ON THE ROLE OF VIGILANCE IN THE INTERPRETATION OF PUNS
Humans are vigilant against deception and misiné¢agion thanks to a set of cognitive
mechanisms that monitor their interlocutors’ benence, credibility, competence and
preferences, as well as the plausibility and aat®ily of the interpretative hypotheses
constructed. This paper explores the role of timsehanisms in the comprehension of puns.
Through purposeful ambiguity, these bias the awdieto an interpretation which, despite
initially receiving some credibility, must be disssed in order for the audience to arrive at a
less salient interpretation. In doing so, this pauggests an approach to their comprehension
that differs from previous relevance-theoretic gngkich regard optimal relevance as the
criterion determining the acceptability of inter@ate/e hypotheses. Vigilance mechanisms are
here argued to be essential for the audience tsidenadditional interpretative hypotheses,
as these mechanisms alert the audience to thegpisngtcular intention, which surfaces in
the production of a text amenable to reinterpretatiThey also trigger a sophisticated
processing strategy that encourages the audiencbatiitrack in order to detect the
reinterpretable part of the text. This involves anepresentation, as the audience need to
attribute to the communicator the intention to srait a different message.
1. Introduction
Puns have constantly intrigued scholars, who hapecached them from different angles and
explored issues like their types, usage and funstim certain contexts, or how they are
processed (e.g., Hartmann and Stock 1972; Nor@8d1Raskin 1985; Attardo 1990, 1993,
1994; McArthur 1992; Tanaka 1992, 1994, Crystal&®Bussman 1996; Yus Ramos 2003;
Chovanec 2005; Kosska 2005; Dynel 2010; Diaz Pérez 2012; Solska 2(@E2b, 2012c).
Much effort has been dedicated to unravelling hamsters contrive a linguistic puzzle,
which on some occasions the audience almost séimedismissing an interpretation initially
entertained, while on other occasions they canecalse of failure to select a particular
interpretation. Researchers have suggested a numbesnswers about why a first
interpretation is rejected and a new one searcbed/Nithin relevance-theoretic pragmatics
(Sperber and Wilson 1995; Wilson and Sperber 2604hich this paper endorses — it has
been claimed that considerations of optimal releealead the audience to engage in that
search (Tanaka 1994; Solska 2012a, 2012b).

Although expectations of relevance drive the corension module throughout

processing, they cannot be the sole factor wherdt®y audience ultimately accept



interpretative hypotheses (Wilson 2011; PadillazCP012; Mazzarella 2013). Research in
psychology and pragmatics has shown that for heaoeopt for a specific interpretation they
must trust their interlocutors and the informatitwey supply (Mascaro and Sperber 2009;
Sperber et al. 2010). This requires theory of mafilities that enable individuals to

understand whether the communicator believes whelt says is true — first-order mental

states — or what the communicator knows the audi&now, what the communicator intends
the audience to believe or what the communicattieves the audience believe — second-
order mental states (Leekam 1991; Happé 1994;V@unllet al. 1995; Sullivan et al. 2003;

Wilson 2013).

This paper will regard puns as a type of falsestékeekam 1991) inasmuch as the punster,
though not communicating proper falsehoods, inbeatily seeks to (mis)lead the audience
through ambiguity to an interpretation which, thougeemingly plausible and relevant, is
unintended or incorreétAs in other forms of humour like some types ofgskpunsters fool
the audience into granting some plausibility to tthaterpretation, but the audience
subsequently need to detect its weirdness or dalgess for a pun to achieve a variety of
humorous, aesthetic, intellectual and communicagifects (Yus Ramos 2003, 2008; Padilla
Cruz 2012). As opposed to lies, wherein the spedées not intend to be truthful and knows
that she is saying something false, in puns thenwonicator does not seek to deceive, but to
be disbelieved (Leekam 1991; Sullivan et al. 2088 expects the audience not to believe
the first output of disambiguation as intended. Theestions that arise are (i) why the
audience disbelieve that output, and (ii) if thisra cognitive mechanism responsible for this.

This paper will suggest that the audience may ti@eadequate interpretations thanks to a
suite of mechanisms checking our interlocutors’ dvetence, credibility, competence and
preferences, the reliability of communication arte tplausibility and acceptability of

interpretative hypotheses (Sperber et al. 2010jllRa@ruz 2012, 2013a; Mazzarella 2013).



Some characteristics of puns and/or the punsteglsadiour may (over-)activate those

mechanisms, which then alert to the punster’s plagftitude. A subset of those mechanisms
may also cause backtracking and discover flawsyeand/or alternatives in disambiguation
and trigger a sophisticated processing strategyréisalts in a reanalysis of the pun in order to
look for the interpretation that the audience thiln&t the punster might have prevented them
from reaching more directly and easily (Sperber419®/ilson 1999). This search involves

mindreading, as the audience need to attributdn@éoptinster the intention to communicate

another message.

2. Puns

The extant literature underlines the wittiness huachorous potential of puns due to a play on
lexical meaning and/or the similarity between wasdmantically or etymologically unrelated
(Hartmann and Stock 1972; McArthur 1992; Crystal93;9 Bussman 1996). Puns are
ostensiveacts of communication — intentional communicatiwherein the speaker has an
informative intentiorto communicate a message (Sperber and Wilson 1998)ich exploit
the phonetic similarity of a particular linguistgtring with another in order to create
purposeful ambiguity and a certain indecision ire thudience as to the message
communicated. Upon solving such ambiguity, the efattannot but assign different
interpretations to that string (Kaska 2005: 76-77). To put it differently, the audien
construct a first interpretative hypothesis whitdpugh compatible with the linguistically
encoded content, turns out unsuitable because ihotk perceived as the intended
interpretation. In other cases, the first intergtige hypothesis is as equally plausible as
another interpretation, so the audience cannotddeapon the actual intended one. This
causes them to either construct another interprethypothesis or refine the constructed one

(Wilson 1993; Solska 2008).



Classifications of puns stress the role of a pivelement causing backtracking, re-
analysis and re-interpretation: tbennector(Attardo 1994; Tanaka 1994; Yus Ramos 2003;
Dynel 2010). Despite the subtypes differentiatedihie interest of simplicity puns will be
broadly divided here into those resulting in oneripretation, namelgingle-retentionpuns

(1-4), and those yielding two, namelguble-retentiorpuns (5-8) (Dynel 2010):

(1) When | see the first strand of grey hair, I'll crtly die

(2) I'm not a complete idiot. Several parts are missing

(3) 1 don’t suffer from insanity. | enjoy every minofeit.

(4) 'm on a seafood diet. Every time | see food, lieat

(5) There was a sign on the lawn at the drug re-habtreethat said ‘Keep off the
Grass.

(6) Change is inevitable... except for the vending machin

(7) 'm up and down like a toilet at a mixed party

(8) | play Cinderella tennis. | don’t quite get to thall.

Note, however, that this twofold distinction is gistic, idealistic and troublesome, as there
seems to be a continuum of cases ranging from timoadich ambiguity is hardly solved to
those in which it is almost, but not completelylved. If it were, puns would lose their
essence and humorous potential (Guiraud 1976; dtar994). Indeed, what makes a
particular utterance/text be a pun is the feelirag it might have competing interpretations.
Punsters move to mon-bona-fidemode of communication (Attardo 1990, 1993; Raskin
1995), or to a humorous frame (Yamaguchi 1988)civiihe audience can activate thanks to
their textual features and the (non-)linguisticneémts accompanying puns (Garcés Conejos

2003; Koshska 2005). These can be mentally represented agclepaedic or cultural



assumptions which are fed into inferential process®l significantly determine interpretation
(Sperber 1996; Unger 2001; more on this below)t Tin@de of communication surfaces in a
verbal trap wherewith punsters seek to make theieaod reach an inappropriate
interpretation on the basis of considerations afeasibility and effort. Upon finding that

interpretation optimally relevant the audience rbaljeve it to be the intended one.

In order to device that trap, punsters take adggntd the pragmatic ambivalence of words
and strings that resemble others and, hence, magy daariety of interpretations. They also
rely on rough estimates about the audience’s irgéyge abilities and the cognitive
procedures they may carry out. Punsters, so tocsawy,read the audience’s minds” (Apperly
2012) and anticipate their beliefs and the intdginee routes they are likely to follow. To
some extent, punsters foresee how the audiencedisdimbiguate and assign a specific
meaning to the ambivalent or ‘troublesome’ striag, well as the contextual or linguistic
information the audience will exploit (Carston 200%ilson and Sperber 2004; Yus Ramos
2003, 2008). This provides punsters with some awem® of which interpretation(s) will
become more salient in particular contexts (Gio8®7) and of its/their costliness (Yus
Ramos 2003, 2008).

Funniness or enjoyability arise because the audienctice the implausibility or
inadequacy of a first interpretation, realise tialy were surreptitiously (mis)led to it, cancel
and discard it (McGhee 1972; Attardo 1993). Theantkngage in further processing so as to
construct (at least) another feasible, but maylehenterpretation from which they can
obtain the cognitive gain that compensates forefif@t invested, as the first interpretation is
not consideredelevant enougltSolska 2012a, 2012b). But what makes the audisuspect
of the implausibility of an interpretation and re&yse a pun? Why do the audience feel that
they could obtain more cognitive gain from a distimterpretation? And is there anything

that prompts them to search for that interpret&tion



3. Interpreting puns

The interpretation of puns follows the relevanceahr comprehension procedure applicable
to ostensive acts of communication. In it, heafeliew the path requiring the least mental
effort when carrying out a processrnotitual parallel adjustmendf both explicit and implicit
content — i.e. when parsing, disambiguating cametits, adjusting concepts, constructing
speech-act or propositional-attitude descriptiagplying necessary implicated premises
and drawing implicated conclusions — and yielding tost satisfactory amount of cognitive
effects in order to construct interpretative hygsis (Wilson 1999; Carston 2002; Wilson
and Sperber 2004). Upon hearers’ feeling that teepectations of relevance are satisfied,
they halt the process and may regard an interpretaipothesis as intended (Sperber and
Wilson 1995; Wilson and Sperber 2004). But headbetgve that one particular interpretative
hypothesis is the intended one if they assume that speaker iscompetent— i.e.,
knowledgeable in a topic or field and capable ohgsthe linguistic system efficiently
depending on her expressive abilities and prefeercandenevolent- i.e., not deceptive
(Sperber 1994).

The crux of puns resides in ambiguity. Inaccuraberespondences between natural-
language words/strings and mental concepts comdribu the so-calledjarden-path effect
(Wilson 1993; Solska 2008). On the one hand, soameeapts do not only map onto one
single word, but onto different ones; on the oti@nd, a natural language may only have one
word for diverse concepts, or that some concepts ardy be effable through complex
linguistic structures and not simply words (Wilsand Sperber 1993; Sperber and Wilson
1997; Wilson 1997; Carston 2002). Ambiguity may @hee to homonymy, polysemy,
homophony, homography, paronymy, or on a combinatib these with other figures of

speech like metaphor (Bucaria 2004; Solska 2010&2t2, 2012c), thanks to similarities,



intersections or overlapping between the inforrmattontained in any of the three types of
entries of the concepts encoded:

a) The logical entry or the finite and relatively stable set of deaifiiproperties of a
concept specifying its logical relations with othewncepts (Sperber and Wilson
1995: 92).

b) The encyclopaedic entrywhich includes information about the extensiord/an
denotation of the concept and varied assumptionsutalpersonal experience.
Organised in frames, schemas and scripts, the moofethis entry varies across
individuals and times. Storage and access to ftsrmation depends on factors such
as recentness, saliency or easiness of accegsdiiliems (Sperber and Wilson 1995:
93).

c) Thelexical entry which includes phonetic and grammatical properté the word
connected with a concept (Carston 2002: 321-322).

Hearers normally seem to succeed at disambigud#tianks to the information in these
entries, neighbouring expressions and/or contexdoaices such as intonation, paralanguage
or cultural knowledge. If hearers are uncertainudtibe best or expected outcome, they may
choose the most salient or less costly meaningotiaég meaning with their interlocutor (if
possible) or simply refrain from solving the ambigu unless it impedes communication.
However, puns are purposely devised to puzzle tlikeace (Attardo 1994; Tanaka 1994,
Yus Ramos 2003; Dynel 2010): the communicator's metence and linguistic abilities
enable her to present a tricky string which dehibely confuses or leads the audience astray,
so the communicator cannot be said to behave beargiyo

According to Solska (2012a: 172-173, 2012b: 397}4Bpuns based on homonymy and
polysemy, the audience hesitate because the ceniceoived share the same lexical entry,

but their logical entries differ and give accessdliiinct encyclopaedic information:



(5) There was a sign on the lawn at the drug re-hatireghat said ‘Keep off th&rass’.

Puns relying on the juxtaposition of metaphorical idiomatic interpretations to literal
interpretations cause indecision because the ctsaeyolved, though sharing their lexical

entries, slightly differ with regards to the cortehtheir logical and encyclopaedic entries:

(9) BurningQuestions on Tunnel Safety Unanswered

The audience’s difficulties to work out puns explag homography (10) and homography
(11) stem from the fact that a same graphic or plomical string activates two concepts with

distinct lexical, logical and encyclopaedic entries

(10)Having demonstrated his shooting prowess, the gawg the archer a littlbow.
(11)A Steakin the market[Headline of a newspaper article on two big m@aiducers

agreeing to merge]

Finally, puns contingent on imperfect homophony patbnymy puzzle the audience because
the concepts involved only share a fragment ofghenetic form of the natural language

word or expressions associated with them:

(12)Silent Blight. [Headline of a newspaper article on theidence of sore throats

among teachers]



When barely solved, ambiguity causesaatillating effect(Dynel 2010; Solska 2012a,
2012b). Contextual material gives the audienceoreds suspect that the ambiguous string
may have a different interpretation from which maregnitive gain can be obtained.
Unfortunately, upon reaching that interpretatidre udience may not find it more relevant
than the one previously constructed (Solska 20128). This makes the audience indecisive
about which interpretation to opt for and “the twwanings of the pivotal expression get
activated only to clash with each other [...] sinlke tontextual assumptions available to the
hearer do not give him reason to abandon eitheolska 2012c: 6). This is illustrated as

follows:

CONCEPT
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Figure 1: Oscillating effect in double-retentionna(Solska 2012c: 7).

If ambiguity is almost resolved, the audience may waver. Nevertheless, the illogical or
weird meaning does not seem to be totally abanddm&d‘lingers on in the hearer’'s mind
and provides the necessary counterpoise for tihevidble meaning” (Solska 2012c: 7). The

following figure illustrates this:
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Figure 2: Interpretation process in single-retemtipuns (Solska 2012c: 6)

Expectations of cognitive reward pervade comprebensand seem to represent the
“acceptability criterion’ that an interpretativeyfothesis needs to satisfy in order to be
retained and attributed to the communicator” (Maglta 2013: 22). In single-retention puns
a first interpretation does not satisfy this craar while in double-retention puns the audience
cannot select one because the two interpretatiqppeas equally relevant. However,
oscillating between two interpretations, or retagnia rejected one, detracts from optimal
relevance (Sperber and Wilson 1995; Wilson and I&weR004) because further, maybe
worthless, effort is needed in order to “formulat# one but two (or more) propositions, each
of them with its own set of truth conditions andleaontaining one of the concepts made
available by the punning expression” (Solska 201Z&).

Optimal relevance cannot be a final acceptabilititedon (Mazzarella 2013: 27);
acceptability of interpretations must depend oreofhctors, such as mental states — beliefs,
desires and intentions, among them the communisatdormative intention — attributed to
other individuals. The human mind is equipped vgittme mechanisms that work in parallel
with the comprehension module by assessing theptaimiéty and believability of its output
(Sperber et al. 2010; Padilla Cruz 2012, 2013a3B0Mazzarella 2013). Those mechanisms
monitor the communicator’'s mental states and deftestte is not benevolent or seeks to fool
the hearer into regarding an interpretative hypsithas intended (Leekam 1991; Happé 1994;

Sullivan et al. 1995; Sullivan et al. 2003). Arglyabnformation about the speaker’'s mental
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states is fuelled into inferential processes adesttnal assumptions made manifest by, for
instance, physical co-presence (Mazzone 2011, 201@t information, nonetheless, results
from metarepresentational abilities and greatlydwrines inferential processes (Mazzarella
2013: 28-30). Concerning puns, the said mechanigimserically labelledvigilance take
information about the speaker’'s mental states aheranformation into account and arouse
suspicions about the existence of alternative pmétations, so they can enact the search for

them.

4. Vigilancein communication
A hearer concludes that an interpretation may tenared if:
() He trusts the speaker, i.e., he thinks that shieeirgevolent and does not seek to

deceive, mislead or misinform him (Sperber 1994).

(i)  He finds the contextual information he exploitsaiele and valid for arriving at that
interpretation.

(i)  He considers that he did not make any mistakearctgnitive operations involved in
processing.

The hearer may sense that an interpretation, @egpiseeming relevance, is inadequate or

unwarranted because the speaker could have inadtlgrmade some expressive mistake or

intentionally biased him to it, or because he himseuld unknowingly have made an

interpretative mistake or used inappropriate infation.

Individuals are characterised by an attitudeepistemic trustthe readiness to believe
interlocutors and accept what they say as true gst@la 2013: 31; Origgi 2013: 224).
Epistemic trust consists default trust or the minimal, indispensable confidence alloddte
interlocutors, andigilant trust operating when processing information. The latésts on a

series of innate mechanisms, emotional dispositiorigerited norms and commitments, as
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well as factors like the informants’ age and repaig previous judgements and experiences
of their trustworthiness, or evidence of uncertgimervousness, anxiety or some attitudes
(Michaelian 2013; Origgi 2013). Vigilant trust cagsa critical stance to interlocutors and the
information they providegpistemic vigilancewhich leads individuals to check the credibility
and reliability of informants and information (Maso and Sperber 2009; Sperber et al. 2010:
363)3 Epistemic vigilance monitors against one of tisksiof communication: deception. It
is not a systematic distrust in others, but aaaitdisposition that avoids blind, naive and
uncritical gullibility.

Epistemic vigilance makes rough estimates abowdrgikople’s competence/knowledge in
some issue or domain and their benevolence/hondsty communicating. It also evaluates
the communicator’s abilities — i.e., the cognitigkills and capabilities underlying her
linguistic performance — and preferences — i.eaJgeuch as complying with norms dictating
register, amount or type of information to dispenstc. (Mazzarella 2013: 33-35).
Accordingly, epistemic vigilance can filter out eénpretative hypotheses that should not be
accepted as intended because of their incompétibNith the speaker’s abilities and
preferences. This enables the hearer “to dismissrwise relevant interpretations that the
speaker would have not been willing [...] to convéylazzarella 2013: 37).

Vigilance mechanisms work at an incredibly fastgpand cope with a vast amount of
information, so individuals very rarely take the& to become aware of the factor(s) whereby
they trust informants or accept interpretationsig@r 2013: 223). On some occasions,
vigilance isstrongly effectiveand suffices to avoid deception or misinterpretatiOn other
occasions, it isnoderately effectivand requires the collaboration of (an)other mersdmafs).
Still on other occasions, vigilance wseakly effectivand may be overrun or overwhelmed —
‘defeated’, so to say — because it is not dedicatealigh effort; hence it may fail to avoid

deception and misinterpretation (Michaelian 2013:48). Although the average state of
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vigilance is moderate effectiveness (Sperber 2643:it can be raised by a conscious process
wherein individuals interrogate themselves abouy wiey (dis)trust someone or some item
of information and inspect the data they rely omrid@ 2013: 224). Raising vigilance
involves (Origgi 2013: 226-227):
a) Intentional awareness of the cultural norms, sibmal factors, biases and/or
emotional reactions influencing how individualsithii.e.,external vigilance
b) Critically unpacking and scrutinising the intergiete steps they take, beliefs
accessed and conclusions drawn so as to unraveltidy think in a particular
manner, i.e.internal vigilance

If internal vigilance requires individuals to trabew they interpret what others say in a
particular manner, vigilance mechanisms could he &ahave a specialised subcomponent
that targets the hearer’s interpretative skills andveys how interpretative hypotheses are
constructed by checking if they are error-free.c8iinternal vigilance safeguards hearers
from interpretative mistakes conducive to misun@eding, it could be dubbed
hermeneutical vigilancéPadilla Cruz 2012, 2013a, 2013b, 2014). As péathe cluster of
vigilance mechanisms, hermeneutical vigilance tsglsose mechanisms by checking the
plausibility and acceptability of interpretative gotheses. As Mazzarella (2013: 32) aptly
puts it, “[...] the acceptability issue clearly prdes the believability issue: the interpreter
needs to know what the intended interpretatiorefere he can decide whether to believe it or
not”.

Misunderstanding may sometimes stem from tempdeaulgs in the speaker’s pragmatic
abilites owing to absentmindedness, tirednessyvausness, etc., which impact the
formulation of utterances. Also, due to inadequatenpetence level in the language
wherewith she communicates, the speaker may beareao¥é conventions having a bearing

on the meaning of some expressions or sociopragmatims regulating linguistic behaviour.
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However, on other occasions it is the hearer th&d blame for misunderstanding because of
his interpretative errors, i.e., he does not perfaompetently at some of the steps in mutual
parallel adjustment (Padilla Cruz 2013a, 2013b)ntémeutical vigilance incites hearers not
to uncritically accept interpretations, but to dims how and why they arrive at them. By
monitoring the interpretative routes followed ahé tontextual information exploited when
adjusting explicit and implicit import, hermeneuaticvigilance checks the feasibility and
acceptability of the interpretations of utterandesarers construct or fragments therein —
clauses, phrases, words, morphemes or even sounds.

Like other forms of humour, puns are intentionaflgnbiguous texts produced by a
communicator who is not only perfectly competerd dnguistically skilled, but also capable
of predicting how the audience might interpret th&hgilance must play an important role in
their interpretation by alerting the audience toiaterpretation that cannot be trusted as

intended and triggering the search for (an) add#idess salient interpretation(s).

5. Vigilanceand puns

On the grounds of previous experiences, hearersausymatically trust their interlocutors
and the information they communicate, so they donme®d to check if epistemic vigilance
fulfils its functions. In fact, monitoring their terlocutors’ benevolence, competence, abilities
and preferences requires a great amount of cogndffort that hearers may not always be
willing to invest (Mazzarella 2013; Origgi 2013)Just in the same way that individuals
presuppose their informants’ benevolence and canpet they may also take for granted
their own competence and efficiency as hearerss iy lead hearers to unquestioningly
accept interpretations constructed through the pétleast effort and maximum reward. If
hearers do so, they behave remvely optimisticindividuals (Sperber 1994) and adopt a

position ofindiscriminate trus{Clément et al. 2004: 361).
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Naively optimistic hearers, however, may acceptdneate or erroneous interpretative
hypotheses if thesaccidentallyachieve optimal relevance (Wilson 1999). Theircmaacy
or wrongness may go unnoticed because of insufiiGéetivation of vigilance, which fails to
detect the communicator's malevolence or incommeteror flaws in mutual parallel
adjustment. Engaging in naive optimism explains,ifistance, why hearers sometimes miss
the humour in some jokes: they accept unintendedaliinterpretations and those jokes fall
flat (Biegajto 2014). Weak or moderate activatidrvigilance mechanisms also explains why
the audience sometimes fail to grasp double mearand puns do not achieve their effects:
those mechanisms would not caution the audienemmdextual features essential for their
successful interpretation, such as the medium wherg appear (e.g., the advertisement,
headline, etc.), accompanying discourse (e.g.egh-phrases like “do you know the one...?”
in canned jokes,) or images, cultural/contextuauagptions or the punster's paralanguage
(e.g., a smile, sneer, wink, etc.), which unvei playfulness.

The activation of epistemic vigilance is raised wiiee stakes are high, e.g., when hearers
interact with individuals considered malevolent incompetent (Michaelian 2013; Origgi
2013). Likewise, hermeneutical vigilance may be readivated in situations prone to
misunderstanding, i.e., if hearers

- are uncertain about their cognitive abilities beeawf distraction, nervousness,

tiredness, etc., and think that they focus excedsion a small fragment of input
without relating it to a broader stretch or, vi@sa, they centre on broad fragments of
input without duly examining smaller constituents;

- rely excessively on top-down processing and igrlmvd#om-up processing, or vice

versa (Kasper 1984), or

- suspect that their interlocutors cunningly intemgbay some verbal trick on them.
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Medium, co-text, paralanguage or encyclopaediaicailtinformation are essential for the
interpretation of puns: they (over-)activate thastér of vigilance mechanisms targeting at
the communicator’'s benevolence. These mechanismghes caution the audience to the
communicator’'s attempt to dupe them. Vigilance taléo the punster’s ‘maliciousness’,
which is motivated not by an alleged intention &xeive them through false information, but
to mislead them to an interpretation which, thosgkemingly relevant, must be discredited.
Indeed, the punster's linguistic competence anditiasi enable her to produce an
intentionally ambiguous string and predict how #uelience will most likely disambiguate it
(Yus Ramos 2003, 2008). The factors above alsce rtie activation of hermeneutical
vigilance, which in turn alerts the audience toogeptial misinterpretation. Consequently, the
audience suspect that the interpretative hypothesisstructed cannot be regarded as
intended, despite its reasonableness in otherrmstances.

Epistemic and hermeneutical vigilance do not alerthe insufficient relevance of an
interpretative hypothesis, as this would involvenparing it to another. Rather, they alert to
the implausibility, incorrectness and, hence, uaptability of a hypothesis constructed, or
under construction, which nevertheless seems fadowy the encoded material and
considerations of cognitive costliness and beng@tiis is what makes the audience wonder
why that hypothesis cannot be accepted, suspeeixieeence of a more viable interpretation,
backtrack in order to spot the element(s) they c¢aaterpret differently and apply the
relevance comprehension procedure again in ordeedcch for another candidate hypothesis
compatible with the encoded material, which alseldg satisfactory cognitive reward but,
most importantly, can be regarded as intended k&8@912a). This involves resorting to a
more complex processing strateggphisticated understandir{@perber 1994).

A sophisticated hearer is aware of the speakerlsvakence or jocular attitude; otherwise,

he would not recognise bad faith, spot lies, gismpe types of humour or double meanings
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in puns. Sophisticated understanding, in fact, radtie hearer to a position s¢eptical trust
(Clément et al. 2004: 362), whereby he can spexulat a first interpretative hypothesis
might not be the best one and realise that thekep@aight have surreptitiously biased him to
inappropriate parsing, reference assignment, canakpdjustment or disambiguation. In that
position, the hearer conjectures which other ralewaerpretation, which the speaker refrains
from transmitting, or prevents him from reaching,a more straightforward and less effort-
demanding way, could be acceptable and, ultimatkgerves (more) credibility (Sperber
1994: 194; Wilson 1999: 138). Consequently, therdres willing to undertake additional
cognitive effort to backtrack and re-analyse inphen interpreting puns, hermeneutical
vigilance leads the audience to surmise that a woight have a different meaning and
sophisticated understanding enacts the backtracliéngssary in order search for it.

In homonymy- and polysemy-based puns like (5), extoial information regarding the
fact that the text appears on a sign located ihaly centre, and not in a park or garden — as
this kind of sign usually does (encyclopaedic infation) — alerts vigilance mechanisms.
Hermeneutical vigilance arouses the suspicion #wahe of the words may have been
intentionally used in order to communicate concephter than the ones initially activated and
instructs the comprehension module to search focejts that may also be activated by the
phonological forms of the words employed. Througbphssticated understanding the
comprehension module activates two candidate césicapass (‘marijuana’) andkeEep OFp
(‘resist’), whose logical and encyclopaedic entries differ fribrose of the concepts initially
activated. As a result, the comprehension moduanetyses the text and constructs an
alternative interpretation based on those concegtese plausibility vigilance then assesses.
Since dissuading drug addicts from taking pernigiagubstances makes sense in the
stereotypical context of a rehab centre and thisrmetation yields logical and contextual

implications concerning, for example, the fact thaarijuana is harmful or that its
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consumption should be avoided for rehabilitationstmceed, vigilance may sense that an
interpretation based 0BRASS and KEEP OFk may result in more cognitive gain in that
context. Indeed, the jocularity of that interpretatstems from the fact that the sign in
guestion aims to prevent drug consumption in alredemtre instead of protecting the grass,
which might even suggest that drug addict stiletdkugs there. Consequently, hermeneutical
vigilance will trigger the cancelation of the copt® initially activated, opt for the second
ones and accept the interpretation based on them.

In the case of metaphor-based puns like (9), heeoteral vigilance must alert the
audience to the possibility of another narrowingbooadening of the connector (Carston
2002). The noun phrase ‘burning questions’ in (yhninitially have been interpreted as
‘questions needing an urgent discussion’, whererning’ is broadened tGBURNING
(‘urgent’)® due to some emergent property in common WitRNING (‘in fire”). The revision
of that interpretation through sophisticated un@erding may lead the audience to conjecture
that the punster might have intended another broagethe concepBURNING**, meaning
‘enthusiastically-/keenly-/intensely-debated’, whichas (slightly) diverse logical and
encyclopaedic entries. If the audience had neveadsned ‘burning’ in this direction,
BURNING** would be an occasion-specific @d hocconcept. An interpretation containing
this concept would trigger distinct logical and taxtual implications, such as, that much
effort and time were devoted to the questions am timnel safety or that, despite the
enthusiasm or intensity with which they were adskees no clear conclusion was reached and
so their discussion was useless, fruitless or aptete waste of time. On the grounds of the
cognitive gain obtained, vigilance would next decwh the worthiness of the interpretation
constructed upon the alternative broadening. Iflatge finds it plausible and feels that the
gain obtained satisfactorily offsets the effort@sted — by provoking humour because of the

weirdness of fruitless debate on such an imporissue — it will reject the interpretation

18



based on the first broadening, which only leadsntanterpretation concerning the importance
of the questions debated.

An unusual scenario where a king apparently bowarntarcher (10) may also activate
epistemic vigilance, as it contradicts encyclopae#tnowledge regarding expectable
behaviour in front of a monarch. Hermeneutical leigce facilitates awareness that the
punster might cunningly have meant the written fafrthe word ‘bow’ to activate a different
concept than the one initially activated and triggeophisticated understanding so as to
search for it. The concepk®w,; andBow, share the part of their lexical entries referring t
information about written form and grammatical pFdjes — both are nouns — but the rest of
their lexical entries — information about pronumicia — differs. In fact, if the word in
question was uttered, its ambiguity would disappeaad the text would lose its punning
effect. Moreover, the contents of their logical aedcyclopaedic entries are different.
Hermeneutical vigilance will have to determine geusibility of an interpretation relying on
the newly-activated concept on the basis of cogmibenefit and humorous potential. This
will involve choosing from among an interpretatioh‘bow’ that implies, for example, that
the king acknowledged the archer’s skilfulness prafress with a reverence (f§a and
suggests the weirdness of his action, or anothplying that the king challenged the archer
to show his real progress by giving him a small@yv ([lov]), thus probably hinting his
defying and arrogant character.

The interpretative process proceeds along very lainlines with puns relying on
homophony, where the concepts involved only shiagepart of their lexical entries referring
to pronunciation. The fact that (11) appears in eadfine and refers to a somewhat
prototypical scenario — who would not know thataggeare sold in markets? — may activate
vigilance. As the audience read the article andnl¢hat two meat producers are merging,

hermeneutical vigilance would caution to the amitygaf the phonological string [sid and
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enact sophisticated understanding in order to atetianother concept associated tgTBKE.
The plausibility of a new interpretation contingeom this concept is clear: it seems
reasonable to reinterpret ‘steak’ as ‘stake’ (‘istveent’, ‘bet’) because the merging reported
on is highly risky and costly or would involve afehallenge for the meat market. Since the
initial interpretation only provides obvious factuaformation and, therefore, strengthens
encyclopaedic knowledge already stored, vigilanmelct accept the new interpretation if it
senses that more cognitive gain can be obtainedl ifro

Similarly, the fact that (12) appears in a headlnd evokes the title of a Christmas carol
could also caution vigilance mechanisms. Hermeoeutigilance could detect that the
journalist might have used ‘blight’ in order to comnicate a different meaning. Engaging in
sophisticated understanding results in the actwatf (an)other concept(s) with distinct
phonological and written forms, logical and encpeedic entrieSNIGHT and PLIGHT.
Vigilance will have to assess the plausibility pferpretations based on them on the basis of
costliness and humorous reward. Re-interpretatiigght’ as NIGHT seems reasonable
because people with a sore throat cannot surebksioe days, and so does re-interpreting it
asPLIGHT because suffering from a sore throat is a touigiatson for teachers.

The following figure, based on diagrams by Solsial@b), illustrates the interpretation of
puns. The comprehension module submits an intefpret hypothesis contingent on a
concept, as well as estimates about cognitive &ffessulting from it, to epistemic vigilance.
Upon detecting the plausibility of another intetat®n relying on another concept, vigilance
triggers sophisticated understanding and the camepisson module constructs an alternative
hypothesis. Opting for one or the other hypothasislves comparing the information in the

different entries of each concept and the cogngaia obtainable:
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Figure 3: Interpretative process in puns

Contextual
understanding. Thanks to this strategy the audierareder which other interpretation(s) the
punster meant and search for it/them in order teesthe lexical puzzle. Sometimes these
mechanisms seem powerful and efficient enough tertize audience grant more plausibility
and credibility to a second interpretation. Thiswhat happens in single-retention puns,
although the first interpretation nonetheless Imgm the audience’s mind. Other times,
despite the formulation of a new interpretatiorgsén mechanisms fail to choose from among

the initial and the new interpretation. They wobkhce be overrun, overridden or, so to say,
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‘defeated’ by the cunningness and wittiness of phester, who has contrived a text and
surrounded it by contextual elements that overwhiblem. This is what happens in double-
retention puns and explains why the oscillatingeeffarises. However, the success of
vigilance at disambiguation could depend on persdaetors, such as attention level,

contextual information available, lack of cognitirames or richness of lexical repertoire,

which may result in failure to activate alternatoancepts.

This may have implications for comparing puns. Héit quality were to be assessed,
double-retention puns could outscore single-red@ntines. Failure of vigilance mechanisms
to decide upon candidate interpretations mightease the audience’s intrigue and desire to
solve the linguistic enigma, which could contribtbethe lingering and persistence of these
puns in their mind. If they subsequently revisittdm, they could derive additional weak
implicatures, which could provoke some sort of eoral or affective response (Sperber and
Wilson 1995; Jodtowiec 2008). Like the punchline jakes, double-retention puns could
generate someognitive overloachecause they make a constellation of assumpti@akiyw
manifest, very few of which, if any at all, the &mte may be completely aware of. Those
assumptions are not fully represented in the awdiesrmind because they become manifest to
them very rapidly, “as if flashing through the baufk{their] mind” (Jodtowiec 2008: 79). In
terms of funniness or humorous potential, singtesgon puns could work better, for
vigilance mechanisms are able to discover how tltkeace were fooled and what exactly
made them consider an inappropriate interpretatamch gives them some intellectual
satisfaction and pleasure. Nevertheless, funniatss depends crucially on the factors just
mentioned, as well as on others like the richnesk\ariety of information connected with
the concepts in the pun or the generation of furtheongruities and weird scenarios

(Jodtowiec 2008).
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6. Conclusion

An audience will believe that ambiguous texts lkes may be interpreted differently if they
attribute a diverse informative intention to themzounicator. This requires theory of mind
abilities and a necessary awareness of the comatorni playful or jocular attitude
facilitated by vigilance mechanisms, which movesdhdience to a position of sceptical trust.
This paper has argued that those mechanisms aigp@mdable for dismissing seemingly
relevant interpretations and arriving at less sales. On the one hand, epistemic vigilance
cautions the audience to the punster's ‘malevolewdaich becomes evident in a text that
biases them to an unintended interpretation. Orother hand, hermeneutical vigilance aids
the audience to discover ambiguous strings andthewcan be assigned a different reading.
This involves backtracking and reanalysis of the, tehich is possible if the audience engage
in sophisticated understanding.

The proposal presented here goes beyond previteanee-theoretic accounts of puns,
which regard optimal relevance as the criterion exdeining the acceptability of
interpretations and prompting the search for adtive ones. By considering sophisticated
understanding, this paper has suggested why bakkigp and reanalysis occur. By
incorporating the role of vigilance mechanismss thaper has offered a picture of their
processing wherein there is a bidirectional inteoacbetween those mechanisms and the
comprehension module. Such interaction needs mairafter interpretative hypotheses are
constructed, but while they are under constructiamh the comprehension module
submitting interpretative hypotheses of chunks dnol utterances/texts to vigilance
mechanisms for assessment of their acceptabilityl #hese mechanisms steering the
comprehension module to one direction or anotherthErmore, this paper has distinguished
between vigilance mechanisms focusing on informants information and those directed to

interpretative skills and their output.
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Future research could examine, for instance, iflange mechanisms intervene in the
comprehension of idiomatic expressions (Vega Mor@@®)7) or utterances requiring
meaning reversals (Solska 2012d). In both, the conicator cannot be portrayed as
malevolent or having a jocular or playful attitud®, epistemic vigilance would not have to
alert the audience to malevolence. However, silheedoes not intend to communicate the
literal meaning of an expression, hermeneuticalange could possibly have to grant access
to contextual or encyclopaedic information abowg #xpression in question or prompt the
comprehension module to bypass its literal mearBygaddressing issues like these, a better
appraisal of the role of those mechanisms in a mudéety of linguistic phenomena could be

gained.
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Notes

1. Following a relevance-theoretic convention, refeeeto the speaker is made through the feminine egend
while reference to the hearer through the masculine

2. Within false statements Leekam (1991: 160) includ@stakes, lies, jokes, irony, hyperbole, banter,
understatement and hypocrisy.

3. The existence of epistemic vigilance mechanisnssifgoorted by research revealing that two- to tlyese-
old children do not naively believe any kind ofdmrhation, identify inappropriate words, contradict
assertions they consider false and prefer indivgltieey regard as benevolent and competent onakis b
of past personal experiences and other people@riefClément et al. 2004; Koenig and Harris 2007;
Heyman 2008; Corriveau and Harris 2009).

4. Michaelian (2013: 38-43) is sceptical about theyfiency wherewith individuals exercise vigilancetbe
basis of evidence about children and adults’ (iitijghto detect deception and attribute trustwaonégs
relying on factors such as consensus, age of irg#otsn gestures or nervousness.

5. Small caps indicate concepts and stars indicateoadzoncepts.
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