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Humour and laughter
“A belly-shaking guffaw stimulates the circulation, fills the lungs, colors the cheeks, energizes the respiratory system, relaxes muscle tension, adds endorphin and T-cells to the immune system, aerates the capillaries, stabilizes blood sugar levels, dulls pain and inflammation, provides superb aerobic exercise, tickles the funny bone – well, you get the idea” (Lederer, Introduction.)
One common error when talking about laughter and humour is to use the two terms interchangeably. Though, laughter often serves as essential criteria in determining which phenomena are humorous and which are not, and though, in some way or other laughter is associated with humour, the latter, a mental phenomenon, and laughter, a complex physiological manifestation, are not symmetrical. To name just a few reasons why using laughter as a criterion of humour might lead to erroneous results, consider the following. 
Laughter largely exceeds humor. We can distinguish between laughter originating from hallucinogens, pathological laughter, and laughter resulting from humor. In addition, studies on laughter have shown that most conversational laughter is not a response to humour, but a means of ‘mutual playfulness,’ creating ‘in-group feeling’ and shaping the emotional tone of a conversation (Provine 4.) 
Laughter does not always have the same meaning. The meaning of laughter varies widely across cultures, it also varies within a culture. Besides functioning as an indicator of joy or amusement, laughter can also be a sign of embarrassment, confusion or even fear. In central Africa, for example the culprit of a traffic accident may well laugh, and this laughter will not function as an indicator of amusement but rather of embarrassment.
Though, humour is more bound to laughter than laughter is to humour, there are also forms of humour that do not elicit laughter. Just think of irony and satire.
These factors lead us to the conclusion that humour and laughter can exist independently.
Humour can occur in virtually any social situation. It can originate in a conversation between close friends, but also in a conversation between strangers. It can be part of casual talk as well as part of a business negotiation, sermons, etc. The humour that pervades our everyday social interactions can be devided into three broad categories: “(1) jokes, which are prepackaged humorous anecdotes that people memorize and pass on to one another; (2) spontaneous conversational humor, which is created intentionally by individuals during the course of a social interaction, […] (3) accidental or unintentional humor” (Martin 11.) In this paper we focus on the third category, i.e accidental humour, more specifically on the way it manifests itself in interlingual communication, in the form of public notices.
The difference between intentional and accidental humour lies in the fact that in the case of the latter humorous effect is achieved without the knowledge or intent of the user. Unintentional humour similarly to intentional humour can manifest itself as physical-, or linguistic humour. Physical accidental humor would include mishaps such as slipping on a banana peel, or spilling a drink on your shirt, while linguistic accidental humor manifests itself in the form of misspellings, errors in logic, or mispronunciation.  International notices displayed in English give rise to accidental linguistic humour as a result of the language user’s incompetence in the target language. In what follows we will investigate some of the linguistic resources of accidental humor when it comes to posting native public notices in English. (The public notices have been selected from Internet material.)
The Study
The very first cases of accidental humour that we are going to discuss fit very well Raskin’s (1985) semantic script theory of verbal humour.

 “A script is an organized chunk of information (in the broadest sense.) It is a cognitive structure internalized by the speaker which provides the speaker with information on how things are done, organized, etc.” (Attardo198.) An example for a (macro) script would be restaurant, which consists of several other scripts: drive up to the restaurant, be seated, order food, etc. According to Raskin's (1985) linguistic-semantic theory of verbal humor a text is humorous if
 (1) it is compatible with two (partially) overlapping scripts;
 (2) an oppositeness relation holds between the two scripts; and
 (3) there is a trigger, obvious or implied, which causes the passage from the first to the second script.
 The most common instantiations of opposing scripts, as proposed by Raskin are: good/bad, life/death, obscene/non-obscene, money/no-money and high/low stature. However, these are culture sensitive. For example, the excrement/non-excrement opposition, which is not listed above, is frequently used in many non-western cultures (Attardo 204.) Raskin’s semantic scrip theory effectively accounts for the accidental humour arising from the following public notices posted in English.
(1) Hotel, (former) Yugoslavia: The flattening of underwear with pleasure is the job of the chambermaid.
(2) In a Japanese hotel: You are invited to take advantage of the chambermaid.
(3) In a Bangkok temple: It is forbidden to enter a woman even a foreigner if dressed as a man.

      (4) Hotel, Acapulco: The manager has personally passed all the water served here.
The first three notices are examples of the obscene/non-obscene opposition. Due to the translator’s imperfect command of English a second, obscene script gets activated. 
 The “script-switch” trigger in (1) is the co-occurrence of the words underwear and pleasure, which give rise to a sexual reading. The word flattening with the intended meaning ‘to iron’ is also an unfortunate choice. In the given context it is rather the meaning ‘to smoothen’ which gets activated, and enhances the sexual reading, while the intended meaning ‘to iron’ is left drifting in the background.
In (2) the two opposing scripts that give rise to the unintended humour are the non-obscene HOTEL script, according to which the chambermaid is at your service, and the obscene script, which brings forth the sexual exploitation of the chambermaid by hotel guests. The translator not being aware that the expression to take advantage also means ‘sexually exploit’ uses it in an inappropriate context, this way giving rise to unintended humour.
The accidental humour in (3) is similar to that in (2.) It is again the obscene/non-obscene script opposition that makes the notice humorous. The accidental obscene script is triggered by the inappropriate use of the verb to enter. By erroneously applying an analogy between the structure enter a woman and structures such as enter a building, or enter a competition -which are acceptable in English-  the translator unintentionally creates an extremely humorous notice, so much the more that the proficient language user will activate the ‘to penetrate’ meaning of the verb to enter. 

Raskin’s semantic script theory also account for the unintentional humor generated in (4.) The intended script -the manager inspects, certifies the water- is still recoverable from the translation; however, it is definitely overridden by the accidental script triggered by the inappropriate use of the verb to pass. Used in the given context the collocation of the words to pass and water means ‘to eliminate urine.’ Consequently, what the notice says is that the water they serve at the hotel is the manager’s urine. This obviously unintended humour lies in the excrement/non-excrement instantiation of opposing scripts.
Let us consider some other examples of accidental humour resulting from the language user’s negligent use of the target language.

(5) In a Swiss mountain inn: Special today -- no ice cream.

The accidental humour in (5) stems from the communicator’s erroneous use of the word special. In most of its uses the word special carries a positive connotation in English, but when employed in the context of restaurants as above, it always announces a good offer, it has a positive colouring. The translator not being aware of the semantic nuances of the word, he simply used as an antonym for ‘usual.’ The unintentional humor stems from the incongruity of the message. The first part announces something positive, but it is actually followed by something negative.
Another humor inducing public notice is that under (6.)

(6) At a Budapest zoo: Please do not feed the animals. If you have any suitable food, give it to the guard on duty.
In (6) the humour results from the language user’s lexical inaccuracy as considers the employment of the verb to give. Following the first sentence in which the script of feeding animals is activated as part of the zoo macroscript, the verb to give in the second sentence would rather convey ‘feed the food to the guard’ than the intended message of leaving the food with the guard. 
Another productive source of accidental humor in international public notices is the inaccurate analysis of word structure. The incompetent language user often employs a lexeme that bears some morphological resemblance to the target word, considering that it is a derivative of that word, however in most cases it turns out to be a completely inadequate choice This can lead to extremely funny public notices. Consider the following examples:
(7) In an advertisement for a Hong Kong dentist: Teeth are extracted by the latest Methodists.

(8) In 2002, a sign in front of a rock garden in the Forbidden City in Beijing warned tourists:  Please Do Not Climb the Rocketry.

(9) Tourist agency, Czechoslovakia:  Take one of our horse-driven city tours. We guarantee no miscarriages.

(10) Hotel lobby, Bucharest:  The lift is being fixed for the next day. During that time we regret that you will be unbearable.

(11) In a Paris hotel elevator:  Please leave your values at the front desk.

In (7) the translator was looking for a word in the target language which has the meaning ‘someone who works using the latest methods.’ He/she came across the word Methodist and erroneously analyzed it as consisting of a stem method and the suffix –ist, meaning ‘doer.’ Words which do exhibit this derivational pattern in English, such as pianist, or violinist might have played a key role in misleading the translator. Nevertheless the result is far from what the public notice was originally meant to convey.
 (8), (9), (10) and (11) are similar in nature to (7). They all contain a lexeme that bears some morphological resemblance to the target word, however, the lexeme opted for by the translator is far from being appropriate for the context. In (8) the source of the unintentional humor is the use of the lexeme rocketry instead of rocks. In (9) the language user opted for the word miscarriage to guarantee no broken, or wrongly functioning carriages. His/her choice was probably based on false analogy between the word miscarriage, and words in which the morpheme mis- does function as a negative prefix, carrying the meaning ‘badly’ or ‘wrongly.’ For example, misinterpret, misjudge, mistreat. However, the word miscarriage is not analyzable as a prefix mis-, and the stem carriage. The wrong choice of the lexeme generates laughter from those familiar with the meaning of miscarriage. (10) illustrates a similar case of interlingual confusion. Relying on his/her knowledge of the meaning of the verb to bear as ‘to carry from one place to another, to transport,’ and being aware of the existence of a negative prefix un- in English, the communicator makes the assumption that unbearable means ‘not possible to be carried.’ He/she does not know that by this imprudent choice he/she falls victim to unintentional humour. So does the language user in (11.) Though, the lexeme values does bear morphological resemblance to the target word – valuables-, there is a significant difference in meaning between the two. The fact that the lexeme values denotes an abstract notion, further enhances the humour, since it would be quite difficult for quests to part with their values at the front desk.
Problems with reference is another feature of accidental humour as it manifests itself in interlingual communication.
(12) At the dry cleaners:  We do not tear your clothing with machinery. We do it carefully by hand.

(13) Sign in a dry-cleaners: If you feel we have failed you in any way we shall be only too pleased to do it again at no extra charge
(14) In the window of a Swedish furrier: Fur coats made for ladies from their own skin.
(15) In a butcher shop in Israel: I slaughter myself twice daily

(16) From a Japanese information booklet about using a hotel air conditioner: Cooles and Heates; if you want condition of warm air in your room, please control yourself.

The examples above illustrate how infelicitous reference may alter the intended meaning and give rise to accidental humour. In (12) (13) and (14) the pronouns it and respectively their are meant to refer back to the dry cleaning in (12) and (13), and to animals in (14.) However, since there is no previous mention of these in the text, the reference markers it and their fail to refer to these items, instead their referents are ‘tearing the clothes’ in (12), ‘failing the customers’ in (13), and ‘ladies’ in (14), triggering the humorous scripts. In (15) and (16) the action of the verb is reflected back to the subject of the sentence not to an object as intended by the translator. Consequently in (15) the slaughtering targets the butcher and not the stock, and in (16) the customer should control him/herself instead of the air conditioner. The naming of the object, in both cases would have saved the translator from falling a victim to unintended humour. 
Much intentional humour is based on polysemy, and as we have already seen in many previous examples, polysemy is also the source of much accidental humour. Here are two more illustrative examples:
(17) In a Hong Kong dress shop: Order your summers suit. Because is big rush we will execute customers in strict rotation.
(18)In a barber shop in Tokyo: All customers promptly executed.
Obviously what the language user meant is that customers are served “in strict rotation” in (17) and promptly in (18.) However, collocating the verb to execute with the noun customers results in the death of the customers. The humorous script is activated accidentally and the unsuspecting language user falls victim to unintentional humour.
The list of international public notices as a source of accidental humor does not end here. This paper has touched upon only some representative cases of international public notices displayed in English. However, there is an overwhelming number of such humorous, and at the same time inaccurate notices displayed in different parts of the world, in different languages. And their number is increasing. The question is what reaction do they evoke? Most people would agree that accidental humour is the best type of humour. But does this apply to this form of it, as well? Is there a limit as to how long these failed attempts at communicating in the foreign language are still considered humorous? Is there a point at which they could become irritating, and even though humourous they would not generate laughter but indignation, and discontent due to the assaults upon the language? And if there is such a limit, what is it?
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