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ABSTRACT 
The present study investigates the taxonomy of structural 

ambiguity in humorous texts. It is found that there are many 

ambiguity devices used in creating humorous effects in jokes 

and other humorous texts. These devices include the use of 

articles in plural and non- count nouns , coordinating 

conjunctions , the construction ' a little ' , devices affecting verb 

forms such as modals and tense shifting , in addition to other 

devices such as verb particles , idioms ...etc .It is also found that 

there are two main ways for translating humorous texts .The 

first way is to translate them semantically preserving as much as 

possible the humorous effect of the SL text , whereas the second 

way is to recontextualize the SL text through changing the 

reality to which it refers if translating it semantically would 

result in the loss of the humorous effect. 
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1.Introduction 
 Taxonomies showing types of structural ambiguity can be 

valuable in helping writers to be more aware of potential 

ambiguities and thus more capable of avoiding them .But some 

attention must be given to the fact that there are some situations 

such as humour in which structural ambiguity is actually 

desirable .For such situations the value of studying ambiguity is 

not that such increases our ability to avoid ambiguity ,but rather 

that the insight into ambiguity enhances our ability to create it. 

 This study investigates some important ambiguity devices 

involved in the creation of humour that relies on the specific 

structural ambiguity type that Stageberg called a " class 

ambiguity "( 1971:357).Reference will be made to the effective 

means for translating these devices into Arabic . 

 This type of ambiguity gets its name because it creates a 

confusion between the traditional classes or parts of speech ( 

such as nouns ,verbs, adjectives, etc.) ., stripping the TL text of 

the humorous effect found in the original text .The present study 

attempts at solving this problematic area through illustrating the 

ambiguity devices and categorizing them into a number of 

groups. Then a section will be devoted to discussing the 

proposed translation strategies to deal with the translation of 

humorous texts based on structural ambiguity. 

 It is not at all easy for anyone not well-versed in English 

to recognize such ambiguity devices and comprehend humorous 

texts invested with these devices . In the same vein , translators 

not aware of such devices will render the text unsuccessfully  

 Before proceeding to discuss the ambiguity devices 

related to class ambiguities and their relationship to humour , it 

would be appropriate to demonstrate what a joke involving a 

class ambiguity might look like: 
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1-  Man in Restaurant : I'll have two lamb chops , and make 

them lean,   please . 

      Waiter:      To which side ,sir? 

                    ( Clark ,1968:191 ) 

 This joke involves a class ambiguity because the meaning 

of lean  is ambiguous between an adjective and a verb .The 

difference in the meanings of lean represents more than just a 

particular word having more than one meaning ; the difference 

helps to create a structural ambiguity. Because the two 

interpretations of lean represent separate constituent types ( in 

this case , parts of speech) , the varying interpretations also 

represent different sentence structures. 

2.Ambiguity devices 
 Some sentence structures seem particularly tolerant of or 

susceptible to structural ambiguity .For example , a passive 

sentence is very easily confused with an SVC (subject , verb, 

complement) sentence using a past participle .This can be 

shown in the following riddle in which the past participle 

spotted may serve as either a verb in a passive construction or a 

predicate adjective describing the subject : 

2- Why is it hard for leopard to hide ? 

           Because they're always spotted . 

                     ( Brown,1988:9) 

 Another sentence structure that lends itself well to 

structural ambiguity is one that uses the progressive verb 

construction .The progressive is easily confused with an SVC ( 

predicate adjective) construction .This construction may be 

found in a joke such as the following , which inverts the 

auxiliary for a question: 

3- Hopeful Mother : Is my son really trying? 

            Teacher :Very ! 

                      ( Kohl and Young , 1963:11) 
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2.1   The use of articles 

2.1.1 Plural and non-count nouns 
          One powerful device of structural ambiguity is the set of 

plural and non-count nouns .Cottle (1975:47) shows that while 

there is a definite article for singular as well as plural nouns , 

there is no indefinite article for plural nouns . Put differently, 

while most singular nouns require an article , plural nouns do 

not require an article when the noun is indefinite since no such 

article exists. 

 The absence of an article makes it more likely that a noun 

will be confused with a different part of speech. For example , 

in the headline " British Left Waffles On Falkland Islands " ( 

Lederer , 1987:92), the use of a plural waffles is functioning as a 

noun or some other part of speech, in this case a verb , and thus 

whether left is to be interpreted as a verb or noun. An article 

would require a noun interpretation of waffles. Moreover, the 

absence of an article often creates a confusion about the location 

of constituent boundaries where the delineation would otherwise 

have been clean. The lack of such a delineation makes it easier 

for particular nouns or parts of noun phrases to be confused with 

other parts of speech .For example , in the sentence " Only a few 

high schools have carefully developed programs " ( 

Stageberg,1971:360) , it is unclear whether the word developed 

is functioning as a verb in a present perfect construction , or 

whether it forms part of the noun phrase constituent ( an 

adjective modifying the following noun ). An article would 

eliminate such an ambiguity. If for example the verb phrase in 

the sentence were    " have a carefully developed program " or " 

have carefully developed a program " , no such ambiguity 

would be possible since what follows an article must be part of a 

noun phrase. This is just the sort of situation one may find in the 

following jokes that use a gerund phrase:  
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4- Girl : Are you fond of moving pictures ? 

       Boy: Oh, yes, very . 

       Girl: Then you won't mind moving some down out of  

the attic 

        for Mother. 

                 ( Kohl and Young , 1963:113) 

5- Question : What's worse than raining cats and dogs? 

       Answer : Hailing Taxis . 

                ( Clark , 1968:107 ) 

Notice that in both of these examples ,the use of a plural is 

essential in order for the ambiguity to work. If we take a 

singular , there is a difference  between    " hailing a taxi " and " 

a hailing taxi". 

         Like plurals, non-count nouns such as rice, milk , sand 

,and so forth , also constitute powerful devices. Whereas count 

nouns lack indefinite articles with their plurals , non- count 

nouns , which have no plural form, go even further by also 

resisting any indefinite articles with their singulars.  

        As in the case of plurals , non-count nouns may create a 

confusion regarding constituent boundaries or the nature of a 

particular constituent. For a useful comparison we may look 

back at an example mentioned earlier. We saw how the plural in 

" Only a few high schools have carefully developed programs " 

causes a problem for interpretation .In his taxonomy 

,Stageberg(1971:361) pairs that sentence with the sentence ,    " 

Departmental chairmen in southern universities have limited 

academic freedom ." It is clear that the non-count noun freedom 

serves the same purpose as the plural programs as it uses no 

article that would otherwise make constituent boundaries clear. 

         But what is more significant with non- count nouns as 

devices is their inability to carry the –s inflectional suffix. The 

lack of any overt inflectional endings on the non-count nouns 
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provides them with an additional capacity for being confused 

with other lexical categories which also lack such an inflectional 

ending such as adjectives , adverbs , and in some cases verbs. 

         If one looks at a SVC construction , particularly one using 

a predicate nominative , one can see how easily a non- count 

noun lacking not only an article but an inflectional –s may be 

mistaken for a verb in a passive construction , provided the non- 

count noun shares the same morphology with a past participle 

form of a verb. In the following jokes the non-count noun may 

be interpreted as either a noun in a predicate nominative 

construction or a verb in a passive one: 

6- Question: When is a spanking like a hat? 

    Answer : When it is felt. 

              ( Clark,1968:171) 

7- Diner : This coffee is like mud. 

      Waiter : Well, it was ground this morning! 

              ( Ibid.: 196) 

8- When is a chair like a fabric ? 

       When it is sat in . 

              ( Rosenbloom , 1976:29). 

The non- count noun may also contribute to an ambiguity 

between a noun and adjective in an SVC ( subject , verb , 

complement ) versus SVO ( subject , verb ,object ) construction 

as in the following joke : 

9- What is a good way to get fat ? 

            Fry up some bacon. 

                   ( Ibid.:30) 

The question in the joke comes from an underlying 

structure in which a person gets fat. Depending on whether the 

word get is a linking or transitive verb, the following word will 

be either an adjective or a noun. An adjective in a predicate 

position is not normally mistaken so easily for a noun since the 
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noun would usually require an article , but the non- count noun 

fat avoids such a constraint. 

2.1.2 Coordinating conjunctions  
Coordinating conjunctions can remove the necessity of an 

article and thus allow verbs to be confused with nouns .These 

conjunctions must join the same type of constituent such as 

noun phrases with noun phrases or verb phrases with verb 

phrases. One of their syntactic characteristics that makes them 

particularly useful as ambiguity devices is that they may 

optionally omit a grammatical item in a constituent following 

the coordinating conjunction if that item is found in a 

constituent preceding the coordinating conjunction. This can be 

seen in a sentence such as " He sang and (he) danced."  

Coordinating conjunctions are very likely to create 

ambiguity when they follow a transitive verb. This can be 

illustrated with the sentence " Use indelible ink and varnish over 

it (Stageberg, 1971:360).In this sentence it is unclear whether 

varnish is a verb that is coordinated with ink .This type of 

ambiguity is found in the following jokes:  

10- Question : What has four wheels and files ? 

        Answer : A garbage truck. 

                 ( Clark,1968;165) 

11- Jimmy : Dad, did you ever hear a rabbit bark? 

         Dad    : Of course not. Rabbits don't bark! 

        Jimmy : But my teacher told us that rabbits eat 

cabbage  and bark. 

                 ( Ibid.:85) 

12- Question : Why is a dog dressed more warmly in  

                          summer than in winter? 

Answer  : In winter he wears only a fur coat , but in 

summer he wears that same coat and pants. 

                      ( Withers and Benet , 1954 : 34 ) 



 
 

   

 

 A Taxonomy of Structural 
Ambiguity in Humour With 

Reference To Translation 

Dr.Mazin Fawzi Ahmed 
 2112 كانون األول( 13)  العدد 

  22 

 

 

 جملة آداب الفراهيدي
 

One may conclude that the plurals and non-count nouns 

after the conjunction in the said jokes are the decisive factor in 

allowing the omission of an article. Such an assumption would 

be consistent with what has previously been shown about the 

ability of plurals and non- count nouns to remove the necessity 

of determiners, specifically articles . But the following joke, 

which involves a singular count noun without a determiner ( " 

his hammer and [his] saw") , shows how the critical factor in the 

omission of the determiner is actually the coordinating 

conjunction. 

13- How was the blind carpenter able to see ? 

                   He picked up his hammer and saw . 

                      ( Rosenbloom , 1976 : 61) 

2.1.3 The construction ' a little ' 
The construction ' a little ' does not work to remove an 

indefinite article but rather to cause a confusion about the 

identity of an existing indefinite article in a sentence or phrase 

.Part of the potential for confusion results from the fact that ' a ' 

may be either an indefinite article introducing a noun , or part of 

an adverbial expression that introduces an adjective or adverb . 

This potential ambiguity may be illustrated well with an SVC 

sentence type. 

An SVC construction may involve either a predicate noun 

such as " It is an  antique " or a predicate adjective such as " It is 

antique. " 

The presence of an article prevents the noun interpretation 

from being confused with an adjective one. But the construction 

a little can undermine this distinction in a sentence such as " It is 

a little antique ",  since the indefinite article ' a' may not be an 

article for a following noun at all but rather part of an adverb 

expression itself, modifying a subsequent adjective. A whole set 
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of riddles has exploited this ambiguity .While sometimes they 

rely on homophones , such as : 

14- Question : Why couldn't the pony talk? 

              Answer : He was a little horse [ hoarse ]. 

                        ( Clark, 1968: 141 ) 

15- How can you tell if a bucket is not well ? 

          When it is a little pale [ pail ]. 

                   ( Rosenbloom ,1976:61) 

at other times homonyms may occur : 

16- When is a baby not a baby ? 

 When it's a little cross. 

           ( Wither and Benet , 1954: 68 ) 

17-   Have you heard about the butcher who backed into the 

meat  grinder ? 

  He got a little behind in his work . 

           ( Lederer , 1988:54 ) 

The pool of words such as cross that can be nouns or 

adjectives and thus potentially useful to particular structural 

ambiguities is limited . But the set of such words grows through 

the addition of the suffix-er . In such words the suffix may be 

interpreted as either an agentive one with a noun or a 

comparative one with an adjective or even adverb .It would not 

be difficult to create jokes that hinges on ambiguities using 

words such as cleaner and blinder in connection with a little. 

One could say for example that someone is " a little cleaner ." 

2.2 Devices affecting verb forms 

2.2.1 Causative and perception verbs 
Some ambiguity devices subvert concord requirements 

between subjects and verbs , requirements that might otherwise 

prevent a structural ambiguity from occurring .This is the case , 

for example , with some causative and perception verbs because 

of the effect they can have on the form of other verbs that 
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accompany them . Causative and perception verbs such as make 

, see , and others , not only allow the subsequent verb to appear 

in a non- finite form , but without the infinitival marker as well ( 

see Quirk and Greenbaum , 1973 : 365-66).This is important in 

allowing a subsequent verb to be mistaken for another part of 

speech and is particularly useful in avoiding an inflectional –s 

when the subject of that verb is a third person singular . One 

additional feature of this set of devices is not related to concord 

but nonetheless important to the ability of these devices to fit 

into structural ambiguities and thus humour .This feature is 

related to the structural options that are available to some 

causative and perception verbs. 

           The capacity for structural options does not alone make 

causative and perception verbs unique from other verbs . But in 

combination with the removal of the third person singular –s , 

the causative and perception verbs constitute powerful devices. 

The verb see, for example , may take either a noun phrase object 

or a clausal object. This can lead to ambiguity when see is 

followed by a compound noun ( or a noun that is preceded by a 

noun functioning as a premodifier ).When this happens , part of 

the noun phrase in the object position may be mistaken for a 

verb . Joke (18) illustrates this type of ambiguity : 

18- Why did the window pane blush ? 

It saw the weather – strip ? 

     ( Rosenbloom , 1976:23 ) 

In a simple declarative sentence the verb strip would require an 

inflectional suffix –s  since it follows a third person singular 

subject weather .But after a verb of perception , this suffix is 

inappropriate . Other examples with causative or perception 

verbs include: 

19- How do you make a lemon drop ? 

Hold it and then let go . 
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    ( Rosenbloom , 1976:30 ) 

20- Al : Why did the city rate gnaw a hole in the carpet ? 

Sal : Tell me .Why ? 

Al : Because he wanted to see the floor show. 

     ( Clak,1968 :101 ) 

21- Mother moth was astonished to see baby crying . " Stop 

that at once ,"she commanded." This is the first time I 've 

ever seen a moth bawl "[ball]. 

      (Ibid.:101) 

Perception verbs also allow another type of non-finite 

verb form to follow them .Quirk and Greenbaum ( 1973:366) 

note that jokes ( 22-23) use a participial form in their verb 

interpretation . 

22- When did the lobster blush ? 

When it saw the salad dressing . 

     ( Arrow ,1958:70) 

23- " I saw a man – eating shark at the aquarium ." 

" That's nothing .I saw a man eating herring in the 

restaurant." 

     ( Esar,1946:145 ) 

It could be argued that for the ambiguity in ( 24-26 ), it is 

not necessary to provide a causative or verb of perception that 

would remove the inflectional suffix –s . For example , one can 

achieve the ambiguity by using a verb such as know , which 

allows the verb in the lower clause to retain an inflectional 

suffix .This is true to some extent when the verb in the lower 

clause may be ambiguous with a count noun such as those that 

occur in ( 24-26). One can , for example, change(18) to read : 

24- Why does the window pane blush ? 

It knows the weather -strips . 

Syntactically this works .But here the use of the 

inflectional suffix –s is only an option with count nouns when 
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the ambiguity involves whether a noun or a verb is being used. 

Notice jokes ( 25-26) below in which the punchline uses a non-

count noun .In such cases , the use of a causative or perception 

verb is essential in order to remove the inflectional suffix : 

25- Teacher : Enda, I drove by your house yesterday and I 

saw your family wash in the back yard . 

            Enda    : You must have had the wrong house .We 

all wash in the bathroom. 

                              ( Rosenbloom , 1976: 99) 

26- When are eyes not eyes ? 

When the wind makes them water. 

                    (Ibid.:119) 

In these riddles , the ambiguity would not be possible 

with the suffix –s since the non-count nature of the words wash 

and water normally prevents us from accessing the 

interpretation unless those words occur in the singular. 

In humour the causative and perception verbs become 

vital also for verbs when they are to be confused with 

adjectives. In such cases, the inflectional suffix –s  must be 

dropped because adjectives do not carry such a suffix .This may 

be shown with (27-30) below : 

27- Why did the man hit his hand with a hammer ? 

He wanted to see something swell . 

        ( Rosenbloom,1976:60) 

28- How can you make a slow horse fast ? 

Don't give him any food. 

        ( Ibid.:195) 

29- Man in Restaurant : I'll have two lamb chops , and make 

them lean , please. 

                 Waiter   : To which side , sir ? 

                        ( Clark , 1968: 191 ) 

30- Patient  : This ointment makes my arm smart ? 



 
 

   

 

 A Taxonomy of Structural 
Ambiguity in Humour With 

Reference To Translation 

Dr.Mazin Fawzi Ahmed 
 2112 كانون األول( 13)  العدد 

  27 

 

 

 جملة آداب الفراهيدي
 

Doctor : Why not rub some on your head ? 

        ( Ibid.:259) 

It was previously noted that the suffix –er can provide an 

additional option that allows an adjective to be confused with 

another part of speech. This was seen with a little but can also 

be illustrated in connection with causative and perception verbs: 

31- Why did the fat man praise everybody after a car ran over 

him ? 

                  Because the accident made him flatter . 

                          ( Wither and Benet ,1954:95) 

There are other structural options that are available to a 

causative verb such as make , and that are independent of 

concord .It might be useful to note two such uses of make .The 

first environment involves the ability of make to be used in an 

SVO or SVOC sentence , thus creating an ambiguity when it 

isn't clear which of the two sentence structures is intended. This 

can be seen in ( 32-33) :  

32- How do you make a Venetian blind ? 

Stick a finger in his eye. 

          ( Rosenbloom , 1976 : 103) 

33- How do you make [a] Maxican chili ? 

Take him to the North Pole . 

          ( Ibid.:66 ) 

The other environment results from the ability of make to be 

involved in SVOO as well as SVOC constructions .This can be 

shown in (34). 

34- Genie : I am your slave and will grant you every wish . 

             Man   : Well, while I'm thinking of a really important 

wish , make me a milkshake. 

             Genie : Proof ! You're a milkshake ! 

                           ( Hirsh-Pasek et al .,1978;114) 
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2.2.2 Modals  
Modals such as can , could , will , should , etc. are 

another important set of devices for subverting subject – verb 

concord restrictions that might otherwise prevent structural 

ambiguity .As devices , modals are not only important because 

they do not themselves carry an inflectional ending even when 

used with a third person singular, but because they must also be 

followed by a verb in its bare infinitival form . In this way , they 

preclude the necessity of making a forced choice between 

singular and plural verb forms . In Chomsky's famous example, 

" Flying planes can be dangerous " ( 1965;21) , the nature of the 

subject phrase flying planes is ambiguous .The gerund 

interpretation ( the act of flying planes ) requires a singular verb 

form ,whereas the interpretation of flying as a modifier ( planes 

that are flying ) requires a plural verb form .Neither as a singular 

verb ( flying planes is dangerous)  nor a plural verb ( flying 

planes are dangerous ) allows ambiguity because the number as 

seen in the verb construction resolves the ambiguity .Chomsky 

has thus used a model verb to mask number. 

Chomsky's sentence in particular represents an SVC 

pattern , more particularly a predicate adjective type .But 

another variation of this ambiguity that still keeps the gerund 

phrase in the subject position would involve an SVO sentence 

pattern.  

2.2.3 Tense shifting 
If it is important to mask the number of the subject in 

order for an ambiguity to work and a modal is not desired, then 

there is another option that can easily result in a structural 

ambiguity . One of the features of modern English is that 

contrary to its earlier history , each verb has only one past tense 

form. Except for the forms of be , there is no distinction 

between a past tense singular and a past tense plural .Thus joke 
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(36),which will be shown later , could be adjusted to the 

following form: 

35- Biting insects in our yard caused diseases .What did we  

                  do wrong? 

              You shouldn't have bitten them. 

2.2.4 Avoidance of subject position 
One other very effective way to avoid the resolution of 

subject-verb agreement that would otherwise disambiguate a 

phrase in such a linguistic context is to move the ambiguous 

subject phrase to the end of the sentence . Such a strategy 

removes the need of concord with the ambiguous phrase entirely 

, since concord must occur with the subject and the gerund 

phrase is no longer the subject. 

This movement may often , though does not necessarily 

have to, result from the use of the passive . Stageberg 

(1971:360) provides a humorous ambiguity resulting from the 

passive:" Patent medicines are sold by frightening people." This 

passive sentence would have been derived from one of two 

unambiguous active counterparts: "Frightening people sell 

patent medicines " or " Frightening people sells patent 

medicines ."It is impossible to determine what the active 

counterpart would have been .In humour , the strategy of 

avoiding the subject position through the passive or a 

construction derived from the passive can be illustrated with 

(36): 

36- " What is the best way to prevent diseases caused by  

                            biting insects?" 

                           "Don't bite the insects." 

                                      ( Esar,1946: 165 ) 

In this joke , the ambiguous gerund phrase biting insects 

is not found in a subject position that would otherwise require 

an agreement with a verb and thus remove the possibility for 
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ambiguity surrounding the nature of the phrase .While one can 

easily understand how an SVO structure could be made into a 

passive one , it should be pointed out that with a little 

imagination , even an SVC sentence such as Chomsky's could 

be recast as a passive : " The danger is caused by flying planes." 

A few generalizations can be offered in relation to the 

previous three devices and their role in getting around concord 

problems with gerund phrases .These generalizations can be 

illustrated well with variations of Stageberg's sentence " Patent 

medicines are sold by frightening people." As far as concord is 

concerned , the ambiguity works well in this passive sentence 

because the advice avoidance of subject position removes the 

necessity of masking number since the concord is determined on 

the basis of the syntactic subject , a subject whose status has no 

effect on the ambiguity in the sentence . But if the subject 

position is used , then a modal is used ( " Frightening people can 

sell patent medicines ") since it removes the necessity of using 

an inflected verb form,  a verb form that might force a singular 

or plural interpretation .The other alternative if the gerund 

phrase is in the subject position is to use tense shifting ( " 

Frightening people sold patent medicines ") since the use of the 

past tense does not , except in the case of the verb be , indicate 

number . 

2.3 Other devices   

The list of structural ambiguity devices is of course 

longer than what has been presented here. The focus here has 

been on devices related to class ambiguities involving the part 

of speech and specifically those devices that subvert the rules of 

concord that might otherwise clarify the identity of constituents 

in the sentence. There are other devices that help to confuse the 

part of speech in a sentence or that occur in connection with 

other major types of structural ambiguity .One might have 
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examined , for example , the role of verbs that can be used both 

transitively and intransitively .This can be seen with class 

ambiguities: 

37-  Why is a goose like an icicle ? 

    Both grow down . 

       (Pepicello and Green ,1984: 45-46) 

   or with ambiguities of grammatical relationship: 

38- First Cannibal : Am I late for chow  ? 

     Second Cannibal : Yes , everybody's eaten. 

     ( Kohl and Young , 1963: 31 ) 

In (37) the meaning of down as an adverb can only 

occur if grow is intransitive .But the meaning of down as a non-

count requires grow to be transitive . Similarly , in (38) , besides 

the use of the ambiguous contraction , it is critical that the verb 

be able to be transitive or intransitive . The passive 

interpretation depends on the former , and the present perfect 

interpretation depends on the latter. It should be noted that (37) 

also relies on a non-count ( down ) for the ambiguity to occur 

,since the presence of an article or other such determiner would 

prevent the noun from being interpreted as an adverb. 

Other devices include verb particles that may be 

confused with prepositions : 

39- Where are we eating ? 

Let's eat up the street . 

Let's not , I hate concrete . 

          ( Kohl and Young , 1963 : 56 ) 

or idioms :  

40-  Judge :  Did you steel this women's rug ? 

Prisoner : No, your honour , she gave it to me and told 

me to beat it . 

           ( Kohl and Young , 1963 : 77 ) 
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Many more examples and devices could be discussed . 

And while not all structural ambiguities are the result of 

conscious planning , they do result from grammatical features 

that can be described . As shown , these features or ambiguity 

devices often remove or manipulate redundancies that exist 

within the language , redundancies which often prevent 

structural ambiguity. 

Jokes ( 41-43 ) provide an idea of some of the other 

structural ambiguity types that can occur in humour apart from 

class ambiguity : 

41- Postmaster : Here's your five – cent stamp . 

Shopper  ( with arms full of bundles ): Do I have to stick  

        it on myself ? 

Postmaster : Nope .On the envelope . 

           ( Clark , 1968 : 61 )  

42- A lady wrote to the " Dear Abby " column in a newspaper 

…she said : " I have been engaged to a man for some time , 

but just before the wedding , I find he has a wooden leg . 

Do you think I should break it off ? 

                  ( Murdock , 1967 :110 ) 

43- A lady went into a clothing store and asked , " May I try on 

that dress in the window ?" 

        " Well," replied the sales clerk doubtfully ," don't you think  

         it would be better to use the dressing room ? 

                        ( Clark ,1968: 239 ) 

In (41) there is an ambiguity regarding the grammatical 

relationship of the pronoun myself in the sentence .It is not clear 

whether the pronoun is functioning as an emphatic pronoun 

emphasizing the subject or a reflexive one that is the object of a 

preposition .Joke (42) deals with an ambiguity regarding the 

intended antecedent for the pronoun it . This pronoun could be 

referring to the engagement or to the leg . Finally, (43) involves 
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an ambiguity about the scope of modification . The 

prepositional phrase in the window could be modifying the noun 

dress or the verb phrase try on . Such structural ambiguities that 

involve grammatical relationships, pronoun- antecedent 

relationships , are but some ambiguity devices used in humorous 

discourse .  

3. Translation of Ambiguity – Based Humour  
      Translation is a linguistic and cultural practice , and like 

every practice it is distinguished by specific kinds of materials ( 

linguistic and cultural ) and specific methods of transforming 

them. Translating , especially in the case of a literary text, 

always effects a linguistic and cultural gain that exceeds the 

foreign text and signifies primarily in the receiving culture, 

evoking domestic forms , traditions , and values . It creates 

effects that vary to some extent the semantic and formal 

dimensions of a foreign text. 

         Because of the irreducible differences between languages 

and cultural traditions , translators often resort to various 

strategies to compensate for the losses that result from 

translation . A typical compensation is the insertion of a brief 

explanation for terms and allusions that are unfamiliar to the 

readership of the translation, especially those that are deeply 

rooted in the foreign culture. Compensations may also include 

free renderings, recontextualization or substitutions designed to 

produce an effect that the translator could not produce in the 

translation at precisely the same place that it occurs in the 

foreign text. 

          The difficulty of translating humorous texts invested with 

ambiguity varies depending on the type of ambiguity . 

Humorous texts based on linguistic ambiguity such as 

homonymy and polysemy are considered to be the most difficult 
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if not impossible to translate , whereas humorous texts with 

structural ambiguity are sometimes less difficult to render.  

            Mention should be made of the fact that a successful 

translation of a humorous text depends on how far it maintains 

the humorous effect in the TL text around which all of the 

humour revolves . Two strategies will be primarily adopted 

here, namely , semantic translation and recontextualization of 

the SL humorous text .So, humorous texts based on structural 

ambiguity involving some sort of homonymy or polysemy will 

be translated through employing recontextualization, that is , 

changing the reality to which the humorous text refers , whereas 

humorous texts consisting in structural ambiguity only will be 

translated through adopting semantic translation. In what 

follows an attempt will be made to select the humorous texts 

which we think are possible to translate without having recourse 

to recontextualization. 

1. Postmaster : Here's your five – cent stamp. 

Shopper ( with arms full of bundles ) : Do I have to stick 

it on   myself ?  

          Postmaster : Nope. On the envelope. 

The ambiguity in this text stems from the grammatical 

relationship of the pronoun myself ( see 2.3 ) .Here is the 

translation of the text : 

 مدير مكتب البريد : تفضؿ ىذا الطابع بخمسة سنتات .
 . بنفسيالمشتري ) ذراعاه ممموءتاف بالرـز ( : ىؿ عمي اف الصقو 

 مدير مكتب البريد : كال ، بالغالؼ .
2. A lady wrote to the " Dear Abby " column in a newspaper 

…she said : " I have been engaged to a man for some 

time, but just before the wedding , I find he has a wooden 

leg . Do you think I should break it off ? 
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         The ambiguity in this humorous text is based on the 

intended antecedent for the pronoun it ( see 2.3 ) . Below is the 

translation of the text :  

كتبت سيدة في عمود ) عزيزي آبي ( مف صحيفة قائمًة : لقد خطبني رجؿُ  لفتػرة                                    
زمنيػػة ولكنػػي اكتشػػفت قبػػؿ الزفػػاؼ تمامػػًا اف لػػو سػػاؽ خشػػبية . فيػػؿ تظػػف اف عمػػي 

 .  فسخيا
3. A lady went into a clothing store and asked , " May I try 

on that dress in the window ?" 

" Well," replied the sales clerk doubtfully ," don't you 

think it would be better to use the dressing room ? 

The ambiguity in the text is about the scope of 

modification ( see 2.3 ). Here is the translation of the English 

text:  

في سألت البائع : ىؿ بإمكاني قياس ذلؾ الثوب ذىبت سيدة الى متجر مالبس و  
 ؟واجية العرض

فأجػػػػاب البػػػػائع " حسػػػػنًا " وىػػػػو يسػػػػاوره بعػػػػض الشػػػػؾ: ولكػػػػف ا  تظنػػػػيف أف مػػػػف  
 األفضؿ فعؿ ذلؾ في غرفة قياس المالبس ؟

   4. What is the best way to prevent diseases caused by biting 

insects? 

           Don't bite the insects . 

 The ambiguity in this joke comes from the ambiguous  

gerund phrase biting insects ( see 2.2.3 ) . The proposed 

translation of the text is as follows : 

   ؟ لدغ الحشراتبسبب  ضما أفضؿ طريقة لمنع األمرا
   تمدغ الحشرات .  

5. What is a good way to get fat ? 

    Fry up some bacon . 
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The ambiguity in the joke emanates from the word get 

which is either  interpreted as a linking verb or a transitive verb 

( see 2.1.1). 

      Here is the proposed rendition : 

 ؟  لمحصوؿ عمى السمنةما ىي أفضؿ طريقة 
 ة شحـ .اقمي قطع

 6. Where are we eating ? 

     Let's eat up the street .          
     Let's not , I hate concrete . 

The ambiguity here includes a verb particle that may be 

confused with a preposition .The translation may go like that : 

 ايف نتناوؿ طعامنا ؟
 . ياية الشارعلنأكؿ ن

   أحبذ ىذا فأنا اكره ا سمنت .
          In these translations we have tried to assimilate the SL 

texts to the receiving culture preserving as much as possible the 

semantics of the SL joke in the TL .Howevere, there are other 

humorous texts which are impossible to translate without 

changing the realities to which they refer. In other words, 

recontextualization is needed to produce the humorous effect of 

the SL text which can not be otherwise brought about .Let us 

take the following example to illustrate this point :  

     Question : What's worse than raining cats and dogs ? 

     Answer : Hailing taxis . 

     Unlike the previous examples the present humorous text can 

not be translated without resorting to recontextualization , since 

translating it semantically without changing the reality to which 

it refers will make it lose its effect .Therefore, we propose the 

following translation : 
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 س: ما ىو أسوأ مف لصؽ الصور عمى الجدراف.
 ج: لصؽ التيـ .

4. Conclusions  
       The present paper revolves around the taxonomy of 

structural ambiguity in humorous texts and the best means for 

translating them into Arabic . It is found that there are many 

ambiguity devices used in creating humorous effects in jokes 

and other humorous texts . The devices used for creating 

ambiguity include the use of articles in plural and non- count 

nouns , coordinating conjunctions , the construction ' a little ,' 

devices affecting verb forms such as causative and perception 

verbs , modals and tense shifting , and other devices such as 

verb particles , idioms , grammatical relationship of pronouns 

and the like. 

       An understanding of such ambiguity devices can allow 

greater awareness of how to prevent structural ambiguity .But 

just as significantly , such an awareness can also help to create 

it. 

       A translation that maintains a lexicographical equivalence 

to a humorous foreign text or closely adheres to its lexical and 

syntactical features will not necessarily reproduce its humorous 

effect . There are two main ways to translate humorous texts . 

The first way is to assimilate the SL text to the receiving culture 

keeping as much as possible the semantics of the two texts intact 

, and the second way is to recontextualize the SL text by way of 

changing the reality to which it refers if translating the 

semantics of the SL text would make it lose its humorous effect. 
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 تصنيف الغموض البنيوي يف النصوص الفكاهيت
 مع اإلشارة إىل الرتمجت

 املستخلص
صي ىذه الدراسة تصنيؼ الغموض البنيوي في النصوص الفكاىية . إذ تستق
خمػػؽ التػػأثيرات الفكاىيػػة فػػي النكػػات  يغمػػوض عػػدة ٌتسػػتعمؿ فػػ أدوات تبػػيف أف ىنػػاؾ

والنصوص الفكاىية األخرى . وىذه األدوات تشمؿ استعماؿ أدوات التعريػؼ والتنكيػر 
ط النسػقية والتركيػب المنطػوي في األسماء المجموعة واألسماء غير المجموعػة والػرواب

( ، واألدوات التي تؤثر في أشكاؿ الفعؿ مثؿ ا وجيية وتغييػر a littleعمى الكممة )
الصػػػػػػين الزمنيػػػػػػة ، فضػػػػػػاًل عػػػػػػف أدوات أخػػػػػػرى مثػػػػػػؿ حػػػػػػروؼ المعػػػػػػاني والتعبيػػػػػػرات 

. أمػا طػريقتيف لترجمػة النصػوص الفكاىيػة ف ىنػاؾأا صطالحية ....الخ. كمػا تبػيف 
لفكاىي لمنص األصؿ الطريقة األولى فيي ترجمتيا د ليًا مع المحافظة عمى التأثير ا

أمػػا الطريقػػة الثانيػػة فيػػي إعػػادة بنػػاء سػػياؽ جديػػد لمػػنص األصػػؿ عػػف قػػدر اكمكػػاف ، 
ألصػػؿ طريػؽ تغييػر الحقيقػػة التػي يشػير إلييػػا إذا مػا أفضػت الترجمػػة الد ليػة لمػنص أ

 ي.إلى فقداف التأثير الفكاى


