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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter describes (1) background, (2) problems of the study, (3) objectives of the 

study, and (4) the significance of the study. 

1.1. Background  

Laughter is an expression of joy and happiness. Laughter has become an inseparable 

part of human life. Through laughter, an individual can alleviate pain and release 

accumulated stress. Laughter can be elicited by a variety of situations that are amusing, stupid, 

or unexpected. Humor, as one of the factors that contribute to laughter, can be found in a 

wide variety of contexts, including books, films, and even human interactions. According to 

Simpson & Weiner (1989, p. 486) humor is defined as the ability to perceive or express the 

absurd or humorous in speech, writing, or other compositions; a subject's humorous 

imagination or presentation. In other words, humor refers to everything viewed as funny and 

causes others to laugh.  

 Furthermore, there are two types of humor: non-verbal and verbal. Non-verbal humor 

refers to a situation that is amusing but is not created or described by a text. It is frequently 

encountered in silent movies, such as Charlie Chaplin's or Mr. Bean's Show, where the actor 

creates a funny situation without even talking by emphasizing the funny act, gesture, and 

appearance. By contrast, verbal humor is concerned with utterance or language. As stated in 

Ortega (2013), a verbal remark with a hilarious effect in dialogue is referred to as verbal 

humor. Verbal comedy or humor can be found in any content that includes dialogue, such as 

a play, film, or literary work. According to Seewoester (2009) sentences containing 

humorous sense or jokes often found their strength within the ambiguity in interpreting the 

sentence meaning. It is because ambiguous sentences tend to have several meanings. The 

difference and multiple-meaning in ambiguous sentences lead to different and amusing 

senses depending on particular contexts.  

In analyzing the ambiguities in language, it is possible to apply the semantic theory of 

ambiguity. As stated by Bucaria (2004), there are three types of semantic ambiguity: lexical, 

syntactic or structural, and phonological. However, the researcher focused on lexical 

ambiguity and structural ambiguity as to the source of humor. Lexical ambiguity is the 

presence of multiple meanings in a word. According to Petrus (2004) a word refers to as 
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ambiguous if it has two or more meanings that are not coherent to each other.  When it comes 

to ambiguous words, homonymy and polysemy are occasionally distinguished. The 

distinction is primarily based on the similarity or relatedness of the meanings of the 

ambiguous words. In the case of homonymy, it is the different meaning of multiple meaning 

words that are far apart from each other and do not share any relation in any way. For 

example, the word “bank” can have two different meanings: a land on the side of a river and 

a financial department. The example demonstrates a clear case of homonymy, as there 

appears to be no theoretical connection between the two meanings. While polysemy is a case 

in which a single word has several closely related meanings. For example, the word “cup” 

can mean a drinking vessel or brassiere cup. The two meanings have the same related sense 

of container with a particular round shape. In contrast, syntactic ambiguity, mainly referred to 

as structural ambiguity, happens when a phrase, clause, or sentence can be interpreted in two 

or more ways due to the arrangement of words (the structure). Following Petrus (2004) 

structural ambiguity might occur even if there are no ambiguous words in the structure. In 

other words, an ambiguous phrase or sentence can have two or more paraphrase meanings 

that are not coherent paraphrases with each other. In analyzing Structural ambiguity, the 

syntax approach can be applied. Syntax deals with types of words, types of phrases, and the 

sentence pattern. It is important to know all these in analyzing structural ambiguity to better 

distinguish the possible interpretation from a sentence or a phrase. Using square brackets 

around the important elements of the sentence (or phrases) is one diagramming technique 

possible to analyze the possible interpretation from the sentence (or phrases). In this study 

however, Tree Diagramming technique was chosen as it gave clearer explanation on where 

the structural ambiguity takes place in a sentence. 

 In this world, people tend to search for entertainment to amuse them. Those 

entertainments can be found in music, dance, travelling, movie, and many more. Movie, as 

one of the sources of entertainment, provides so many genres for people to choose to their 

liking. Comedy is one of the many genres in movies where the purpose of this type of genre 

is to stimulate laughing acts from the audience and bring up humor into someone’s life. 

According to Jaya (2014) movie is one of the types of authentic learning materials where the 

audios and/or videos taken from any resources specifically not created for use in the teaching 

and learning materials. In other words, the content and language used are a real language. In a 

comedy movie, humor is created from the dialogue between the characters, where those 
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dialogues involve the audience's interpretation of words, phrases, or sentences to create a 

funny situation. One example found in the movie Dumb and Dumber:  

Table 1 Dialogue 1: Dumb and Dumber: When Lloyd meets Harry, 00:32:48 – 00:33:11 

Data Code Character Utterance 

C1/L.A1 Jessica This is a much bigger story 

than four-colored pens 

 Ms Heller You want a scoop? I’ll give 

you a scoop 

 Lloyd You think we’re gonna stop 

for ice cream? 

 Harry No. maybe ;) 

 Lloyd Ahahaha 

 

 C1/L.A1 “you want a scoop? I’ll give you a scoop”. According to Oxford Advanced 

Learner’s Dictionary 9
th

 Edition, the word scoop can be interpreted in two meanings. there 

are: “a tool like a large spoon with a deep bowl, used for picking substances like powder form 

like flour, or for serving food like ice cream” and “a piece of important or exciting news that 

is printed in one newspaper before other newspaper knows about it (p. 1342)”. To understand 

the intentional meaning and how the word became funny, the word must be seen in the 

contextual setup. In this case, the context was Jessica trying to uncover the wrongdoings of 

Ms. Heller by following her. In exchange for that, Ms Heller challenged Jessica by saying, 

“you want a scoop? I’ll give you a scoop”, meanings that the intentional meaning of the word 

was the piece of important news or information. However, the word suddenly became funny 

because of the sudden interference from Lloyd and Harry that referred to the word as the ice 

cream spoon. 

 Some researchers have done research about ambiguity, such as Bucaria (2004), who 

conducted the study about lexical and structural ambiguity resulted in humor, aiming to 

understand the phenomenon in newspaper headlines; Aprila (2018) also conducted the study 

about lexical and structural ambiguity, aiming to analyze the phenomenon in Articles; In 
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addition, Puspitasari and Beratha (2019) also conducted a study about lexical and structural 

ambiguity, aiming to analyze the phenomenon in local articles. Unlike the previous studies, 

this undergraduate thesis attempts to identify lexical and structural ambiguity found in 

Comedy movies. Comedy Movie is one of the humorous materials that can be used to analyze 

lexical and structural ambiguity because it is one example of literary works containing verbal 

humor. The dialogue between the characters can be analyzed whether or not it contains 

lexical and structural ambiguity. As the audience, the researcher may witness and study the 

two notions or points of view between the characters, allowing him to recognize the words 

and phrases and analyzing why they become amusing. 

The Comedy Movie chosen was Dumb and Dumber To (2014). It is an American 

buddy comedy film that first premiered in Cinema on Nov. 14, 2014. It was directed by Peter 

Farrelly, who co-wrote Bobby Farrelly and Bennett Yellin. It is the third film in the Dumb 

and Dumber trilogy and the sequel to the 1994 film Dumb and Dumber. The film follows 

Lloyd Christmas and Harry Dunne (Carrey and Daniels, respectively), two dimwitted but 

good-natured people who embark on a cross-country road trip searching for Harry's adoptive 

daughter. The movie's humor is produced by the words used in communication between the 

characters. The communication becomes humorous when two concepts or interpretations are 

at odds with one another. This alternative interpretation of word meaning implies that the 

words contain lexical and structural ambiguity, which can lead them to humor. 

This study identified the words or phrases that contain lexical or structural ambiguity 

in the Dumb and Dumber To Movie. Additionally, this study determined how those words 

that contained lexical or structural ambiguity result in humor. This study is essential for EFL 

students, language teacher, and future researchers in providing information about the lexical 

and structural ambiguity in a movie medium and how the characters and audiences perceived 

the lexical and structural ambiguity as humor. 

1.2. Problems of the Study 

 The problems of this study were formulated in the following questions: 

1. What words and phrases/sentences were lexically and structurally ambiguous in the 

comedy movie “Dumb and Dumber To”? 

2. How did the lexically and structurally ambiguous words and phrases/sentences 

result in humor? 
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1.3. Objectives of the Study 

 Based on the problems above, the objectives of this study were: 

1. To find out the words and phrases/sentences those were lexically and structurally 

ambiguous in the “Dumb and Dumber To” movie. 

2. To determine how the lexically and structurally ambiguous words and 

phrases/sentences resulted in humor. 

1.4 Significance of the Study 

 The result of this study was expected to give theoretical and practical benefits, as 

follows. 

 1. Theoretical Benefit 

The writer hopes that this study will be helpful for the English Education 

Students of Sriwijaya University as a reference that will assist them in understanding 

and appreciating the works of linguistics, more importantly in lexical and structural 

ambiguity cases. For lecturers, the writer hopes the result of this study can be helpful 

input and example in teaching their linguistics classes. 

2. Practical Benefit 

 For readers, the writer hopes that this study will provide helpful information 

regarding the lexical and structural ambiguity found in the movie that can result in 

humor. Hopefully, the scientific information provided in this study will benefit the 

readers to be more careful in interpreting words or sentences and/or using the words 

or sentences that can result in ambiguity. This study study also hopes to provide 

valuable references and information for future researchers interested in conducting the 

same or related topic to this study. 

  



17 
 

REFERENCES 

Akmajian, A., Demers, R. A., Farmer, A. K., & Harnish, R. M. (2001). Linguistics: An 

Introduction to Language and Communication (5th ed.). The MIT Press. 

Altenberg, E. P., & Vago, R. M. (2010). English Grammar: Understanding the Basics. 

Cambridge University Press. http://www.cambridge.org/9780521518321 

Alvarado Ortega, M. B. (2013). An Approach to Verbal Humor in Interaction. Procedia - 

Social and Behavioral Sciences, 95, 594–603. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2013.10.687 

Bucaria, C. (2004). Lexical and syntactic ambiguity as a source of humor: The case of 

newspaper headlines. Humor - International Journal of Humor Research, 17(3), 279–

309. https://doi.org/10.1515/humr.2004.013 

Buijzen, M., & Valkenburg, P. M. (2004). Developing a Typology of Humor in Audiovisual 

Media. Media Psychology, 6(2), 147–167. 

https://doi.org/10.1207/s1532785xmep0602_2 

Bungin, B. (2001). Metodologi Penelitian Sosial: Format-format Kualitatif dan Kuantitatif. 

Airlangga University Press. http://lib.ui.ac.id/detail?id=20462035 

Carnie, A. (2013). Syntax: A Generative Introduction (3rd ed.). Wiley-Blackwell. 

http://www.willey.com/go/carnie 

Chomsky, N. (2002). Syntactic Structures (2nd ed.). Mouton De Gruyter. 

Creswell, J. W. (2009). Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods 

Approaches (3rd ed.). SAGE Publications Ltd. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14675980902922143 

Creswell, J. W. (2012). Educational Research: Planning, conducting, and evaluating 

quantitative and qualitative research (4th ed.). MA: Pearson. 

Crystal, D. (2008). A Dictionary of Linguistics and Phonetics. In D. Crystal (Ed.), The 

Modern Language Journal (Vol. 76, Issue 3). Blackwell. https://doi.org/10.2307/330198 

Fromkin, V., Rodman, R., & Hyams, N. (2003). An Introduction to Language (7th ed.). 

Wadsworth. 



18 
 

Fromkin, V., Rodman, R., & Hyams, N. (2011). An Introduction to Language (Internatio). 

Wadsworth: Cengage Learning. https://doi.org/10.3406/rfea.1996.1625 

Greenbaum, S., & Nelson, G. (2002). An Introduction To English Grammar (2nd ed.). 

Longman. 

Griffiths, P. (2006). An Introduction to English Semantics and Pragmatics (1st ed.). 

Edinburgh University Press. 

Hambali, M., & Mirizon, S. (2016). Syntax THE STRUCTURE OF SENTENCES An 

Introduction to English Syntax Course (O. Juairiah (ed.)). Unsri Press. 

Hambali, M., & Mirizon, S. (2019). Intermediate English Grammar (Irnansyah (ed.); 1st ed.). 

Unsri Press. 

Hirst, G. (2009). Semantics Interpretation and The Resolution of Ambiguity. Cambridge 

University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511554346 

Hornby, A. S. (2010). Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary of Current English. Oxford 

University Press. 

Hornby, A. S. (2015). Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (L. Hey & S. Holloway (eds.); 

9th ed.). Oxford University Press. 

https://openlibrary.telkomuniversity.ac.id/pustaka/4400/oxford-advanced-learners-

dictionary.html 

Hurford, J. R., Heasley, B., & Smith, M. B. (2007). Semantics: A Coursebook (2nd ed.). 

Cambridge University Press. www.cambridge.org/9780521671873 

Jaya, H. P. (2014). AUTHENTICATING MATERIALS FOR LISTENING 

COMPREHENSION : REFLECTING PERSONAL EXPERIENCE. 296–301. 

Jaya, H. P. (2018). What Should Be Done when Listening Comprehension is Difficult? 

174(Ice 2017), 61–63. https://doi.org/10.2991/ice-17.2018.16 

Jaya, H. P., Lingga Pitaloka, N., & Wijaya, A. (2020). Running Dictation to Develop 

Students’ Listening Comprehension Ability. Indonesian Research Journal in Education 

|IRJE|, 4(2), 543–555. https://doi.org/10.22437/irje.v4i2.10907 

 



19 
 

Kempson, R. M. (1977). Semantic Theory (C. U. Press (ed.)). 

Kreidler, C. W. (1998). Introducing English semantics. In Introducing English Semantics, 

Second Edition (2nd ed.). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315886428 

Kroeger, P. (Dalas I. U. (2020). Scope Ambiguity. 2020, Augustus 13. 

https://human.libretexts.org/@go/page/64976 

Leech, G. (1981). Semantics: The Study of Meaning (2nd ed.). Penguin Books. 

McCarthy, A. C. (2010). The Evolution of Morphology. Oxford University Press. 

Meyer, J. C. (2000). Humor as a Double-Edged Sword: Four Functions of Humor in 

Communication. Communication Theory, 10(3), 310–331. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2885.2000.tb00194.x 

Mondal, P. (2018). Lexicon, meaning relations, and semantic networks. CEUR Workshop 

Proceedings, 2244, 40–52. 

Nordquist, R. (2021). Lexical Ambiguity Definitions and Examples. Aug. 31, 2021. 

https://www.thoughtco.com/what-is-lexical-ambiguity-1691226 

Pardede, H. (2016). Semantics: A View to Logic of Language. FKIP UHN. 

Pavey, E. L. (2012). The Structure of Language: An Introduction to Grammatical Analysis. 

Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511777929 

Petrus, I. (2004). Semantics. Faculty of Teacher Training Sriwijaya University. 

Seewoester, S. (2009). Linguistic Ambiguity in Language-based Jokes. College of 

Communication Master of Arts Theses, 3, 3–6. http://via.library.depaul.edu/cmnt/3 

Shade, R. A. (1996). License to Laugh: Humor in The Classroom. Teacher Ideas Press. 

Simpson, E. S. C., & Weiner, J. A. (1989). The Oxford Encyclopedia English Dictionary. 

Oxford: Clarendon Press. 

Smuts, A. (n.d.). Humor | Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Retrieved March 14, 2022, 

from https://iep.utm.edu/humor/#SH2a 

Subroto, E. (2007). Pengantar Metode Penelitian: Linguistik Struktural. UNS Press. 



20 
 

http://pustaka.minangkabau.unand.ac.id//index.php?p=show_detail&id=930%0A 

Ullmann, S. (1977). Semantics: An Introduction to The Science of Meaning. Oxford: Basil 

Blackwell. https://doi.org/0.1525/aa.1963.65.5.02a00550 

Vandaele, J. (2002). Humor Mechanisms in Film Comedy: Incongruity and Superiority. 

Poetics Today, 23(2), 221–249. https://doi.org/10.1215/03335372-23-2-221 

Wunderlich, D. (2006). Advances in the Theory of the Lexicon (D. Wunderlich (ed.); 13th 

ed.). Mouton De Gruyter. https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110197815/ 

 


