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Abstract. This study investigated how Internet users construct a sense of ambiguity 

in the English language to make funny jokes through Internet memes. Its aim was to 

examine the ambiguity types which stimulated humor in internet jokes. The jokes in-

vestigated were images presented with puns that were shared in public through an 

online platform called 9GAG. The research method applied was the qualitative 

method. The data, consisting of 50 jokes, were selected from the online 9GAG plat-

form and listed by their categories. The researchers analyzed the categorized jokes 

using an observation table and drew up the formula of each sentence based on the 

categories identified. The categorization of ambiguities in this research was decided 

based on the semantic theory of ambiguity, which consisted of lexical, referential and 

syntactic ambiguities. The results showed that lexical ambiguity dominated the popu-

larity of language construction used as ambiguous jokes, numbering 29 jokes (56%). 

It is followed by 14 (30%) syntactic ambiguities and seven (14%) referential ambigu-

ities. The results revealed that lexical ambiguities involving the literal and figurative 

meanings of homonyms were frequently used to make jokes in the Internet memes. 

Such ambiguities could produce a humorous effect and cause some confusion about 

the language used. However, the study had limitations, one of which was the limited 
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use of samples. Future research into lexical ambiguities should considerably increase 

the number of samples.  
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Introduction 

Ambiguity is a phenomenon when a 

word or its combinations have multiple mean-

ings. It can be caused by unclear quantifica-

tion, coordination, or negotiation of the mean-

ing of language construction (Aulia, 2017). 

This phenomenon is one of the concerns in 

semantics that contribute to ideas of how lan-

guage, as a medium of communication, can be 

understood or misunderstood based on its 

construction performed by its users. Occa-

sionally, language users may deliver words or 

sentences indicating different language literal 

meanings and users’ interpretations (Powell 

et al., 2019). This happens because language 

users can creatively use language in many 

ways. In this case, ambiguity presents the 

phenomenon of rich language variation relat-

ed to the trade-in information it brings (Tang, 

2022). Thus, it is quite possible for some con-

texts and occasions that unspecific or unclear 

meanings appear in spoken or written lan-

guage (Belfahri, 2021; Hariyatmi, 2023). It is 

acceptable as a phenomenon in creative com-

munication since language is rich, and lan-

guage users can be creative in constructing 

the language they use. Therefore, the trend of 

using ambiguity for jokes on the internet can 

be a part of linguistic studies, especially in 

semantics. 

Creative communication has been ac-

celerated through the proliferation of techno-

logical platforms (Ardi & Rianita, 2022; 

Seredina & Dekhnich, 2022; Zhang et al., 

2019). One prevalent form of creative lan-

guage to communicate is a pun. Puns are 

wordplays created by individuals to construct 

language-based jokes. They rely on ambiguity 

to produce a humorous effect (Ahrens, 2018). 

Puns create an enjoyable emotional sense of 

understanding of language (Kryva, 2021) be-

cause they often utilize ordinary words and 

contexts to reflect literal and additional mean-

ings. They are widely used on the internet to 

entertain people through humorous ambigu-

ous jokes. Depending on the users ' creativity, 

they can be formed lexically, referentially, 

and/or syntactically, resulting in predicted and 

unpredicted meanings of image captions. 

Despite the pivotal use of technology as 

a medium of communication in this digital era 

and the prevalence of puns as a form of crea-

tive language on the internet, there is a need 

to understand how the creative construction of 

puns contributes to the production and inter-

pretation of humorous ambiguous jokes. 

Hence, the present research aims to explore 

the relationship between language organiza-

tion and the nature of meaning by examining 

ambiguous meanings in internet jokes. The 

main focus is language-based ambiguous 

jokes and their connection to meaningful 

communication. The novelty of this study lies 

in the analysis of the subtleties of lexical, ref-

erential, and syntactic ambiguity present in 

humorous Internet memes. Being a phenome-

non of mass culture and a way of communica-

tion, Internet memes, due to their illustrative 

nature, provide a better understanding of hu-

mor, complementing the statement with vivid 

imagery of the communicative situation. 

Since ambiguous language influences people's 

understanding and emotions, it is essential to 

clarify its meaning. Therefore, this study is 

relevant in the gamut of linguistics and com-

munication because it sheds light on how lan-

guage is creatively used and interpreted in 

online communication involving pragmatic 

aspects. Moreover, it contributes to under-

standing the role of ambiguity in creating hu-

morous effects through multiple meanings, 

enhancing our comprehension of the linguistic 
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mechanisms contributing to humor and how 

humor is conveyed and received in online 

contexts. To achieve these goals, this research 

examines language construction that reveals 

ambiguities in social communication using 

data from a collaborative user-generated 

online platform called 9GAG. The research 

question is as follows: What ambiguous types 

of jokes found in the 9GAG platform stimu-

late the ambiguous sense of jokes in the 

9GAG platform? 

Previous Studies 

Pun ambiguity jokes are popular as en-

tertainment on the internet. Linguistic re-

searchers regard it as a phenomenon that pro-

duces various ways of language construction. 

Diao, Lin, Yang, Fan, Wu, Zhang and Xu 

(2019) researched the reasons for the use of 

ambiguity as jokes on the internet. Ambiguity 

provides a creative and attractive language 

with multiple meanings. Jaroenkitboworn 

(2020) explained the benefit of ambiguous 

jokes on the internet for educational purposes. 

This research found that ambiguity in jokes 

can provide a fun and funny experience to 

learn a language. It can be used as material in 

critical reading, vocabulary, or creative writ-

ing. Bulut and Almabrouk (2020) further dis-

cussed ambiguities as a kind of wordplay that 

presents rhetorical effects for its recipients. Its 

implementation represents its users’ creativity 

in playing with language construction to draw 

meanings. Furthermore, Ma’yuuf and Nashaat 

(2021) explained that language ambiguity can 

be derived from double interpretations of its 

actual and humorous meaning and they ar-

gued that double interpretation of language 

construction can be a source for studying se-

mantics. Identically, Dewi (2021) examined 

ambiguity deeper as a semantic phenomenon 

that could lead to a breakdown in communica-

tion and misunderstanding. It revealed that the 

literal meaning of the language used is under 

the user’s authority, not the recipients’ inter-

pretation.  

The previous research proved that using 

language ambiguity constructions as puns are 

useful for language studies in semantics. 

Studying jokes about language ambiguity 

contributed to the development of both indi-

vidual and social language understanding. For 

learners, ambiguous jokes provide a pleasant 

atmosphere for learning engagement. Thus, 

this research focused on the joke creating 

technique to stimulate the sense of humor in 

their language construction. It covered the 

word structure of language ambiguity and its 

contribution to language ambiguous mean-

ings. 

Firstly, lexical ambiguity appears when 

homonyms are positioned in the same place in 

someone’s utterances (Kreidler, 2002). It is 

usually caused by the natural meaning of 

words that create both a literal and figurative 

sense. This phenomenon focuses on the same 

words that have different meanings in a sen-

tence. In this case, the usage of such words 

should have clear lexical categories and lan-

guage contexts to avoid ambiguity. The lexi-

cal categories and language context are need-

ed as additional information that can define 

the exact meaning of any possible meanings 

of a word (Saputri et al., 2019). An example 

of the formulation that causes lexical ambigu-

ity in a sentence is: 

Sentence : When you realize that waiting for the waiter makes you the waiter 

Focused homonyms : Waiter 

Lexical categories : (Noun) vs (verb + suffix) 

Context : (A job) vs (a person who is waiting) 

Meaning : (A person who serves in a restaurant) vs (a person who is waiting for some-

thing) 

The word waiter in the sentence above 

can have two meanings based on how its user 

adds additional information about it. If its us-

er says (When you realize that waiting for the 

waiter makes you the waiter) (because you 

serve yourself while waiting for him), the 

meaning of the word waiter will be defined as 

a job in which a person serves in a restaurant. 
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Meanwhile, if its user says (When you realize 

that waiting for the waiter makes you the 

waiter) (because you wait for him), the mean-

ing of the word waiter will be defined as a 

person, who is the doer of the action in this 

context, a person who is waiting for some-

thing. Therefore, the lexical categories and the 

context in which a word is used are the main 

determinants that create lexical ambiguity in 

someone’s language use. 

Secondly, referential ambiguity appears 

when speakers and addressees have different 

referents of a referring expression (Kreidler, 

2002). Generally, this phenomenon happens 

when language users use an object that has 

two or more references (Cahyani & Islam, 

2017). This phenomenon can be influenced by 

the use of specific vs unspecific referents, un-

clear anaphora, general vs specific pronoun, 

or distributed reference vs collected reference 

in the word every. The examples of the for-

mulation of referential ambiguity are: specific 

vs unspecific referent. 

 

Sentence  : I wanted to buy a newspaper 

Focused referent : Newspaper 

Specific referent : A single unit  

Unspecific referent : A countable noun that is not mentioned yet 

The sentence above uses the indefinite 

article a that can be used to refer to a word 

that comes after it. It can be a noun that is 

seen as a single unit or as a countable noun 

that is not mentioned yet in the conversation. 

If its user says (I wanted to buy a newspaper) 

(but I couldn’t find it), the word newspaper is 

referring to a specific newspaper as a single 

unit. Meanwhile, if its user says (I wanted to 

buy a newspaper) (but I couldn’t find one), 

the word newspaper is referring to an unspe-

cific newspaper that uses the indefinite article 

to define it as a countable noun.  

The phenomenon of referential ambi-

guity is evaluated as normal in language use, 

because the nature of the referring expressions 

that are present in a language can be used in 

many different contexts and occasions. Thus, 

the speakers’ and the addressees’ perception 

of the context of their conversation is the 

main factor that can invent or avoid referen-

tial ambiguity. 

Thirdly, syntactic ambiguity is the am-

biguity caused by the structural language con-

struction. The sense of ambiguity is stimulat-

ed by the relationship of words that can be 

grouped in multiple ways (Fera, 2019). The 

formulation of the cause of syntactic ambigui-

ty is divided into the surface and the deep 

structure ambiguity (Kreidler, 2002). The sur-

face structure ambiguity is when words in a 

sentence can be grouped into multi-

constructions. It can be influenced by the use 

of coordinators and and or, the combination of 

the coordinate head with a modifier, head with 

a coordinate modifier, head with an inner and 

outer modifier, complement with a modifier, 

two modifiers, or the use of certain function 

words. Meanwhile, deep structure ambiguity 

appears when there is a multi-interpretation of 

a group of words in a sentence. It can be influ-

enced by the combination of a gerund with an 

object, an adjective with an infinitive, or the 

use of an ellipsis. Below is an example of a 

surface structure ambiguity. 

Sentence : We’ll have bacon or sausages and eggs 

Structure 1 : (We’ll have bacon) or (sausages and eggs) 

Structure 2 : We’ll have (bacon or sausages) and (eggs) 

 

The sentence above uses the coordina-

tors and and or which cause the construction 

of the sentence to be structured in two differ-

ent ways. The first structure combination in-

terprets its meaning as we will have only ba-

con or the set of sausages and eggs. Mean-

while, the second structure combination ac-

quires the meaning we will have either a set of 

bacon and eggs or a set of sausages and eggs. 

This kind of multi-construction in a sentence 
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makes the sentence that uses the coordinators 

and and or ambiguous when its users analyze 

it syntactically. Here is an example of a deep 

structure ambiguity. 

Sentence : I like Mary better than Joan 

Structure 1 : (I like Mary better) (than Joan) 

Structure 2 : (I like Mary) (better than Joan) 

The sentence above uses ellipsis in a 

comparative construction. This formulation 

makes the construction of the sentence am-

biguous. If the language users do not use the 

ellipsis in that sentence, the construction can 

be either I like Mary better than Joan likes 

Mary or I like Mary better than I like Joan. 

Thus, the sentence above is syntactically am-

biguous for its multi-interpretation. In this 

case, language users should be strategic in 

using ellipsis considering the context in their 

sentences, because it can bring ambiguous 

meanings when the context is not clear. 

Materials and Method 

The aim of this research is to examine 

the ambiguity types stimulating humor in in-

ternet jokes. The qualitative research method 

was adapted to carry out the analysis of this 

research. In the process of applying the quali-

tative method, this research was done in a sys-

tematic way to present reliable evidence in 

explaining the category of ambiguity (Nassaji, 

2020) by identifying the problem, which is 

the use of ambiguity as jokes, selecting puns 

on the internet as data, analyzing the data, ex-

plaining the results of the analysis, evaluating 

the results and interpreting the results as find-

ings and available for discussion. 

In conducting this research, the re-

searchers analyzed the data collected from the 

9GAG platform. The 9GAG platform was 

chosen since the concept of this platform is to 

provide self-generated content in the form of 

humorous videos and images. Thus, the con-

tent on this platform can show people’s crea-

tivity in using language in a jocular way. The 

researchers chose image-based jokes with the 

keyword “pun” on the 9GAG platform for the 

data of this research in March-April 2022. 

The data collected were analyzed using an 

observation table. The table was used to cate-

gorize language construction and its meaning 

based on the representation of the images 

identified. 

While looking at the results from the 

observation table, the researchers determined 

the word structures, ambiguity types, and am-

biguous interpretations of each pun. The re-

sults were then evaluated descriptively using 

a coding system. At this stage, the researchers 

processed and identified the meanings of am-

biguous sentences in the images collected 

based on the concept of ambiguity (Kreidler, 

2002). Following that, the researchers pre-

sented the findings systematically that re-

vealed how and why the data found resulted 

in ambiguity and provoked the readers’ sense 

of humor. 

Findings and Discussion 

Ambiguity Types Stimulating Humor 

From the 50 selected puns, it was found 

that three types of ambiguity were constructed 

as jokes by the 9GAG users. The lexical am-

biguity dominates the popularity rating by 

standing at 56% appearing in 29 jokes. The 

other types found are syntactic ambiguity 

reaching 30% in 14 jokes and referential am-

biguity standing at 14% occurring in 7 jokes. 

The results showed that the construction of 

language which stimulates ambiguous mean-

ings of a sentence, especially when it focuses 

on homonyms, can provoke people’s sense of 

humor. The explanation of this phenomenon 

is that within the language ambiguity used, 

pun readers can find the unpredictable mean-

ings of the puns that make sense while at the 

same time, that meaning is not the meaning 

that is expected by the readers. 
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Figure 1. Ambiguity Types Stimulating the Sense of Humor 

Lexical Ambiguity 

Lexical ambiguity in puns can provoke 

a sense of humour (Miller & Turkovic, 2016; 

Bobchynets, 2022), because the spelling or 

pronunciation of homonyms can present the 

uniqueness of the language. Since humor is 

closely related to people’s perspective inter-

pretation of interaction (Çopur & Atar, 2022; 

Iivari et al, 2020), the use of homonyms that 

are also commonly found in the daily lan-

guage of people’s interaction can present hu-

mor that people understand. It brings joy to 

people because they know the correct context 

of homonyms used and its interpretation in 

jokes is ambiguously funny and still makes 

sense. 

Figure 2. And It’s Called a Mine. A Mine! 

Sentence  : I’m gonna make you mine 

Focused homonyms : Mine 

Lexical categories : (Possessive pronoun) vs (intransitive verb) 

Context  : (Pronoun) vs (action) 

Meaning  : (Possessive pronoun for I) vs (to dig holes to obtain coal) 

56%

14%

30%

Ambiguity Types that Stimulate the Sense of Humor in Jokes

Lexical Ambiguity Referential Ambiguity Syntactic Ambiguity
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In Figure 2, there are two illustrations 

for one sentence which explain the lexical 

ambiguity that comes along with the word 

mine. This phenomenon appears because the 

word mine belongs to the lexical category of 

the possessive pronoun and intransitive verb. 

Interestingly, the lexical categories of the pos-

sessive pronoun and verb in that sentence can 

be used in the same position. 

The sentence construction in Figure 2 

can be interpreted in two ways based on how 

its users understand its key word meaning and 

lexical category. The key word found in the 

picture above is the word mine. The 

ambiguity is explained when the upper image 

used the word mine as a possessive pronoun 

that refers to the word I. Meanwhile, in the 

lower image, the word mine is used as a verb 

that refers to the activity of retrieving coal in 

the ground. 

In this sentence construction, the 

homonym mine is used to produce a 

humorous effect when the girl in the image 

says yes. At this point, pun readers can 

understand that the interpretation of the 

homonym mine is she is expecting the boy to 

propose to her. Humorously, pun readers find 

that the interpretation of the homonyms mine 

turns out to be an unbelievable surprise when 

the man brings her to a place for mining as 

shown in the lower image. It is not the 

meaning of the word mine that the girl was 

hoping for. 

Figure 3. *Can’t Even Type Title* 

Sentence  : Can you type fast? 

Focused homonyms : Fast  

Lexical categories : (Noun) vs (adverb) 

Context  : (Word) vs (manner) 

Meaning  : (Type the word fast) vs (type something fastly) 

In Figure 3, the lexical ambiguity is in 

the different perceptions between the speaker 

and her addressee about the meaning of the 

homonym fast. The source of this phenome-

non is the lexical categories of the homonym 

fast itself which can be categorized as a noun 

and an adverb. In ambiguous constructions 

like the one presented in the image above, 

these different lexical categories can influence 

the meaning of the homonym fast. In this con-

text, it can produce a humorous effect when 

its users face a misunderstanding of the use of 

that homonym. 

Focusing on the construction of the sen-

tence, in the upper image, pun readers can see 

that the speaker used the word fast as an ad-

verb that explains the manner of typing words 

quickly. However, in the lower image, the ad-

dressee answers the question of the speaker in 

a different context. He assumes that the hom-

onym fast belongs to the lexical category of 

the noun. Thus, he thinks that the question is 

whether or not he can spell the word f-a-s-t. 

In this construction, the homonym fast 

produces a humorous effect when pun readers 

find that the addressee answers the question in 

a different context but they know that he is 



Научный результат. Вопросы теоретической и прикладной лингвистики. Т. 9, №2. 2023 
Research result. Theoretical and Applied Linguistics, 9 (2). 2023 

136

НАУЧНЫЙ  РЕЗУЛЬТАТ. ВОПРОСЫ ТЕОРЕТЙЧЕСКОЙ  Й ПРЙКЛАДНОЙ  ЛЙНГВЙСТЙКЙ 
RESEARCH RESULT. THEORETICAL AND APPLIED LINGUISTICS 

neither right nor wrong. It is hilarious to find 

that rather than thinking about the adverb fast, 

the man considers the homonym fast as the 

noun of the question. The humorous sense is 

in its punchline when pun readers find that the 

man assumes that the context of the question 

is to write the word by spelling f-a-s-t. 

Figure 4. No, It’s Not.1 

Sentence  : Do you need me to sign? 

Focused homonyms : Sign  

Lexical categories : (Verb) vs (verb) 

Context  : (Movement) vs (signature) 

Meaning  : (Use gestures to deliver information) vs (write the name on paper) 

1 https://9gag.com/gag/arnNB77 

In Figure 4, lexical ambiguity appears 

when the man misinterprets the homonym 

sign that the woman uses in her utterance. 

This phenomenon happens because of the 

multiple meanings the homonym sign brings 

to that sentence formation.  Even though the 

lexical category is obviously a verb since the 

construction is in the to-infinitive form, the 

natural meaning of the homonym seems to be 

ambiguous because of the context. The 

woman mentions in the context that she 

should put her signature after receiving a 

consignment. However, the man in the 

context assumes that they can use verbal or 

sign language while communicating.  

Considering the context of the 

conversation, in the upper image, pun readers 

can see that the woman uses the homonym 

sign to ask whether or not she should add her 

signature as proof that she has received the 

consignment. Surprisingly, the man in the 

lower image thinks that the woman is asking 

whether she should communicate in sign 

language or verbally with him.  This pun is an 

example that the meaning of language is 

highly dependent on how its users regard the 

context of the conversation to draw up an 

interpretation. 

The humor in this pun appears when 

pun readers read the caption in the lower 

image. It is hilarious to find the man 

claiming that his hearing is perfect. In fact, 

pun readers know that the meaning of the 

homonym sign that the woman points out is 

to add her signature since she has a 

ballpoint and paper in her hands. However, 

the man just assumes that the woman 

expects him to be a person with impaired 

hearing. Thus, he says no thanks, my 

hearing is perfect to tell the woman that he 

is normal and can communicate verbally 

with her.  

Referential Ambiguity 

Referential ambiguity produces a humorous 

effect by constructing a language structure 

purposively requiring less information about 

the context (Kirner-Ludwig, 2018). Less 

information about the context may confuse 

the speakers’ and addressees’ different 

perceptions of the referent in a sentence. In 

daily conversation, people who are involved 

in a conversation have their own conception  

https://9gag.com/gag/arnNB77
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of the representation of language signs which 

refer to someone or something (Taghiyev, 

2020). In this case, the lack of information 

about the referent may cause some ambiguity 

for them. The funny things happen when 

everyone involved in the conversation reveals 

his or her interpretation of the referent, which 

may be unexpected to the other conversation 

participants. 

Figure 5. To the Point 

Sentence  : Is this her first child? 

Anaphora  : The pronoun this 

Possible referent  : the labour process/ the person who is talking 

In Figure 5, the referential ambiguity 

occurs when the anaphora this seems unclear 

for both the man and the woman. In his first 

sentence, the man offers two referents which 

both can use the anaphora this to avoid repeti-

tion. Those referents are labour and I. In his 

sentence construction, if the sentence that 

comes after it uses the anaphora this, the ref-

erent of the anaphora may be different based 

on his and his addressee’s conception of the 

context of their conversation. 

In the upper image, pun readers can find 

that the man’s utterances concern two matters 

which are his wife going into labour and him-

self. The personal pronoun this is used in the 

woman’s utterance for expressing referential 

ambiguity. It can refer to labour in giving 

birth as the woman assumes or it can refer to 

the man himself as being the husband. In this 

case, pun readers can see that the man and the 

woman cannot deal with the context of their 

conversation. 

In analyzing humor in this pun, there is 

a misunderstanding in the man’s answer in the 

lower image. The joke is that the man, appar-

ently out of excitement, forgetting that he has 

already introduced himself as a husband, mis-

interprets the question of a medical worker 

and introduces himself again, explaining that 

he is not the first child, but the husband. It 

becomes funny since readers cannot blame the 

man for his answer because it also makes 

sense. 
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Figure 6. I wish I could be Ugly for One Day 

Sentence  : I wish I could be ugly for one day 

Focused referent  : One day 

Specific referent  : A single day  

unspecific referent : Sometime in the future 

In Figure 6, the referential ambiguity 

occurs when the speaker in the image plays 

with his expressions to bring different referent 

interpretations to the words one day. In the 

construction of his sentence, the word one can 

be referred to differently when it is combined 

with the word day, because, in daily language, 

people can use the term one day to state the 

number of days or to state sometime in the 

future or past that refers to the time of a situa-

tion. 

In the upper image, the man acts in a 

cool manner while saying I wish I could be 

ugly for one day. In this situation, pun readers 

may think that the man wants to be ugly for 

some unspecific time in the future, because he 

is bored with his cool handsome face. But 

looking at the lower image, pun readers will 

understand that the day that the man refers to 

is a specific number of days he is wishing for. 

With the words, Cuz being it every day is re-

ally sad, pun readers can conclude that one 

day refers to one of many days in the 

man’s life. 

 Humor comes in when the man’s facial 

expression changes and the caption at the bot-

tom of the image explains the meaning of the 

sentence of the upper image. It is funny to 

think that he considers himself a cool hand-

some man who wants to be ugly at a certain 

time in his life but the reality is he wants his 

ugliness to last only for one day because it 

saddens him to be ugly for the whole duration 

of his life. 
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Figure 7. I’ll See Myself out 

Sentence  : Tonight has been amazing, we should have dinner again. 

Focused referent  : Again 

Definite referent  : Tonight  

Indefinite referent : Sometimes 

In Figure 7, the referential ambiguity ap-

pears in the time referent which the speaker 

expresses through the word again. It becomes 

ambiguous because the word again explains 

the repetition of an activity, which is dinner in 

the image above. In this case, language users 

can interpret the time for repeated actions in 

multiple ways. In the image above, ambiguity 

is found in the part when the woman invites 

the man to have dinner some time again, but 

the man thinks she is asking to have dinner 

again that night. This phenomenon happens 

because the woman does not explain the con-

text of the time, she refers to in her language 

construction. 

In the upper image, pun readers find that 

the woman is content with the dinner she had 

with the man. That is why she compliments 

the dinner and suggests they have another 

one. In her language construction, the woman 

says tonight has been amazing, which means 

she is happy about the whole night. Therefore, 

it can be assumed when she suggests having 

another dinner, the time of the dinner is on 

another night indefinitely. However, the man 

seems to have a different interpretation of the 

word again. He loses the context of the time 

that the woman means. As a result, he says 

thanks, but I’m full because he thinks that the 

woman wants to have another dinner right 

there and then.   

Humor comes in when pun readers learn 

that the man has a chance to meet the woman 

for dinner on another night. However, the 

man seems to mess it up by rejecting the 

woman’s offer because he thinks the woman 

is asking him for one more dinner at that giv-

en time. It must be embarrassing for the man 

if that conversation continues in the same 

manner. In this ambiguous joke, pun readers 

can laugh by imagining the man’s reaction 

when he realizes that he has misinterpreted 

the woman’s utterance. 

Syntactical Ambiguity 

People are commonly constructing puns 

within syntactical ambiguity to make jokes 

about a sentence’s meaning (Attardo, 2018). 

This phenomenon is caused by the flexible 

meaning that a word can stand for based on the 

language construction. Thus, syntactic ambigui-

ty is evaluated as a phenomenon that occurs in 

the grammatical category (Okunade, 2021). In 

this kind of ambiguity, humor appears when 

speakers and their addressees rely on different 

structures of the same sentence construction. It 

makes the meaning that is expected by the 

speaker different in the addressee’s interpreta-

tions and brings the conversation round to an 

unexpectedly different context. 
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Figure 8. I Know How to Count! 

Sentence : Yes, I have one that’s just under two 

Structure 1 : Yes, (I have one) (that’s just under two) 

Structure 2 : Yes, (I have) (one that’s just under two) 

In Figure 8, the syntactic ambiguity oc-

curs in the surface structure of the girl’s sen-

tence.  The girl constructs her sentence with I 

have one as the head of the group of words 

along with that’s just under two as its modifi-

er. In this construction, the ambiguity appears 

in the word one that can belong to two differ-

ent groups of words as seen in Structure 1 and 

Structure 2. 

In this case, the girl who deals with the 

meaning of the first construction of the word 

structure interprets the meaning of the sen-

tence as the girl having one child whose age is 

under two. On the other hand, the man, who 

deals with the second construction of the 

word structure interprets the meaning of the 

sentence as the girl having two children and 

informing him that one child is younger than 

the other one. These different meanings both 

make sense since the pause in the sentence 

users’ speech can be varied. 

Based on the analysis, humor in this pun 

appears when pun readers find that the wom-

an answers the man’s question correctly and 

within context. However, it seems that the 

man just assumes that the woman is out of 

context by showing his understanding, while 

in fact, it is him who is out of context in that 

conversation. It is amusing to find the man’s 

unpredictable reaction to the right and in-

context information given by the woman. 
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Figure 9. Now It’s a Yellow Page 

Sentence : Honey, please put mustard on the shopping list 

Structure 1 : (Honey, please put mustard) (on the shopping list) 

Structure 2 : (Honey, please put mustard on) (the shopping list) 

In Figure 9, the syntactic ambiguity oc-

curs in the surface structure when the woman 

uses the phrasal verb put on that adds a cer-

tain function to the language structure con-

struction. The literal meaning of the phrasal 

verb put on is to put things on other things. 

So, it needs two objects when this phrasal 

verb is used in a sentence. However, it can be 

constructed differently based on the context 

where it is used. It is possible to have only 

one object in the sentences and it is also pos-

sible that the meaning is not putting some-

thing on something else because of the con-

text of the language use. 

In Figure 9, the man interprets the 

phrasal verb put on through its literal meaning 

which means he should add mustard to some-

thing to be eaten with. However, the use of 

the phrasal verb put on in that sentence is ac-

tually to include mustard as a thing that wants 

to be bought. Thus, the right thing to do is to 

add the word mustard to the shopping list. 

The context of this conversation is marked by 

the presence of the words shopping list which 

is used to list things that will be bought. Un-

fortunately, the man in the image just ignores 

this context and is ending up doing the literal 

meaning of the sentence in the woman’s in-

struction. 

Humor in this pun appears when pun 

readers can see the man’s action to the in-

struction given by the woman. Naturally, am-

biguity in language can be avoided if people 

can engage in the context of a conversation. 

However, pun readers can see that the man in 

the image just loses the right context and 
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brings out the literal meaning of the woman’s 

sentence. It is hilarious to find him in confu-

sion while looking at the shopping list that is 

covered with mustard. It becomes funnier 

since pun readers learn that the mess on the 

shopping list is caused by himself who mis-

understands the instruction given to him. 

Figure 10. Beaucoup Money 

Sentence : I’d like to buy a bagel with cream cheese 

Structure 1 : (I’d like to buy a bagel) (with cream cheese) 

Structure 2 : (I’d like to buy) (a bagel with cream cheese) 

In Figure 10, the syntactic ambiguity 

occurs in the surface structure when the 

speaker constructs her language with a com-

plement and modifier. In this construction, the 

modifier can be positioned in two formations. 

The first is in the group of words with cream 

cheese and the second is in the group of 

words a bagel with cream cheese. In this case, 

the meaning of the full sentence can be inter-

preted in two ways as well. It depends on how 

the language users position the modifier of the 

sentence in their mind to be interpreted. 

In the image above, the girl relies on 

Structure 2 which means she uses a bagel 

with cream cheese as the modifier. However, 

the man relies on Structure 1 because he as-

sumes with cream cheese to be the modifier. 

The result of this different interpretation of 

the modifier is the misunderstanding that pun 

readers can find in the woman’s and the 

man’s conversation.  Based on the image and 

the caption, pun readers learn that the woman 

says that she wants to buy a bagel with cream 

cheese spread on it. However, the man thinks 

that the woman wants to buy a bagel and that 

she will pay for it with cream cheese. There-

fore, the man says Sorry, we only take cash.  

The humorous effect in this pun appears 

when pun readers find that the man misinter-

prets the woman’s utterances. When the read-

ers see the upper image, they find that every-

thing is normal. The woman wants to buy a 

bagel with cream cheese spread on it, which 

pun readers also experience in their life. 

However, the man in the upper image says 

that she can only pay for the bagel with cash. 

In a normal context, pun readers know that 

people buy things with cash, not cream 

cheese. Thus, pun readers find it funny when 

the man thinks that the woman wants to use 

cream cheese to pay for her bagel when she 

just wants her bagel with cream cheese spread 

on it. The man’s interpretation makes the 

normal meaning of the woman’s sentence 

sound funny. 

Based on the discussion of ambiguity 

found above, the researchers confirmed that 

the results of this study showed that people on 

the 9GAG platform used different types of 

ambiguities to stimulate a sense of humor for 

others. In presenting the jokes, they also pre-

sent the images to help pun readers under-

stand the context of the jokes given. Then, for 

language construction, this study found that 

ambiguity can come in different parts of an 

utterance. The result of this research is linear 

to some previous studies. It was found before 

that the context of language use is important 
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in deciding the meaning of ambiguous lan-

guage (Cevoli, Watkins, Gao & Rastle, 2022). 

It was also found that ambiguity can be varied 

from only one word up to all the words of an 

utterance, because the meaning of an utter-

ance is influenced by every word of the utter-

ance (Juliana, Nadirah, Lababa & Manda, 

2022). In addition, the results of this research 

are mostly based on the ambiguity that occurs 

between a speaker and an addressee. The 

meaning of the utterances given can be mostly 

understood in the context that is revealed by 

the images of the puns. It shows that ambigu-

ous words can be avoided when both speakers 

and addressees have the same perception of 

the meaning of words and contexts. Thus, the 

speakers need to provide the context that they 

mean in their utterances. It is also important 

for the addressees to focus and be able to 

harmonize their understanding of the words 

delivered by the speakers (Lord & Brown-

Schmidt, 2022). On the whole, it is the re-

sponsibility of both the speakers and address-

ees to contribute to a smoothly running con-

versation to avoid ambiguity in communica-

tion. 

Conclusion 

The results revealed types of language 

ambiguity in humorous Internet memes; all 

the lexical, referential, and syntactic ambigui-

ties can be used as jokes. The 50 ambiguities 

were distributed as follows: 29 jokes (56%) 

lexical, 14 (30%) syntactic and seven (14%) 

referential. The ambiguous implementation of 

jokes is advantageous to both people’s sense 

of humor and language knowledge. It pro-

vides people with entertainment and views of 

language structure construction. It can be a 

fun way for people to learn a language. The 

researchers recommend the use of ambiguous 

jokes as a source of learning the English lan-

guage, especially for non-native learners, be-

cause learning ambiguous jokes can give var-

ious insights into the language structure and 

its various meanings. However, the English 

jokes should be carefully selected so that the 

tricks look natural. As jokes are culturally 

bound, and English is widely spoken around 

the globe, introducing English jokes produced 

by different cultures to English learners can 

instigate their intercultural communicative 

competence (Iswandari & Ardi, 2022). More-

over, in discussing ambiguity, language learn-

ers can also find the factors that have an im-

pact on appropriate language that results in 

successful communication, including conver-

sation context and speaker-addressee percep-

tion. Indeed, the learning process will cease to 

be boring if the sense of humor concealed in 

ambiguous jokes is revealed.  

The researchers realized that this study 

only selected a few samples within a short 

time. Thus, the findings only cover the popu-

lar jokes in March-April 2022 and the depth 

of the discussion is only limited to the jokes 

people share on 9GAG at that time. Since the 

issue of this topic may develop along with the 

development of language trends from time to 

time, the researchers suggest future research-

ers cover the development of the use of lan-

guage ambiguity. It may give more under-

standing of how people’s creativity in using 

language could be different considering the 

period of time and trends in society. Further-

more, this research discovered that syntactic 

ambiguity which is formulated in deep struc-

ture ambiguity was not found in the jokes on 

the 9GAG platform. The researchers found 

that it was influenced by the complex inter-

pretation of the words constructed in the deep 

structure ambiguity. In this case, future re-

searchers can focus on this phenomenon to 

find its factors and language users’ percep-

tions of it. It would expose the topic of ambi-

guity in a different context and present more 

understanding of the implementation of lan-

guage ambiguity, particularly in Internet 

memes. 

References 

Ahrens, B. (2018). Normative power Eu-

rope in crisis? Understanding the productive role 

of ambiguity for the EU’s transformative agenda, 

Asia Europe Journal, 16 (2), 199-212. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10308-018-0507-8 (In 

English) 

Ardi, P. and Rianita, E. (2022). Leveraging 

gamification into EFL grammar class to boost 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10308-018-0507-8


 
Научный результат. Вопросы теоретической и прикладной лингвистики. Т. 9, №2. 2023 

Research result. Theoretical and Applied Linguistics, 9 (2). 2023 
144 

 

 
НАУЧНЫЙ  РЕЗУЛЬТАТ. ВОПРОСЫ ТЕОРЕТЙЧЕСКОЙ  Й ПРЙКЛАДНОЙ  ЛЙНГВЙСТЙКЙ 

RESEARCH RESULT. THEORETICAL AND APPLIED LINGUISTICS 

student engagement, Teaching English with Tech-

nology, 22 (2), 90-114. (In English) 

Attardo, S. (2018). Universals in puns and 

humorous wordplay, in Winter-Froemel, E. and 

Thaler, V. (eds.), Cultures and Traditions of 

Wordplay and Wordplay Research, Walter de 

Gruyter, Berlin, 89-110. (In English) 

Aulia, H. R. (2017). Scope ambiguity in the 

Jakarta Post headline articles published in May 

2015, LLT Journal: A Journal on Language and 

Language Teaching, 20 (2), 94-101. 

https://doi.org/10.24071/llt.v20i2.736 (In English) 

Belfahri, K. (2021). Rethinking language 

ambiguity beyond the semantic-pragmatic inter-

face, Folia Linguistica et Litteraria, 34, 211-233. 

https://doi.org/10.31902/fll.34.2021.12 (In Eng-

lish) 

Bobchynets, L. (2022). Lexico-semantic 

means of pun creation in Spanish jokes about La 

Gomera by Caco Santacruz, The European Jour-

nal of Humour Research, 10 (1), 22–28. 

https://doi.org/10.7592/EJHR.2022.10.1.638 (In 

English) 

Bulut, T. and Almabrouk, N. (2020). The 

functions of puns in “Alice’s Adventures in Won-

derland”, The Reading Matrix: An International 

Online Journal, 20 (1), 72-185. (In English) 

Cahyani, D. A. and Islam, A. F. (2020). The 

ambiguity of English advertisement, Jo-ELT 

(Journal of English Language Teaching), 4 (1), 

49-62. https://doi.org/10.33394/jo-elt.v4i1.2436 

(In English) 

Cevoli, B., Watkins, C., Gao, Y. and 

Rastle, K. (2022). Shades of meaning: Natural 

language models offer insights and challenges to 

psychological understanding of lexical ambiguity, 

PsyArXiv. https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/z8rmp 

(In English) 

Çopur, N. and Atar, C. (2022). Studying 

humour from a conversation analytic perspective, 

Studies in Linguistics, Culture, and FLT, 10 (3), 

82-93. https://doi.org/10.46687/LGNS4656 (In 

English) 

Dewi, S. P. (2021). Ambiguity in the laugh 

a day, book of bloopers, quotes and good clean 

jokes by Jim Kraus, Lingtersa (Linguistik, Ter-

jemahan, Sastra), 1 (1), 30-42. 

https://doi.org/10.32734/lingtersa.v1i1.5703 (In 

English) 

Diao, Y., Lin, H., Yang, L., Fan, X., 

Wu, D., Zhang, D. and Xu, K. (2019). Hetero-

graphic pun recognition via pronunciation and 

spelling understanding gated attention network, 

WWW’19: The World Wide Web Conference, New 

York, USA, 363-371. 

https://doi.org/10.1145/3308558.3313505 (In 

English) 

Fera, A. (2019). Lexical ambiguity com-

pared to syntactic/or structural ambiguity, 

Knowledge – International Journal, 30 (5), 1113–

1116. https://doi.org/10.35120/kij30051113f (In 

English) 

Hariyatmi, S. (2023). When the wall 

speaks: Social semiotics analysis of (Covid-19)-

themed murals in Indonesia, LLT Journal: A 

Journal on Language and Language Teaching, 

26 (1), 228-243. 

https://doi.org/10.24071/llt.v26i1.5783 (In Eng-

lish) 

Iivari, N., Kinnula, M., Kuure, L. and Keis-

anen, T. (2020). "Arseing around was fun!"–

Humor as a resource in design and making, Pro-

ceedings of the 2020 CHI Conference on Human 

Factors in Computing Systems, Honolulu, USA, 

1-13. https://doi.org/10.1145/3313831.3376169 

(In English) 

Iswandari, Y. A. and Ardi, P. (2022). Inter-

cultural communicative competence in EFL set-

ting: A systematic review, rEFLections, 29 (2), 

361-380, available at: https://so05.tci-

thai-

jo.org/index.php/reflections/article/view/260249 

(Accessed 15 June 2023). (In English) 

Jaroenkitboworn, K. (2020). Funny English 

in digital world, LEARN Journal, 13 (1), 39-61, 

available at: https://so04.tci-

thaijo.org/index.php/LEARN/article/view/237824 

(Accessed 29 May 2023). (In English) 

Juliana, J., Nadirah, N., Lababa, L. and 

Manda, I. (2022). Investigating lexical and syntac-

tic ambiguity on native Facebook celebritism, La 

Ogi: English Language Journal, 8 (1), 40-47. (In 

English) 

Kirner-Ludwig, M. (2018). Trying to make 

it fit…That’s what she said: An argument for a 

new category on the formulaic continuum, 

Journal of Pragmatics, 137, 76–91. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2018.08.001 (In 

English) 

Kreidler, C. W. (2002). Introducing English 

semantics, Taylor and Francis e-Library, London, 

UK. (In English) 

Kryva, Y. (2021). Pun as a linguostylistic 

means of creating the humorous effect in English 

jokes, Mahistersʹkyy Naukovyy Visnyk, 36, 66-68. 

(In English) 

Lord, K. and Brown-Schmidt, S. (2022). 

Temporary ambiguity and memory for the context 

https://doi.org/10.24071/llt.v20i2.736
https://www.ceeol.com/search/journal-detail?id=1758
https://doi.org/10.31902/fll.34.2021.12
https://doi.org/10.7592/EJHR.2022.10.1.638
https://doi.org/10.33394/jo-elt.v4i1.2436
https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/z8rmp
https://doi.org/10.46687/LGNS4656
https://doi.org/10.32734/lingtersa.v1i1.5703
https://doi.org/10.1145/3308558.3313505
https://doi.org/10.35120/kij30051113f
https://doi.org/10.24071/llt.v26i1.5783
https://doi.org/10.1145/3313831.3376169
https://so05.tci-thaijo.org/index.php/reflections/article/view/260249
https://so05.tci-thaijo.org/index.php/reflections/article/view/260249
https://so05.tci-thaijo.org/index.php/reflections/article/view/260249
https://so04.tci-thaijo.org/index.php/LEARN/article/view/237824
https://so04.tci-thaijo.org/index.php/LEARN/article/view/237824
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2018.08.001


Yolanda N. A. Y. Y., Bram B., Ardi P., Doborovich A. N. Lexical, referential 

 and syntactic ambiguities as Internet jokes 145

НАУЧНЫЙ  РЕЗУЛЬТАТ. ВОПРОСЫ ТЕОРЕТЙЧЕСКОЙ  Й ПРЙКЛАДНОЙ  ЛЙНГВЙСТЙКЙ 
RESEARCH RESULT. THEORETICAL AND APPLIED LINGUISTICS 

of spoken language, Psychonomic Bulletin & Re-

view, 29, 1440–1450. 
https://doi.org/10.3758/s13423-022-02088-y (In 

English) 
Kirner-Ludwig, M. (2018). Trying to make it 

fit…That’s what she said: An argument for a new 
category on the formulaic continuum, Journal of 

Pragmatics, 137, 76–91. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2018.08.001 (In 

English) 
Kreidler, C. W. (2002). Introducing English 

semantics, Taylor and Francis e-Library, London, 
UK. (In English) 

Kryva, Y. (2021). Pun as a linguostylistic 
means of creating the humorous effect in English 
jokes, Mahistersʹkyy Naukovyy Visnyk, 36, 66-68. 
(In English) 

Lord, K. and Brown-Schmidt, S. (2022). 
Temporary ambiguity and memory for the context 
of spoken language, Psychonomic Bulletin & Re-

view, 29, 1440–1450. 
https://doi.org/10.3758/s13423-022-02088-y (In 

English) 
Ma’yuuf, H. H. and Nashaat, O. O. (2021). 

A semantic-syntactic study of ambiguity in humor-
ous contexts, Ilkogretim Online – Elementary Edu-

cation Online, 20 (5), 574-580. 
https://doi.org/10.17051/ilkonline.2021.05.61 (In 

English) 
Nassaji, H. (2020). Good qualitative re-

search, Language Teaching Research, 24 (4), 427-
431. https://doi.org/10.1177/1362168820941288 
(In English) 

Okunade, G. A. (2021). A multimodal dis-
course study and discursive functions of Nigerian 
societal humour on social media, Dutsinma Jour-

nal of English and Literature, 4 (1), 262-287. (In 

English) 

Powell, J. L., Furlong, J., Bézenac, C. E. D., 
O’Sullivan, N. and Corcoran, R. (2019). The prag-
matics of pragmatic language and the curse of am-
biguity: An FMRI study, Neuroscience, 418, 96-
109. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neurosci-
ence.2019.08.039 (In English) 

Saputri, N. K. D. T. D., Suastra, I. M., and 
Putra, I. K. S. (2022). The lexical ambiguity in 
news headlines of the Jakarta Post, Humanis, 
26 (1), 26-33. 
https://doi.org/10.24843/JH.2022.v26.i01.p04 (In 

English) 
Seredina, E. V. and Dekhnich, O. V. (2022). 

Trump’s image in a political cartoon: Analysis of 
expressive potential, Research Result. Theoretical 

and Applied Linguistics, 8 (2), 96-107. 
https://doi.org/10.18413/2313-8912-2022-8-2-0-7 
(In English) 

Taghiyev, I. A. (2020). Communication-
cognition ‘butterfly’(geometrical model of verbal 
communication in case of ambiguity), Interna-

tional Journal of Language and Linguistics, 7 (2), 
121-128. https://doi.org/10.30845/ijll.v7n2p14 (In 

English) 
Tang, L. (2022). Ambiguity advantage un-

der meaning activation, Journal of Logic, Lan-

guage and Information, 31, 99-112. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10849-021-09349-4 (In 

English) 
Zhang, Y., Chen, S., Li, S., Zhao, Q., 

Zhou, Z., Huang, F. and Wang, F. (2019). The use 
of internet language enhances creative perfor-
mance, The Journal of General Psychology, 

148 (1), 26–44. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221309.2019.1703628 
(In English) 

Appendix. Data and Analysis 

No. Ambiguous Sentences 
Ambiguities 

types 

Ambiguities 

Devisers 
Interpretations 

1. Syntactic 

(Surface structure 
– Certain function
words) 

(Put it up) 
(yourself) 

Place the tree 
somewhere by 
himself 

(Put it) (up 
yourself) 

Place the tree up 
somewhere on his 
body (on his head) 

https://doi.org/10.3758/s13423-022-02088-y
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pragma.2018.08.001
https://doi.org/10.3758/s13423-022-02088-y
https://doi.org/10.17051/ilkonline.2021.05.61
https://doi.org/10.1177/1362168820941288
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuroscience.2019.08.039
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuroscience.2019.08.039
https://doi.org/10.24843/JH.2022.v26.i01.p04
https://doi.org/10.18413/2313-8912-2022-8-2-0-7
https://doi.org/10.30845/ijll.v7n2p14
https://link.springer.com/journal/10849
https://link.springer.com/journal/10849
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10849-021-09349-4
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221309.2019.1703628


Научный результат. Вопросы теоретической и прикладной лингвистики. Т. 9, №2. 2023 
Research result. Theoretical and Applied Linguistics, 9 (2). 2023 

146

НАУЧНЫЙ  РЕЗУЛЬТАТ. ВОПРОСЫ ТЕОРЕТЙЧЕСКОЙ  Й ПРЙКЛАДНОЙ  ЛЙНГВЙСТЙКЙ 
RESEARCH RESULT. THEORETICAL AND APPLIED LINGUISTICS 

No. Ambiguous Sentences 
Ambiguities 

types 

Ambiguities 

Devisers 
Interpretations 

2. Syntactic 

(Surface structure 
– complement
with a modifier) 

(I broke) (my arm 
in three places) 

The places in his arm 
that are broken 

(I broke my arm) 
(in three places) 

The three places 
where he broke his 
arm 

3. Referential 

(Unclear 
anaphora) 

(This) Nervous His first time to feel 
nervous 

(This) experience 
on a plane 

His first time on a 
plane 

4. Lexical Noun The height of the guy 

Noun The size of a human 
foot 

5. 
Syntactic 

(Surface structure 
– Certain function
words) 

(Doctor, my back 
hurts when I 
wake up) (in the 
morning) 

His back hurts every 
time he wakes up in 
the morning 

(Doctor, my back 
hurts) (when I 
wake up in the 
morning) 

His back hurts since 
the morning when  he 
woke up 
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No. Ambiguous Sentences 
Ambiguities 

types 

Ambiguities 

Devisers 
Interpretations 

6. 
Lexical Verb Make a sound of 

conveying the word 
dad 

Verb Announce a death 

7. Lexical Noun The person who 
serves in the 
restaurant 

Verb + suffix -er People who are 
waiting for 
something 

8. Lexical Verb Look at something 
Verb To understand things 

9. Lexical Noun The alphabet 

Noun A written message on 
paper 
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No. Ambiguous Sentences 
Ambiguities 

types 

Ambiguities 

Devisers 
Interpretations 

10. Syntactic 

(Surface structure 
– Certain function
words) 

(Please take) (a 
seat) sir! 

To take a chair out of 
its place 

(Please) (take a 
seat) sir! 

To place his body on 
the seat 

11. Lexical Noun The relationship of 
two things 

Noun The code/address to 
open something on 
the internet 

12. Lexical Noun The place to perform 
something 

Noun The process of 
development 

13. Lexical Verb Find out the taste of 
the steak 

Verb Discover the place of 
the steak 

14. Referential 

(Specific vs 
unspecific 
referent) 

Definite person Shaving oneself 

Indefinite people Shaving others 

15. Lexical Noun An academic title 

Noun The scales of 
temperature 
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No. Ambiguous Sentences 
Ambiguities 

types 

Ambiguities 

Devisers 
Interpretations 

16. 

Syntactic 

(Surface structure 
- Certain function 
words) 

(Do you want to) 
(hear today’s 
special) sir? 

Hear him saying the 
words today’s special 

(Do you want to 
hear) (today’s 
special) sir? 

Hear him telling the 
special (menu) for 
today. 

17. Lexical Adjective + noun Working well within 
the demands of the 
job 

Noun(song) Singing the song 
called “Under 
pressure” 

18. Syntactic 

(Surface structure  
- Certain function 
words) 

(Why did we 
need radios?) 
(Our relationship 
is over) 

Over refers to the 
status of the 
relationship 

(Why did we 
need radios? Our 
relationship is) 
(over) 

Over refers to the 
signal for the 
adressee to start 
talking 

19. Referential 

(Unclear 
anaphora) 

The image of the 
cropped rice 

The size of the image 
has been cropped 

The cropped 
image of rice 

The object that has 
been cropped is 
pictured in the image 
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No. Ambiguous Sentences 
Ambiguities 

types 

Ambiguities 

Devisers 
Interpretations 

20. Lexical Noun Asking about the load 
for transporting 
goods in a car 

Noun + verb Asking whether the 
car can go to an area 
beyond the earth 

21. Syntactic 

(Surface structure 
– Certain function
words) 

(First,) (boil 2 
cups of water) 

The water is boiled in 
2 cups 

(First, boil) (2 
cups of water) 

The amount of 2 cups 
of water is boiled 

22. lexical Noun Dream while sleeping 

Noun Expecting to get the 
gaming pc  

23. Lexical Noun The container to 
bring goods 

Verb To fight using fists 



Yolanda N. A. Y. Y., Bram B., Ardi P., Doborovich A. N. Lexical, referential 

 and syntactic ambiguities as Internet jokes 151

НАУЧНЫЙ  РЕЗУЛЬТАТ. ВОПРОСЫ ТЕОРЕТЙЧЕСКОЙ  Й ПРЙКЛАДНОЙ  ЛЙНГВЙСТЙКЙ 
RESEARCH RESULT. THEORETICAL AND APPLIED LINGUISTICS 

No. Ambiguous Sentences 
Ambiguities 

types 

Ambiguities 

Devisers 
Interpretations 

avocados get six) 

(Please could you 
go to the shop) 
(and get a carton 
of milk if they 
have avocados 
get six) 

Get 6 cartons of milk 
with an avocado taste 

25. Lexical Noun The numbers of the 
days of the month 

Noun The romantic 
engagement 

26. Lexical Verb Suck on a cigarette 

Verb  Smoke meat above a 
fire 

27. Lexical Adjective The level of cooked 
meat 

Idiom The approval of 
doing a good job 

24. Syntactic 

(Surface structure 
– a complement
with a modifier) 

(Please could you 
go to the shop and 
get a carton of 
milk) (if they have

Get a carton of milk 
and 6 avocados  
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No. Ambiguous Sentences 
Ambiguities 

types 

Ambiguities 

Devisers 
Interpretations 

Unclear referring 
Refers to the person 
the speaker’s talking 
with 

29. Syntactic 

(Surface structure  
- Certain function 
words) 

(This is what the 
human hand 
looks like) (under 
a microscope) 

The hand is 
positioned under a 
microscope 

(This is what the 
human hand) 
(looks like under 
a microscope) 

The hand is placed in 
a microscope 

30. Lexical Verb To make a picture of 
blood on paper 

Verb To take out the blood 
of the human body 

31. Lexical Noun + verb See a cat(animal) 
fish(try to catch fish) 

Noun See a catfish (kind of 
fish) 

32. Lexical Noun Technological term 
used in giving a 
presentation 

Noun A sloping surface for 
children to play 

28. Unclear referring Refers to the person 
who is talking 
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No. Ambiguous Sentences 
Ambiguities 

types 

Ambiguities 

Devisers 
Interpretations 

33. Lexical Adverb together Along with 
somebody 

The preposition 
to + verb 
get+pronoun her 

To have someone  

34. Lexical Noun The assistance from 
allied aircraft 

Noun + verb Get support from the 
air 

35. Syntactic 

(Surface structure 
– A head with a
coordinate 
modifier) 

(Ok, how about) 
(10 tomorrow?) 

At 10 am 

(Ok, how about 
10) (tomorrow?)

Make an 10 
appointment 

36. Lexical Noun A blanket 

Noun A mask (a disguise) 

37. Lexical Preposition + 
noun (The 
position below 
something) 

The spider is under 
the key ctrl on the 
keyboard 

Idiom (Manage 
something) 

The spider can be 
controlled by the 
person who is talking 
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No. Ambiguous Sentences 
Ambiguities 

types 

Ambiguities 

Devisers 
Interpretations 

38. Lexical Preposition Take turns to fart 

Adverb A place to fart 

39. Syntactic 

(Surface structure 
– A head with an
inner and outer 
modifier) 

(Can you) (give 
the kids a talk on 
drugs?) 

Talking about drugs 

(Can you give the 
kids a talk) (on 
drugs?) 

Talking with kids 
while being drunk 

40. Lexical Good romance: 
adjective + noun  

The good lover 
relationship 

Bad romance: 
noun (song) 

A song called “Bad 
romance” 

41. Lexical Noun Refers to one’s matter 
or problem 

Noun Refers to one’s effort 
to run a company 
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