


text elicits a particular kind of reaction from the viewer and 

second, a linguistic or semiotic level which deals with the con­

crete practical means by which the humorous effect in texts is 

achieved. 

In this article, the second level of analysis is applied to a visu­

al text by using and adapting Raskin's ( 1985) and Attardo's 

( 1989) approaches to the deconstruction of humorous texts. 

The analysis also incorporated elements of the semiotic ap­

proach of Barthes ( 1967) which postulates denotative, conno­

tative and ideological levels of signification in the production 

of meaning. 

(Editor's note: Image quality due to sourcing from video screen captures) 

Si~ffiJ.iCATiOff 
Humour is play and contextual or presentational cues are given 

at the beginning of the Limousine advertisement that create a 

'play frame' around the visual text. The frame is indicated by 

the music and a situation which shows that the events in the 

following scenes are unreal, part of a fantasy and not to be 

taken seriously (Fry 1963). In the opening sequence the black 

limousine moving from right to left is oppositional to the 

western convention of vectors moving from left to right, and 

serves as a symbolic sign suggesting a change in the normal 

course of events (perhaps alluding to the new integrated soci­

ety). This nonverbal cue indicates that the viewer should no 

longer operate within the serious realm (commerce) and that 

the ensuing scenes should be interpreted as part of a humor­

ous discourse. 

On a denotative level the characters, props and setting in the 

advertisement serve to represent an event far removed from 

reality. The iconic signs reflected by the riempiesbank, khaki 

clothing, animal skins and pumpkin on the roof indexically 

portray a rustic setting somewhere in the bush, devoid of 

material encumbrances and evoking a nostalgic atmosphere of 

rural innocence. This calm atmosphere is disturbed by the en­

trance of the black limousine with its sophisticated occupants 

from another world, the city dwellers. Connotatively this visual 

dichotomy offers a symbolic pattern of a prevalent social pat­

tern (unsophistication/naivete and officialdom/bureaucracy) 

The ideological meaning is constructed by the way in which a 

culture represents itself to itself.According to Burgin (1986:55), 

all cultural forms of representation in the mass media are 

ideologically groun·ded, they cannot avoid involvement with 

social and political relations. In the same sense all humorous 

texts are expressive of the social situations in which they occur. 

In the advertisement the meeting between the three tranquil 

men sitting on the porch, passing the time and waiting for a 

customer and the three men in the limousine pausing for a 

short interval in their busy lives to buy a product, fulfills an 

ideological function 'by exposing existing social relations and 

dominant ways of perceiving social reality' (Powell 1988: I 00). 

The Limousine advertisement thus serves as a mirror of South 

African society which reflects the values and attitudes of the 

consumers using the product. The interplay between identities 

and characters serves as a metaphor for the current political, 

socio-economical and economic climate. Metaphors create 

intimacy through mutual comprehension and in the advert­

isement, the background knowledge mobilised in the different 

levels of significance is part of the culture which the advertiser 

and the recipient share. 

On an allegorical level (the moral message in figurative lan­

guage) the idea expressed in this advertisement is that people 

are the same despite their skin colour. 'We are all brothers 

under the skin even if we do not recognise one another as 

such'. Two opposing value systems are shown simultaneously, 

the financially successful (black VIP in limousine) and the eco­

nomically unsuccessful (white and black men on porch), artic­

ulating South African society's shifting social boundaries and 

moral ambiguities by employing humour to highlight the con­

flicts inherent in core values. 
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STEREOTYPES 
Humour operates by setting apart the behaviour of those 'not 

like us' by creating stereotypes and thus there is always a target 

in a humorous text, be it actual or symbolic. 

One of the targets in this advertisement seems to be a stereo­

typical depiction of the rural , na"ive and backward plattelander. 

The stereotype plays against the background of other depic­

tions of white bekvelders such as the films produced by Jamie 

Uys in the 1940s. 

Later in the advertisement the target seems to change to an 

equally stereotypical portrayal of the black politician in the 

limousine which plays against the background of petty official­

dom in the previous homelands and the shifting of political 

power from white to black in the so-called 'new' South Africa. 

In any case, the identification of the target is complicated by 

the doubling of identities, not only on a personal identification 

level but also on a social identity level. Identity in a humorous 

text is mostly a matter of external signs such as behaviour and 

clothing. A character changes his identity merely by putting 

on a new costume and changing his behaviour. In this adver­

tisement humour arises from an ironic transference of atti­

tudes and remarks from one role to another. The erroneous 

belief that the identities of the two characters (black VIP and 

black layabout) are different is corrected by a recognition 

scene that proves their identities are the same. 

An additional assumption that could be made is that the in­

tended target also refers to the target market, that is the white 

and black male users of the product. The advertisement pokes 

gentle fun at deeply-held attitudes and value systems of the 

apartheid years and suggests that this way of categorising 

people is no longer applicable. 

Humour may also be used to reinforce or undercut stereo­

types. In the reinforcement of stereotypes, humour is used to 

exaggerate a category's negative social attributes (the lan­

guage, appearance, possessions of the white mechanic in the 

advertisement).When humour is used to undercut the stereo­

type, the targeted group is used to reveal the superficiality of 

the prejudices found in society. In the Limousine advertisement 

certain social attributes are transferred from one social sub­

category to its opposite, creating humour by incongruously 

juxtaposing traditional social attributes of the first subcategory: 

white, rich, urban with those of the second subcategory: black, 

poor, rural. What is achieved is 'a simultaneous bisociating of 

social integration and division' (Powell 1988: I 00). 

Incongruity is also prevalent in the different roles played by 

the characters in the advertisement. Humour aborts expecta­

tions about a role by extracting traits from one role (being in 

power) and implanting them in another role (being subservient). 

Society regards one social category as more competent and 

having more status and power than the next (for instance, 

VIPs as opposed to mechanics). In the advertisement the status 

and power conventionally and traditionally linked to the white 

group is associated with the black group. The 'normal' views 

of reality are therefore challenged by the doubling of charac­

ters and the reversal of roles. 

In their discussion of superiority, enhanced self-esteem and 

perceived incongruity, Lafave, Haddad and Maesen ( 1976:86) 

state that perceived incongruity is not sufficient and that in 

order for the event to amuse, the viewer must feel superior to 

the characters portrayed. In the Limousine advertisement the 

( 

juxtapositioning of different situations results in the viewer ( 

feeling superior to the characters since they are portrayed as 

backward, dirty or ugly. 

ffARRATiUE 
Narrative structure refers to the logical structure of the text, 

the sequence of events or actions that follow a specific story­

line. A storyline can be defined as the raw materials of the 

narrative, the sum of the motifs in their causal-chronological 

order. In the Limousine advertisement the storyline is very 

simple. A black limousine draws up at a filling station in the 

bushveld, the mechanic leaves his friends on the porch to 

attend to the customer, the car is serviced with motor oil and 

the mechanic returns to the porch. The characters on the 

porch in the opening sequence are framed to present a unity. 

The closing sequence again shows the three characters framed 

as a unity, thus alluding to a kind of narrative closure and 

strengthening the concept of an integrated society. 

Humorous narratives are, however, semiotically ambiguous. The 

incongruous structure of the humorous event makes the story­

line at the same time plausible and implausible, real and un­

real. The narrative framework of the advertisement is the nar­

rative form of realism (the shack, limousine, setting look real) 

but the events portrayed are unreal. The characters are sites 

of emotional identification for the viewers who cluster around 

a name (Castro/ Oi~ . The punchline interacts with other semi­

otic mechanisms on a denotative, symbolic and ideological 
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LAnGUAGE 
According to Dorfles ( 1968) humour consists of a process of alien­

ation whereby a sign (word or action) is sh ifted from its context 

and changes its meaning. Humour is therefore seen as a specific 

kind of communication that is the result of a change in the rela­

tionship between the sign and the signified. Humour is 'a kind of 

language . .. characterized by the negative or paradoxical value as­

sumed by the sign ' (Dorfles 1968: I 04). 

The paradoxical value assumed by the sign is seen in the address­

ing of the white mechanic as 'chief' by the black YIP, although the 

object language ( contained in props such as the limousine and 

chauffeur) spells out quite clearly that the black man in the car is 

the chief. A paradox is also apparant in the non recognition of the 

dual identity of the black protagonist. The absurd detaches itself 

from the language of rational discourse because such language sug­

gests a rational world.The resultant breakdown of language is both 

funny as verbal play and threatening because it indicates an inabili­

ty to comprehend the world. 

In the Umousine advertisement the humour contained in the lan­

guage focuses on word play. The mechanic says that the YIP needs 

protection and Castro/ Oil promises double protection. (The slogan 

at the end of the adver tisement reads: A can of the best A can of the 

best). 

A suggestive by-play on the meaning of the name Horingboom Oasis 

and the use of the electronic device to frisk the mechanic in his 

genital area provide a nice link between the linguistic colloquial 

meaning of haring and the visual connotative meaning of the penis 

as a horn. The Freudian pun is accentuated by the two men on the 

porch nervously crossing thei r legs to protect their genital areas 

when the security guard approaches, and provides a visual punch­

line to the association. 

In the verbal punchline, amusement results from perceiving conno­

tative sense in denotative nonsense they all look the same to me.This 

is not a politically correct statement to make, seen in the light of 

the new integrated South African society, but is an example of how 

humour is used to defuse racial tension. The use of humorous cues 

(for example the non recognition of the black VIP as the same man 

as the one sharing the porch) suggests that the utterance is not to 

be taken literally and that the recipient must formulate some 

counter-text of his own which contradicts the actual utterance and 

conveys the real meaning.The statement they all look the same to me 

is ironic and the implied countertext is the opposite of what is 

actually spoken. 

rannus;on 
The function of humour in the Umousine advertisement lies in the 

exercise of perception that enables the viewer to see things for the 

first time, to reconsider entrenched prejudices and to become a bit 

more flexible when dealing w ith the wor ld in future .The punchline 

relates to social grouping at the heart of the political order, and 

humour is used as an expression of the anxieties engendered by 

the new political order and social organisation.At the same time, it 

also ser ves as a protest against the perceived irrationality of the 

dominant modes of political authority (Davies 1993:21 ). The other­

wise publicly unthinkable belief (all blacks look the same) is touched 

upon and expressed in humorous form. The result of the laughter 

that accompanies this statement releases pent-up tensions and 

facilitates the management of ambivalent feel ings and trying cir­

cumstances. 

Humour deconstr ucts the world by destroying rigid preconcep­

tions and imposed order. It does not necessarily affirm dominant 

values but rather mocks them and denigrates them. If 'laughter is 

the mind sneezing' (Wyndham Lewis) then humour serves to 

detoxify the mind of negative entrenched beliefs and values which 

endanger the potential for mutual understanding in a transforming 

society. 
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