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The Cognitive Linguistics of Scalar
Humor

BeNJAMIN BERGEN ANDKIM BINSTED

1 Introduction to Scalar Humor

Humor holds a place among the most intriguamgl leastunderstood of our
cognitive capacities. It has betre topicof occasionalinguistic investiga-
tion (e.g.Attardo 1994, Coulson 2000), bince humor falloutside the
traditional scope otorelanguagegrammarsarely refer to humoroususes
of language. And yet humor, like communicatisngdinstructing, is one of
a small number of pervasive and universal language functions.

Among the variouspproaches téanguage, those fallingnderthe ru-
bric of cognitivelinguistics maybe bestequipped tobring humorunder
rigorous scrutiny. Theeasons fothis are nany, andinclude the focus in
cognitive approaches ahe formandfunctions oflinguistic items, on the
pragmatics and semantics lofguistic constructionsjncluding idioms, and
on domain-general cognitive mechanisms underlying language use.

There are varioutypes of humorconveyedthrough alinguistic nodal-
ity, including puns, formulaic jokes, insult humor, amash-sequituthumor.
In this paper, howevewe will focus onjust one sort of linguistic humor.
We dubthis type of humorscalar humor, because aits core is the
manipulation of aconceptuakcale.Someexamples othis type of humor
follow in (1).

(1) (& Iwas such an uglkid that when Iworked in apet storepeople
kept asking how big I'd get.

(b) 1 was such an uglkid that whenl was born thedoctor slapped
my face
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In scalar humor, an entity (like some person, object, or situation) is de-
scribed inthe first clauseas having agreatdeal ofsome property. This is
then followed by a second claubat provides gunchline, whoseharacter-
istics and relation to the first clause will be described in detail below.

Humor of this sort is extremely prevalent. It is, for example, a staple of
stand-up comedy (as in (2)), to the paittere asetup like the first line in
(2a) will elicit a response like the second line from any responsive audience.

(20 (@ |Ijustgot back from New York and boy was it cold!
How cold was it?

It was socold that flashers inCentral Parlwere just describing
themselves.

(b) 1 was so poor growing up ... if | wasn't a boy, I'd have nothing to
play with.

But this typeof humor hasheenmost studied inits use ashe main
form of ritual humor-insult in 'the Dozens'. This soqgmhctice, known
alternatively as ‘Snaps’, as documented by Labov (1@@8pthers, iscon-
structed almost entirely around scalar humor. Dbeens is a type of routi-
nized social interaction, mostigstricted toyoung adult males in inner city
environments, where it isurportedlyextremely commonplace. lime Doz-
ens, twoparticipantsengage in verbaparring, usingscalarhumor in a
maximally creative,insulting, and specific way. Exampledike the ones
shown in (3) belowcan be found orany of morethan 100web sites dedi-
cated tothe various sorts afcalarhumor used inthe Dozensmost preva-
lently, to jokes abougo’ mama(4):

(3) (@ Your breath smells so bad, people on the phone hang up.

(b) Your brother is so uglywhen hesits in thesandthe cattries to
bury him.

(4) (@ Yo' mama is so oldher Social Security number is in Roman
numerals.

(b) Yo' mama is so fat, when she dances the band skips.

Herethen is adomainripe for linguistic analysis. Aset of relatively
specific butnot particularly uniquelinguistic forms are usedervasively to
serve asocialfunction, in avariety of settings.There argwo fundamental
guestions that we will tackle below.
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1. What cognitive mechanisms allow languagers toproduce creative
language behavior like this?

2. Why are these utterances funny - witaracteristics ofthis behavior
evoke laughter or other humor responses in interlocutors?

To give awayour punchline righoff the bat, we will be arguing that
there is nothing structurally special abdigése utterance3hey use an ex-
isting phrasalconstruction that has anferencebuilt into it. They abuse
that inferencethrough the useof imagery, metaphorand other general-
purpose cognitive mechanisms. The resulting mismatch betwededher's
expectationsbout theutteranceand its actual realization, as well as the
imagery evoked are the very things that make the utterances funny.

2 The X1ssoY THAT Z Construction

Formally, scalar humor like the examples giarovemakes use of one of
a set of related phrasal constructions with some variant of the form:

X IS SOY THAT Z

In this construction, X is a noun phrase tltntifiesthe object of the hu-
mor, such ago' mamaThis is followed by Y, a scalar predicate, which can
for example be adjectival (likiat) or verbal (likesmells bayl andfinally by
Z, a proposition. As a whole, thisonstruction entails thaX's being Y
causes Z.

The first thing most grammarians wilbtice is thatthe verysamecon-
struction is used for non-humorous purposesnate examples in (5) be-
low.

(5) (a) Itwas so cold where I live, we found dogs huddling for warmth.

(b) The film's ending was so shocking that it physically hurt you.

Looking just atthese non-humoroustterancesthe first clausepredi-
cates Y of X and the second, Z, providegdence or alepiction of X being
very Y. This constructiorcanthus besaid toencode gragmaticrelation-
ship between the first and the second clause — the second is imptleidb
X asvery Y. But how can weestablish that thipragmaticrelationship is
encoded inthe XIS SOY THAT Z constructionratherthan simply being a
matter of pragmatic interpretation, associated withwbed so or the juxta-
position of two clauses?



One reason we ight believe that theinferential relationshipbetween
the two clauses is purely interpretive, and not a¢adbded inthe construc-
tion is thatthis samepragmaticrelationshipcan be seemot only in a
closely relatedconstruction, X is such a Y that 2Zgen in (6a)but also
when similar content is expressed in tegparatesentences, X is YZ., as
seen in (6b). In this lastase, themplication cannot besaid to beencoded
constructionally, butathermust be simply one®f a number of possible
pragmaticrelationsbetween a sentence thfe form X is Y and asentence
that follows it, such as contrast (6¢) or explanation (6d).

(6) (@ John is such aharmerthat heconvinced everyon¢hat he'’s re-
lated to Brad Pitt.

(b) John is charming. Henanaged toconvince everyonethat he's
related to Brad Pitt.

() John is charming. Paul isn't.

(d) John is charming. He gets it from his dad, the car salesman.

However, we can sdhat thepragmaticrelation is actuallyencoded in
the XIS SOY THAT Z constructionbecausenon-humorous usesf this con-
struction can only have Zs that depict X being very Y (as in (5)). &hgr
relation isa non-sequitu(7), unless itcan be interpreted asvidencethat
John isvery charming.For example, if Pauls known to beextremely
charming, thersentence (7a) could kread asmeaning that Johns so
charming that even Paul, wihormally seem&xtremelycharming,appears
to be notcharming bycomparison. Thismplies that thepragmaticrela-
tionship is encoded in the I8 SOY THAT Z construction.

(7) (@ ?Johnis so charming that Paul isn't.

(b) ?John is saharmingthat he gets it from higlad,the car sales-
man.

Given just this evidence however, an alternative accouetuslly plau-
sible. It could bethat therequiredrelationshipbetweenthe two clauses is
entailed by som aspect ofthe semantics ofo (or in othercasessuch.
While the relationshigpetweenthe clauses is akeast in partelated to the
semantics o060 or such it is in factthe semantics of these terms only in
the context of this particular construction tleauld explain thebehavior at
hand. When wédook closely atso, for example, it has number ofrelated
meanings. In constructions other thamsXsoY THAT Z, asin (8a) or (8b)
below for example, it can hased as a siple intensifier, or, as (8c), to
introduce a deictic gesture. It anly in theX IS SOY THAT Z construction
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that so seems to act in such as way thatviuld introduce arequirement
that the first clausdescribes acenariothat causeghe second to bytrue as
well. In other words, it ighe entireconstruction,including theword so or
such that bearsthe burden ofthe pragmatic relation betweenthe two
clauses.

(8) (a) Look at little Billy - he has gotten SO big!
(b) 1'am so happy that you decided to bring your monkey to class.

(¢) The guy who stole my purse was about so tall.

A final piece ofevidencethat there is in fack sentence-level construc-
tion at work herés that thisparticular sentenctorm is stereotypically and
conventionallyemployed for goarticulardiscoursepurpose, namely alass
of humorous utterance.

In sum, then,this construction hagdexical (s0) and grammatical re-
guirements orits linguistic constituentsand entails apragmatic relation
between its two clausegihether it isusedfor humorous omon-humorous
purposes.

3 Scales

A major portion of thepragmatics othe X 1S sOY THAT Z construction
seems tadepend orknowledge ofscales. In the first clause,szale of Y-
ness isidentified andthe entity X isplacedhigh on that scale. Theecond
clause innon-humoroususes of the constructiodescribes ascenario in
which X participatesandwhich results from Xindeedbeing very high on
the Y scale. A fullunderstanding ofhe pragmaticof this construction,
then, will rely on a theory of how scales work.

In the pragmatics literaturéhere beemuite alot of work onlinguistic
scales A linguistic scale is aset ofwords, ofthe samegrammaticalcate-
gory, which can be ordered lilgeir semantic strength alegree ofinforma-
tiveness(Horn 1972, Levinson1983, 2000).Examples of suctordered
words are:

{cooal, cold, freezing}
{may, should, must}
{sometimes, often, always}

These linguistic scales have been used as explanaticstafar implicature
a type ofquantity implicature



The water was codinplies The water was not cold or freezing

| often go to the beadmplies| do not always go to the beach

The scalesised bythe XIs soY THAT Z construction,however, are
quite different fromtheselinguistic scales First andforemost, theyare not
restricted toparticulargrammatical categories. As seen in example (9) be-
low, there need not be a word in thelause that fallon thesame linguis-
tic scale as the word identifying the scale Y (in this case, the adjeotdje

(9) It was so cold in the kitchen that there was frost on the lettuce.

Additionally, theuse ofscales isnot limited to acontext-independent
ranking, but more interestingly seems depend onsharedassumptions
about thedefaultvalues of the entityneasuredor that given property. In
comparing example (9) above with (®low, for examplewe seethat the
default temperature of a locationicrucial for the felicity otthis example
of the XIS sOY THAT Z construction. Only in thoseases where zccu-
rately provides a scenarithat depicts X agnore Y than it isexpected by
default to be carnthe construction beppropriately appliedExample (10)
seems to be infelicitous becausest places abowbe Arctic circle have an
averageyearly temperaturédower than freezing, which meanshat finding
frost on lettuce is hardlgn indicationthat theweatherwas anycolderthan
normal.

(10) ?It was so cold in the arctic circle that we found frost on the lettuce.

An interpretation of this context-dependence (Michael Israel, p.c.) is that
the XIS SO Y THAT z construction actuallynvolves two scales, ngust
one. The first, asliscussedibove, ranks X®n thescale ofY. The second
ranks Zs in terms of their exceptionality @splied to X. Inorderfor the X
IS SO Y THAT zconstruction to baisedfelicitously, Z has to count as a re-
markablescene. When itoesn't, as i{10), thatis, when Z describes an
unexceptional scene, then the sentence is infelicitous.

In sum them, while scalar inference is an important component of the X
IS SOY THAT Z construction, itis not linguisticscales somuch as a do-
main-general ability to assigstales incontext toparticularentities that is
relevant. Inthis sense, thecalarreasoningrequired toproduce andunder-
stand XIs sOY THAT Z sentences iskin to thatidentified by Fauconnier
(1975), Kay (1990), and Israel (1996) for the use of polarity items.
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4 Characteristics of scalar humor

We have established that non-humorous uses of tlees®Y THAT Z con-
struction encode anmplied pragnatic relationshipbetweenthe first and
secondclause, which iased orscalarreasoning. Irthis section, wewill
show that Xis soY THAT Z humorous itemsnake use of thevery same
construction, but that thegrucially differ in that theactual relationship
betweenthe first and secondclausefails to fulfill this implied relationship
in one of a number of ways.

A few examples will demonstrate tip@int. In some humorous uses of
X IS SOY THAT Z, Z may not literallydepict X asvery Y, but (as in11a)
may be indirectly related to X anfithrough metaphoor some othecogni-
tive mechanism. Alternatively, Z majepict X asmore Y thanit possibly
could be, as in (11b). Finally, as {thilc) Z may describe ascenariothat is
not literally possible. In all ofhese humorousases, thaitterancemay not
be informing theinterlocutor thatX is very Y, as it does inthe non-
humorous casesut rather maysimply result in a (sometimeshared) hu-
mor experience. Asie cansee, then in althese cases, sonaspect of the
implied relationshipbetweenthe first and secondclause isabsent,and the
result is humor. In this section, we will focus on the ways that the first and
secondclauseare related inthe humorousitterancesand how the inplied
relationshipbetweenthem is contortedthrough hyperboleunderstatement,
and indirect relation.

(11) (@) The reception to my talkas so cold thdt saw studentiuddling
together for warmth.

(b) Yo' mama's so old, she was a waitress at the Last Supper.
(©) Yo'mama’'s so fat, she broke her arm and gravy poured out.
In the case ofiyperbole the scenedescribed by Zalls well beyond the
normal scale of Y for X. In the examples in (12) below, the use of the X

SOY THAT Z construction implies that Z wilescribe a scerfalling within
the normal range of Y vales for X, and yet it falls well beyond this range.

(12) (@) Yo' mama's so fatwhen she wasliagnosed wth a flesheating
disease, the doctor gave her 5 years to live.

(b) Yo' mama's so fat, she gets runs in her jeans.

There are several waysdawerstatethe Y-nesof X. In some cases, the
scenedescribed by Avould fall well beyondthe possiblescale of Y for X



even if somdalse suppositionweretrue. We call this typeexemplified in
(13) below,fantastichyperbole For example(13a) makes use of thtalse
supposition thaimageshave weight proportional totheir subjects, and
(13b) supposes thateanut-throwing is aesult only of therelative size of
the thrower and recipient.

(13) (@ Yomama's so fat, a picture of her fell off the wall!

(b) Yo mama's so fat, ahe zoo,the elephantstartedthrowing her
peanuts.

In other cases of hyperbole, theenedescribed by Zvould fall within
the normal scale of Y for some other X themds to be mch more Y. We
call this form of overstatemetransferring hyperbol€14). For example, in
(14) thescale of gperson's sizés inappropriatelycomparedwith the size
scale of a congressional district (14a), or a major astronomical body (14b).

(14) (@ Yomama's so fat, her ass has its own congressman.

(b) Yo mama's so fat, she has smaller fat women orbiting around her.

In punning hyperbolethe scenedescribed by Zfalls well beyond the
normal scale of Y for Xandalsoincorporates glay onwords,which may
be based on homonymy, polysemy, or some idiom, as in (15).

(15) (@ Yomama's so fat, she went on a light diet... As sooitisasight
she starts eating.

(b) Yo mama's so fat, she ain't on a diet, she's tneta.. She be
like "What ya'll eating? I'll try it!"

(¢) Yo mama's so fat, on Halloween she says "Trick or meatloaf!"

In opposition tohyperbole isunderstatementa much less common
form of scalarhumor, in which thescenedescribed by Zalls far from the
extremeendimplied by theconstruction. Rather, describes a scerthat
demonstrates very little Y of X, as seen in (16).

(16) Itwas so cold last week in Hawaii that | had to put on socks.

The final set of ways that the first and second clauses magidied can
be groupedogether asndirect relations In these cases, threcalarassump-
tion is not manipulatedhrough misapplication of acale orapplication of
the wrong scale, but rather Z is only indirectly related to Y, and therefore the
pragmatic implication that the second clause will demonstrate thatvigrys
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Y is not upheld. The indirect relation can be mediated by one or some set of:
polysemy, idiomaticity, conceptual metaphor, or imagery.

In the case ofpolysemy someword or words of Z mayhavemultiple
relatedmeanings, one of whicban be applied tdhe first clauseand the
other of which is part of thecene described in As in (17).Here, it is the
expressionschilling out" and "get he out" thathave multiple interpreta-
tions.

(17) (a) Itwas so cold out that rap stars were actually chilling out.

(b) Yo' momma’s so dumb, they had to butownthe school to get
her out of second grade.

In other instances ahdirectrelations betweenthe two clauses, some
particularidiom may be suggested by Yand in Z is interpreted non-
idiomatically (literally) oraccording tothe polysemy ofsome linguistic
elements of the idiom. This can be seen in (18).

(18) (@ Yomomma's so fat, she can't even jump to a conclusion.
(b) It was so cold, | saw a lawyer with his hands in his own pockets.

(¢) Yo mama's so fat, when she hauls ass, she has to make two trips.

In athird type ofindirectrelation, thetwo clausesare linked together
throughconceptual metaphoin these cases, Z depictseenethat is meta-
phorically very Y, asin (19). In caseslike these, bycontrastwith the
polysemy cases above, it is not simply polysemy of some element in Z that
relates the two clauses, brather a general relationshiigtweenthe domain
of Y andthe donain depicted in Z(in the case 0of(19), theseare physical
coldness and emotional accessibility, respectively.

(19) It was so cold, | saw a bunch Bskimos using Hary Clinton for
heat.

Finally, therelationbetween Yand Zmay be purelybased onshared
imagery In these cases, the image described is compatible with Y, but
in Z it is cast as playing part in a different type of scene, as in (20)

(20) It wascold last night! | was saold | was rubbing myhandsfaster
than Dick Cheney on an Enron payday.

To summarize so far, these humorous utteranoesll based on aon-
humorous construction, ¥ soY THAT Z. In the humorousitterances, the
scalar inference set Ugy the the construction is fails to hdfilled in one



of a number of ways: (1) bglescribing X adalling well beyondthe appro-
priate scale of Y; (2) by describirX as falling well below the higlend of
the scale of Y, or (3)through a Z thadescribes X awery Y, but only
through somendirect conceptuakelation, such apolysemy, idiom,con-
ceptual metaphor, or imagery.

Crucially, thenecessary echanisms fothese types oihferencerejec-
tion must all exist independently in thedividual’s cognitive system.Inde-
pendent ofhumor production orunderstandinglanguageusershave knowl-
edge of polysemy, and metaphor. Entirely independent of lingaibtitties,
they can performimagistic, hyperbolic, and specious reasoning. lother
words, scalar humor can be constructed from used parts.

5 What makes it funny?

We have outlined the linguistic basis for scalar humor (the 30Y THAT
Z construction) and the ways scalarmor plays orthe pragmaticinference
encoded inthis constructionBut our secondfundamentaljuestionstill re-
mains - what is it about theghfferent ways of toying with the entailed
inference that is funny? Why dearersoutinely exhibit huror responses,
such as laughing, when exposedstmlarhumor? Toanswerthis, we must
look to humor research for theories of what makes anything funny.

There is a consensus among many tiurasearchers thatlarge part of
humor results from aevokedincongruity among the components of a hu-
morous utterance (and its context), which is subsequently resolved. There are
several particular versions dfis. Relief theories(e.g. Kant 1790Spencer
1860) view the resolutioas involving soméhreatenecharm that isthen
revealed to be inconsequenti@bnflict theorieshold that humor evokes two
conflicting impulses - the impulse to proceed and the impulse to draw back .
These may benore specificallythe results of conflictbetweenfeelings of
friendliness and hostility or plagndseriousnessincongruity theories(e.g.
Schopenhauet819) seeincongruousand simultaneousperception of an
object orsituation as therux: “two or moreinconsistent, unsuitable, or
incongruous parts arircumstancegare] united inone complex object.” In
such theories, two distin@eas are relatethrough common elements, or
one thing isperceived intwo differentways usingdifferent frames ofrefer-
ence. As in othemodels, incongruityheoriesseethe resolution of the in-
congruity as crucial.

Scalarhumor is aclearexample of acreated andubsequentlyresolved
incongruity. The use of the ¥ sOY THAT Z constructionleadsthe lan-
guage understander to expect a second ctaasdepicts the Xrom the first
clause as particularly. However, inall humorous uses of thisonstruc-
tion, the second clause fails to proveleh a depiction, ione of theways
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outlined in Section 4, abov@here isthus an incongruitpetweenthe ex-
pected character of Z and its actual character. For example, in (19) above, the
content of the second clauseérisongruous with thexpectatiorthat it will

depict a scenario in which it is actuallgry cold -it's notliterally true that

in particularly cold environments Eskimasuld reallyuse Hillary Clinton

for heat. Similarly, in response to example (12b) above, a hearer knows that
no-one actually gets runs in their jeans, no matter how fat they are.

These incongruitiebetween arexpectedype of describedsceneand an
apparently irrelevant dnappropriateone are subsequentlyesolvedthrough
the various mechanisnuescribedabove. Thdanguageunderstander is able
to relatethe image of DickCheney (in (20)above)rubbing his hands to-
gether (furiously, because of his elevageditement leveht theprospect of
an Enron payday) to the image oteald person rubbindis hands together
to stay warm because otheir common imagisticstructure. Thdanguage
understandethereby resolveshe incongruity - Z isdiscoverednot to be
irrelevant orincongruous, butrather to simly appearthat way until the
proper relation is discovered.

In its resolution of amncongruity, themechanism foappreciated scalar
humor is quite like the one used for other sorts of humor such amdtle
headline in (21¥rom the Februaryl9, 2003edition of TheOnion. Inthis
example, there is an incongruity between the thing the subject is writing on
his checksandthe type of thing that is likelyo bestill being written on
checks (presumably a year). Tiheongruity can beesolvedthroughgeneral
knowledgethat the Chinese&alendaridentifies each yeawith an animal,
meaning that "horse" can therefore be seen as a type of date.

(21) Chinese man still writing 'horse' on checks.

The resolution of a perceived incongruityhile central,is not the only
factor that contributeso making scalarhumor funny. In rost cases, the
actual content of the commentany the "butt" of the joke also has an im-
portant effect. It shouldiot be surprising thahose instances aftalar hu-
mor that people tend to find funnigdiasedsolely on the volume dfiugh-
ter in responsdo the examplesentencewhen this naterial is presented
publicly) arethose thatmake atargetedattack on a canonicallyndesirable
property of an individual. In particulascalarhumor seemsnost successful
(thatis, funniest) when it targets people for being algyly, stupid, and
particularly, fat.Indeed, Xi1s so Y THAT z humor that exploitsdesirable
traits of the joke'sarget isvanishinglyrare. Inthis senseit is not unlike
other forms ofhumor, whichoften dependupon personalattacks. Some
theorists, among them Freud (1905) viemcheckedaggression athe vital



component of whaEreudcalls tendentioushumor -risqué orcontroversial
humor that results in howling laughter.

Finally, humorous imagery is yet another importtautor in the funni-
ness ofscalarhumor. Imagery is exceedinglydifficult to evaluatefor its
humorousness, but it is undeniathat some individualanguageuserswill
simply find certainimages comical. For both of the authors, the image of
smaller fat women orbiting arourigo' mama" issimply irresistible, while
the image of a lawyer with his hands in his own pockets ispadicularly
funny. Scalar humor thatseshyperbole ofone formor another isparticu-
larly conducive to highly evocativand absurdmagery, which maycontrib-
ute to the prevalence of this particular variety of the humor form.

We've arguedthat what makescalar humorfunny at its core is the
manipulation of a constructional implicatiomsuch away thatthe relation
betweenthe setupand aseeminglyirrelevantpunchlinecan in fact be ex-
plained andunderstoodBeyondthe resolution of incongruityscalar humor
also benefits from a tendentious streak and the imageability of its content.

6 Conclusions

There are several reasamgy we believehumorouslanguage is particularly
useful forlinguists. Foronething, it enlightens ourtheories ofconstruc-
tional pragmatics and the walymt pragmatic inferenceman berejected. In
particular, this particular study has shogealarreasoning tagplay acentral
role in the functioning oh grammaticalkonstruction. Wehave also seen
from this study that humorous us#fdanguage canndte explainedvithout
reference to domain-general cognitive mechanisms,like metaphor,
polysemy, and imagery.

But hunorous linguisticdatacanalso provide atype of “external” evi-
dence onstructural properties danguage. For exapte, punningbehavior
can provideevidencefor lexical representations - weight investigate for
example thestructure oflexical representationshrough thepossibility or
impossibility of punning on particulawords. As another example asing
humorous language asidence forstructurallinguistic properties, theexis-
tence ofambiguity, which humorousautterance®ften play on,can illumi-
nate syntactic representations.

Perhaps of more importance, howevennorouslanguage studwallows
us to considerthese issues in the context of trutyeativelanguageuse.
Linguistic creativity hasbeen central tdinguistics since Choraky (e.g.
1965), who identified creativity as a centcaimponent ofinguistic compe-
tence (see also more recently Hausesle2002).However,most linguistic
studies, if at alinterested increativity, restrictthis to grammaticalcreativ-
ity, which can be defined as thbility to puttogetherexisting structures in
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new ways, such thahe products grammaticaltterancegi.e. grammatical

competence). Grammaticafteativity yields grammatical utterances, as i

(22) below
(22) Magnanimous purple theories gallop tepidly.

Of course, grammatical creativity is ordypart ofthe actualkreative ca-
pacity humans demonstratéhen using language Contrastedwith the abil-
ity to put together known pieces flarm new wholes is the ability teelect
an existingstructure to beneaningfullyused in anew context(Di Pietro
1976). This can be identified aslectionalcreativity. For example, inorder
to select a paphraselike | am not acrookto be uttered in anew context
such as the one {23), one must coparethe semanticand pragmatics of
the targetphrasewith the current discourssituationandjudge it to be ap-
propriate.

(23) - Wholeft the refrigerator open?

- | am not a crook.

But the ability to producand interprecombinatorially noveltterances
in novel situations, which is what language users who engage prdtiec-
tion andunderstanding of scal&wumor aredoing, involves both thgram-
maticalandthe selectional capacitieshis combined full creativityis the
ability to produce andnterpret anentirely novelutterancesuch that it is
appropriate(Cairnsand Cairns 1976). Thdull creativity of scalar humor
makes use of constructional praafins, along with othedomain-general
mechanisms likemagery and metaphor.Thesesame mechanismare re-
sponsiblefor creatingthe humorouseffect of scalar humorutterances, by
evoking an incoherence and allowing it to be resolved.

By way of conclusionhere aresome morals to bdrawnfrom the pre-
sent work. Generative creativity is only part of the hurocapacity forcrea-
tive languageuse. Interestingly, fultreativity seemso be theproduct of
constrained and structured principles that madesof genergburposecogni-
tive mechanisms. This illustratéise importance ofthe enbodiment of the
humanlanguagesystem —only when embedded in darger cognitive and

physical context are predominantly linguistic capacities able to function.
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