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The author of this paper proposes to present the outcome of research undertaken in collaboration with a fellow colleague and researcher in computational linguistics, Professor Ruslan Mitkov. The research forms part of a pilot study which exploits for the first time the interaction between Discourse (Centering) and Pragmatics (Humour in English).

The author aims to discuss the role and impact of centering on the interpretation of English texts as humorous. Centering is a theory about discourse cohesion and is based on the idea that each utterance features a topically most prominent entity called center. Centering regards utterances which continue the topic of preceding utterances as more coherent than utterances which feature a (or flag up an impending) topic shift.

In particular, Rule 1 in centering says that if some element in the next utterance is pronominalised, then the center of the current utterance is pronominalised in the next utterance too.

Violation of this rule triggers discourses that are more difficult to process and are often regarded as humorous. The validity of Rule 1 in centering will be considered, as well as the frequency of its violation, and the effect of the violation on the interpretation of the text as humorous. This paper will also present an analysis of the influence and interaction of different factors (e.g. syntactic preferences, real-world knowledge, transitions in centering) that render the text more difficult to process and more importantly, more humorous.

This analysis will be based on the study of a small corpus of suitable texts - mostly based on the British Spoken Corpus -, marked for center location and transitions using annotation software, specially developed for the study. Humorous instances will be identified and the center movements of the relevant utterances will be investigated.
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