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Humour is the ability to understand and enjoy what . fu 
. IS nny 

d hat makes people laugh. Despite the existence of u . 
an w n1versaI 

h Ur as in a child making mature adult-like statements . . 
umo , 1t 1s 

med that some languages have their own charact . . 
assu · ens tics 

linguistically and culturally that evoke in their audience pleasurable 

and playful response. Meitacere, M. (' 1991 :36) tells us that 

As individuals view reality differently, it would be impossible to ask 

two 
different languages to express thoughts in similar manner 

because ,each one possesses a mode of expression using the 

linguistic devices available in the language according to its needs. 

This has its bearing on translation; however, in the case of similar 

cultures and languages it is often possible to have an effective 

translation (Raphelson-West, 1989: 129). 

The translation of English humour into other languages has 

been dealt with by Leibold ( 1989 ), Nilsen ( 1989) ,Ornstein- Galicia 

( 1989 ) among others . 

The purpose of this paper is to investigate and analyze English 

humour and demonstrate the difficulties encountered in rendering it 

associate professor of english, department of english 
university of garyounis, benghazi-Libya. 

16 



into Arabic, a language linguistically and culturally different from 

English. 

The language of humour is the result of conscious and 

deliberate planning and design; it relies heavi}y on puns and ambiguity 

whether spoken or written to produce a dramatic effect on the reader 

or hearer. Humour occurs at the various levels of phonology, 

morphology, syntax, semantics, pragmatics and culture. The translator 

would have to decide what to keep and when to break away from the 

linguistic and cultural imperialism of the source language so that 

natural discourse may be produced and the communicative objective 

of the message may be preserved. For the purpose of translation we 

shall distinguish two main 

types of humour i.e. linguistic and cultural. 

Linguistic Humour 

Linguistic or language based humour is challenging and requires 

greater effort in processing because of the different structures of the 

two languages. An example would be the following: 

(1) A: 

How do 

you make 

a cat 

drink? 
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B: 

Easy, put 

it in the 

liquidiser. 

English stress and intonation in 'cat drink' cause the ambiguity 
here, and semantically give it two possible interpretations i.e drink for 
a cat or make a cat drink. This humorous text was shown to five 
bilingual teachers of English and translation who were asked to 
translate it into Arabic. Three of the translations opted for the 
interpretation that by putting the cat in the liquidiser it will be able to 
drink. One translation regarded' cat' as a brand name for a drink and 
transliterated it into Arabic letters. One translation · opted for the 
surface meaning that we can make a drink for the cat by putting the 
drink in the liquidiser which is not the purpose of the humorous 
utterance. 

The five translations demonstrate how problematic it is to 
render into the target language humour that is based on semantic 
ambiguity. The translations that opted for the deep meaning of the text 
have failed to create the ambiguity -the source of humour -and 
consequently, they were not funny at all. The reason for this problem 
is provided by Catford (quoted in B~snet-McGuire, 1980:32) who 
points out that linguistic untranslatability is due to the differences in 
the source language and the target language. No equivalent Arabic 
text would reflect semantically the two interpretations above. 
nerefore we may conclude that this type of humour is language 
specific and hence, untranslatable as far as equivalence is concerned. 
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Nevertheless, Lefevere (quoted in Susan- McGuire, 1980:82) sheds 

some light and proposes that the problem of linguistic untranslatability 

can be best solved by what be calls' versions , in which the substance 

of the source text is retained and the fonn is changed. Therefore, any 

literal translation will not be appropriate and greater intervention on 

the part of the translator is called for . 

Another difficulty in translating humour is illustrated in the 

following joke: 

(2) An American asks a Britisher what he does. The 

Britisher in his r-less vowel dialect responds " I'm a 

clerk ". The American assumes on the basis of this 

answer that the Britisher sits round all day going' tick, 

tock, tick, tock ' . 

The ambiguity creating humour here comes from th~ British 

pronunciation of the word' clerk' which is understood by the American 

as 'clock'. We see no humour in literal translation since phonologically 

it is not possible to clone the sound in Arabic, however, by providing 

a gloss to the body of the text such as: 

we can provide the readership with background information 

about British and American pronunciation and the joke becomes 

comprehensible ,however, the dramatic effect is not as good as the 

original. 
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Humour can sometimes be created by playing on the word 

morphemes as in the following: 

( 3) A: What's a 

baby pig called ? 

B: A piglet. 

A: So what's a 

baby toy called? 

B: A toilet. 

In the above joke '-let' is a suffix 'bound morpheme' meaning 

'small' as in a 'flatlet' meaning a small flat. for the reason of 

humour it is used creatively to make a new word in which the final 

syllable of 'toilet' is interpreted as the bound morpheme -let. Hence 

creating a new word meaning a small toy. This manipulation of the 

morphological -rule is done on purpose to create this special effect. 

To translate it successfully into Arabic it would be necessary to 

fmd an equivalent morph_ological· form that rhymes in the same way 

as that of the English. And sin~e the morphological system of 

Arabic has no ready mechanism for producing such form, any 

translation preserving the form of the source language is not 

feasible and therefore, the translator would inevitably recourse to 
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retaining the sense rather than perhaps paraphrase which is 

relatively easy and workable with other types of prose. 

Hu~our can also be found in the use -of phrasal verbs. The 

following is an example: 

( 4 ) A: When a car is not a 

car? 

B: When it turns 

into a garage. 

Ambiguity here lies in our interpretation of the verb 'tum into' 

either as 'to move in the direction of or 'to change into' .In 

translating it into Arabic without intervention, we will be left with 

one interpretation since the equivalent verb in Arabic is not 

·polysemou~. ·consequently, loss of the ~umour inherent in the 

English utterance is inevitable. Literal translation would look like 

this: 

I 

f o .;~ o .;4-,JI ,:;fo 'J ~ ( a4 ) 

( I .Ct\ ,, ~ ~ ) I .< ti J - l...l:ic. 
~ ~ IS', . ~ ~ IS'~ _p.JJ 

The translation above fails to convey the two meanings in one 
. 

lexical item and consequently, the communicative and · pragmatic 

objectives are lost. Therefore, the translator may resort to a procedure 

21 



et al ( J 992: 37) "compensation in place'' Wh. called by Herevy . . •ch . . king up for any loss of effect m a given place in th consists Lil ma . e 
b 

covering a correspondmg effect at another place . source text y re in 
t In this case changing the verb "tum into" to "1...i..Jj,, the target tex . 

. ''t top" and by playing on the duplicity of the meaning f meaning o s o 

d 
"' w.,.....,'' ( car- moving) , the translator can create ambigu ·ty the wor •J - 1 

. •mi·zes the loss in the original and is perhaps as humorous that mtnt · 
( 5 ) Contraceptives should 

be used on every conceivable occasion 

In the example above the clue creating humour lies in the 
metaphorical use of the word 'conceivable' immediately bringing to 
mind its relationship with contraceptives, which should be used to 
prevent 'occasion' from getting pregnant. AnY Arabic translation not 
considering the humorous effect created by the pun would lead as 
Newmark ( 1995) puts it 'to ugly translation thereby defeating the 
text', In translating the above into Arabic a similar ambiguity can be 
recovered by means of a compensationary technique, though not with 
a 'conceivable' .equivalent word, in the following translation: 

. u4-,.il.WI ~ ~ J,.:JI ~L. ~ ~ ( a5 ) 

(Back-translation) Preventive of pregnancy should be carried 
on all occasions. 

Contracep,tives should be 

carried on every occasion. 
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In the Arabic version, ambiguity lies in the two possible 

interpretations of the word "~" meaning either 'to ht pregnant' or 

'to carry' . Al~o the word 'used' in English has changed to 'carried' in 

Arabic. It is not an exact rendering of the original as accuracy is 

sacrificed for the sake of naturalness and communicative value, yet it 

creates similar ambiguity which, I believe, 'teases the brain' and 

perhaps produces a smile. 

Pragmatic humour occurs when people concentrate on the 

sense of the utterance rather than its force. The speaker deliberately 

int~nding to create humour gives less infonnation th~n is required and 

becomes ambiguous, tliereby leading the hearer, in his interpretation 

of the utterance, into drawing certain conclusions i.e. implicature and 

replying accordingly. (See Grice H. P.1975, The Cooperative 

Principle, pp. 45-~ ). 

( 6 ) A: Does your 

dog bite? 

B:No 

( A -bends down 

to stroke the dog and 

gets bitten ) 

A: I thought you 

said your dog dido 't 

bite? . 
B: It's not my 

dog. 
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ff • ~ . I. 
• ~ . UII - ( a6 ) 

'i 
. ( ~\ "•io•J; ~ ~Y-~ ~) 

( 7 ) A rabbit goes into a butcher's shop and asks, Have you got any 
lettuce ? The butcher says, We don't sell lettuce here. You need the 
green grocer's across th~ road. The next day the rabbit comes into the 
shop and asks for some lettuce again. ~he butcher tells him, look, I 
told you yesterday, we don't sell lettuce. You need the greengrocer's. I 

The rabbit comes in the next day and asks the butcher again, Have you 
got any lettuce? The butcher goes mad. He says, Look I'm sick of this. 
How many times do I have to tell you I don't sell lettuce? If you come 
in here again asking for lettuce I'm going to nail your ears to the floor. 
The next day the rabbit comes in and asks the butcher, Have you got 
any nails? Nails? No.' 'Right, 'the rabbit says, 'Have you got any 
lettuce?' 

. 
0-,Sl .• wl .JI j I;,;" ulS.l .,. o~y Lo ' ~I &. 'i wt u-~~ & ~I ~ ~I 
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~! wpl _,l ' ~I t:/1 ~ ..,..~ ..!I fa.I ,J ½-'>; • _)A ,.s ' _)A "JI 1:,. .::..;.. .iii ~ 

tL::JI r.H' ~ ~4-- '-:,iJ)il ~ . u:a}il . .J ..>:--WL ~l ,-.... L ·I -
~ 

i.,,-- - • - ~ (.Sy. oy. U4 

~ J-A ijJ • ~ )ii .l.) " 'i " yt-:.ill y4,.l " f _»,aL-~ JA • '--l~I i1 
. (Jl.i.MJ 

In the examples above pragmatic humour in no: ( 6 ) results from 

A's conclusion that the dog belongs to B and that it does not bite and 

in no. (7) from the Butcher's belief that the rabbit was in fact asking 

about nails. 

Apart from the use of different cohesive devices to establish 

· linkage, my proposed translation of examples ( 6 ) and ( 7 ) 

demonstrates that the content and gramrnat~cal structure and style of 

the original 'text can b'e preserved thereby securing referential and 
' 

pragmatic equjvalence . More importantly, the humour of the source 

text is perfectly retained. This is due to the fact that the text is "static" 

not departing from the norm , hence it requires the least intervention 

on the part of the translator and literal translation appears to be 

appropriate and achieves its goal. 

Cultural humour 

Newmark (1995: 94) defines culture as the way of life and its 

manifestations that are peculiar to a community that uses a particular 

language as its means of expression. Consequently, translation 

involving heterogeneous cultural and linguistic systems is different 
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, 

from translation between related languages belonging to the same I cultural sphere in that the difficulties are greater (Wakabayashi, 
1991 : 420). Besides, for any cultural translation to be successful, it has 

to take into account all the different values and thought patterns and 
even logic of the source text. It depends on how much of the source 
language culture can be imposed on the target language structure in 
order for the communication to be effective and the language to be 

natural. Failing to do that will only result in the breakdown of 
communication. The following humour is an illustration of cultural 

difference: 

(8) Manchester children all follow United, 
because their mothers tell them to stay 

away from The Maine Road 
(9) There were paratroopers showing the Californian 

around their native city o( New York. They 
decided that he could. best see it and avoid traffic 

by jumping out of a plane, so they took him up and 
all prepared to parachute. They told him, , After 

you jump, count to ten and then pull the cord' 
· .Well, he jumped but fell to the ground before 
pulling the cord. When the paratroopers landed, 
they beard, emitting from beneath a haystack,: 

• • SIX ••••• seven •.... 
' 

eight •..•. 

( adapted from 
Raphelson -West (1989: 132 ). 
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When translating examples (8) and (9) into Arabic, they will 

be perfectly comprehended, but there is no way for the reader or 

hearer to know the ambiguity in' the Maine Road' , the ho~e of 

Manchester City football ground nor will he know about the speaking 

.habits of the people in California and New York in that the 

stereotypical New Yorker speaks fast and the stereotypical Californian 

speaks slowly. Untranslatability here is due to the absence in the target 

language culture of a relevant situational · feature for the source 

language. text i.e. the location of Manchester United football ground 

in ( 8 )and the speaking habits of the people. of California and New 

_York in (? ) .This cultural hegemony leaves the translator with the 

option of either ."domesticating" the joke i.e. to express it in a way 

familiar to the target language reader or hearer being aware that the 

socio-cultural match is lacking in the target language. This is maximal 

intervention or "foreignizing" of the Joke where the translator decides 

.. to make concessions to the culture of the source text making it_ entiretr 

visible to the target language reader or hearer - (minimal 

intervention) through providing a gloss to compensate for the cultural 

gap, however this would also serve the purpose of demonstrating what 

jokes are like in American or British culture. Whether the translator 

opts' for the first or 'the second procedure to bridge the gap of culture 

is as Chau ( 1984 ) puts it left for the skill and intuition of individual 

translators. 
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Conclusion · . . . The language of humour ts highly motivated and relies heavily 

00 
deliberately devised structural complexity and semantic ambiguity 

.To appreciate it the reader ·or hearer has to go through the process of 
analysis in his mind and work out the pragmatic meaning. The 
translator being the mediator is required to create approximately a 
similar impact and response to that of the original environment 
through transcending the difficulties inherent in not only the 
grammatical, semantic, pragmatic, and cultural features of the 
original, but also in the aesthetic and stylistic features represented in 
skillfully manipulated ambiguities, puns, rhyming sounds 

' morphemes, words and context. 

On the basis of the foregoing analysis of r:ndering English 
humour into Arabic- admittedly selective and based on a restricted 
sample of English humorous utteran~es-two main types may be 
distinguished within linguistic humour: the first type is the 
'standardised' which infringes the norms of the source language and 
reveals striking discrepancies with the target language and the second 
type · is the 'nonstandarised' which does not. The former is the most 
difficult to translate being dynamic and language-specific and 
therefore, requires a greater degree of intervention on the part of the 
translator. The latter type is relatively easy to manage since it involves 
an overlap of semantic a~nd pragmatic meanings and formal 
equivalence is feasible. Some procedures for dealing with the two 
types were suggested. 
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Cultural humour, on the other hand, is transferable only if the 

cultural features are diffused and gain currency globally, otherwise 

they have to be explained with background infonnation in which case 

it would be at the expense of humour and would only serve to show 

what humour is like in the foreign language. Sometimes, it would be · 

more effective to replace the whole utterance with target language 

humour. 
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