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Abstract

Semantic leap, which is a sudden and unexpected change of meaning at the end of an event,
can be very surprising to the audience and is therefore a suitable tool for creating surprises.
This trick is widely used in jokes. This research investigated semantic leap in Persian jokes
to identify the layers of leap based on the situations in the text. For this purpose, 55 jokes
available on the Jam-e Jam Online Website in 2025 were selected since in them the audience
had an initial misconception and then reached the correct understanding. Therefore, a change
of frame or change of mental space from one frame to another, in the sense used in frame
semantics and then patterns of blending mental spaces and frames, had taken place. This
study shows that the semantic leap from the first frame or domain to the second frame or
domain can occur at the word level due to synonymy, polysemy, or homophony, and at levels
larger than the word, due to some morphological or grammatical features, the type of
translation, or personal experiences. Semantic leap is a powerful tool for attracting the
attention of the audience and influencing them because it creates unexpected situations for
them and adds to the appeal of jokes.
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Extended Abstract

1.Introduction

Semantic leap is defined as a sudden and unexpected change in meaning at the end
of an event. Semantic can be highly surprising for the audience and therefore serves
as an effective device for creating astonishment. This technique is widely used in
jokes. Accordingly, this study examines how semantic shift, in the sense used by
Coulson (2001), operates in Persian jokes to identify the layers of shift based on the
situations present in the text.

This research seeks to analyze the semantic shifts found in Persian jokes extracted
from cyberspace to explore the mechanisms underlying their semantic functioning.
Such an investigation can reveal the process of surprise creation in the audience and
the ways in which their attention is captured, as well as identify the initial tools used
to generate ambiguity. By identifying the mechanisms of surprise creation and the
tools of ambiguity generation, it becomes possible to evaluate the quality of jokes
and demonstrate how jokes can be created within contexts that are free from verbal
offense, including sexual, ethnic, or group-based harassment. To this end, 55 jokes
lacking offensive elements yet containing frame(shifting surprise were selected and
analyzed, seven examples of which are discussed in this article. Given that various
aspects of Persian jokes still require further investigation, this study appears
necessary for a deeper understanding of the mind’s mechanisms in processing jokes.

Among the studies conducted on jokes or semantic leap, Raskin (1985), focusing
on the Semantic Mechanisms of Humor, can be mentioned. Relying on the concept
of the “script”, defined as a structured body of information, Raskin (1985) proposed
two necessary and sufficient conditions for a text to be humorous: the overlap of two
scripts and, at the same time, their opposition. This model was later revised by
Attardo and Raskin (1991), who expanded it into five components: script opposition,
logical mechanism, situation, target, narrative strategy, and language.

Other studies in this field include Mahmoudi Bakhtiari and Adibik (2009),
examining Persian text messages, Ritchie (2005), studying jokes and irony in
English, Rezvani (2022), investigating the linguistic structure of jokes in Persian and
Russian, and Akbari and Golfam (2023), focusing on semantic shift in the linguistic
behavior of mystics. Each of these studies has explored certain dimensions of humor
or semantic leap.
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2.Method

The samples of this library research were analyzed taking descriptive—analytical
approach. The data were collected from cyberspace in July 2025. The corpus consists
of 55 jokes published on the Jam-e Jam Online website. Analysis was done using
Coulson’s model of semantic leap. After examining these 55 jokes and identifying
how semantic leaps occur within them, seven examples were presented as
representative cases.

This study is based on Coulson’s (2001) framework of semantic leap. According
to this framework, encountering an event, the audience either considers related
background assumptions together or disregards them because of their differences,
which results in a semantic leap or frame shift. Since such shifts create unexpected
conditions, they can be traced to jokes.

3.Results

Frame shifting, or the transition of mental space from one frame to another—as
described in frame semantics and later in models of mental space blending and
framing—can be clearly traced in Persian jokes. This analysis shows that semantic
leap from the first frame or domain to a second frame or domain, in relation to words,
may occur due to synonymy, polysemy, or homophony. At levels larger than word,
it may arise from certain morphological or grammatical features, the nature of
translation, or personal experiences. Semantic leap is a powerful tool for capturing
the audience’s attention and influencing them, as it creates unexpected conditions
and thereby increases the appeal of jokes.

4.Discussion and Conclusion

The examination of semantic leap in Persian jokes showed that the contribution of a
word’s meaning depends on the context in which it appears. Words may also interact
with one another and produce meanings that differ from their usual interpretations.
The findings indicated that aggression, humiliation, or harm directed at the audience
or a particular social group is not necessary for framelshifting, since jokes can be
enjoyable while remaining free of negative elements. Furthermore, by classifying
jokes into categories such as cultural, emotional, medical, scientific, translation-
based, homophonic, and technological, along with other types such as school,
university, and social jokes, it is possible to identify the specific audience for each
category according to their level of knowledge.
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Background knowledge is essential for the analysis and interpretation of jokes,
because its absence or insufficiency may lead to misunderstanding or failure to
perceive humor. Therefore, the audience’s prior understanding, comprising their
previous experiences and prior knowledge, plays an important role in the formation
of frames and in frame shifting or change, since these frames do not have a fixed
structure and evolve as experience and awareness increase.

Semantic leap, which generates different frames based on individuals’ mental
schemas, their lived experiences, and the conditions present in the communicative
event, serves as an effective tool for linguistic play and consequently for entertaining
and surprising the audience. Such frame shifting may occur through changes in the
meaning of a word, lexical homophony, morphological and grammatical wordplay,
translation and cross(linguistic play, or personal experiences. Thus, it becomes a
powerful means of manipulating the audience’s attention. Attention to this model
can contribute to understanding the mechanisms of the mind and to achieving a better
comprehension of cognitive patterns.
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