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I n t r o d u c t i o n 

(1 )  A  thoughtfu l  wif e ha s por k chop s read y whe n he r 
husban d come s h o m e fro m fishing. 

W h y? Becaus e sh e know s he r  husban d won' t  catc h an y 
fish.  However ,  th e knowledg e tha t  th e husban d i s no t 
likel y t o catc h fish  come s neithe r  fro m th e meaning s o f 
th e individua l  word s i n th e sentence ,  no r  fro m th e outpu t 
of  th e parser .  Rather ,  thi s knowledg e result s fro m th e 
interactio n o f  knowledg e abou t  fishing  an d th e meanin g 
evoke d b y th e res t  o f  th e sentence . 

Followin g Fillmor e (1982) ,  w e sugges t  tha t  word s hav e 
meanin g relativ e t o a  se t  o f  backgroun d assumption s 
know n a s a  fram e (se e Rumelhar t  &  Ortony ,  197 7 fo r 
review) .  Processin g th e jok e i n (1 )  initiall y  involve s th e 
activatio n o f  a  g o o d wif e fram e -  a  stereotypica l  event -
fram e i n whic h th e wif e prepare s dinne r  s o tha t  i t  i s 
read y whe n he r  hixsban d come s h o m e fro m work .  How -
ever ,  th e wor d fishing  cue s th e reade r  t o initiat e a  proces s 
we cal l  frame-shifting :  semanti c reanalysi s i n whic h th e 
previousl y establishe d contextua l  representatio n i s reor -
ganize d int o a  ne w frame . 

Our  proposa l  tha t  semanti c processin g relie s cruciall y 
on th e activatio n o f  frame s fro m backgroun d knowl -
edg e motivate s distinction s betwee n differen t  categorie s 
of  contextua l  facilitatio n an d generate s prediction s a s 
t o contex t  effects .  I f  frame-base d activatio n o f  back -
groun d knowledg e i s a  drivin g facto r  i n semanti c pro -
cessing ,  scenario s whic h occasio n frame-shiftin g shoul d 
presen t  a  challeng e t o th e processo r  whic h differ s fro m 
th e violatio n o f  lexicad-leve l  expectancies . 

Materials 

Sixt y one-lin e joke s wer e assemble d fro m jok e book s 
and norme d o n a n off-lin e Cloz e tas k (Bloo m i c Fis -
chler ,  1980 )  t o establis h thei r  defaul t  non-jok e interpre -
tations .  Stimul i  include d Hig h Constrain t  sentenc e frag -
ment s whic h le d reader s t o expec t  a  particula r  word , 
and L o w Constrain t  fragment s i n whic h multipl e lexi -
cal  leve l  expectation s wer e possible .  Sentenc e fragment s 
wer e paire d wit h on e o f  tw o possibl e low-Cloz e ( 0 % -  5% ) 
Endin g Types :  Nonjok e Ending s congruen t  wit h th e con -
textuall y evoke d frame ,  an d Jok e Ending s whic h require d 
frame-shifting . 

I f  frame-shiftin g associate d wit h gettin g a  jok e in -
duce s a  processin g cost .  Jok e Ending s shoul d elici t  (1 ) 
increase d readin g time s relativ e t o Nonjok e Ending s o n 
th e self-pace d readin g task ;  an d (2 )  enhamce d N40 0 am -

plitude s relativ e t o Nonjok e Ending s i n th e event-relate d 
brai n potentia l  (ERP )  measure . 

Results 

I n th e self-pace d readin g study ,  participant s too k longe r 
t o rea d Jok e tha n Nonjok e Endings ,  an d longe r  t o 
rea d ending s o f  Lo w tha n Hig h Constrain t  fragments . 
Wherea s Nonjok e Ending s benefitte d fro m th e mor e con -
strainin g contexts ,  Joke s di d not .  Faste r  readin g time s 
fo r  Nonjokes ,  bu t  no t  Jokes ,  i n Hig h Constrain t  con -
text s sugges t  tha t  commitmen t  t o a  fram e facilitate s in -
tegratio n o f  unexpecte d word s congruen t  wit h th e evoke d 
frame ,  bu t  no t  integratio n o f  word s whic h initiat e frame -
shifting . 

A differen t  se t  o f  1 8 participant s rea d th e stimul i  fo r 
comprehensio n whil e E R P s wer e recorde d fro m 2 6 scal p 
sites .  A  media n spli t  separate d participant s int o Goo d 
(85% )  an d Poo r  (65% )  Comprehenders ,  base d o n thei r 
performanc e o n comprehensio n probe s whic h followe d 
Jokes .  Goo d Comprehenders '  E R P s displaye d a n en -
hance d N40 0 an d a  Lat e Positiv e Componen t  relativ e t o 
thos e elicite d b y Nonjokes .  B y contrast .  Poo r  Compre -
hender s E R P s wer e no t  modulate d b y Endin g Type .  I n 
Good Comprehenders ,  Jok e Ending s elicite d mor e N40 0 
activit y i n bot h Hig h an d Lo w Constrain t  contexts .  A s 
i n th e readin g tim e study ,  th e siz e o f  th e Jok e Effec t  wa s 
larges t  i n th e Hig h Constrain t  contexts . 

Conclusions 

Overall ,  result s sho w tha t  whil e bot h lexica l  violation s 
and frame-shiftin g incu r  a  significan t  processin g cost , 
frame-shiftin g i s mor e costl y aui d relativel y imperviou s 
t o th e effect s o f  contextua l  constraint .  Thes e dat a high -
ligh t  th e flexibility  o f  th e languag e processo r  an d sugges t 
tha t  frame-base d activatio n o f  backgroun d knowledg e i s 
a drivin g facto r  i n norma l  comprehension . 
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