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Chapter One
Introduction

1.1 Rationale

Over thousands of years from Plato and Aristotle to Cicero,
through Hume and Kant to the more recent Bergson and Freud,
there has been a large body of articles, treatises and theses about
humor and its relatives. Humor, in its turn, has played an im-
portant part in the work of such distinguished writers as Chau-
cer, Cervantes, Shakespeare, Moliere, Swift, Twain and Lea-
cock. However, there has been a lack of consensus on what is
meant by “humor”, across the many disciplines in which it is
studied.

Humor is extensively studied in humanities, with philoso-
phy, aesthetics, anthropology., sociology, psychology, post-
Freudianism, film and literary criticism having abundant litera-

ture on the subject, and with each starting from a different set of
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preconceptions. © However, remarkably few of the theoreticians
in their particular disciplines have concerned themselves with ma-
terial from other disciplines. Hence only recently has it been rec-
ognized that the fundamental question of what is meant by “hu-
mor”, “laughter”, “comedy”, or even “joke” cannot be answered
without an interdisciplinary perspective (Palmer, 1994.3).

Although there have been attempts to be comprehensive, in-
terdisciplinary studies of humor present a problem, i. e. , how
theories from different disciplines can be integrated and conse-
quently how a more convincing and rational (less introspective)
outlook can be effected.

Recently, humor has come within the scope of linguistics,
which is understandable, for any joke (and other humorous
genres included) , whether it contains a pun or not, by the very
nature of its verbalization, necessarily plays on language
(Chiaro, 1992:15). Humor and language are interdependent in
two important ways (Apte, 1985:178—179). First, language it-
self becomes the subject matter of humor. Its phonological, mor-
phological, syntactic, and semantic elements and their interrela-
tionships may be exploited in creating humor. Second, the devel-

opment, comprehension, and appreciation of humor are deter-

(@O For example, disciplines based on textual commentary — literary
criticism or film studies — tend to proceed on the basis that there is some fea-
ture in texts which is responsible for humor; psychologists look for mental
processes involved in the production or reception of humor; sociologists and
anthropologists look at the social processes within which it occurs (Palmer,

1994 :4).
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mined, to a considerable degree, by the use and function of lan-
guage in society and by the cultural attitudes and values associat-
ed with it.

Linguistics has developed considerably within the 20th cen-
tury, where concepts have been revolutionized in every area of
the discipline from sounds. words and sentences to meaning,
use, texts and through discourse itself. Thus a linguistic study
of such culturally or socially bound phenomena as humor can be
conducive to the study of humor generally.

In most linguistic approaches, humor seems to have been
treated in abstract and off-color terms. Studies in terms of fig-
ures of speech, script theories, cooperative principles and rele-
vance theory all contribute to linguistic understanding of humor,
yet none sees a full picture of humor in terms of the linguistic
mechanism of humor. The development of linguistics calls for
fresh analyses which absorb latest achievements into humor re-
search.

This current research, taking into account the practices and
theories of various disciplines, focuses on the Hallidayan linguis-
tic framework which sheds light over the general design of this
research. Halliday’s systemic-functional linguistics@ sees lan-
guage in a social context and considers it to be a resource used for

communication instead of a set of rules. Its essential assumption

@D Systemic-functional linguistics was established by Halliday, who
evolved his theory from Malinowsky's anthropological findings, Whorf’s lan-
guage-relativism and Firth’s linguistic theories. Its grammar has two parts:

“systemic” and “functional”.



