 1, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 33, 34, 45, 48, 

56, 57, 72, 126, 127, 148, 177, 245, 251 

– semantic theory of humor, 11, 14, 15, 34, 36 

Relevance Theory, 16, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 

28, 36 

Rockwell, 6, 7, 93, 95, 113, 120, 186, 200, 252 

salience, 40, 41, 43, 44, 45, 46, 49, 119, 138, 

139, 141, 142, 143, 148, 149, 150, 151, 

174, 176, 178, 191, 249 

Tabacaru, 1, 10, 47, 50, 91, 117, 131, 137, 140, 

161, 177, 189, 192, 244, 245 

theory of mind, 2, 3, 4 

 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/9/2023 10:42 PM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use


	Foreword
	Contents
	1. Introduction
	2. Theoretical premises
	3. Corpus, coding tools, and quantitative overview
	4. Sarcasm: Meaning and incongruity
	5. Multimodality and sarcasm: Reasons to raise a few eyebrows
	6. Conclusions and prospects
	Bibliography
	Index

