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Abstract—Puns seemingly contribute little to human civiliza-
tion today. However, humans evolutionarily adapted the use of
puns for self-defense. We outline several mechanisms, shedding
new light on this oft-neglected figure of speech, and conclude.

I. INTRODUCTION

The development of language has an intimate relationship
with the rise of human civilization. It is only through language
that the world’s greatest ideas have been passed from one
generation to another. One form of communication, however,
stands apart: paronomasia, better known as puns. Jokes formed
from “an exploitation of phonetic processes” [1] seem to serve
no purpose except to cause people great frustration. Despite the
advancement of human language to support the discussion of
ideas unimaginable centuries before, why do puns still exist?
Moreover, why are they so bad?

We propose that the humble pun may be more than a
diabolical misappropriation of language for puerile humor –
puns serve as a vital mechanism to ensure survival.

II. QUANTIFYING PUN GOODNESS

Puns can be measured by a figure of merit, badness, which
is an aggregate of the timeliness, quality, and delivery of the
pun. Reactions to a pun can range from an exasperated sigh to
seething anger. Figure 1 shows the influence of pun badness
on the strength of the resulting reaction.

Involuntary Reaction as a Function of Pun Badness
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Fig. 1. Pun badness provokes increasingly powerful reactions that afflict po-
tential adversaries. Data were collected from an informal survey of participants
(N = 9), often by surprise, and are tabulated at https://www.ocf.berkeley.edu/
∼qmn/puns.html. It is thought that puns of badness 10 do not exist in nature;
we term these punachievable.

III. ROLE IN SELF-DEFENSE

As discussed before, puns have evolved to fall all across the
badness spectrum. Varying the badness of the pun evokes dif-
ferent responses in adversaries, so we outline these responses
below.

Badness 0–2: To Temporarily Confuse

To understand their role in self-defense, we must discuss
how the human brain interprets puns. Broca’s and Wernicke’s
areas are responsible for language processing in humans. Upon
the possible detection of a pun, the brain must return the
words to these centers for additional processing. If a pun
is recognized, then several reactions may follow. Potential
attackers listening to a pun must stop for the time it takes
to unravel the meaning of the pun. In this delay, it is a no-
brainer for the punner to turn around and escape. The most
pedestrian puns could allow the punner enough time to walk
away.

Badness 3–7: To Expose Weak Areas

The most common reaction to bad puns is the involuntary
groan simultaneously accompanied by the backward tilt of
the head. This response is the well-known Groan of Arc. In
addition, the eyes recede into the head, obscuring the view
of a potential adversary. This combination of actions exposes
the throat, allowing the punner to deal a retaliatory blow to
the attacker before fleeing. When one’s life is at stake in a
neck-and-neck situation, a scorching pun could be a decisive
maneuver.

Badness 8–9: To Divert Anger

Some of the most egregious puns lead to seething anger
and, indeed, may seemingly provoke a possible belligerent.
However, the anger is always directed towards the badness of
the pun itself. In a heated situation, a punner could strategi-
cally divert aggression, ensuring his or her own safety. This
counterintuitive result is affirmed by the empirical observation
that there have been no known acts of non-comical violence
in which puns were involved [2].

IV. CONCLUSION

Puns have long been seen as a vestige of human language.
However, they had a nobler past in which puns were employed
at the risk of life and limb to preserve the members of the
earliest human civilizations. Today’s descendants ought to give
a hand to the ancestors who gave them an evolutionary leg up.
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