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Abstract 

Stand-up comedy builds humour less through what is said than through what audiences are invited to infer, 

which places it at the intersection of stylistics and pragmatics. Previous research has largely examined humour 

through either a stylistic or a pragmatic lens, leaving the interaction between the two underexplored. This 

study investigates how foregrounding, in the sense developed by Leech and Short (2007), and conversational 

implicature, as theorised by Grice (1975), interact in the construction and interpretation of humour in British 

stand-up comedy. An integrated Stylistic-Pragmatic Model is proposed, synthesising foregrounding, the 

Cooperative Principle, Verschueren’s (1999) contextual adaptation, and Attardo’s (1994) incongruity-

resolution into a single four-level analytical procedure. The model is applied to a purposive sample of fifteen 

excerpts drawn from three performances: Jimmy Carr’s Funny Business (2016), Ricky Gervais’s Humanity 

(2018), and a compilation of Milton Jones’s appearances on Live at the Apollo (BBC). Semantic deviation 

underlies the foregrounding in all fifteen excerpts, realised through a varied repertoire of devices; all four 

Gricean maxims occur as primary flouts, with Quality dominant in ten excerpts; and every implicature 

recovered is particularised rather than generalised. Interpretation is resolved chiefly in the mental and social 

worlds, with no excerpt resolved primarily in the physical world. The findings indicate that foregrounding and 

implicature function as ordered, interdependent stages rather than as parallel devices. 
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1. Introduction 

Humour in stand-up comedy rarely resides in the literal content of what a comedian says. A punchline 

typically works by making a linguistic feature unexpectedly prominent and by leaving part of its meaning for 

the audience to recover. The first of these operations belongs to stylistics and the second to pragmatics, which 

is why an account drawn from only one of the two disciplines tends to describe half of the mechanism. 

Stylistic research on humour has long recognised that deviation from a linguistic norm attracts attention 

(Leech, 1969; Leech & Short, 2007), while pragmatic research has shown that speakers routinely mean more 

than they say and that hearers recover the surplus by assuming cooperation (Grice, 1975). What remains less 

well understood is how these two processes relate to each other in an actual comedic performance: whether 
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stylistic prominence merely accompanies pragmatic inference, or whether it systematically prepares and 

directs it. 

The present study addresses that question. It proposes an integrated Stylistic-Pragmatic Model and applies it 

to fifteen excerpts from three British stand-up performances in order to answer three questions. First, how is 

foregrounding realised through deviation and parallelism in the selected performances? Second, how are 

conversational maxims flouted, and what implicatures arise from those flouts? Third, how do foregrounding, 

maxim flouting, contextual adaptation, and incongruity-resolution interact in the interpretation of the joke? 

2. Theoretical Background 

2.1 Foregrounding 

Foregrounding refers to the linguistic prominence that arises when a feature departs from an established norm 

or repeats a pattern with unusual regularity. Leech (1969) and Leech and Short (2007) distinguish deviation, 

in which a linguistic rule or expectation is broken, from parallelism, in which a structure is repeated so 

insistently that it becomes salient. Deviation may operate at any level of the code, including the phonological, 

graphological, lexical, syntactic and semantic; semantic deviation, where a word or phrase is used in a way 

that conflicts with its ordinary sense, is of particular relevance to the analysis of jokes. 

2.2 The Cooperative Principle and Conversational Implicature 

Grice (1975) argues that conversation proceeds on the assumption that participants cooperate, an assumption 

articulated through the maxims of Quality, Quantity, Relation and Manner. When a speaker conspicuously 

flouts a maxim while remaining cooperative at a deeper level, the hearer infers an implicature: a meaning 

communicated without being stated. Grice distinguishes generalised implicatures, which arise by default, from 

particularised implicatures, which depend on the specific circumstances of the utterance. Stand-up comedy is 

a natural site for such inference, since the comedian says what is patently false, irrelevant, insufficient or 

obscure and relies on the audience to reconstruct the intended meaning. 

2.3 Contextual Adaptation and Incongruity-Resolution 

Recovering an implicature requires contextual resources. Verschueren (1999) models these as three correlates: 

the mental world of cognitive frames, assumptions and expectations; the social world of shared cultural 

knowledge, conventions and attitudes; and the physical world of situational circumstances. Attardo (1994), 

working within the incongruity-resolution tradition, describes humour as the recognition of two incompatible 

interpretations and their reconciliation through a pivot that belongs to both. The two accounts are 

complementary: context supplies the material with which an apparent incongruity is resolved. 

2.4 Related Research and the Gap 

Existing pragma-stylistic research tends to apply a single framework to a single discourse type. Ali (2025) and 

Mahmood (2022) adopt pragma-stylistic approaches to political and literary discourse respectively; Sun 

(2022) analyses foregrounding in advertising; Schwarz (2010) and Quirk (2011) examine stand-up from 

linguistic and sociological perspectives; Smith (2015) reads a stand-up set as comedic sociology; and 

Wawrzyniuk (2021) approaches stand-up through the General Theory of Verbal Humour. Valuable as these 

studies are, none provides a single procedure in which a stylistic trigger, a pragmatic flout, the contextual 
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resources required for interpretation, and the resolution of the resulting incongruity are traced within one 

analysis. That is the gap the present model addresses. 

3. The Integrated Stylistic-Pragmatic Model 

The proposed model organises four established frameworks into an ordered analytical sequence rather than 

treating them as separate layers. It does not assume that a given foregrounding device produces a given maxim 

flout; it provides a structured procedure for establishing whether, and how, such relationships arise in the data. 

Figure 1 sets out the model. 

Figure 1 

The Integrated Stylistic-Pragmatic Analytical Model 

 

Note. The model synthesises Leech and Short (2007), Grice (1975), Verschueren (1999), and Attardo (1994). 

Levels Three and Four operate jointly at the moment of resolution and are applied together as a single 

synthesis stage. 

Level One identifies the stylistic trigger. Instances of semantic deviation, together with parallelism and any 

relevant intertextual deviation, are located and examined against the linguistic, conversational or textual 

background that makes them salient. 

Level Two examines the pragmatic consequence of that prominence. The analysis establishes whether the 

foregrounded feature is associated with a departure from the Gricean maxims, identifies the primary maxim 

flouted where more than one is in play, and states the implicature that can reasonably be recovered, 

distinguishing particularised from generalised implicature. 

Level Three examines the contextual resources on which that recovery depends, using Verschueren’s (1999) 

mental, social and physical correlates, which are weighted according to their relevance in each excerpt rather 

than assumed to operate equally. 

Level Four examines how the audience reconciles the competing interpretations established in the preceding 

stages, following Attardo (1994), and how that reconciliation produces the humorous effect. 
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4. Method 

The study adopts a qualitative design supported by a descriptive quantitative component. The corpus consists 

of fifteen humorous excerpts, five from each of three British stand-up performances: Jimmy Carr’s Funny 

Business (2016), Ricky Gervais’s Humanity (2018), and a compilation of Milton Jones’s appearances on Live 

at the Apollo (BBC), drawn from Series 7 (2011) and Series 9 (2013). The three performers were selected for 

the contrast between condensed one-liner construction and extended satirical narrative. 

Excerpts were selected by purposive sampling for their linguistic richness rather than for their 

representativeness, and not on the basis of any foregrounding device or maxim flout known in advance. 

Material that was predominantly non-verbal, including improvised audience interaction and physical comedy, 

was excluded, since the object of analysis is verbal humour construction. All excerpts were transcribed 

verbatim from the official recordings. 

Each excerpt was then analysed through the four levels of the model in sequence. Following the individual 

analyses, descriptive frequency counts were compiled for foregrounding devices, primary maxims flouted, 

implicature types and dominant contextual correlates. These counts are descriptive rather than inferential: with 

fifteen excerpts they summarise the corpus and permit comparison across performers, but they support no 

claim of statistical generalisation. 

A methodological point deserves comment. A solo stand-up performance is not literally dialogic, so the 

applicability of a conversational framework requires justification. The performance is nevertheless treated as 

communicative: the comedian designs utterances for an audience whose uptake is anticipated, and audience 

laughter offers observable evidence that an utterance was received as humorous, though it cannot on its own 

establish the inferential route by which the audience arrived at that reception. 

5. Analysis 

5.1 Quality as Trigger: The Paranormal Book Release 

Carr’s one-liner runs: I recently wrote a book about poltergeists. And I’m pleased to say it is flying off the 

shelves (Funny Business, 2016). 

At Level One the foregrounded expression is the idiom flying off the shelves, made salient through semantic 

deviation in the form of a pun. In ordinary use the phrase is a dead metaphor for brisk sales whose component 

words are no longer read literally. The word poltergeist in the set-up quietly revives them, planting a 

supernatural frame that lies dormant until the punchline activates it. 

At Level Two the trigger is a flout of Quality. Taken literally, the claim that books launch themselves from 

shelves under paranormal force is impossible, and the audience registers this at once. Manner is strained as 

well, since the idiom briefly sustains both of its senses, but the ambiguity merely holds the two readings open 

while the manifest falsehood does the decisive work. The recovered implicature is particularised: it depends 

on the poltergeist frame established two clauses earlier and would not arise from the idiom alone. 

At Level Three interpretation turns on the mental world. The physical world supplies the inert backdrop of 

bookshops in which books plainly do not move by themselves, and the social world supplies the idiom’s 

currency in publishing; but the decisive operation is the cognitive reactivation of the literal sense of a dead 

metaphor. At Level Four two scripts open simultaneously, commercial success and supernatural movement, 
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and the audience is never required to choose between them, because one expression belongs to both. 

Recognising the double membership is itself the resolution. 

5.2 Manner as Trigger: The Festive Collision 

A second excerpt shows a different route to inference: Last time we had a white Christmas, I made snow 

angels. I skidded on some ice and took out three pedestrians (Funny Business, 2016). 

Here two devices combine at Level One. Syntactic parallelism, the repeated first-person pronoun with past-

tense verbs, establishes a narrative rhythm that carries the audience towards the punchline, while semantic 

deviation strikes through snow angels. At Level Two the primary flout is of Manner rather than Quality: the 

phrasal verb took out hovers between a harmless and a violent sense, and that local ambiguity works 

backwards to destabilise snow angels, suspending an innocent and a grim reading side by side. The anecdote 

is of course invented, so Quality is technically in play, but falsehood is not what prompts the audience’s 

search; the engineered ambiguity is. 

At Levels Three and Four the reinterpretation is executed in the mental world, supported by physical 

knowledge of how a body slides on ice and social knowledge of Christmas nostalgia. A childhood script and a 

traffic-accident script collide, and the phrase snow angels, an innocent winter pastime in one and a spread-

eagled casualty in the other, allows the audience to hold both together rather than discard either. 

The contrast between the two excerpts is analytically important. Both are one-liners by the same performer 

and both are foregrounded through semantic deviation, yet the inferential work is triggered in one case by 

impossibility and in the other by ambiguity. The stylistic level alone does not predict the pragmatic level; it 

prepares it. 

5.3 Corpus-Level Patterns 
Across the fifteen excerpts, semantic deviation is the underlying foregrounding mechanism in every case, 

realised through a varied repertoire of devices, as Table 1 shows. 

Table 1 
Foregrounding Devices Identified Across the Fifteen Excerpts 

Device Carr Gervais Jones Total 

Semantic deviation (umbrella category) 5 5 5 15 

Defeated expectancy 1 4 3 8 

Parallelism (syntactic/structural) 1 1 0 2 

Intertextual (external) deviation 1 0 1 2 

Personification 0 2 0 2 

Cross-domain transfer 1 0 0 1 

Referential narrowing and correction 0 1 0 1 

Hyperbolic escalation 0 1 0 1 

Idiom literalisation 0 0 1 1 

Self-cancelling entailment 0 0 1 1 

Narrative ellipsis 0 0 1 1 

Note. Devices co-occur within single excerpts, so the columns sum to more than five per performer. 

All four maxims occur as primary flouts, but their distribution is uneven and differs by performer, as Table 2 

shows. 
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Table 2 

Primary Maxim Flouted by Performer 

Primary maxim Carr Gervais Jones Total 

Quality 3 4 3 10 

Manner 1 0 1 2 

Relation 1 1 0 2 

Quantity 0 0 1 1 

Every implicature recovered in the corpus is particularised; no generalised implicature was identified in any 

excerpt. The contextual resources on which recovery depends are likewise unevenly distributed, as Table 3 

shows. 

Table 3 

Dominant Contextual Correlate by Performer 

Dominant world Carr Gervais Jones Total 

Social world 3 2 3 8 

Mental world 2 3 2 7 

Physical world 0 0 0 0 

Note. The physical world contributes background information in several excerpts but is not the decisive 

correlate in any of them. 

6. Discussion 

Three findings deserve emphasis. The first is the dominance of semantic deviation. Every excerpt is 

foregrounded semantically, yet the devices through which that deviation is realised differ widely, from idiom 

literalisation and polysemy activation to personification, intertextuality, hyperbolic escalation and narrative 

ellipsis. Foregrounding in stand-up therefore functions less as a fixed inventory of devices than as a general 

principle of linguistic salience that can be realised in many ways. 

The second is that Quality dominates as the primary flout, accounting for ten of the fifteen excerpts, while 

Quantity occurs only once. This suggests that the most economical route to inference in condensed comic 

speech is the manifest falsehood, which is registered immediately and requires no accumulation of discourse. 

It is nonetheless striking that all four maxims are represented, and that the distribution varies between 

performers: Carr and Jones, superficially similar as one-liner comedians, differ in their reliance on ambiguity 

and informational shortfall respectively. Comedic architecture alone does not determine the linguistic 

mechanism a comedian favours. 

The third is the uniformity of implicature type. That every implicature is particularised follows from the 

nature of the genre: a joke is designed so that its inference is unavailable without the local context the set-up 

has just built. This is also why the contextual level cannot be treated as optional. Resolution occurs chiefly in 

the mental world, where a frame is reactivated or revised, and in the social world, where shared cultural 

knowledge is required; the physical world supplies background but is never decisive. 

Taken together, the patterns support a sequential rather than a parallel relationship. Foregrounding establishes 

salience, the flout creates an inferential problem, the contextual correlates supply the resources for solving it, 
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and resolution of the incongruity yields the humorous effect. The relationship is systematic without being 

deterministic: no foregrounding device maps onto a single maxim across the corpus, and the same device may 

trigger different flouts in different excerpts. 

7. Conclusion 

This study set out to establish how foregrounding and conversational implicature interact in British stand-up 

comedy, and proposed an integrated Stylistic-Pragmatic Model in order to trace that interaction within a single 

analytical procedure. Applied to fifteen excerpts, the model showed that semantic deviation underlies 

foregrounding throughout, that all four Gricean maxims are flouted with Quality predominating, that every 

implicature recovered is particularised, and that resolution is achieved chiefly through mental and social 

contextual resources. 

The corpus is small and purposive, and the findings are offered as hypotheses for testing at scale rather than as 

generalisations about British stand-up comedy. Extending the model to a larger corpus, to comedic traditions 

outside Britain, and to reception data capable of showing whether audiences recover the implicatures the 

analysis attributes to them would each provide a useful check on the account developed here. 
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