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Meaning and Humour

How are humorous meanings generated and interpreted? Under-

standing a joke involves knowledge of the language code (a matter

mostly of semantics) and background knowledge necessary for

making the inferences to get the joke (a matter of pragmatics). This

book introduces and critiques a wide range of semantic and prag-

matic theories in relation to humour, such as systemic functional

linguistics, speech acts, politeness, and Relevance Theory, emphasis-

ing not only conceptual but also interpersonal and textual mean-

ings. Exploiting recent corpus-based research, it suggests that much

humour can be accounted for by the overriding of lexical priming.

Each chapter’s discussion topics and suggestions for further reading

encourage a critical approach to semantic and pragmatic theory.

Written by an experienced lecturer on the linguistics of the English

language, this is an entertaining and user-friendly textbook for

advanced students of semantics, pragmatics and humour studies.

andrew goatly is a professor in the Department of English at

Lingnan University, Hong Kong.
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KEY TOPICS IN SEMANTICS AND PRAGMATICS

‘Key Topics in Semantics and Pragmatics’ focuses on the main topics of

study in semantics and pragmatics today. It consists of accessible yet

challenging accounts of the most important issues, concepts and

phenomena to consider when examining meaning in language. Some

topics have been the subject of semantic and pragmatic study for many

years, and are re-examined in this series in light of new developments in

the field; others are issues of growing importance that have not so far

been given a sustained treatment. Written by leading experts and

designed to bridge the gap between textbooks and primary literature,

the books in this series can either be used on courses and seminars or as

one-stop, succinct guides to a particular topic for individual students

and researchers. Each book includes useful suggestions for further

reading, discussion questions, and a helpful glossary.

Forthcoming titles:

The Semantics of Counting by Susan Rothstein

Modification by Marcin Morzycki

Game-Theoretic Pragmatics by Anton Benz

Imperatives by Mark Jary and Mikhail Kissine

Metaphor by David Ritchie
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To my family: past, present [and future?]

For me humor studies is fundamentally an interpretive exercise. It is an

attempt to say what people are talking about even when they don’t say so

themselves. It is an attempt to wrest meaning – sometimes significant

meaning – from ludicrous and seemingly discountable expressions.

(Oring 2003: 146)
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