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1. Introduction

Puns and wordplay are central to humor, relying heavily on semantic
ambiguity—where a word or phrase carries multiple interpretations. Humor
is a universal feature of language, and one of its most common forms is the
pun—a play on words that includes multiple meanings. Ambiguity is one of
the techniques used to create humor. Lobner (2014) considers ambiguity as
an expression or utterance which is interpreted in more than one way. Lexical
relations such as polysemy, homonymy, homophony, and homograph,
contribute to the occurrence of ambiguity (Yule, 2020; Christianto, 2018).
There are other linguistic phenomena, apart from lexical relations, that can
partake in creating language vagueness, including syntactic ambiguity,
phonological ambiguity, punctuation-related ambiguity, etc. While paronyms
are moderately similar to homophones and homographs, linguists generally
do not classify them under the umbrella term of lexical relations.

With the rise of social media platforms like YouTube, TikTok, and Instagram,
short-form comic videos have become a dominant medium for humor
dissemination. This study examines how semantic ambiguities function in
English-language comic videos on social media. By analyzing selected clips,
the research identifies recurring patterns of lexical ambiguity (e.g., polysemy,
homophony) and explores their role in generating humor. The study also
discusses the implications of such humor for digital communication and
linguistic creativity. This study identifies and categorizes types of semantic
ambiguity in English comic videos to analyze how these ambiguities create
humorous effects and to explore the role of social media in popularizing
ambiguity-based humor. The main lexical ambiguities where profoundly
discussed in this study include polysemy, homonymy, homophony, and
paronymy. This study also focuses on the different contexts and types of
humor, such as ‘dad jokes,” where comic ambiguities arise in.
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1.2 Literature Review

A common definition of ambiguity is the fact that the word carries several
conflicting meanings; that is, each meaning is completely different from the
other meaning which leads to difficulties in word comprehension. Chierchia &
McConnell state that “sentences can be understood in multiple ways due to a
single ambiguous word, different structural interpretations leading to structural
ambiguity, a combination of both lexical and structural ambiguities” (1990: 32).
Cruse (1986) categorizes ambiguity into four types: pure syntactic ambiguity,
guasi-syntactic ambiguity, lexico-syntactic ambiguity, and pure lexical ambiguity.
Kess (1992) groups ambiguity into three types: lexical ambiguity, surface
structure ambiguity, and deep (underlying) structure ambiguity. Meanwhile,
Fromkin et al. (2017) classify ambiguity into lexical and structural types, with
structural ambiguity also referred to as grammatical ambiguity. In summary,
ambiguity can generally be divided into two main types: lexical and structural
ambiguity. As far as humor is concerned, ambiguity plays a vital role, especially
in verbal situations. Attardo (1994) argues that humor often relies on
incongruity—where an expectation is violated, leading to surprise and laughter.
Puns exploit this by forcing a sudden shift in interpretation (Ritchie, 2004). Social
media platforms amplify verbal humor through visual and auditory cues
(Shifman, 2014). Short-form videos capitalize on quick, ambiguity-driven jokes,
making them highly shareable.

Lexical relations, also known as semantic relations and sense relations, refer
to the links and connections between particular words, including homonymy,
polysemy, synonymy, antonymy, hyponymy, and meronymy (Stringer, 2019).
Aitchison (2004) delves into explaining some lexical items such as semantic
fields, synonyms and opposites (antonyms). Yule (2020) elaborates on lexical
relations and mentions that words can have relationships with one another;
he also states that the meanings of words are obtained in terms of their
relationships. The lexical semantics such as synonymy (conceal/hide),
antonymy (shallow/deep), hyponymy (pine/tree), homophones (right/write),
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homonyms (race/race), polysemy (foot), and metonymy (house/roof) have
been explored and exemplified by him.

The theoretical framework for the current study focuses on the Semantic
Script Theory of Humor (SSTH), proposed by Victor Raskin in his formative
1985 book, Semantic Mechanisms of Humor. The SSTH is built on the
cognitive notion of a "script" (also known as a schema or frame). According
to Rashkin, a script is “a structured chunk of semantic information in a
person's mind about a particular concept. It includes routine activities,
expectations, participants, and objects associated with that concept” (1985:
329). Rashkin’s central hypothesis is that a text can be characterized as a
single-joke-carrying text if two conditions are met: (1) The text is compatible,
fully or in part, with two different semantic scripts. (2) The two scripts with
which the text is compatible are "opposed" in a specific sense. Examples of
opposition include real/unreal, good/bad, normal/abnormal, life/death, etc.
Humor arises when the listener or reader, initially processing the text
according to a more obvious, primary script, is suddenly forced by a "trigger"
in the text to switch to the second, opposing script. This rapid cognitive shift
from one script to its opposite is the source of the humorous effect.

1.2.1 Semantic Ambiguity Conceptualization

Ambiguity is the presence of more than one possible meaning in a single
word, phrase, clause, or sentence (Jha, 2017). According to lhsan and
Kepirianto (2021), any sentence that cannot be understood meaningfully, or
has more than one meaning is ambiguous, and this leads the hearer or
listener to not comprehend accurately what is meant. It has been emphasised
that in creating lexical ambiguity, homonymy and polysemy are utilized
(Christianto, 2018). Seewoester (2009) suggests that the humorous power of
language-based jokes would be found through ambiguities. Also, she
emphasises that some of them rely on the sound sameness (homophones),
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and some others on ambiguous word meanings (polysemy or/and
homonyms).

As an example, in the nursery rhyme Mary had a little lamb, this directs
readers to interpret the meaning of ‘lamb’ as a small animal. However, in the
funny version Mary had a little lamb, some rice and vegetables, it lets readers
experience the other meaning of it which is a small portion of meat. The word
‘lamb’ is polysemous that includes more than one closely related meanings.
Lutfi (2016) provides an example of polysemy:

Diner: Do you serve crabs?

Waiter: We serve anyone, sir.

In this joke, the waiter manipulates the meaning of the verb ‘serve’. Whereas
the diner uses it in the sense of ‘providing food or drinks’, but the waiter
intentionally uses the same verb in the sense of dealing with customers in
hotels, shops, and etc.

Yule (2020) gives an example of homophones that is the riddle question which
asks: Why is six afraid of seven? The answer is: Because 789. The punchline
of the riddle works when the hearer comprehends that number eight is the
homophone of the past form of the verb eat (ate); because 7 ate 9. Rodd
(2017) writes a homophonous example of the joke ‘What did the fish say
when he swam into a wall? Dam.” The humor arises from the identical
pronunciation of ‘dam’ (a reservoir wall) and ‘damn’ (an exclamation of
frustration), in spite of their different spellings. This dual meaning produces
an amusing effect as the listener recognizes both senses. The use of humour
is a complex and captivating element of individual behaviour (Lutfi, 2019).
Vaid (2002) explores the term verbal humour as a specific form of the use of
language tactfully, in which at least two dissimilar meanings are interwoven
into an expression or utterance through making it ambiguous. It is carried out
in such a way that the listener is directed to expect one meaning but
experiences the other.
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1.2.2 Lexical Relations

1.2.2.1 Polysemy

Polysemy ‘is where a word has several very related senses’ (Hurford, Heasley
and Smith, 2007, p. 130). Lobner (2014, p. 44) defines polysemy as word that
‘has two or more interrelated meanings.” The word ‘mouth’ is polysemous as
it can refer to both a part of an animal’s face and the place where a river
meets the sea (Hurford, Heasley and Smith, 2007).

1.2.2.2 Homonymy

Homonymy is ‘when one form (written or spoken) has two or more unrelated
meanings’ (Yule, 2020, p. 137; Palmer, 1977, p. 59) as in these examples:
bat (flying creature) — bat (used in sports)

mole (on skin) — mole (small animal)

pen (writing instrument) — pen (enclosed space)

pupil (student) — pupil (the black part of the eye)

1.2.2.3 Homophony

Homophony is when pairs, trios, and even foursomes of words sound alike
but differ in meaning (Stageberg, 1981). Lobner (2014) states that where two
lexemes with unrelated meanings have the same sound form, they are known
as homophones, for example tail/tale, story/storey, cue/queue, bear/bare,
pair/pare, meet/meat, flour/flower, write/right, so/sew, and etc. (Lobner,
2014, p. 43-44; Yule, 2020, p. 137).

1.2.2.4 Homographs

Homograph refers to words that have the same spelling but differ in
pronunciation. The word ‘bow’ that can be rhymed with go is an instrument
for shooting arrows, also rhyming with cow demonstrating a bending of the
body as a form of respectful greeting. The lexeme ‘lead’ as it is pronounced
as /li:d/ indicates the act of leading or directing; and as /led/ is a soft, heavy,
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grey metal. Brewer (2023) provides several examples of homographs in
English such as:

close (near - /klaws/) - close (to shut - /klavz/)

minute (small - /mar'nju:t/) - minute (measurement of time - /'min.it/)

tear (rip - /tea'/) - tear (crying - /t13"/)

1.2.2.5 Paronymy

A paronym refers to a common linguistic phenomenon where the
pronunciation of two or more words is similar to one another; or words that
are close to each other in terms of their external forms (Juraeva and Sabirova,
2023). Paronyms—also known as near-homophones—are viewed as lexically-
related words that might create confusion easily. Examples of paronyms are:
accept/except, affect/effect, advice/advise, lose/loose, assure/insure/ensure,
then/than, causal/casual, lair/liar, molar/moral, etc.

2. Research Questions
In the current study, the researchers try to answer the following research
questions.

1. What types of semantic ambiguity are prevalent in English comic

videos?

2. How do English comic videos create humorous effects?
These questions encourage investigation into the types of ambiguity that create
humor in verbal communication. Tackling these questions reveal common
patterns in how semantic ambiguity is exploited for humor, contributing to a
broader understanding of verbal comedy in digital media.

3. Methodology and Data

This study adopts a qualitative analytical approach to analyze numerous short
comic videos produced in English language. For selecting the data, the
researcher utilized the purposive sampling technique, also known as
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judgmental or selective sampling, which is a technique used mainly in
gualitative research to deliberately choose units or samples based on the
objectives of the study. In addition, the selection criteria for the videos are
based on the fact the clips have clear instances of semantic ambiguity for the
purpose of humor. The videos reflect everyday situations and the content
mirrors common experiences (work, relationships, social media trends). For
the sampling purpose, the rule of thumb (rule of 30) is used and thus the
researchers have selected 7 data sources from various social media platforms.
The sources of the comic videos range from short videos on social media
platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, to longer comic videos on
YouTube. These data samples contain several examples of semantic ambiguity
which serve as samples for analysis in the current study. The researchers
manually selected videos that met the criteria in which each video was
reviewed, filtered, and identified which type of ambiguity it includes, then
selected as an extract. For the analytical framework, a qualitative content
analysis was conducted, categorizing ambiguities based on types of lexical
ambiguities (polysemy, homonymy, etc.).

4. Findings and Discussions
This section includes the extracts (data) and their descriptions and analyses
where each one of them has a case of semantic ambiguity.

Extract 1
Character Utterance Time
Mr. Brown What is the capital of England? 00:01
Ranjeet ‘E. 00:02
Mr. Brown | will rephrase that. What is the capital city of 00:08-12
England?
Ranjeet London. 00:13
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The dialogue above is one of the examples in which the teacher, Mr. Brown,
asks one of the students, Ranjeet, to state what the capital of England is. Due
to the multiple meanings of the word ‘capital’, the student provides an
unexpected answer: letter ‘E’. Although his answer was somewhat correct,
but it was not the one that was intended by the teacher which is ‘London.
This prompts the teacher to add the phrase ‘city of’ to disambiguate his
statement. Some of the meanings of the word ‘capital,” in the Cambridge
University Press (2025), are:

a. a city that is the centre of government of a country.
b. the most important place for a particular business or activity.
c. a form of a letter used to begin sentences and names of people, places,

and organizations.

Mr. Brown was seeking meaning a. a city that is the center of a country;
however, Ranjeet gave him an answer with the interpretation of c. the capital
letter of a word. This can be considered as a case of polysemy, where the word
‘capital’ has several related meanings.

Extract 2
Character Utterance
The traffic Ma’am why did you park here? 00:00-02
warden
The driver Because that sign says: ‘Fine for Parking’. 00:02-05

In this short video the traffic warden asks the driver why she has parked there,
and the driver replies that it is written ‘Fine for Parking’ in the sign. The
ambiguity can be found in the word fine as it includes two different, somehow
opposite, meanings. The dissimilar meanings according to Cambridge
University Press (2025) are:

a. As an adjective: good or good enough; healthy and well.
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b. As a noun: an amount of money that has to be paid as a punishment
for not obeying a rule or law.

The driver interprets the word ‘fine’ in the sign as something good and well,
as it is conveyed in the first definition. However, the actual meaning is the
latter one that people have to pay an amount of money if they park there.
‘Fine’ can also be used as other parts of speech (word classes). Namely, when
it is used as an adverb, in the example ‘It was working fine yesterday’; it has
some connections with the description of a. Additionally, when it plays the
role of a verb, that is almost always used transitively, its meaning is associated
with the definition of b. For instance, ‘She was fined for parking illegally. Due
to the multiple unrelated meanings of the word fine, it can be verified that
the above short video comprises an example of homonymy.

Extract 3
Character Utterance Time
Speaker 1 How’s my son? 00:00-01
The doctor He’s going to be all right. 00:02
Speaker 3 Oh, thank God. 00:03
The doctor That’s a great attitude. | gotta tell you, if | was getting this 00:05-10
news, | don’t know that I'd take it this well!
Speaker 1 But you said he was alright! 00:11
The doctor Yes, he’s lost his left hand, so he is going to be all right. 00:12-15

The setting of this short video is a hospital. A woman, the mother of a patient,
asks a doctor to reassure her about the state of her son. The doctor gives her
a vague answer that includes both positive and negative aspects. In other
words, his answer does not precisely tell whether the son is in good or bad
condition.
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‘He’s going to be all right’ is the response of the doctor where the phrase ‘all
right’ is homophonous with the lexeme ‘alright.” The doctor’s intention is to
convey that the patient has lost his left hand—that is bad news—and what he
is going to do in the future will be only with his right hand. However, the mom
takes it positively and interprets the news that his son is fine (alright). The
homophony between ‘alright” and ‘all right” generated an amusing ambiguity
in this scenario.

Extract 4
Character Utterance Time
The cook What’s the problem? 00:00
The diner | ordered this medium, and it is well-done! 00:01-03
The cook Thank you. 00:04
The diner No no no, it’s well-done! 00:05-06
The cook I know it is; | made it. 00:07-08

In this short video, the setting is a restaurant where the diner, who is a
woman, complains about her food that is not what she ordered. But the cook
misapprehends and believes that she is praising him. In Data 5, the woman
uses the phrase ‘well done’ referring to the meat that cooked all the way
through while she asked to be medium. However, the cook is extremely proud
of it as he thinks she gives him commitments and approves for what he has
done.

The compound adjective ‘well done’ and the two-word phrase ‘well done’ are
two different expressions that are utilized for distinct purposes. Here is their
difference (Cambridge University Press, 2025):

a. Well done: (of meat) cooked all the way through.
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b. Well done: used as a way of praising someone and saying that approve

of something they have done.

This can be determined as an instance of homonymy since both phrases have
the same spelling and pronunciation. Also, sometimes the first phrase is
hyphenated, becomes well-done, that will be easier to recognize. In that case,
the cause of ambiguity would be homophony, as both phrases do not get the

same form.
Extract 5
Character Utterance Time
The caller We are sinking, we’re sinking! 00:28-30
The call What are you thinking about? 00:31-33
receiver

A lexical ambiguity in the example above produces a humorous
misunderstanding. Someone in danger calls a so-called lifeguard to carry out
something to save them. In response, the receiver replies with a funny
question. The caller anxiously tells the receiver that they are sinking, the
receiver calmly questions what they are thinking about—perceives the /8/
sound as /s/.

In phonology, this phenomenon is called phonemic or phonological
substitution where one phoneme of a word is substituted by another. This has
happened for different purposes, including phonological simplification, usually
for babies, and phonological disorders, used by those speakers who cannot
pronounce the exact sound. Instead, they try to find the closest sound to the
actual one (Davenport and Hannahs, 2005). This is an example of paronymy
where the two words are equivocal due to the difference between the
phonemes.
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Extract 6

Character Utterance

Time

Speaker 1 | remember my friend’s last words before he kicked the bucket.

00:00-07

Speaker 2 What were they?

00:07

Speaker 1 He said: ‘How far do you think I can kick this bucket?’

00:09-14

Ambiguity in an idiomatic expression mostly occurs when the idiom has more
than one interpretation, and most probably the listener comprehends the
literal words of the speech. Sometimes, listeners might misunderstand
because they interpret the exact lexemes of a sentence as idioms.

This video illustrates an example where the hearer gets the actual words as
idiomatic. Speaker 1 articulates that he can remember the last words of his
friend before he kicked a bucket. The phrase ‘kicking the bucket’ seems to be
a simple sentence, while it can carry the meaning of the most decisive thing in
life—death. The second speaker believes that the meaning of the expression
would most probably be the latter one; therefore, he curiously requests to
know what the words were. Consequently, the first speaker says that his quote
was: ‘How far do you think | can kick this bucket?’, and it gives the listener a
deep smile.

In this video, another example of polysemy has been shown and discussed in
which the phrase ‘someone kicked the bucket’ can refer to the real act of
kicking a bucket (a cylindrical or round container with an open top), or/and a
person died.

Extract 7

Character Utterance

Time

Speaker 1 Hey Siri, | failed my final exams; can you tell me a joke to cheer
me up?

00:00-05

Siri What'’s the difference between you and grandma?

00:06-07

Speaker 1 What?

00:08

1474




QALAAI ZANISTSCIENTIFIC JOURNAL

A Scientific Quarterly Refereed Journal Issued by Lebanese French University — Erbil, Kurdistan, Iraq

Vol. (11), No (4), Autumn 2026

LFU ISSN 2518-6566 (Online) - ISSN 2518-6558 (Print)
Siri Your grandma passed! 00:09-10

Dad jokes include a certain kind of comedy where almost all of them have
pun—humorous linguistic ambiguity.

This example presents a comedic case of linguistic vagueness in which a guy
asks Siri, a virtual assistant created by Apple Company, to put a smile on his
face by telling a joke after he has failed the examination. The assistance system
asks, ‘What’s the difference between you and grandma?’ The guy asks:
‘What?’ Siri then tells that his grandma passed, meaning that he did not.

The funny interpretation is that the word ‘passed’ comprises two distinct
meanings: one of them is passing a test or exam (not failing), the other
meaning refers to death. When it is thought firstly, it seems to be meaningless,
since there is no funny situation in saying that your grandma died; however,
when it is thought again, it gives you humor due to the other meaning of the
word ‘passed. This case of ambiguity contains homonymy, as the lexeme
‘pass, here, has double interpretations. Even though, it possesses further
denotations in other contexts.

5. Conclusion

This study has comprehensively demonstrated that semantic ambiguity is a
fundamental and highly effective mechanism for generating humor in English-
language comic videos across social media platforms. By analyzing a curated
selection of seven video extracts through the theoretical lens of the Semantic
Script Theory of Humor (SSTH), this research has addressed its core questions,
revealing both the types of ambiguity used and the methods by which they
create humorous effects.

The findings show that various forms of lexical relations are consistently
exploited for comedic purposes. The analysis of the extracts identified clear
instances of polysemy, homonymy, homophony, and paronymy. In each case,
humor is generated by creating deliberate inappropriateness. The setup of the
joke guides the audience toward a primary, expected semantic script, while the
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punchline acts as a trigger, forcing a sudden cognitive shift to a second, opposing
script. This rapid reinterpretation is the source of the comedic effect, a principle
central to the SSTH. The study found these techniques applied across a range of
familiar contexts, such as classroom and restaurant interactions, underscoring
the versatility of ambiguity as a comedic tool.

The implications of this research extend to the broader discourse on digital
communication and linguistic creativity. It highlights how timeless principles of
verbal humor have been successfully adapted and amplified within the
constraints and capabilities of short-form video content on platforms like
YouTube, TikTok, and Instagram. The audiovisual nature of these platforms
enhances the delivery of puns and wordplay, making ambiguity-driven humor
highly shareable and culturally significant in the digital age.

In conclusion, this research confirms that semantic ambiguity is not merely a
linguistic curiosity but a vital, dynamic element of modern comedy. While the
platforms for entertainment continue to evolve, the clever manipulation of
language remains a cornerstone of what makes us laugh, proving that a well-
placed pun is as potent in a 15-second TikTok video as it has been in centuries of
comedic tradition.
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APPENDIXES:

Extract 1
https://www.tiktok.com/@jayjayb881/video/7374399304276135173?lang=ensssss
s

Extract 2
https://youtube.com/shorts/V7M1HIaARt8?si=B _U4dh5alo0eTQVP

Extract 3
https://www.tiktok.com/@funny | Official/video/7226914888654785794?lang=en
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Extract 4
https://www.tiktok.com/@funny j Official/video/7229519790660963585? r=1& t
=75-8sBxYpWpTEe

Extract 5
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GT86iWiH2ml

Extract 6
https://www.instagram.com/reel/DG7rKQINxyt/?igsh=bW56N3ZoY2pINGx4

Extract 7
https://www.facebook.com/reel/573959671789337
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