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INTRODUCTION

INTRODUCTION

Wordplay is a language phenomenon that we can come across every day, either by
creating a pun (pun and wordplay are used interchangeably) on our own with the
intention to amuse or it can be found in newspapers where it is used to attract the
reader’s attention. Creating and resolving puns can be quite a difficult task. It very
much depends on every individual, his or her knowledge of a given language, creativity
and experience which might be helpful when creating or deciphering this language

phenomenon.

Wordplay is a vast source of humor. Humorous texts are sometimes considered to be
somehow light in its essence but the process of translating such texts and the task it
requires is without any doubt rather difficult for many translators. Wordplay that has
ambiguity as a central feature is highly language dependant. Languages all over the
world are different in many ways therefore translation of a text containing wordplay
from one language to another may be quite a difficult task. Translators face an
important question whether to maintain the wordplay in the target text or not, whether to
maintain ‘the formal equivalence’ or ‘dynamic equivalence’ of a given wordplay.
Another possibility for translators is to omit the wordplay completely, which can affect
the humorous aspect of the text, given the text is based primarily on wordplay and
ambiguity. Thus, it is the translators’ duty to recognize and provide adequate

translation.

This thesis is divided into two main parts — theoretical and practical. The first section of
the theoretical part deals with humor and the fact if humor as such can be defined. The
attention then moves to the main feature humor, i.e. the aspect of incongruity (see
Vandaele 1999).

In the second part of the theoretical part | am attempting to define wordplay. For the
purpose of this thesis | will be referring to Delabastita’s definition of wordplay, which
will serve as a central frame of reference for my analysis. Delabastita defines wordplay

as follows:
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Wordplay is the general name for various textual phenomena in which
structural features of the language(s) used are exploited in order to bring
about a communicatively significant confrontation of two (or more)
linguistic structures with more or less similar forms and more or less
different meanings (1996, 128).

In this section, puns based on ‘phonological and graphological structure’, ‘lexical
structure (polysemy)’, ‘lexical structure (idiom)’, ‘morphological structure’, and
‘syntactic structure’ as defined by Delabastita (1996, 130) will be provided. The
distinction between ‘horizontal’ and ‘vertical’ puns (1996, 128) will be specified as |

intend to sort out the puns according to these criteria as well.

As mentioned before, translation is, apart from the mere recognition, probably the most
difficult part in translation. Therefore, one of the sections will be then dedicated to the

notion of translatability of wordplay to see how different scholars tackle this issue.

The thesis will conclude in the practical part in which | attempt to apply Delabastita’s
approach summarized in the theoretical part. In this part | will analyze wordplay in Yes,
Prime minister, a book in the form of diaries, official documents and letters written by
Jonathan Lynn and Antony Jay (1989). The original text will be then confronted with
the official Czech translation of Yes, Prime Minister translated by Jan Klima (2011) to
see whether the translator was successful in maintaining the ‘formal’ or ‘dynamic

equivalence (see Nida 1964).
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1. HUMOR

Humor has always been an integral part of our lives. From the moment people turn on
their TVs they can watch various comedies, stand up shows and many sitcoms
throughout the whole day. Books containing humor are very popular as well. Marketers
worldwide try to catch people’s attention with commercials utilizing humorous effect. It
comes as no surprise when one of the most watched events like Super Bowl in the
United States shows many of these during commercial breaks. Huge brands come up
with brand new commercials just for this one night of football and it is an unwritten rule
that the most hilarious one usually becomes the most favorite one which only proves
that humor has a fashionable status. Even Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth 1l displayed a
good sense of humor when she agreed to a short video in which she starred alongside
Daniel Craig, playing the British secret agent James Bond, as he escorts the Queen to a
helicopter from which she eventually parachuted right in the middle of the Olympic

stadium during the opening ceremony of London 2012.

Humor is very influential ranging from “political satire to joking as a way of
establishing friendships and excluding others,” says Alison Ross in her book The
Language of Humour (1998, 1).

1.1 Definition of humor

Dictionaries in general do not provide very thorough definitions of what humor really is
as they somehow avoid the question of what it actually is that makes people laugh.
Regarding humor and its definition, Attardo (1994, 3) remarks that, “not only has it not
been possible to agree on how to divide the category on ‘humor’ (e.g. ‘humor’ vs
‘comic’ vs ‘ridiculous’), but it is even difficult to find a pretheoretical definition of
‘humor’ in the most general sense. Even though it is almost impossible to define what it
is that makes something humorous, we are at least able to identify humor.” Ross (1998,
1) tries to provide her own insight observing that people laugh in company rather than
on their own. Simply put, “there is a strong social aspect to the way people respond to
humor.” (1998, 1) And it makes perfect sense as people want to share their joy from

humorous situations which they encountered and it is probably one of the reasons why
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they keep telling jokes to each other. Ross (1998, 1) also speaks about the fact that even
a brilliant joke can completely die when uttered in a different context. Here, Chiaro
(1992, 15) elaborates the question of the environment a bit more arguing that the joke-
teller must take into consideration also the cultural, political, social and other

backgrounds in which the joke is to be uttered.

...not everybody is amused by the same things, and what is more, over
and above shared knowledge of whatever type, finding something funny
relies on a number of subjective variables. What may appear amusing
under the influence of a few drinks may not appear quite so funny in the
cold light of the morning after. A homosexual is hardly going to enjoy
being insulted by someone’s idea of a witty remark at his or her expense,
any more than the Irish are amused by the thousands of jokes which
depict them as imbeciles. Some people are offended by sexual innuendo,

while others by political references contained in a joke.

With regard to this Nash states that “[hJumour is an occurrence in a social play.” (1985:
12). Social aspect is nevertheless crucial for creation and reception of humor, so is

laughter, although it is not considered as a necessary or sufficient condition of humor.

1.2 Incongruity and Superiority

One of the aspects of humor that will be mentioned here is incongruity. Chapman and
Foot defined incongruity as “a conflict between what is expected and what actually
occurs in the joke” (1976, 12). Such aspect of humor refers to something that is
regarded as out of place or absurd. To better understand what incongruity refers to, an
example from Ross (1998, 7) is provided in which these “conflicts” and “what is

expected” are obvious.

Example (1): Do you believe in clubs for young people?
Only when kindness fails.
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The club may well correspond to leisure groups or a weapon, thus provoking something
absurd or abnormal. Vandaele (1999, 243) sees incongruity as a part of “cognitive
scheme” which he defines as a human ability to relate and to give meaning to certain
stimuli from the outside world. So when we speak about airports, planes are expected,
when we speak about dancing, some music is expected. “The cognitive schemes
constitute the constructions a person has learned to use in order to cope with the world
he or she lives in.” Therefore, incongruity can be considered as a “contradiction of the

cognitive scheme.” (1999, 243)

Vandaele distinguishes various types of incongruity. Incongruity can be linguistic, for
instance, stuttering can be considered as incongruity as we expect language to be fluid
and economical which is somehow broken by stuttering which can lead, and usually
does in comedies, to something funny. Another transgression of this scheme can be
homonymy or paronymy respectively. Pragmatic incongruities are the anomalies which
“receive their humorous charge by breaking cognitive schemes concerning the actual
use of language.” (1999, 247) To put it more simply, utterances usually tend to have
some informative value but in this case, the expectations or rules are broken. Such can
be seen quite frequently in parodies. Other types according to Vandaele’s typology are
narrative incongruity, usually employed by vagueness, and intertextual incongruity,
technique that uses hyperbole, total irrelevance of the argumentation and absurd
reframing. Social incongruity is considered to be the one where certain rules of
protocols are violated. The last type is called natural incongruity which can be

described as breaking logic and reasoning at the same time.

Superiority is defined by Vandaele (1999, 241) as a “heightened self-esteem” which
highlights “its very visible social functioning.” He relates superiority to some sort of
aggression, mainly used in sarcastic irony, where a victim is explicitly targeted. (1999,
241) Vandaele further differentiates between negative superiority and positive
superiority. On the one hand negative means that “a target can clearly be identified”
(1999, 255) it is is a person who is laughed at. Such aggressive humor as irony is not
only superiority (ridiculing the target or gaining sympathy with the audience) but it also
inclines to incongruity as well, to be more precise, to pragmatic incongruity
(transgression of certain communicative norms and principles). Thus, these two

concepts, according to Vandaele do not function independently. They are subcategories
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of humor rather than two separate categories and should be treated as such. (1999, 256)
As implied before, superiority, a necessary but not a sufficient condition that gives
humor some new dimension, and incongruity interact to some extent, something

Vandaele refers to as “interactional incongruity-superiority framework.” (1999, 242)

On the other hand positive superiority is rather non-aggressive when compared to
negative superiority. As Vandaele says “one does not need to find and destroy a target
in order to feel superior.” (1999, 244) He further divides superiority into three
categories: problem solving, institutionalization and general circumstances. First,
general circumstances follow principle of “good mood and cueing” and function “as a
general background which makes the inference ‘incongruity—humour’ more evident”
(1999, 257-258). Humor can provoke various reactions and circumstances filter the
right ones at the right moment. Second mental process is called humor solving which
sometimes involves “recognizing allusive frames.” (1999, 258) This is obviously the
case for parodies that play heavily on allusions which requires an extra effort. The last,
but no less important mechanism of humor is institutionalized humor which may refer
to repetition of utterances that become institutionalized and thus very comic after some
time. The same can be applied to characters or protagonists, an example might be Mr.
Bean from whom some comic situation is expected as soon as he appears on the screen.
Some stereotypes, including themes of sex, stupid blondes or some cultural clichés may

be institutionalized as well. (1999, 260)

It is evident that humor as such cannot be defined as it is a very broad and subjective
social phenomenon. It can be studied from various points of view, but factors such as

subjectivity, different sense of humor, state of mind and various cultural aspects prevail.
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2. DEFINING WORDPLAY

In order to analyze wordplay, it is necessary to understand the term itself and discover
what exactly is behind this language phenomenon. There are quite a few definitions as
to how wordplay should be understood and treated, yet many of these definitions
provide only very brief sketches of what it actually is. It is basically impossible to
expect a definition of this phenomenon from monolingual dictionaries, yet definitions
from monolingual dictionaries are provided which might be a good starting point for
understanding wordplay as such. For instance, two well-known dictionaries provide
rather fuzzy definitions. The following definition from the Cambridge Advanced

Learner’s Dictionary says that wordplay is:

The activity of joking about the meaning of words, especially in a clever

way.

This definition does not precisely states what exactly wordplay is, however, in layman’s
terms it implies that some sort of joking and playing with meanings of words is
activated. A bit more elaborate definition, this time the from Oxford Advanced

Learner’s Dictionary, states that wordplay is:

The clever or amusing use of words, esp involving a word that has two
meanings or different words that sound the same.

Both definitions here still do not provide the solution and might be considered rather
vague, even though the latter one mentions that some sort of ambiguity is triggered,
which is according to Gottlieb (1997, 186) a central feature of the phenomenon. The
term wordplay might be still confusing or more precisely not elaborate enough. Many
scholars, linguists and academics offer lengthy surveys of literature on humor, rendering
many theories, classifications and definitions of wordplay. For the purpose of this thesis
a definition is needed. Having this in mind, the following definition of wordplay by
Dirk Delabastita (1996) is used as a central frame of reference:



DEFINING WORDPLAY

Wordplay is the general name for the various textual phenomena in
which structural features of the language(s) used are exploited in order to
bring about a communicatively significant confrontation of two (or more)
linguistic structures with more or less similar forms and more or less
different meanings. (1996, 128).

First, pun as such is based on at least two linguistic structures resembling each other in
form (in a simplified way words that look and/or sound the same) which have different
meanings. They are then contrasted which eventually gives rise to ambiguity and
creates humorous effect. Delabastita (1996, 128) then specifies this complete or partial
formal identity in terms of homonymy (identical sounds and spelling), homophony
(identical sounds but different spelling), homography (different sounds but identical

spelling), and paronymy (slight differences in spelling and sound).

Second, Delabastita (1996, 129-130) in his study argues that puns are textual
phenomena, meaning that they are dependent on the structural characteristics of
language as an abstract system. He further says that languages are full of potential
ambiguities and associations, “which are not normally perceived as significant in
ordinary, non-significant discourse.” (1996, 129) To create the humorous effect of puns,
mere ambiguity does not always prove to be sufficient enough. That being said, puns
usually require something more. Possibilities and various associations that are
omnipresent in languages need to be somehow evoked. Where any potential ambiguity
might fail, the context is required. It is important to mention that the context can be

verbal or situational. As Delabastita puts it:

Verbal contexts follow from our expectation of grammatical well-
formedness (thus, the fact that certain word classes are normally used in
certain syntactic positions only will tend to block a reading of can as a
verb in a phrase like ‘can of lager' and of thematic coherence (1996,
129).

In short, verbal contexts are related to the human knowledge and expectations of
grammatical and coherent texts. Situational contexts, on the other hand, might include,

for instance, visual image in media or punning advertisement, which gives an additional
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meaning to the accompanying text. That is something that Henrik Gottlieb is well aware

of when he states: “The intended effect of wordplay can accordingly be conveyed

through dialogue (incl. intonation and other prosodic features), through dialogue

combined with non-verbal visual information, or through written text...” (1997, 210).

Since this thesis deals with written text only, Gottlieb’s statement serves only as an

extension of Delabastita’s broad definition of context.

Third, according to Delabastita (1996, 128), the following features exploited by the

punster can be found at all levels of language, meaning the linguistic structures

through which the pun can be embedded:

Phonological and graphological structure: According to Delabastita (1996, 130)
there are only limited number of graphemes (letters) and phonemes (sounds
capable of generating meaning difference) in languages that can be combined
together in certain combinations. This means that there are supposedly many
unrelated pairs of words, which are somehow identical in meaning or form.
Terms such as ‘soundplay’ (alliteration, consonance and assonance) and
‘anagrammatic’ wordplay (based on spelling) used by Delabastita (1996, 30) are
bound to be found within puns. For instance, love at first bite is derived from

love at first sight.

Lexical structure (polysemy): Languages are full of polysemous words, i.e.
words that are related not only through their formal realization, moreover there
is also a semantic connection between them. The example of polysemous word

do is provided by Delabastita (1996, 30) in Surfers do it standing up.

Lexical structure (idiom): Puns can be based on idioms, i.e. an expression that
cannot be understood from the individual meanings of its elements. According
to Delabastita, (1996, 130) it is the distance between the idiomatic and literal
reading of idioms that gives the punster an opportunity for creation of a pun (as

in Britain going metric: give them an inch and they’ll take our mile).

10
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e Morphological structure: Many derivatives and compounds can be utilized in
punning as well as a distinction between the accepted meaning of the words (for
example, a result of compounding) and the interpretation of the components (as

in “I can’t find the oranges, ” said Tom fruitlessly).

e Syntactic structure: Grammar can also generate puns as sentences or phrases can
be parsed in more than one way. Delabastia offers the following example of a
slogan — Players Please, referring to either a brand of cigarettes that please

smokers or to a request to a shop assistant.

Fourth, one of the most important features of a pun is its intentionality. This is what
Delabastita refers to as communicative significance. According to him “a pun is
communicatively significant if and when it is intended as such.” (1996, 132) It is
nevertheless crucial to differentiate between accidental ‘wordplay’ such as slips of the
tongue or pen and those used intentionally. What can cause problems to readers is the
mere recognition and appreciation of puns in the text. Sometimes, interpretation and
analysis of puns may be peculiar for several reasons. Usually, many critics avoid the
element of subjectivism and rather scan the text, looking for wordplay signals. Of
course, it is quite an instinctive way of decoding puns within texts but translators or
students of translation may find it very hard when assessing puns in which such signals
are, for some reason, obviously missing. Therefore, decoding puns can cause problems
in several categories of texts. The following section is taken from (Delabastita 1996,
132).

e Written records of oral texts: contexts and signals are often non-verbal and are

thus in serious danger of not being recorded and of getting lost in the

transmission process.

o Experimental ‘open’ texts: the contexts are full of effective or potential

ambiguity and it is difficult to decide which associations and double meaning

are relevant to the text and which are misleading.

11
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e Older texts: here it is a matter of changing conventions in languages and our
knowledge of the semantic range of words. Due to the passage of time, some
wordplay may have been obscured and vice versa, wordplay may be construed
falsely.

Last but not least, the aspect of incongruity is missing in Delabastita’s definition as I
believe that ‘unexpectedness’ is a characteristic feature of puns. As a reminder,
Chapman and Foot define incongruity as “a conflict between what is expected and what
actually occurs in the joke” (1976: 12). Incongruity or unexpectedness is then a matter

of reader’s experience and ability to decipher the second reading in a given context.

It is not always clear to see the intention of the author and there is a thin borderline
between ‘underreading’ and ‘overreading’ of the text containing this textual
phenomenon. As Delabastita (1996, 132) argues, the recognition depends heavily on the
reading habits of the text user, as well as the genre conventions and language

conceptions.

For the purpose of this thesis Delabastita’s definition will be used as a frame of

reference based on his categorization of wordplay/puns:

e Phonological and graphological structure
e Lexical structure (polysemy)

e Lexical structure (idiom)

e Morphological structure

e Syntactic structure

Moreover, it is not always clear to which category the given wordplay should be
classified. Delabastita (1997, 4) is well aware of the discrepancies that lie in the
definition and classification of wordplay when he states that wordplay should be

described in terms of a cline, rather than a binary option.

12
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2.1 Phonological and graphological structure

As mentioned in the previous chapter, there are numerous ways of creating wordplay on
the phonological and graphological level which include homonymy (identical sounds
and spelling), homophony (identical sounds but different spelling), homography
(different sounds but identical spelling), and paronymy (slight differences in spelling

and sound).
For my analysis, Delabastita’s (1996) typology is used, which I will try to demonstrate

on his examples. The following table provides specific typology of wordplay with

illustrative examples, the table below is borrowed from Delabastita (1996, 128).

Table 1: Typology of puns

Homonymy Homophony Homography

VERTICAL VERTICAL VERTICAL VERTICAL
Pyromania: a Wedding belles MessAge Come in for a faith
burning passion [name of a lift

band] [slogan on church]
HORIZONTAL HORIZONTAL HORIZONTAL HORIZONTAL
Carry on dancing | Counsel for How the US It’s G.B. for the
carries Carry to council home put US to Beegees
the top buyers shame [article on pop
[article on a dancer band]
named Carry]

From the table above, it is evident that Delabastita also distinguishes between

horizontal and vertical pun.

Horizontal pun
According to Delabastita, (1996, 128) in horizontal puns, linguistic structures occur one
after another in the text. “The mere nearness of the pun components may suffice to

bring about the semantic confrontation; in addition, grammatical and other devices are

13
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often used to highlight the pun,” says Delabastita (1996, 129). It is the repetition of a
word in the text that triggers the secondary meaning. Usually, the components
mentioned in the horizontal pun tend to appear one after the other very shortly as can be

seen in:

Example (2): “I [Humphrey] wouldn’t want to go there, though. It’s an awful country.
They cut people’s hand off for theft, and women get stoned when they
commit adultery. Unlike Britain, where women commit adultery when

they get stoned.”

Example (2) above can be considered a typical illustration of a horizontal pun in which

the two highlighted linguistic structures appear one after another.

Vertical pun

On the contrary, vertical puns differ from horizontal puns in its representation and its
mere recognition can be considered a bit more demanding. While in a horizontal pun
both linguistic structures (components) are present in the text, in a vertical pun “one of
the pun’s components is materially absent from the text and has to be triggered into
semantic action by contextual constraints” (1996, 129). An example of a vertical pun

found in Yes, Prime Minister follows, preceded by context in which the pun appears.

Hacker’s first TV appearance as Prime Minister gives his advisers some troubles when
deciding what he should say in front of cameras as he has been in office for seven days
only. Hacker himself comes up with an idea to tell the press that he is an ordinary man,
one that can identify with the problems of ordinary people. One of his advisors is

cautious about this idea saying that this sort of publicity can be counterproductive:

Example (3): “Perhaps it’s better that we build you up a bit — photos of you doing the

washing might make you look a bit wet.

This example of homonymic pun is vertical because only one component is present in
this fragment of text. First meaning of the word wet (moisture) then clashes with the
second meaning of the word wet (a British informal term for someone who is feeble or

foolish) needs to be recovered from the context.

14
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When Delabastita refers to a vertical pun, he refers to punning in which “two formally
similar linguistic structures may clash associatively by being co-present in the same
portion of text.” (1996, 128) This means that only one component of the pun is present
in the text and the reader’s knowledge of language and his/her ability to associate the

materially present component with some other semantic reading is needed.

It is obvious that homonymy, homophony and homography have something in common.
In the following few paragraphs, some important differences will be mentioned together

with some examples.

2.1.1 Homonymy

Homonymy is based on a lexical ambiguity that refers to words with the same spelling
and same pronunciation, although the meaning differs. For instance, consider one of

Delabastita’s examples:

Example (4): Carry on dancing carries Carry to the top.

Firstly, this wordplay is considered to be horizontal (the components of the pun come
one after the other). Second, the punning here is realized by homonym Carry (carry as a

verb and Carry as a proper noun).

It should be noted that homonymy may be easily mistaken for polysemy. For the
purpose of this thesis | will differentiate between the two. On the notion of polysemy,
Klein and Murphy (2001, 259) provide the following definition:

[w]ords that have a number of related senses. They use the word ‘paper’
as an example, saying that it can refer to both a substance and a

publication printed on that substance.

While polysemous words are defined clearly as words with related meaning, homonyms

are according to Klein and Murphy (2001, 259) seen as:

15
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[tjwo different word meanings converge on the same phonological
representation, or in which a single word diverges into very different

meanings.

Again, they use an example, this time it is the word ‘bank’ referring to a financial
institution and a land along the sides of the river. It is necessary to add that these two,
apart from the same spelling and pronunciation, do not have anything in common, no
related meaning. To further highlight the difference between homonymy and polysemy,
Small (1988, 4) reiterates: “Homonymy refers to words whose various definitions are
unrelated.” Taylor (1989, 99) says that polysemy is the association of two or more
related senses with a single linguistic form. It is nonetheless quite a difficult task to
differentiate between the two. There is a certain level of subjectivity when deciding
whether the given lexical item is homonymous or polysemous. The aspect of relatedness
is also questionable as Lyons (1977, 550) puts it:

Relatedness of meaning is a matter of degree. Those lexical items which
one person might regard to be semantically related