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Cooperative principle and English humorous discourse analysis

ZHENG Chun-xian

(School of Languages and Literature, Zhejiang University of Science and Technology . Hangzhou 310023, China)

Abstract: The author analyzes the humorous discourse produced by the intentional violation of
the maxims of the cooperative principle, and uses the principle of politeness and the other four
principles proposed by Leech to explain this violation. Intentional violation of the maxims of the
cooperative principle leads to the production of conversational implicature, which tactfully
conveys the deep meaning of the speaker, that is, the pragmatic meaning. It is through the
communication of this pragmatic meaning that the humorous discourse is used to cope with
problems or embarrassment in life, or to amuse life by making communication more interesting.
The principle of politeness and the other four principles proposed by Leech can be used to
explain why people intentionally violate the maxims of the cooperative principle to produce
humorous discourse in the process of communication.
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B 1 A: Isaw Mr Smith having dinner with a woman yesterday.
B: Really? Is she young and beautiful?
A: Yes, indeed.
B: Does his wife know about it?
A: Of course she does. She was the woman he was having dinner with.
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5] 2 “If you refuse to marry me,” he swore, “I shall die. ”
She refused him.
Sixty years later, he died. ™
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5 3 A businessman, who always tried to pay as little as possible for what he needed, felt ill one
day. He decided to go to a doctor and asked a friend to recommend one.
“Dr. Smith has a good reputation,” the friend told him.
“Is he expensive?” the businessman asked.
“Yes and no. He charges five hundred dollars for the first visit, but only twenty-five dollars for
each visit after that.”
“That seems reasonable,” the businessman said, and went to visit Dr Smith. As he walked into the

9y

consulting room, he said, “Well, here I am again, doctor,” and put twenty-five dollars on the table.
The doctor looked at him carefully for a moment, then smiled and put the money into the drawer of
his desk. “Thank you,” he said, “and what can I do for you today?”
“Examine me, of course,” the businessman said, “and tell me what’s wrong with me.”
“Oh, there is no need for me to examine you again,” the doctor said. “Just continue taking the

medicine 1 prescribed for you when you came to me last time. -
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5] 4 When Mark Twain edited a newspaper in Missouri, one of his subscribers wrote him that he

had found a spider in his paper and wished to know whether it meant good luck or bad.

Twain replied: “Finding a spider in your paper is neither good luck nor bad. The spider was merely
looking over our paper to see which merchant was not advertising, so that he could go to that store,
spin his web(Z1[) across the door and lead a life of undisturbed peace ever afterwards!”'"
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5] 5 A rich man was lamenting to a friend that people considered him a miser even though he had
said he would leave everything he owned to charity when he died.

Said the friend, “Let me tell you the story about the pig and the cow.”

The pig was complaining to the cow about how unpopular he was.

“People are always talking about your gentleness and your kind eyes. Sure you give milk and
cream, but I give more.”

“I give bacon and ham. And they even pickle my feet.”

“Still, nobody likes me. Why?”

The cow thought this over for a moment and then said, “Well, it may be because I give while I’m
still living. 7%
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5] 6 Old boy (standing in the middle of a busy street) ; Officer, I seem to be lost. Could you tell
me the fastest way to get to the hospital?

Police: Just keep standing right where you arel**’.
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5] 7 A diner was furious when his steak arrived too rare. “Waiter”, he barked, “didn’t you hear

me say ‘well done’?”

b

»[15]

“I can’t thank you enough, sir,” replied the waiter. “I hardly ever get a compliment.
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5] 8 Clerk: Have you arrived at a verdict?

Foreman: Arrived! My dear, I’m still traveling. I'™
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