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Abstract

Metaphors, particularly polysemous ones, are powerful linguistic tools that generate humor by
juxtaposing meanings, creating unexpected connections, and revealing incongruities. Unlike
similes, which explicitly compare with "like" or "as," metaphors directly equate two concepts,
often producing comic effects when polysemy adds layers of interpretation. This article
explores the humorous potential of polysemous metaphors, focusing on their cognitive and
cultural dimensions. Through a detailed analysis of examples, the article demonstrates how
metaphorical polysemy can evoke laughter, enhance communication, and enrich creative
language use.
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Introduction
Metaphors, as figurative expressions, are fundamental to human thought and communication.
Their ability to transfer meaning from one domain to another not only aids comprehension but
also serves as a fertile ground for humor. Polysemous metaphors, which derive their humoristic
power from a word’s multiple related meanings, are particularly intriguing. By inviting
audiences to reinterpret language in unexpected ways, these metaphors create amusing and
often absurd mental images.

For instance, the metaphor “He’s a shark in business” humorously capitalizes on the predatory
connotations of "shark,” mapping them onto human traits of aggressiveness and
competitiveness. The humor emerges from the incongruity of equating a human with an aquatic
predator, amplified by the multiple interpretations of "shark™ as both literal and figurative.
This article investigates how polysemous metaphors generate humor, examining theoretical
foundations, linguistic manifestations, and practical applications in communication and
teaching.

Polysemy, the phenomenon of a single word having multiple related meanings, often amplifies
the humorous potential of metaphors. Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980) conceptual metaphor theory
explains how metaphors transfer meaning from concrete to abstract domains, while polysemy
introduces ambiguity and interpretative flexibility. For example, the word mouse in the
metaphor “He'’s as quiet as a mouse” evokes its zoological meaning, but when used in a
context involving technology (“He’s a wizard with a mouse”), it shifts to its digital sense.
These overlapping meanings create room for humor when the metaphorical mapping
unexpectedly merges or contrasts interpretations.
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The incongruity theory of humor provides a useful framework for understanding the comedic
appeal of polysemous metaphors. Incongruity arises when an expression challenges
expectations or combines unrelated ideas in surprising ways. In metaphors, this incongruity
often stems from the clash between literal and figurative meanings, producing a humorous
effect.

Consider the metaphor “Time is money.” 1ts humor emerges when one interprets it too literally,
imagining clocks or hours as coins or bills. The interplay between the practical and absurd
creates a mental jolt, eliciting laughter. Polysemous metaphors often generate humor by
juxtaposing their literal and figurative meanings. For instance, in the metaphor “He’s a
bulldozer in negotiations,” the word "bulldozer" can be interpreted literally as a piece of
machinery or figuratively as a person who is forceful and unrelenting. The humor lies in
visualizing a person behaving like a literal bulldozer—flattening everything in their path during
a negotiation.

Humorous polysemous metaphors frequently rely on hyperbole to exaggerate traits or
characteristics. For example, the metaphor “She’s got a mountain of work” humorously
magnifies the quantity of work by equating it to a physical mountain. The mental image of
someone trying to climb a literal "mountain” of papers adds a layer of absurdity, making the
metaphor amusing while still communicating the intended message.

Some metaphors derive humor from connecting unrelated or surprising concepts. The metaphor
“His ideas are dinosaurs” humorously suggests that someone’s ideas are outdated and extinct,
but it also invites a literal interpretation where ideas are imagined as lumbering prehistoric
creatures. This blending of intellectual critique with playful imagery highlights the creative
potential of polysemous metaphors. Idiomatic metaphors often feature polysemy that produces
humor when taken literally. The phrase “He spilled the beans” typically means revealing a
secret, but imagining someone literally spilling a container of beans creates a comical visual
incongruity. This double-layered interpretation is a hallmark of humorous metaphorical
polysemy.

Metaphors such as “The cat’s out of the bag” achieve humor through the absurdity of their
literal interpretation. While the idiom refers to a secret being revealed, the metaphor invites a
humorous image of a cat escaping confinement, underscoring the playful nature of polysemous
metaphors in everyday communication.

Writers often use polysemous metaphors to create layered humor. In Shakespeare’s Twelfth
Night, the character Malvolio interprets metaphors literally, as when he mistakes a letter’s
metaphorical references for direct instructions, leading to comedic misunderstandings. Such
moments showcase how polysemous metaphors enrich literary humor.Advertising frequently
uses polysemous metaphors to engage audiences and evoke humor. The slogan “We’ll make
your headaches disappear” (for a pharmaceutical product) uses "headaches™ both literally and
metaphorically to refer to physical pain and life’s challenges. The dual meaning invites
consumers to view the product as a solution for both types of problems, with a touch of humor.
Polysemous metaphors can be ambiguous, leading to misinterpretation or unintended humor.
For example, the metaphor “He’s a snake” might humorously suggest someone is slithering
or sneaky, depending on the context. Without clear cues, the intended meaning may be lost or
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misunderstood. Cultural differences in metaphorical associations can hinder the translation of
humorous polysemous metaphors. For instance, the metaphor “He’s a fox” in English
humorously conveys cleverness, while in other cultures it might imply slyness or deceit,
altering the intended humorous tone. Translators must adapt such metaphors to preserve both
meaning and comedic effect.

Teaching polysemous metaphors with humorous potential can enhance language learners’
understanding of figurative language and cultural nuances. Activities such as identifying and
interpreting metaphors in context, or creating their own humorous metaphors, can deepen
learners’ appreciation of linguistic creativity.

Humorous metaphors in advertising and media capture attention and foster emotional
connections with audiences. For instance, metaphors like “This car is a beast” humorously
convey power and durability, making them memorable and impactful in promotional contexts.
The study of humorous polysemous metaphors offers opportunities for interdisciplinary
research, particularly in the fields of linguistics, psychology, and artificial intelligence. Future
studies could explore how polysemous metaphors are processed in the brain, examining the
interplay between humor, cognition, and figurative language.

Humorous polysemous metaphors enrich language with creativity, wit, and relatability. By
juxtaposing meanings, exaggerating traits, and inviting unexpected interpretations, they evoke
laughter and enhance communication. This article has explored the theoretical underpinnings,
linguistic manifestations, and practical applications of polysemous metaphors, highlighting
their significance in everyday language, literature, and media.

Understanding and appreciating the humor embedded in polysemous metaphors not only
fosters linguistic competence but also bridges cultural and cognitive divides. As research and
innovation continue, the humorous potential of these metaphors will remain a vibrant area of
study and application.
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