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Surprise Effect of Humor Based ‘on Relevance Theory
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Abstract: The core of humor lies in its surprise effect. With reference to relevance theory and

cognitive context, this paper analyzes the cognitive essence of humor and its inference process as

well. It argues that humor results from the contradiction between language use and its context;

between speaker’s ostensiveness and hearer’s inference; and last but not least, it results from the

contrast between the maximal relevance and the optimal relevance. The key to understanding

humor is to choose a cognitive context that is of optimal relevance.
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1 1 A customer sat down at a table in a
smart restaurant and tied a napkin around his
neck. The scandalized manager called a waiter and
instructed him: “Try to make him understand, as

tactfully as possible, that that's not done,”

Said the thoughtful waiter to the customer;

“Pardon me, sir, Shave or haircut, sir?”
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# 4 A student was continually sniffing
throughout a class I was teaching. I tried to ignore
it, but eventually my patience ran out. “For Heav-
en’s sake,” I said to the student, “haven’t you got
a handkerchiet?” “Oh yes, sir,” he replied. “But I

never lend it to teachers. ”
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#l 6 A. Did your watch stop when it hit the

floor?
B. Of course! Did you expect it to go
straight through?
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