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Puns, particularly in English, have figured prominently in humour research.Whole books have been written on the topic, and most examples of computer-generated jokes are puns. In spite of this, there are no clear definitions of what constitutes a pun, and some of the widely accepted generalisations about puns could be contested. In particular, it is often asserted that all puns involve ambiguity and depend for their effect on the interplay between two senses. There are examples which cast doubt on these claims.

As part of a wider programme to develop precise formal descriptions of classes of jokes (to the level of detail where computer implementation would be feasible), I have formulated a general definition for the structure of a relatively common type of pun, as follows:

An utterance U constitutes a linguistically normal paradigmatic pun iff U contains a substring T, lexically analysed as a sequence of words P, and there is a text string T' phonetically similar or identical to T, such that both the following hold:

a) either: U is appropriate to the context 

or: U with T' substituted for T is appropriate to the context

b) if T = T' : there is a different lexical analysis P' of T' such that:

either: P' groups together portions which are separate in P

or: the concepts in P' are semantically linked to the context 

c) if T ( T' : P' forms a complete and recognisable linguistic unit  (a word or a well-known phrase)

This definition does not cover:

· Syntagmatic puns: texts in which two or more similar words or phrases occur near each other, where it is unclear what factor transforms mere similarity and proximity into a pun;

· Linguistically abnormal puns: where neither of the similar strings seem to render the text fully appropriate to the context, so that it is hard to specify these using conventional linguistic constructs;

· Reinterpretation jokes: where an ambiguity in the set-up allows the punchline to show up a hidden meaning, thus giving rise to rather different structural patterns;

· Non-phonetic puns: jokes based on other forms of similarity (e.g. spelling), which appear to behave very differently;

· Bilingual puns: where the two similar textstrings are in different languages, a case postponed for the moment.

Such a structural definition does not attempt to offer an explanation of  why such linguistic configurations are funny. The aim here is to clarify the nature of the phenomenon in an empirically accurate manner, thereby allowing deeper questions of `why' to be asked from a sounder base.

