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      Introduction

      This book is the biography of a troublesome word. “Irony” is a term that everyone uses and seems to understand. It is also a concept that is notoriously difficult to define. Much like Winona Ryder’s character in the 1994 rom-com Reality Bites, whose inability to describe irony costs her a job interview, we know it when we see it, but nonetheless have trouble articulating it. Even worse, it seems as if the same term is used to describe very different things. And following your mother’s advice—to look it up in the dictionary—is liable to leave you even more confused than before.

      Irony isn’t a loner; it spends a lot of time in the company of a shady relative with a checkered reputation. The nature of their relationship, however, is obscure. Sarcasm could be thought of as irony’s evil twin. Or perhaps they are better described as siblings, or simply as cousins. Sarcasm is also a bit two-faced, with a penchant for hostility as well as for humor. Psychology Today has characterized sarcasm as “one of the worst destroyers of intimacy.”1 On the other hand, a recent article in the Washington Post described sarcasm as a characteristic that many people seek out in their romantic partners.2 It has also been described as the lowest form of wit and the highest form of intelligence. This observation has often been attributed to Oscar Wilde; ironically, it does not appear in his published work. It does, however, capture the yin and yang of sarcasm fairly well.

      
        Irony isn’t a loner; it spends a lot of time in the company of a shady relative with a checkered reputation.

      

      Examples of confusion about these terms appear regularly in the news and in popular culture. An American president posts a tweet containing the phrase “Isn’t it ironic?” and is derided for misusing the term. When criticized for thanking Russia for embassy staff reductions, he claims he was being sarcastic. A North Korean dictator bans sarcasm directed at him and his regime because he fears that people are only agreeing with him ironically. A song about irony is mocked because its lyrics contain nonironic examples. And a character in one of the most popular programs on television is a brilliant physicist who nonetheless doesn’t seem to understand sarcasm. In short, uncertainty about irony and sarcasm can be found almost everywhere.

      As we will see, the term “irony” has been applied to a number of different phenomena over time, and as a label, it has been stretched to accommodate a number of new senses. But do they all truly belong together under the same conceptual umbrella? And exactly how does irony differ from sarcasm, as well as from related concepts like coincidence, paradox, satire, and parody?

      The philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein proposed that members of a category can be said to share a family resemblance; that is, members of a family look more like each other than they look like others who are not part of their clan.3 Not everyone in the same family will share the same nose, ears, or chin. They may not all have the same stature or build. But they will have an overlapping set of resemblances that, when taken together, strongly suggest that a given individual is a part of a particular family.

      Wittgenstein originally used the notion of family resemblance to make sense of troublesome concepts like “game.” The number of players, rules, equipment, and scoring may vary widely, but we nonetheless refer to solitaire, poker, chess, and football as members of the game category. We can profitably apply a similar logic to disentangling the concept of irony in its many forms.4 This approach can also help us to differentiate phenomena that are often seen as being related to irony.

      Family resemblance can help us to understand why, for example, it makes sense to refer to particular situations and verbal constructions as ironic. And it can help to explain why certain nonironic phenomena, such as paradox, satire, and parody, are sometimes characterized as members of the irony family. For Wittgenstein, category membership is probabilistic as opposed to absolute. Therefore, if a nonmember possesses several attributes that are characteristic of the concept, cases of mistaken identity may well occur. One goal of this book is to identify the attributes that constitute a family resemblance for the irony concept.

      This book also surveys the empirical research that is being conducted on irony and sarcasm. Sarcasm, in particular, is a topic of inquiry for experimental psychologists and linguists, because it illuminates many important aspects of communication and miscommunication. An appreciation of why people choose to express themselves in such ways, and how they go about signaling these intentions, will greatly enrich our understanding of language and behavior.

      The story of the life and times of irony is fascinating and richly textured. It spans ancient Greek philosophy and Roman rhetoric, as well as modern literary criticism and media studies. It has also evolved and adapted, mutating from a verbal figure of speech into written and online forms. And as an attitude, it continues to be both admired and vilified. In short, its multifaceted nature can tell us a great deal about what it means to be human.

      Roger Kreuz

      March 2019

      Memphis, Tennessee

    
  

      1

      Some Preliminaries

      Nonliteral Language

      People use verbal irony and sarcasm to say things they don’t literally mean. Although scholars debate the meaning of the word “literal,” for our purposes it is good enough to define it as language that is simple, direct, and unambiguous. A literal message doesn’t require any additional context to be understood, and it has no hidden motive or agenda that we must infer. The message is the message. Two and two add up to four.

      At first blush, it might seem that literal language would be the ideal form of communication: it’s clear, easy to understand, and unlikely to be misunderstood. However, if people only employed literal language, it would render communication devoid of nuance, innuendo, humor, and poetic turns of phrase. Communication would be straightforward, but also incredibly dull. Nonliteral turns of phrase, like variety, are the spice of life—and of language.

      
        If people only employed literal language, it would render communication devoid of nuance, innuendo, humor, and poetic turns of phrase.

      

      As it turns out, verbal irony is but one example of a far larger family of speech forms that deviate from literal meaning. Such figurative or nonliteral language has been an object of study for millennia. Traditionally, it was the province of poetry and literary criticism. More recently, it has become a topic of inquiry for cognitive scientists and computational linguists. Taken as a whole, such turns of phrase are referred to as figures of speech, and they constitute an important part of the modern discipline of rhetoric. Because of this rich and varied history, a formidably dense vocabulary has evolved to catalog the many forms that such language can take. Many dozens, and possibly hundreds, of such figures have been described and studied.

      Fortunately, we don’t need to consider all such figures of speech for our purposes. Many of them, such as alliteration, are primarily ornamental in nature. We could replace a phrase like “the fickle finger of fate” with “the capricious nature of destiny” without really changing its meaning. It is the repetition of sounds in the first expression, however, that makes the phrase noteworthy or memorable.

      The goal of this section is to highlight only the forms of nonliteral language that deviate from a speaker’s literal meaning. This is the attribute that these forms of language share with verbal irony, and many are used in the service of irony. Before going any further, therefore, it will be helpful to introduce the cast of figurative forms that irony frequently associates with.

      Let’s start with metaphor. A statement like “The lecture was a sleeping pill” isn’t literally true: a speech isn’t a drug. But the sentence makes sense if we map a salient attribute of sleeping pills—things that induce drowsiness—onto the concept of lectures, thus making the point that the lesson was exceedingly tedious or boring. In the case of metaphor, such a comparison is implicit. We can accomplish a similar trick by using a simile, but in this case the comparison is explicit, as in “The lecture was like a sleeping pill.”

      In other cases, a statement can allude to something in a more arbitrary way. Idioms are expressions like “paint the town red” or “yellow belly,” to mention two colorful examples. They have no obvious connection to their referents, such as a celebration or cowardice, but they have nevertheless become associated with them. In a similar way, phrases like “pushing up daisies,” “bite the dust,” or “buy the farm” are euphemisms that we use to avoid speaking directly about unpleasant topics, such as death.

      Instead of claiming that A is B or that A is like B, nonliteral language can stretch the truth in other ways as well. Language of this kind can make the attributes of something, like its dimensions or duration, greater or smaller than they really are. A thirsty restaurant patron, recounting the story of her privation, might claim that she had to wait for “a million years” before a waiter brought her water. This form of nonliteral language goes by a variety of names, such as exaggeration, overstatement, and hyperbole. The reverse is a frequently employed tactic as well. Someone who comments that a train is “a little behind schedule” when it has really been delayed for several hours would be employing understatement. This form of nonliteral language also goes by other names, such as meiosis and litotes.

      Then we have the questions that aren’t truly questions. A statement like “Isn’t it hot in here?” can function literally as an observation about temperature. However, such remarks are often intended as requests that someone do something, like open a window. In languages like English, indirect requests—such as “Do you know what time it is?” or “Can you pass the mustard?”—are polite ways of issuing commands. Other ostensible inquiries are rhetorical questions, such as “How old are you—three?” or “Just who do you think you are?” In these cases, the speaker is expressing frustration or annoyance, and no response, other than perhaps an apology, is expected (or desired).

      Another form of nonliteral language is antiphrasis, which involves saying the opposite of what is literally meant. Although this applies to many instances of verbal irony and sarcasm, it is important to note that these terms are not synonymous. Many ironic statements do not mean the opposite of what is literally said, a point that we will return to later. In addition, not all examples of antiphrasis are ironic. When someone voices a complaint to a sympathetic coworker and she replies, “Tell me about it!” she truly does intend the opposite (that is, don’t tell me about it). The antiphrasis, however, is not ironic; the responder is employing a conventionalized expression to voice agreement and perhaps solidarity. In a similar way, an assessment of “Not bad!” is a routine way of declaring that something is quite good. It makes little sense to characterize “Not bad” and similar expressions as ironic; we can more accurately characterize them as examples of antiphrasis or understatement or even as clichés. True irony involves other preconditions and intentions, as we will see in later chapters.

      
  

Guides for the Perplexed?

      
        Dictionary: opinion expressed as truth in alphabetical order.

        —John Ralston Saul, The Doubter’s Companion (1994)

      

      As we will see in the next chapter, the term irony and its variant forms have been used, over time, to refer to a number of different concepts. These distinctions in meaning are sometimes subtle, and they are also changeable. It’s reasonable to assume, therefore, that curious readers and careful writers will seek guidance from reference works like dictionaries. Professional writers and journalists may go a step further and consult style guides that provide suggestions about usage for specific publications, such as magazines and newspapers. In general, such reference books are extremely helpful, but for slippery concepts like irony, we find considerable variation in the amount of guidance they provide. One reason for this discrepancy has to do with two competing schools of thought about the purpose of such books.

      Everyone has an intuitive sense about the proper use of language in speech and writing, however nebulous that concept may be. And this sense leads us to believe that a standardized, correct form of the language can be codified into a reference work like a dictionary. People who have strong opinions on this matter are called prescriptivists: they believe that the purpose of dictionaries is to make unambiguous pronouncements about the proper usage of words. The task of the lexicographer, therefore, should be to decree what is correct and standard and to exclude that which is ungrammatical, dialectical, colloquial, or otherwise nonstandard.

      In general, dictionaries compiled until the mid-twentieth century were prescriptive in nature, with perceived nonstandard usage clearly labeled as such. A good example is the traditional treatment of “hopefully.” Its correct usage was decreed to be as an adverb meaning “in a hopeful way,” as in “She stared hopefully at the instructions.” However, its use as a disjunct, in the sense of “it is hoped” (“Hopefully, she will read the instructions”) has been considered nonstandard and something to avoid. An obvious problem with such distinctions is that many types of nonstandard usage, such as employing “hopefully” as a disjunct, are extremely common and are used by large numbers of well-educated individuals.

      A shift in the field of linguistics has been pushing practitioners of the discipline in a different direction. Instead of deciding what people ought to say and write, many linguists believe their goal should be to document and describe how people use language and how this usage changes over time. This is called descriptivism, and it is anathema to those inclined toward prescriptivism. Prescriptivists argue that descriptivism is an abdication of linguistic responsibility, a surrender to the forces of subjectivity and relativism, and a capitulation to barbarians intent on debasing some pure form of the language.

      The debate between prescriptivists and descriptivists puts lexicographers in an awkward position. Should they continue their traditional role as linguistic gatekeepers, calling balls and strikes with regard to usage? Or should they embrace the language as a living and changing organism? In short, should they think of themselves as umpires or as biologists?

      The first steps toward a more descriptivist lexicography were taken by G & C Merriam, publisher of the premier unabridged reference work of American English. Its New International Dictionary, released in 1934, was a traditionally prescriptivist tome. The company spent several years preparing a revision, and the release of Webster’s Third New International Dictionary in 1961 provoked a firestorm of controversy. Prescriptivists viewed the new work as unconscionably permissive, in part because many of the usage notes from the previous edition, such as “colloquial” or “improper,” had been eliminated. The criticism led to an attempt by the publisher of American Heritage magazine to purchase Merriam so that these wrongs could be righted. The failure of that effort led to the creation of a competitor, The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language (AHD), first published in 1969. In pointed contrast to the Merriam dictionary, American Heritage assembled a usage panel of prominent writers, editors, and scholars. The dictionary contains several hundred usage notes based on surveys of this group. Other dictionary publishers fall somewhere in between taking descriptive and prescriptive approaches in their own reference works.

      As a result, the guidance provided for words like irony will vary considerably, depending on the dictionary. Readers who look up “irony” in AHD will encounter several definitions, followed by a nearly two-hundred-word usage note, along with data from the dictionary’s usage panel. The Random House Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary, Second Edition (1987) provides an extensive note distinguishing between irony, sarcasm, and satire but cites no experts for the usage suggestions. And reference works produced by Merriam (now known as Merriam-Webster) typically provide illustrations of actual use, but little in the way of additional guidance.

      But what of the most unabridged of all English dictionaries, the multivolume Oxford English Dictionary (OED)? Its first edition was published in parts over four and a half decades, from 1884 to 1928. A second edition, incorporating four volumes of new material, was released in 1989. Three volumes of supplements followed during the 1990s. Work on a third edition, a complete overhaul that will exist only online, began in 2000. This history is relevant for a consideration of the OED’s treatment of irony, because the section containing words running from “invalid” to “Jew” was originally published in December 1900. As a result, the core of the OED’s treatment of the concept in the 1989 edition—the twenty-volume set found in most libraries—is well over a century old. It provides the reader with many examples from literary works, but no usage guidance. The 1993 supplementary volume adds a definition for and examples of dramatic irony. Today’s online edition, which exists behind a paywall, received a thorough overhaul in September 2013—along with a usage note beginning with the admission that “the precise application of the term has varied over time and remains the subject of much discussion.”

      Do style guides, such as those published by the New York Times or the Associated Press, provide any helpful suggestions about how to deal with irony and its related terms? By definition, such guides are prescriptive, since they are defining a particular house style or advocating for a specific standard. Such style guides have a long history in English, from the exuberantly prescriptive opinions of H. W. Fowler, found in his Dictionary of Modern English Usage,1 to those of his intellectual heir, Bryan Garner.2 Garner does, however, recognize that language is a living organism, and that judgments of acceptability can change over time. In his guide, he employs a five-point language change index to assign scores for word choice cases, ranging from “rejected” through “widespread” to “fully accepted.” In addition, his scores are based on objective, verifiable linguistic data.

      These diverse definitions and usage suggestions will appear in the relevant sections of the chapters that follow. Hopefully—um, it is hoped that—the context I have provided here will make it easier to understand both the utility and the drawbacks of using reference works to corral a concept as unruly as irony.
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      The Varieties of Ironic Experience

      
        Irony has meant and means so many different things to different people that rarely is there a meeting of minds as to its particular sense on a given occasion.

        —Jonathan Tittler, Approximately Irony (1985)

        Getting to grips with irony seems to have something in common with gathering the mist; there is plenty to take hold of if only one could.

        —D. C. Muecke, The Compass of Irony (1969)

      

      What does it mean to refer to a person, a situation, or a statement as ironic? In this chapter, I describe eight different ways in which the term “irony” is used. As we will see, although these forms of irony refer to a wide variety of diverse phenomena, they do share an overlapping set of attributes that create a family resemblance.

      
  

Socratic Irony

      
        SOCRATES: Oh dear Hippias: might you do me this little favor, not to jeer at me if I struggle to understand the things you say and keep asking questions about them? Please do try to go easy on me and answer gently.

        —Plato (attributed), Hippias Minor

      

      The Greek philosopher Socrates (ca. 470–399 BCE) is well known to us as a historical figure, even though he did not commit his ideas to any written medium. His primary claim to fame may be his starring role in the dialogues (fictional conversations) written by his student Plato. In many of these works, Socrates engages in an extended disquisition about a particular topic, such as rhetoric (Gorgias) or justice (Crito, Republic). Although Socrates uses a number of argumentative styles in the dialogues, he is well known for one strategy in particular: claiming ignorance of a particular topic so as to draw out his interlocutor’s assumptions and beliefs. In some cases, his assertion of ignorance may have been genuine. In others, however, it seems that Socrates was only pretending to be uninformed. And it is this rhetorical tactic that has become known as Socratic irony.

      References to Socrates and irony turn up several times in Plato’s writings. In one of the dialogues, Callicles admonishes Socrates for “trying to trap people with words” and for being ironic.1 In another, Thrasymachus scornfully refers to Socrates’ “habitual irony” and asserts that Socrates would “do anything rather than answer if someone asks [him] about something.”2 In Plato’s account of speeches given at a banquet, a drunk Alcibiades accuses Socrates of having spent his life “playing his little game of irony and laughing up his sleeve at all the world.”3 And in many places throughout the dialogues, Socrates’ effusive praise of his interlocutors can be read as insincere and ironic flattery. It seems fair to conclude that the other characters in Plato’s dialogues were not enamored with this oratorical strategy.

      A different sort of connection between Socrates and irony appears in the writings of Aristotle, Plato’s student. In book 4 of the Nicomachean Ethics, which dates from about 350 BCE, Aristotle discusses moral virtues. He compares the truthful man to two opposing types. One of these is the braggart who overstates his abilities (alazon). The other type is the overly modest and humble person who downplays his prowess (eiron). These two types would have been well known in ancient Greece, since they represent stock characters that appeared frequently in comedic plays, such as those written by Aristophanes. In these entertainments, the puffed-up alazon is often deflated by the wit and resourcefulness of the unassuming eiron. (A modern-day example of the alazon type would be the bumptious postal worker Cliff Clavin from the television series Cheers, while the eiron is exemplified by Norm Peterson, his friend and fellow bar patron.)4

      In his description of the eiron in the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle equates irony with self-deprecation and adds that such people “especially disclaim qualities that are held in general regard, just as Socrates used to do.”5 This seemingly offhand example appears to be the origin of the connection between Socrates and Socratic irony.6 Aristotle regarded such self-effacing individuals as the lesser of two evils: the overly modest and self-deprecating eiron is preferable to the boastful and overbearing alazon.

      In the academic world, scholars have long debated the intentions behind Socrates’ assertions of ignorance in Plato’s dialogues. We have no way to distinguish the instances in which Plato intended Socrates to be purposefully deceptive from those in which his claims of ignorance were genuine. In addition, there has been an extended discussion about what Plato and Aristotle intended by using the term eiron. Melissa Lane has observed that in Aristophanes’ time, the word meant “one who feigns ignorance,” which clearly points to deliberate pretense or deception.7 About sixty-five years after Aristophanes, Aristotle uses the same term to refer to humble self-deprecation. So was Plato, writing in between these two eras, using the word in its earlier sense, or was he anticipating (or creating) the later meaning? Gregory Vlastos asserts that Plato’s Socrates did not intend to deceive, and that we should view him instead as providing his interlocutors with enlightenment and instruction.8

      Whether or not Vlastos’s account is correct, the phrase “Socratic irony” has a clear and well-defined modern meaning: the intentional pretense of ignorance. The term appears in English as early as 1721 and has spawned a number of closely related variants, such as the Socratic method, Socratic questioning, and the method of elenchus. However, these forms of pedagogy and logical reasoning do not necessarily entail deception or pretense, and so the terms are not synonymous. They are, however, considered important techniques in modern education because they encourage active learning and the promotion of critical thinking skills.

      This discussion of irony’s beginnings in Western thought reveals that its development has been neither simple nor straightforward. It does, however, underline the importance of pretense and dissimulation. We will see that these concepts play key roles in other forms of irony described in the following sections.

      
  

Dramatic Irony

      The term “dramatic irony” refers to a discrepancy between the knowledge states of spectators and those of the characters in a drama or other kind of fictional work. The prototype for this form of irony can be found in Oedipus Rex (ca. 429 BCE). Over the course of Sophocles’ play, the audience is always one step ahead of Oedipus as he seeks to discover who murdered his father, only to find that he himself is the killer, and that he has married his mother. Shakespeare frequently employed this device as well. In Hamlet, Gertrude drinks wine that the audience knows is poisoned. In Romeo and Juliet, Romeo believes that Juliet is dead, and kills himself in despair, while the audience knows that Juliet is only drugged.

      The idea that spectators can occupy a privileged position with regard to knowledge was first discussed by the English historian Connop Thirlwall (1797–1875) in his 1833 essay “On the Irony of Sophocles.”9 His ideas were influenced by related discussions of tragic irony by the German romanticists, such as Adam Müller (1779–1829) and Karl Solger (1780–1819). Note, however, that Thirlwall himself did not use the term “dramatic irony”; the contemporary meaning of the term is the product of twentieth-century academicians such as G. G. Sedgewick (1882–1949), writing a century after Thirlwall.

      Although dramatic irony is the stuff of tragedy, it can also be used for comic effect, as in farce. We see this usage in Shakespeare as well, and also in the work of countless other dramatists, librettists, and prose writers. Characters in disguise, cases of mistaken identity, and even time travel have been exploited in this way.

      
        Although dramatic irony is the stuff of tragedy, it can also be used for comic effect, as in farce.

      

      The psychological effects of dramatic irony are varied. It can, for example, create curiosity about what happens next, which can lead to suspense, anxiety, and tension. In the case of farce, however, it can create humor. If a spectator empathizes with a character, she might experience sympathy or even embarrassment with regard to the ignorant character’s predicament. And even when spectators can anticipate the ultimate outcome, such as Oedipus’s fate, it is still possible for them to experience anxiety. The psychologist Richard Gerrig has referred to this phenomenon as anomalous suspense, and it can occur even when the spectator fully understands the outcome beforehand, as with well-known historical events.10 It seems unlikely that anyone who sees the film Titanic is in doubt about the ultimate fate of the vessel’s maiden voyage. Nonetheless, viewers still experience anxiety and tension as the ship’s unwitting passengers progress inexorably toward their doom.

      Dramatic irony often involves foreshadowing, which is also sometimes referred to as proleptic irony. An example from classical Greek tragedy is the use of a chorus to provide critical information directly to the audience. In some cases, this foreshadowing is fairly explicit: the fate of Romeo and Juliet is broadly hinted at in the second sentence of the play’s prologue (“a pair of star-crossed lovers”) and in the third (“death marked love”). In other cases, the playwright or author may leave subtle clues that only perceptive spectators and readers will notice or appreciate.

      Keeping track of who knows what in a work involving dramatic irony can be a nontrivial exercise. In some cases, all the characters are in the dark, and only the spectators possess critical information, as in Romeo and Juliet. In other cases, some characters are “in the know,” while others remain ignorant. By the end, however, all is revealed—for good or ill—and the tension dissipates.

      
  

Cosmic Irony

      
        But man is created to be the plaything of the Gods.

        —Plato, Laws, bk. 7 (ca. 360 BCE)

        For man proposes, but God disposes.

        —Thomas à Kempis (ca. 1380–1471), The Imitation of Christ, bk. 1, chap. 19

      

      Cosmic irony, also known as the irony of fate, overlaps with dramatic irony to some degree, as well as with situational irony, which we will consider in the next section. The emphasis in cosmic irony, however, is on the role played by an indifferent or even malevolent universe that seeks to thwart people’s hopes and desires. The agent responsible for this thwarting may vary, but the result is the same. For ancient Greek and Roman poets like Homer and Virgil, this misfortune could arise from the capricious acts of the gods. For Christian writers, the agent is a supreme being who chooses to involve himself in the lives of his creations via divine intervention. However, the meddling agent is not always supernatural; the cause of misfortune can also simply be fate or chance.

      Note that cosmic irony differs from seemingly related concepts, such as destiny, karma, or poetic justice. The distinguishing characteristic is that, in the case of cosmic irony, forces outside the individual are in the driver’s seat, rendering a person’s actions unimportant or even irrelevant. Cosmic irony also contrasts with proverbial observations such as “What goes around comes around” and “You reap what you sow,” since these truisms still presuppose some form of human agency. Cosmic irony also differs from deus ex machina. While it is true that Euripides and other dramatists employed the gods to resolve their plot complications, the result was often to rescue characters or to otherwise manufacture a happy ending, not a tragic one.

      We find the concept of cosmic irony in the work of G. W. F. Hegel (1770–1831), who used the phrase “general irony of the world,” and that of his student, Heinrich Heine (1797–1856), who explicitly noted the role of nature, fate, and chance in human affairs. It is unclear, however, who first referred to such instances as “cosmic.” Writing in the Atlantic Monthly in 1905, Winthrop More Daniels applied the term to the works of Ibsen, so it must have been in common usage by then.

      Cosmic irony stands in opposition to a belief in free will and the notion that we are the authors of our own destinies. Given the pessimism that pervades cosmic irony, it may seem like an unprofitable source for great literature. It can be unpalatable to imagine others, or particularly oneself, as a mere puppet, with strings being pulled by some implacable external force. However, Shakespeare effectively uses this form of irony in Macbeth and King Lear.

      Perhaps the most enthusiastic practitioner of cosmic irony was Thomas Hardy (1840–1928). Although this element is present in many of his works, we can see it most clearly in Tess of the d’Urbervilles (1891). Tess is depicted as a truly good person—virtuous, honest, and compassionate. Throughout the novel, she tries to do the right thing. Nevertheless, she suffers a series of misfortunes that culminate in her execution for murder. Hardy uses cosmic irony to explore themes of societal change and relations between the sexes in a way that is compelling but ultimately tragic. As a literary genre, however, cosmic irony has not aged well. The conceit that people are marionettes, held in the thrall of a whimsical fate, seems to be a poor fit with the attitudes held by people living in strongly individualistic cultures.

      In contemporary usage, “cosmic” is sometimes employed as an intensifier, signaling that the speaker believes something to be extremely ironic. In other cases, it is used to designate events that are strangely coincidental, poignant, or merely inconvenient. Consider the following Twitter post, which was accompanied by the hashtag “cosmicirony”: “How did I spend my weekend? Sick and in bed. But now that the work week has resumed, I’m feeling better.”

      
  

Situational Irony

      In February 1996, Alanis Morissette released the fourth single from Jagged Little Pill, an album that had gone on sale the previous June. The song was a major hit for the Canadian singer; by mid-April, it had risen to number four on the US Billboard Hot 100, and it remains her highest-charting song. Its success is noteworthy because the subject matter is unusual for a popular music hit: it’s all about irony. Or is it?

      The song, which is called “Ironic,” consists of five verses, not counting repetitions, and contains eleven specific instances of purported irony. Examples from the chorus, which repeats twice, include the following:

      
        It’s like rain on your wedding day

        It’s a free ride when you’ve already paid

        It’s the good advice that you just didn’t take

      

      English teachers, language mavens, and pedants of all stripes were quick to point out that Morissette’s examples didn’t match the dictionary definition of situational irony. To cite one example, the Washington Post ran a story that characterized the song as an “example of rampant Irony Abuse.”11 Although definitions differ, most dictionaries describe situational irony as an incongruity between expectations and outcomes, such as when a result differs from what was intended. The OED goes further by suggesting that the outcome is “cruelly, humorously, or strangely at odds with assumptions or expectations.”

      To her credit, Morissette has been more than willing to admit that the instances she set to music may not meet everyone’s understanding of the term. In 2015, for example, she appeared on The Late Show and performed an updated version, with help from host James Corden. Among her new list of ironies (such as buying an iPhone on the day before a new model is released, or encountering a traffic jam when using Waze), she included “It’s singing ‘ironic,’ but there are no ironies.”

      Situational irony has existed for as long as humans have been able to appreciate unexpected occurrences or poignant outcomes. Some events seem utterly mundane, while others seem to be charged with … something. The issues are what that something is, and the term or terms we should use to refer to it.

      Even before the song “Ironic” brought such issues to the fore, researchers had begun to explore the parameters of situational irony. In one of the first research projects on this topic, the psychologist Joan Lucariello developed a taxonomy of situational irony.12 She identified twenty-eight different types and classified them under seven general headings:

      
        	Imbalances: inconsistencies or opposition in behavior or in a situation.
          Example: an impoverished banker.

        

        	Losses: self-inflicted or externally imposed negative outcomes.
          Example: the coworker who mocks a colleague for being clumsy, but then trips and falls.

        

        	Wins: unanticipated positive outcomes.
          Example: a person who inadvertently wins a contest.

        

        	Double outcomes: someone experiences two related losses, or a win and a loss.
          Example: a famous marathon runner who dies while jogging.

        

        	Dramatic: an observer is aware of what a victim does not yet know.
          Example: an examiner who fails a student and then overhears the student expressing confidence about passing.

        

        	Catch-22: unavoidable loss despite taking all possible measures.
          Example: a well-prepared student who is unable to remember material during an exam, and the harder she tries, the worse she performs.

        

        	Coincidence: co-occurring actions or events that have no causal basis.
          Example: a person who thinks about a childhood friend she hasn’t seen in years, then runs into her the next day.

        

      

      It’s worth pointing out that Lucariello’s taxonomy includes two categories that have been described in previous sections: her dramatic category is identical to dramatic irony, while catch-22 seems to be the same as cosmic irony.

      In an experiment, Lucariello provided research participants with examples of these ironic types and asked them to rate how ironic they seemed. Some situational categories were perceived as highly ironic. The two that received the highest scores were the dramatic doomed agent (for example, Romeo killing himself at the side of the apparently dead Juliet) and instrumental wins, in which the means to losing becomes the means to winning (two people meet because one is suing the other, which leads to them falling in love).

      Other types, however, were rated as relatively poor examples of the irony concept. The two that received the lowest scores were role reversal imbalances (for example, children hard at work see adults enjoying themselves) and foreshadowed losses (a man dreams about dying and then is fatally injured in a car accident). The other rated types fell between these two extremes without any clear breaks between them. This finding suggests that people’s conception of situational irony is a fuzzy one: there doesn’t seem to be any clear dividing line between situations that we perceive as ironic and those that are nonironic. The perception of irony doesn’t seem to be triggered by the presence of specific attributes but is instead driven by resemblance to prototypical examples of the concept (such as Romeo’s suicide or the litigants who fall in love).

      We can also see this absence of defining criteria for situational irony on the website www.isitironic.com. The site invites visitors to add their own examples of irony and vote on whether examples provided by others are ironic or not. Votes are cast on a ten-point scale ranging from “definitely not ironic” to “definitely ironic.” The vote tallies rarely exceed 80 percent in either direction, suggesting that a great deal of ambiguity and subjectivity exists in making such judgments.

      Not surprisingly, therefore, almost any use of the phrase “Isn’t it ironic?” by a public figure tends to be scrutinized to determine whether the phrase is being used “correctly.” In June 2018, for example, Donald Trump used the phrase in a tweet to contrast his work on trade deals and North Korea’s nuclear weapons while Robert Mueller’s investigation continued unabated. Several media outlets were quick to accuse the president of using the term incorrectly, and some compared his usage to … Alanis Morissette’s.

      So was Morissette truly singing about irony? The unsatisfying answer is that it depends on a particular person’s expectations, and how he or she thinks about concepts like coincidence or fate, topics that we return to in chapter 5. Her examples might qualify as situational irony, broadly defined. However, the best fit may be with cosmic irony. If the universe is giving you ten thousand spoons when all you need is a knife (verse 5), it becomes hard to argue that some malevolent force isn’t in charge of your destiny. It’s also possible that she was being verbally ironic when singing about situational irony in “Ironic.”

      
        If the universe is giving you ten thousand spoons when all you need is a knife, it becomes hard to argue that some malevolent force isn’t in charge of your destiny.

      

      
  

Historical Irony

      
        Given a long enough time, of course, a wide enough frame, there is nothing said or done, ever, that isn’t ironic in the end.

        —Gregory Maguire, Mrs. “Horrible” Morrible in Wicked (1995)

      

      On September 30, 1938, British prime minister Neville Chamberlain addressed a jubilant crowd from a second-floor window at his 10 Downing Street residence. He had just returned from a meeting with German chancellor Adolf Hitler in Munich, where Chamberlain had agreed to a plan that ceded the border areas of Czechoslovakia to the German Reich. In his remarks to the cheering throng, he confidently announced, “I believe it is peace for our time.”

      When he spoke those words, Chamberlain’s audience certainly believed him, or at least they wanted to. The horrors of the Great War were still fresh in their minds, and averting a new conflict was the fervent wish of many Britons. Others doubted whether peace with Nazi Germany was truly possible, and on the same day as the prime minister’s pronouncement, thousands protested the Munich Agreement in Trafalgar Square. But no one who heard Chamberlain speak those words would have perceived them as ironic. Less than a year later, however, after the German occupation of the rest of Czechoslovakia and the invasion of Poland, Chamberlain would call for a declaration of war against Germany. Eight months after that, during the Axis invasion of France, he would be forced to resign as prime minister. And his claim of “peace for our time” would become the prototypical example of historical irony.

      Chamberlain would have been well advised to remember that only twenty years earlier, the phrase “the war to end war” had been commonly used to refer to the Great War. The expression became popular in England at the beginning of the fighting, and it was popularized in a book by H. G. Wells in 1918. The Second World War, which would claim at least fifty million lives, effectively relegated the literal meaning of “the war to end war” to the ash heap of history, although the phrase gained currency as an ironic way of referring to the earlier conflict.

      Many such statements, pronouncements, and predictions are perceived as ironic only with the benefit of hindsight. A more recent example is a remark made by US president Richard Nixon to his chief of staff H. R. Haldeman in the Oval Office on April 25, 1973: “I always wondered about that taping equipment, but I’m damn glad we have it, aren’t you?” Less than three months after Nixon’s observation was recorded, deputy chief of staff Alexander Butterfield revealed the existence of the taping system to the Senate Select Committee on Presidential Campaign Activities. Nixon’s refusal of a congressional subpoena to release these recordings was a key factor that led to his resignation in August 1974.

      The degree of perceived irony in such situations depends critically on who is doing the talking. Consider the following pronouncement made in 1977, at a meeting of the World Future Society in Boston: “There is no reason for any individual to have a computer in his home.” If the statement had been an offhand remark, made by someone with little understanding of recent advances in technology, it would have been quickly forgotten. The speaker, however, was Ken Olsen, the cofounder, chairman, and president of Digital Equipment Corporation (DEC). The company, established twenty years earlier, had been a leader in developing minicomputers, which were smaller and cheaper than the mainframes that other firms, such as IBM, were selling to large corporations. Clearly the trend was moving in the direction of even smaller machines. And though Olsen had profited from this trend toward miniaturization, he was not enough of a visionary to foresee the personal computer revolution of the 1980s. He would be forced to retire from DEC in 1992, and his company would be acquired six years later by Compaq, which had become the largest manufacturer of PCs for home use.

      At the time he made it, Olsen’s dismissive remark was both authoritative and highly public. And though he later claimed that it had been taken out of context, the statement clung to him and was mentioned in his obituaries when he died in 2011. Unfortunately for him, Olsen’s prediction had become highly ironic—in hindsight. And as we will see, failed predictions are also a characteristic of verbal irony and sarcasm.

      In other cases, historic irony manifests itself almost immediately. During the battle of Spotsylvania Court House in May 1864, Union general John Sedgwick admonished his soldiers by saying, “I’m ashamed of you, dodging that way. They couldn’t hit an elephant at this distance.” Moments later, he was mortally wounded by enemy fire. And the last words spoken by President John F. Kennedy appear to have been “Yes, that’s obvious.” He uttered these words in response to an observation made by Nellie Connally, wife of Texas governor John Connally, as their limousine approached the Texas School Book Depository: “Mr. President, you can’t say that Dallas doesn’t love you.”

      Instances of historical irony are not limited to individual utterances, however. Authors have exploited this trope in book-length treatments, albeit with varying degrees of literary success. In 1955 the journalist Jim Bishop published The Day Lincoln Was Shot, a meticulous hour-by-hour recounting of the events of April 14, 1865. The book is full of dramatic irony, with Bishop continually reminding his reader of the president’s ultimate fate as he innocently goes about activities on a day that seems perfectly ordinary to him. The author heightens the anomalous suspense he creates by cutting back and forth between the president and the group of conspirators plotting against him, as well as by employing heavy-handed foreshadowing. A chapter titled “2 p.m.,” for example, ends with John Ford, the owner of his eponymous establishment, carefully checking the theater box that the president would occupy that evening. “Everything was in order. It didn’t occur to him that neither door locked. … Ford’s Theatre was ready.”13 A little of this goes a long way, and it becomes somewhat grating in an account that runs to three hundred pages.

      In its extreme form, historical irony transmutes into presentism: the sin of viewing the past from the point of view of the present. It can be thrilling for the reader to know more about the president’s fate than he does. But such an approach distorts the historical record and our understanding of events as they were experienced by the participants. It makes for good storytelling but bad history.

      
  

Romantic Irony

      A new way of using the term “irony” appears in the writings of Friedrich Schlegel (1772–1829), a leading figure of early German romanticism. This movement represented a reaction against Enlightenment ideals and sought to forge a new unity for philosophy, literature, and the arts. Schlegel conceived of irony not as a rhetorical style or particular literary technique but as an all-encompassing perspective involving a continual alternation of contradictory thoughts, or a “tension of opposites,” such as enthusiasm and skepticism. Note that Schlegel himself did not use the term “romantic irony” in his published work, and his writings on the topic are fragmentary. Nonetheless his ideas, which were expanded on by his brother August, proved to be influential.

      Important elements of romantic irony include the concepts of self-awareness and skepticism, which in literature can manifest in the intrusion of the creator into the work itself. As an example, Schlegel points to Don Quixote (1605–1615), in which Cervantes self-consciously raises questions about the nature and conventions of fiction and interjects himself into the narrative. However, we find such deviations from conventional storytelling in earlier works by Chaucer, Shakespeare, and others. A good example occurs in Twelfth Night, in which Fabian asserts, “If this were play’d upon a stage now, I could condemn it as an improbable fiction.”14

      Later examples of self-conscious writing can be found in Sterne’s The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman (published between 1759 and 1767), the early plays of Ludwig Tieck (1773–1853), and Byron’s Don Juan (published from 1819 to 1824), although the latter might be more accurately referred to as a satire, a concept that I explore in chapter 5. Romantic irony may have reached its zenith in the work of Thomas Mann. In Death in Venice (1912), the cool detachment of the narrator strikingly contrasts with the increasingly erratic behavior of his protagonist.

      Romantic irony has also become a fixture in postmodernist writing. It can be seen, for example, in Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five (1969), in which the author appears as a character in the story. And in John Fowles’s The French Lieutenant’s Woman (1969), the author invites the reader to choose between two different endings to the story. In the modern guise of this form of irony, such works are considered examples of metafiction.

      We also find the trope of self-awareness in the cinema and on radio and television. In these contexts, it is often referred to as “breaking the fourth wall,” since the conventional assumption is that actors or writers cannot interact with the audience. When an actor breaks character to address spectators directly, it serves to eliminate the suspension of disbelief that normally obtains. Examples of practitioners from cinema include Charlie Chaplin, Groucho Marx, and Bob Hope. In the case of early television, many romantic ironists were simply retooling their radio personae for the new medium. George Burns, Milton Berle, and Jack Benny were among the first to break character on TV, but they were by no means the last.

      It’s also worth noting that wall breaking can be a matter of degree. In some cases, a character may only lean on the fourth wall: an actor may cast a questioning glance in the audience’s direction instead of addressing them directly (a technique used in several current television comedies). “Lampshade hanging,” on the other hand, refers to characters addressing each other, but not the audience, to comment on some unlikely plot development. It’s clear that self-consciousness and self-awareness have become a pervasive part of popular media, even if the technique is now less commonly referred to as a type of irony.

      
  

Verbal Irony and Sarcasm

      
        Sarcasm I now see to be, in general, the language of the Devil; for which reason I have, long since, as good as renounced it.

        —Thomas Carlyle, Sartor Resartus (1833–1834)

        Sarcasm is not the rapier of wit its wielders seem to believe it to be, but merely a club: it may, by dint of brute force, occasionally raise bruises, but it never cuts or pierces.

        —Nero Wolfe (Rex Stout, 1886–1977)

      

      Discussions of what we now refer to as verbal irony can be found in the writings of Cicero (106–42 BCE). In his De oratore (55 BCE), he coined the Latin word ironia by borrowing from Aristotle’s use of the Greek term in the Nicomachean Ethics. Writing about 150 years after Cicero, Quintilian discussed verbal irony in his Institutio oratoria. The ideas of these Roman scholars would greatly influence medieval rhetoricians and, ultimately, attempts by lexicographers to define the concept in English.

      There are two common dictionary definitions of this form of irony, and both are problematic. The first is that a speaker means something different from what she literally says. As Cicero put it, verbal irony is “when you say other than what you think.”15 As an example, imagine someone muttering, “What wonderful weather we’re having!” during a thunderstorm as an expression of annoyance or disappointment with inclement weather. Clearly the speaker intends something that deviates from her actual utterance, but the “means something different” formulation is too liberal. A wide variety of indirect speech acts could also fit under this conceptual umbrella, such as hints (“I’m hungry”), indirect requests (“Do you know what time it is?”), and rhetorical questions (“Who do you think you are?”). If the goal is to differentiate verbal irony from other forms of nonliteral or indirect language, then this definition is insufficiently precise.

      The other common definition of verbal irony is that the speaker means the opposite of what he says. This equates verbal irony with the rhetorical device of antiphrasis. It corresponds to Quintilian’s formulation: “Something contrary to what is said is to be understood.”16 And it is consistent with the OED’s earliest recorded use of the word in English, by Wynken de Worde in 1502: “Suche synne is named yronie, not that the whiche is of grammare, by the whiche a man sayth one and gyueth to vnderstonde the contrary.”

      This formulation, however, is too restrictive: it may apply to some and perhaps many instances of verbal irony, but not to all. Daniel Sperber and Deirdre Wilson have offered the example of an uncoordinated young child who stumbles and falls, causing his uncle to intone, “It’s a bird—it’s a plane—it’s Superman!”17 Clearly the uncle doesn’t mean that the child is not a flying creature, or a transportation device, or a superhero. It appears, therefore, that the two most common definitions for verbal irony are either under- or overspecified.

      The literary critic Wayne Booth has helpfully distinguished between ironies that are stable and those that are unstable.18 (Booth was principally concerned with authorial intent, but this division also applies to verbal irony.) For Booth, stable irony involves intentional use and unambiguous meaning, for example, the “What wonderful weather we’re having” example mentioned earlier. To reconstruct the intended meaning, Booth proposes, the reader must first reject the literal meaning and then try out alternative possibilities. The reader arrives at an interpretation by taking into account the knowledge and beliefs of the author.

      Unstable irony, on the other hand, refers to situations in which the author’s intent is unclear. If we extrapolate Booth’s idea to verbal irony, this term could be applied to cases in which a speaker’s intended meaning is ambiguous. This might happen, for example, in a conversation between two strangers on a subway platform, since they lack knowledge about each other that would help them determine ironic intent. (I explore the importance of sharing common ground in the next chapter.) Verbal irony might also be unstable because the ironist has failed to employ behavioral cues that are commonly used to signal her nonliteral intent. I describe these cues in chapter 7.

      A major consideration in any discussion of verbal irony is how it relates to the concept of sarcasm. There exists a long-standing debate among scholars about whether sarcasm is a synonym for verbal irony, or perhaps a subtype of it. If everyone were to agree that this is the case, then a semantic debate would dissolve into a simple preference for one label or the other. It has frequently been noted, however, that not all ironic statements are sarcastic, and not all sarcastic statements are ironic. Therefore one term can’t truly serve as a substitute for the other.

      An examination of the etymology of the word “sarcasm” reveals a history that is distinctly different from irony’s origins in dissembling, described earlier. It derives from the Late Latin sarcasmus (mockery), which in turn derives from the Greek sarkasmos (a sneering or hurtful remark) and sarkazein (variously translated as “to tear flesh like a dog,” “gnash one’s teeth,” or “bite one’s lips in rage”). The OED attests to the English word’s first written usage in 1579, in Edmund Spenser’s The Shepheardes Calender: “an ironicall Sarcasmus, spoken in derision.” This suggests that the concepts of sarcasm and irony were conflated from the beginning, even though they have existed side by side in English for hundreds of years. If we follow the word’s etymology, we could reserve “sarcasm” for instances of verbal irony in which the intention is to cause pain. This is the approach taken by many dictionary editors, who frequently use terms like “bitter” and “derisive” in their definitions of sarcasm.

      Data from research participants also suggest that people perceive and think about the terms “irony” and “sarcasm” differently. When Sam Glucksberg and I asked college students to define what these words mean, the most frequently provided attribute for irony was that it referred to something that was unexpected. For sarcasm, students almost always mentioned that it was verbal. A majority of the participants added that sarcasm involved something that was counterfactual and intended to hurt someone else.19 In later studies, my students and I asked participants to define these terms and obtained similar results, although we found that humor was also a frequently mentioned attribute for sarcasm. Humor, however, is rarely mentioned in definitions of irony.20 On the whole, it appears that most people equate the term “irony” with situational irony and “sarcasm” with verbal irony.

      
        The concepts of sarcasm and irony were conflated from the beginning, even though they have existed side by side in English for hundreds of years.

      

      Lori Ducharme, a sociologist, analyzed a corpus of eighty sarcastic exchanges and identified five characteristic forms that sarcasm can take. One of these is social control, as when someone calls attention to rude or offensive behavior. She refers to a second type as a declaration of allegiance: these are self-deprecating rebukes, such as when someone mutters “Nice going” after dropping something. A third category has to do with establishing solidarity and social distance, for example, ridiculing the attractiveness of people outside one’s social circle. Sarcasm can also be used to vent frustration, as when we thank someone who is being uncooperative. A final type is humorous aggression, such as the ritualistic exchange of insults by sports teams. Although these categories are quite disparate, Ducharme claims that about half of the exchanges she analyzed have to do with maintaining group membership and group boundaries.21 We will return to the functions of verbal irony and sarcasm in chapter 6.

      
  

The Ironic Attitude

      
        The passive ironic attitude is not cool or romantic, but pathetic and destructive.

        —Robert Greene, Mastery (2012)

        Irony [is] the devil’s mark or the snorkel of sanity.

        —Julian Barnes, Flaubert’s Parrot (1984)

      

      Strangely, one of the most common ways in which the term “irony” is used lacks an agreed-on name. Irony, in this sense, refers to a particular sort of affectation. It describes a person whose disposition is detached, but also cynical; wry, but also scornful; hip, but also flippant. Many people associate the ironic attitude with the young and see it as a contemporary phenomenon, even though the first person to be so described was a member of the British aristocracy. And although this disposition has been linked with the concept of romantic irony, the aristocrat in question had been dead for sixty years before Schlegel was born.

      Anthony Ashley-Cooper, third Earl of Shaftesbury, lived from 1671 to 1713. His contributions as a philosopher were in the areas of aesthetics, ethics, and religion. His Characteristicks of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times, an anthology of previously published work,22 was said to have been favorably received by Continental figures like Leibniz and Voltaire. Today he is more remembered for his character, which was described as amiable, genial, and self-abnegating. He cultivated a stoic and reserved mien while being secretly amused by the vanities of others. In his Essay on the Freedom of Wit and Humor, he writes: “It may still be necessary, as it was long ago, for wise men to speak in parables with a double meaning, so that the enemy will be confused and only those who have ears to hear will hear.”23 And in his Philosophical Regimen, a manuscript published long after his death, he expands on his preferred mode of being:

      
        Remember, therefore, in manner and degree, the same involution, shadow, curtain, the same soft irony; and strive to find a character in this kind according to proportion both in respect of self and times. Seek to find such a tenour as this, such a key, tone, voice, consistent with true gravity and simplicity, though accompanied with humour and a kind raillery, agreeable with a divine pleasantry.—This is a harmony indeed! What can be sweeter, gentler, milder, more sociable, or more humane?24

      

      This description was quoted by Norman Knox in his 1961 work The Word Irony and Its Context, 1500–1755.25 It was Knox who called attention to Shaftesbury’s coinage of “soft irony” and used it to refer to such an outlook, although the term was not widely adopted. As a consequence, we have no communal shorthand for referring to such a disposition. It has, however, been referred to as the ironic attitude, and that is the term I adopt here.

      Romantic irony and the ironic attitude clearly have conceptual overlap: the sense of amused detachment is common to both, although romantic irony goes a step further in its denial of an objective reality. Fairly or not, the two concepts have often been perceived as one and the same and have been a frequent target of criticism by philosophers and social commentators. The piling on began with Hegel, who viewed the subjective and relativistic elements of ironic romanticism as purely negative. He characterized such a worldview in moral terms and saw it as purely evil. In a similar way, the Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard (1813–1855) equated irony with romanticism and criticized the ironic attitude as reflecting all that was wrong with the modern world. In the words of R. Jay Magill, irony was viewed as a rebel without a cause, and a full account of these philosophical critiques can be found in his book Chic Ironic Bitterness.26 As we will see when we return to this concept in the final chapter, a negative view of the ironic attitude has continued into the twenty-first century.

    
  

      3

      Prerequisites for Irony

      Juxtaposition and Contradiction

      Juxtaposition can be thought of as the spatial or temporal connection that exists between two things. People excel at noticing, and even overinterpreting, such associations. A good example is superstitious behaviors, such as the tradition of having peanuts present in the control room of NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory. The custom dates back to 1964, when an engineer passed around peanuts to ease the tension over the launch of Ranger 7, an unmanned mission designed to photograph the moon. The first six Ranger missions had met with failure, but with the peanuts present, Ranger 7 was a complete success. Ever since then, peanuts have been on hand at the JPL during any critical mission event, such as a planetary flyby or landing. A causal connection between the availability of legumes and spacecraft performance seems tenuous at best, but noticing such juxtapositions seems to be deeply ingrained in the human psyche nonetheless.

      Juxtapositions that are incongruous or discordant in some way tend to recruit our attention. We may scarcely notice a piece of trash on the ground beside a curb, but when we see trash on the ground near a trash bin, the amount of annoyance we experience is much greater. And juxtapositions that are not only incongruous but contradictory—in the sense that the elements are totally at odds with one another—are the stuff of situational irony. Imagine a large number of discarded trash bins befouling an otherwise pristine beach: the absurdity of such a scene would register not as tragic but as farcical or ironic.

      A hand-lettered storefront sign that proclaims “We are committed to excellense” might be considered amusing if we were to encounter it during our daily commute. The juxtaposition of the establishment’s laudable aspirations and the misspelling creates an incongruity that grabs our attention, and it is humorous but not otherwise remarkable. However, if the same sentiment appears on a large message board in front of an elementary school, the contradiction between the institution’s mission and the spelling error provides the necessary ingredients for situational irony. (A photo of such a misspelled sign has gone viral as an internet meme and was even used to grace the cover of a book about irony.1)

      But perhaps the school sign fail is shooting fish in a barrel. After all, we have clear ideas about the purpose of schools and education in general. Can the combination of juxtaposition and contradiction predict other situations that are perceived as ironic?

      Imagine a book that a mischievous puppy has gotten hold of. The spine is cracked, the cover ripped away, and the pages chewed. The juxtaposition of a puppy’s typical behavior and a chewed object isn’t remarkable. That a book has been gnawed instead of a more appropriate object, like a chew toy, is unfortunate, but not particularly noteworthy (unless the book was a rare first edition, perhaps). But if the destroyed book was a tome on dog training or obedience, then the contradiction between the dog’s behavior and the book’s ostensible purpose would push the episode into the realm of the ironic.

      The element of contradiction that triggers situational irony can explain why we respond as we do to the police station that is burglarized, the fire station set ablaze, or the psychic whose stage performance is canceled owing to “unforeseen circumstances.” Such violations of our expectations exert a powerful effect on how we perceive the world. In addition, a predisposition for noticing situational irony may reflect a fundamental aspect of cognition. Our tendency to register situations as ironic is a basic aspect of our humanity. Far from being a bug, it can be thought of as a feature of the cognitive system.

      
  

Common Ground

      When people speak with one another, they need to consider a wide variety of factors, such as their communicative goals, aspects of the situation, and social conventions. Their discourse will also be governed by their shared history. Conversations that occur between people who know each other well will be fundamentally different in character from those that take place between strangers. Friends and intimates are able to draw on their previous interactions in ways that are not available to mere acquaintances. When both parties know things about each other (and when their partners know they know these things), then this body of shared knowledge, attitudes, and beliefs can be exploited in the service of their interactions. In such circumstances, we say that people share common ground with one another.

      A good example of such shared knowledge, and its consequences, can be seen in the romantic comedy Broadcast News (1987). During a phone conversation, a character played by Albert Brooks proposes meeting up with a coworker played by Holly Hunter. He says, “I’ll meet you at the place near the thing where we went that time.” And her response? “Okay.” Brooks’s seemingly incomprehensible suggestion and Hunter’s ready assent efficiently communicate to the audience the closeness of their relationship.

      The concept of common ground as a governing aspect of language use was described by the psychologist Herb Clark and his students. Others had suggested the importance of mutual knowledge, but the idea took modern form in a 1989 paper by Clark and Edward Schaefer.2 They proposed that conversational partners engage in a sequence of presentations and acceptances, with each speaker monitoring the exchange for evidence of understanding. These contributions are shaped to a large degree by the common ground the conversational partners believe they share. This process of grounding was elaborated in 1991 by Clark and Susan Brennan.3

      Although common ground is important for understanding language use in general, it can also help us understand why verbal irony is understood in some cases and misfires in others. Specifically, the amount of common ground that two people share has been shown to affect their use and their perceptions of such language. In a correlational study, I demonstrated a positive relationship between how close people feel to others, such as friends, classmates, and strangers, and how likely they are to employ sarcasm with them.4 Based on this finding, I proposed a principle of inferability: when people believe that others can correctly infer their communicative intentions, they should feel free to use verbal irony. However, if they think that inferability is low (as with strangers), then they should hedge their bets and not use such language.

      An analysis of several hundred spontaneous instances of nonliteral language provides additional support for this principle of inferability: people used verbal irony and sarcasm much more frequently with acquaintances and intimates than with strangers.5 Sarcasm, in particular, is regarded as a “risky” form of communication, since it is more likely to be misunderstood, and this holds particularly true in mediums like electronic mail.6

      In a 1996 book, Herb Clark enumerated many of the forms that common ground can take.7 Even strangers waiting at a bus stop can exploit their shared environment to comment ironically on inclement weather or the lateness of the bus. These physically shared features constitute a rudimentary form of common ground. More significantly, people can proclaim various forms of community membership. They can do so explicitly, such as by wearing certain colors to show their support for a particular team. In other cases, membership may be implicit, as when someone attends a religious service. Other people can identify a fellow Red Sox fan or a coreligionist and use this affiliation to build common ground between them.

      Community membership can be almost anything that two people might share: place of residence, native language, occupation, political affiliation, or interest in a particular hobby. Getting-to-know-you conversations frequently involve a search for such points of contact, such as mutual acquaintances or a favorite cuisine. And although it can be nice to discover that you both attended the same college, such connections also serve as the first steps in developing common ground with another person.

      In a later chapter, I review the wide range of cues that people can exploit to signal verbal irony and sarcasm. Such signaling, however, can be perceived as an acknowledgment that common ground is lacking in some way. In conversations between intimate partners, such gestures would be superfluous and might even be considered insulting, since they are only needed when two people do not know each other well and inferability is low.

      The most eloquent and effective instances of verbal irony can occur when the speaker’s face is utterly blank, dispassionate, and impassive. Such facial expressions go by a number of names, including deadpan, poker-faced, straight-faced, and po-faced. In addition, the speaker’s pronouncements may be accompanied by a complete lack of vocal inflection. Such performances are often an important component of the teasing and banter that occur between close friends and intimates. This type of deadpan irony can function as extremely humorous commentary as well as a venomous form of critique.

      
  

Pretense

      
        I’m shocked! Shocked to find that gambling is going on in here.

        —Captain Renault, Casablanca (1942)

      

      Pretense is a concept that provides a potential connection between many forms of irony, such as Socratic irony, verbal irony, and the ironic attitude. As we have seen, Socrates is depicted in Plato’s dialogues as pretending to be ignorant of the topics that he discusses with others. In a similar way, the verbal ironist pretends to possess attitudes and beliefs that she does not, in truth, hold. And people who seem uninterested and apathetic are, in many cases, only pretending not to care about themselves or others.

      According to this way of thinking, then, the ironist is putting on a little show for his audience. What differentiates these forms of irony, however, is the goal of such theatrics. Socrates feigned ignorance to pull knowledge out of his interlocutors or to expose errors in their thinking. For the Socratic ironist, it is important that this veil not be lifted. In the case of verbal irony, however, the pretense is designed to be transparent—at least by its intended audience. An ironist may go to great lengths to telegraph pretense to her listener by using the many behavioral cues at her disposal, and we will review these cues in chapter 7. Finally, people who affect an ironic attitude may pretend to be jaundiced or scornful to protect themselves from being hurt by others.

      As a means of making sense of verbal irony, pretense has been emphasized in two major accounts. The first was by H. W. Fowler, in his discussion of humor in the first edition of A Dictionary of Modern English Usage (1926). Nearly sixty years later, Herb Clark and Richard Gerrig brought pretense to the fore again.8 Clark and Gerrig’s thoughts about pretense were published just as irony and sarcasm were becoming the objects of empirical study by psycholinguists and other cognitive scientists. These authors were thus responsible for bringing Fowler’s earlier ideas about pretense into the contemporary discussion about how best to characterize verbal irony.

      Fowler’s goal was to provide guidance in disambiguating the troublesome concepts of irony, sarcasm, satire, and other forms of “humor,” a heading under which he also includes forms such as wit, cynicism, and invective. He did so by providing readers with a table in which he described eight forms of humor in terms of motive or aim, province, method or means, and audience. His dissection of sarcasm is fairly typical: a form of humor that can inflict pain by pointing out the faults and foibles of others. This is accomplished through “inversion,” and the audience includes a victim and bystanders. (The concept of the victim is an important one, and I discuss it separately in the next chapter.)

      Fowler’s analysis of irony, on the other hand, is based primarily on the notion of pretense. Its motive or aim is “exclusiveness.” It is accomplished through the statement of facts. The method or means is mystification, and the ironist’s audience is “an inner circle.” Unfortunately, Fowler doesn’t explain the entries in his table: he asserts that a great deal had already been written about the concepts, and “it would be both presumptuous and unnecessary to attempt a further disquisition.”9 In the entry for irony, however, he does stipulate that a double audience is necessary for Socratic irony, dramatic irony, and the irony of fate. Specifically, he suggests that there is “one party that … shall hear and shall not understand, and another party that, when more is meant than meets the ear, is aware both of that more and of the outsiders’ incomprehension.”10

      Clark and Gerrig offered their modern take on pretense as a short commentary on the inadequacies of an echoic mention theory of verbal irony, which I discuss in the next chapter. In Clark and Gerrig’s conception, the ironist pretends to be an “ignorant and injudicious person” who is only pretending to mouth words of praise or disparagement. Both the ironist and her intended audience—Fowler’s “inner circle”—imagine two types of victims: the benighted person the ironist is pretending to be, and listeners who would be credulous enough to take the ironist’s words at face value. It is only natural, therefore, for the ironist to take on the trappings of the ignorant person she is pretending to be, which may include speaking in a particular way referred to as the ironic tone of voice—a phenomenon that I describe in chapter 7.

      Clark and Gerrig also suggest that a pretense account helps to explain satire: Jonathan Swift, for example, pretends to be a person who seriously proposes that the poor sell their babies to serve as food for the rich. According to such an account, both Swift and the audience are amused by imagining someone who would seriously propose such an idea, as well as a credulous audience who would fail to see through the author’s ruse. In this case, however, the “inner circle” would be fairly large: Swift’s proposals (baby selling and cannibalism) are so extreme that it is hard to imagine anyone so gullible as to take his ideas seriously.

      Dan Sperber, in a rejoinder to Clark and Gerrig, pointed out that Quintilian, in the first century CE, rejected a pretense account of irony explicitly, arguing that many forms of verbal irony do not involve pretense.11 In addition, an ironist is not always pretending to be someone else. Consider the case of someone muttering to himself, “That’s just great!” after dropping his keys in a deep puddle beside his car. Such a remark is clearly ironic, but no audience is present to appreciate the cleverness of the ironist’s remark. In such cases, does the ironist himself imagine someone so dim-witted that he would fail to grasp the true meaning of his words? It’s a bit hard to imagine, since such self-ironies seem more like reflexive commentaries than carefully constructed attempts to pretend or deceive.

      In summary, some types of irony involve some degree of pretense. However, not all verbal irony requires pretense. It’s also the case that pretense is a hallmark of other forms of speech and behavior, such as indirect requests, satire, and games of make-believe. Pretense may be neither necessary nor sufficient for determining that a statement is ironic, but it can serve as a clue that some nonliteral meaning is intended.

      
  

The Asymmetry of Affect

      In theory, verbal irony may be signaled by any significant discrepancy between what is said and what has occurred. In practice, however, we have a strong bias toward making a particular type of contrast: people are most likely to employ irony to make positive evaluations of negative outcomes, such as by saying “What lovely weather we’re having!” on a cold and stormy day. The reverse case—a negative evaluation of a positive outcome—should work just as well, since the degree of discrepancy is the same. However, such statements have a different feel. Compare the positive example just given with someone saying “What miserable weather we’re having!” on a warm, sunny day. Instead of perceiving such a statement as clearly ironic, its recipient might wonder whether the speaker is confused, mistaken, or simply out of sorts. This discrepancy between positive and negative ironic evaluations is referred to as the asymmetry of affect.12

      A variety of studies have documented the consequences of this asymmetry. For example, Kristen Link and I asked research participants to read and evaluate positive evaluations of negative outcomes (which we refer to as canonical irony), as well as negative evaluations of positive outcomes (noncanonical irony). We found that canonical ironic statements are read more quickly and rated as more ironic than noncanonical statements. In fact, participants read and understood canonical ironic statements just as quickly as equivalent literal statements.13

      Although researchers propose various explanations for why this difference exists, one theory is that canonical irony reflects cognitive biases in how we think and reason about the world. When we speak and write, we aren’t simply spouting words: the ways in which we express ourselves are manifestations of underlying assumptions about the self and others, our understanding of reality and causality, and our hopes and fears about the future. Jerry Boucher and Charles Osgood, for example, documented such a bias in the use of evaluative terms: across a variety of languages, people use positive words more often and in more diverse ways than words that are evaluatively negative.14

      
        The ways in which we express ourselves are manifestations of underlying assumptions about the self and others, our understanding of reality and causality, and our hopes and fears about the future.

      

      Why might this be? Boucher and Osgood proposed what they called the Pollyanna hypothesis to account for such differences. Like the eponymous character in Eleanor Porter’s novel, the researchers suggested that a positivity bias reflects an optimistic outlook that manifests itself in how speakers use language. The Pollyanna hypothesis was broadened into the Pollyanna principle by Margaret Matlin and David Stang, who found pervasive evidence of a positivity bias not only in language but also in memory and cognition in general.15 For example, people tend to be overly optimistic about the time it will take to complete a complex project. It’s important to understand that this bias doesn’t reflect some childish naïveté but is instead a consequence of how people think about the past, present, and future.

      With these ideas in mind, we can more easily understand why an asymmetry of affect exists in the use of verbal irony. Across a wide variety of situations, people have expectations that are positive: enterprises should meet with success, people should be helpful and considerate, and the weather should be pleasant. But reality often finds a way to circumvent our wishes and desires. And when this happens, we can employ canonical irony to invoke these positive cultural norms. In this way, people can highlight the discrepancy between what they wanted and what they ended up with. So ironic statements like “That’s just great,” “Thanks for your help,” or “What a beautiful day” can be heard as the echoes of positive cultural norms, to be invoked when things don’t go as planned or we don’t get what we wish for.

      In some situations, however, noncanonical ironic statements are perceived to be as apt as those of the canonical variety. Failed predictions are a good example. If one person predicts bad weather the day before a planned outing and the weather turns out to be mild and pleasant instead, someone else could sarcastically echo this failed prediction. So although an ironic statement like “What miserable weather we’re having!” is noncanonical, it is readily perceived as ironic when its restatement reminds the victim of his failed prediction. I consider the important role played by victims of ironic statements in the next chapter.

      And what about situations in which our expectations are negative? It’s not as though we expect good things to follow from all future events: we live in a world in which wars, famine, and natural disasters occur with distressing frequency. In such cases, noncanonical irony—negative evaluations of positive outcomes—should be perceived as apt, since they would echo these negative expectations. For example, a noncanonical statement like “War is hell!” could serve as an ironic assessment by a soldier if he were to stumble across a cache of vintage wines during a combat patrol. In the context of the expectations that hold sway during armed conflict, a stroke of good fortune deviates significantly from what is anticipated, and in such circumstances, the rules for irony change, as well.

      
        Ironic statements can be heard as the echoes of positive cultural norms, to be invoked when things don’t go as planned or we don’t get what we wish for.

      

      Researchers offer other potential explanations for the asymmetry of affect in the use of verbal irony. Jeff Hancock and his colleagues, for example, have shown that ironic criticisms, such as “That’s a beautiful tie” (canonical irony) are perceived as both more polite and more humorous than noncanonical ironic compliments like “That’s a hideous tie.”16 Since politeness and humor are both important discourse goals, such results could explain why we use canonical irony more frequently than the noncanonical variety. It may also be the case that both explanations reviewed here are correct, since Hancock’s account and the Pollyanna principle are not mutually exclusive. In short, there may be many reasons why people use positive language to convey their nonliteral intentions.

    
  

      4

      Prerequisites for Sarcasm

      To more fully describe how people make sense of verbal irony and sarcasm, we need to consider some additional factors, such as our ability to understand the thoughts of others, as well as the role played by ironic victims. We will also consider a number of theories about how verbal irony is understood.

      
  

Theory of Mind

      Dr. Sheldon Cooper, the character played by Jim Parsons in The Big Bang Theory, is a brilliant theoretical physicist. However, he also has a striking inability to understand sarcasm—a failing that was repeatedly emphasized during the program’s first few seasons. Although Sheldon’s deficit never receives an explicit diagnosis, many viewers have speculated that the character might be on the autism spectrum (and, more specifically, suffering from Asperger’s syndrome, although this term is no longer used by mental-health professionals). As it turns out, many people with developmental disabilities exhibit such difficulties, and not only with verbal irony. The underlying problem is that such individuals have an insufficiently developed theory of mind, or ToM for short.

      A theory of mind refers to a person’s ability to understand another person’s thoughts, and also the ability to infer what a person thinks about someone else’s thoughts. No one is born with this ability: children gradually acquire the skill through the process of socialization. Therefore anything that interferes with this process, such as a developmental disability, can lead to impairments that are collectively referred to as “mind-blindness.”

      Developmental researchers are especially intrigued by an aspect of ToM that has to do with false beliefs. A first-order false belief is the realization that someone can hold false beliefs about events in the world. Most three-year-old children fail to demonstrate this ability in laboratory studies: they tend to interpret all untrue statements as lies. Developmentally normal children who are five or older, on the other hand, are typically able to understand that both the beliefs and verbal statements of others can be false.1

      A second-order false belief reflects a higher-order theory of mind: the realization that someone can hold a false belief about someone else’s belief about something (for example, Alice believes that John read the instructions). This ability emerges somewhat later: some six-year-olds are capable of it, as are most children by the age of seven to nine.2 Crucially for our purposes, the ability to understand second-order false beliefs is necessary for interpreting pragmatically complex forms of language. Pragmatic aspects of comprehension include the use of context as well as social factors to make sense of potentially ambiguous statements. These more contextually bound forms of language include jokes, white lies, and other forms of language involving pretense. And while a ToM is helpful for understanding various forms of irony, it is vital for comprehending sarcasm.

      To illustrate, consider an example from The Big Bang Theory: Sheldon upsets a friend by being insufficiently supportive of his good news. His roommate Leonard asks him, “Are you proud of yourself?” After considering the question for a moment, Sheldon answers, “In general, yes.” By responding in this way, Sheldon commits several social sins at one go: he fails to recognize Leonard’s friendly tone as pretense, is unable to read the room and perceive the annoyance of his other friends, and interprets a stereotypically rhetorical question as a literal one that requires an answer. Such responses can make it appear that someone lacks empathy or is highly egocentric, which can create a negative feedback loop leading to social isolation.

      A host of factors can impair or delay the ability to correctly interpret false beliefs. Studies have shown, for example, that adults with severe hearing impairment and who had delayed access to sign language in childhood experience difficulties understanding sarcasm.3 This is also the case for children with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)4 and those with cerebral palsy.5

      Just as a ToM is acquired over time, it can also be lost. Research by Katherine Rankin, for example, has identified the right parahippocampal gyrus as a brain region that plays a role in detecting sarcasm. Disorders that affect this structure, such as frontotemporal dementia, can greatly impair one’s ToM.6 The same holds true for other neurodegenerative diseases, such as Parkinson’s.7 This brain region may play a role in making sense of social context, so it’s easy to see how a disruption could lead to pragmatic impairment.

      Other brain regions, such as the prefrontal cortex, have also been implicated in the impairment of sarcasm comprehension. This finding is consistent with the deficits experienced by people who suffer a closed head injury,8 as well as those who have experienced the neurotoxic effects of alcoholism,9 since damage to the prefrontal cortex is common in both cases.

      Research on ToM and false beliefs has shown that deep connections exist between verbal irony and other forms of nonliteral language. Sarcasm and lies are clearly different, but both crucially rely on the ability to identify second-order false beliefs. Viewed from this perspective, verbal irony and sarcasm are not anomalous forms of language but instead rely on the same cognitive processes that are involved in other aspects of language comprehension.

      
  

Targets and Victims

      Verbal irony has been characterized as involving either blame by praise or praise by blame. Both formulations presuppose, therefore, that there is someone or something deserving of praise or blame—a target or a victim. But is this always the case?

      Many ironic statements have a target but lack a victim. The iconic “What lovely weather we’re having!” is a case in point, since it is a critique not of a person but of a situation that is the fault of no one. On the other hand, when the same statement is uttered in the presence of someone who has erroneously predicted a sunny day, it becomes a critique of that person. Sarcastic utterances, as opposed to verbal irony in general, typically have such victims. For Fowler, the presence of a victim is a critical element for distinguishing sarcasm from irony. But as Sperber has pointed out, ironic statements can have zero, one, or many victims.10 And there are many ways to be a victim.

      
        Verbal irony and sarcasm are not anomalous forms of language but instead rely on the same cognitive processes that are involved in other aspects of language comprehension.

      

      D. C. Muecke, in The Compass of Irony (1969), distinguishes between different types of victims. In the first, the ironist addresses the victim directly or refers to the victim in speaking to a third party. In the second, Muecke describes situations in which the victim is unaware, for a variety of reasons, that he or she is the butt of an ironic remark. A somewhat naive person, for example, might focus only on the overt words of praise that he hears and not comprehend the blame lurking below the surface. In this category, Muecke includes “those unable to recognize that their own words betray them,”11 such as Oedipus’s vow to avenge the murder of his father. These sorts of statements create the tension referred to earlier as dramatic irony. Finally, Muecke includes as victims those who are aware they are in a state that could be perceived as ironic. This type of self-aware irony would include many examples of situational and cosmic irony.

      As we will see in a later section, irony and sarcasm are frequently employed in satire, a form that almost invariably involves victims. Either the individual or group is directly named, or we can easily infer their identity. And victims are a staple not only of aggressive verbal irony but also irony intended as humor. However, the lines that separate harmless banter from teasing, and teasing from outright mockery, are notoriously murky. A victim’s willingness to acquiesce to such treatment depends a great deal on her relationship with the ironist and the situation in which it occurs. Far from being absolute, therefore, victimhood is subjective: the butt of a sarcastic remark may not even realize that he is a victim. Or she might realize it but choose not to take offense. Or she may be greatly insulted by being thrust into the role of the victim.

      Empirical work by Christopher Lee and Albert Katz suggests that the ridicule of a specific victim is one of the most important ways in which the perceptions of sarcasm and irony differ.12 Participants judged speakers as more sarcastic when they alluded to someone else’s unsuccessful predictions than when speakers alluded to their own failed forecasts. However, when a second group of participants was asked about perceptions of irony, the distinction between the speakers’ and others’ failed predictions mattered much less. The researchers concluded that sarcasm is seen as a specific means for mocking the mistakes of others. Irony, on the other hand, is used to comment on situations that lack a specific target, such as the weather, or circumstances in which our expectations are more diffuse.

      
  

Ironic Implicature

      Modern theories about the comprehension of verbal irony are based on the seminal work of H. Paul Grice (1913–1988), a British philosopher of language who published two highly influential papers during the 1970s. In the first of these, “Logic and Conversation,” he proposed an overarching concept that serves as the foundation for all conversation.13 His Cooperative Principle stipulates that people will collaborate in good faith to communicate effectively with one another. Grice further proposed that, in the service of this principle, speakers adhere to four conversational maxims: quantity (don’t say more or less than you have to), quality (tell the truth), relation (be relevant), and manner (be clear, unambiguous, brief, and orderly).

      This may all seem perfectly reasonable and even fairly obvious. However, a moment’s thought will reveal that, in everyday discourse, speakers frequently deviate from these maxims. After all, we can easily call to mind occasions when our conversational partners were long-winded, irrelevant, unclear, and anything but orderly. Grice acknowledged this reality and also suggested a solution to the apparent contradiction he had created. If a speaker chooses to violate a maxim, the listener can still be certain that her conversational partner is conforming to the Cooperative Principle. The listener’s task then becomes to see through what was said so as to arrive at what was meant.

      The mechanics of this process involve making what Grice refers to as conversational implicatures. These are context-specific inferences generated by the listener. Such implicatures allow the listener to make sense of what appears to be uncooperative behavior on the part of the speaker. For example, imagine asking a friend about where a mutual acquaintance has gone for his vacation. A reply like “Somewhere in New England” would appear to violate the maxim of quantity, since the answer is less specific than you might like. However, you can easily generate an implicature to make sense of the apparent lack of cooperation: your friend doesn’t know exactly where the acquaintance is vacationing. And it would be an even bigger violation if your friend were to simply make up a more precise response, such as blurting out a particular state or city. This might satisfy the spirit of the maxim of quantity, but at the cost of violating the maxim of quality—saying something that may be untrue.

      Grice suggests that several nonliteral forms of language, such as metaphor, exaggeration, and verbal irony, may appear to violate the maxim of quality. In the case of irony, however, the listener can interpret transparently false assertions by considering related propositions, such as the opposite of what has been said.

      In a second paper on this topic, Grice admitted that his earlier solution to the problem of verbal irony may have been a bit facile.14 In fleshing out his thoughts, he asserts that it would be odd for people to announce their ironic intentions directly, since pretense seems to be an essential element (an issue discussed in the last chapter). For Grice, irony involves the communication of attitudes, feelings, or evaluations, and when such statements are combined with a suitable tone of voice, the listener should be able to infer the speaker’s nonliteral intent.

      Grice’s ideas have been expanded on by others, most notably the American philosopher John Searle. Searle argued that if the literal meaning of an utterance is “defective” in some way, then the listener must hunt for a different interpretation.15 Drawing conversational implicatures or searching for alternative explanations should mean that it takes longer to comprehend nonliteral language than it does to understand literal language. And when we formulate Searle’s idea in this way, a philosophical notion becomes a testable scientific hypothesis.

      Experimental psychologists, who have developed methods for measuring the time course of comprehension, have conducted studies to explore this issue. Several experiments designed to test Searle’s suggestion have failed to find support for it. Given sufficient context, participants in comprehension studies are able to understand verbal irony as quickly as they make sense of equivalent literal statements. In other words, when reading a story about a rainy day, people can comprehend ironic statements like “What beautiful weather!” as easily as they can comprehend literal remarks, such as “What terrible weather!” Researchers studying other forms of figurative language, such as metaphors and idioms, have obtained similar results. These findings strongly suggest that listeners do not arrive at nonliteral meanings by identifying such statements as literally defective.

      Although Grice’s and Searle’s proposals have not fared well in the psychological laboratory, their ideas served as the springboard for the development of new theories about the comprehension of verbal irony, and it is to these alternative proposals that we now turn.

      
  

Theories of Verbal Irony

      We have already considered a couple of proposals that were advanced as theories of verbal irony: Fowler’s notions about humor and pretense, discussed in the previous chapter, and Grice’s ideas about conversational implicature, reviewed in the previous section. However, experimental psychologists, linguists, and other cognitive scientists have advanced many other accounts. My goal in this section is not to provide an exhaustive review of such efforts but rather to provide a general sense of the proposals that have been made. Readers who wish to explore these ideas in greater depth can find suggestions for further reading at the end of the book.

      It must be acknowledged that theory formulation in this area has been impeded by a lack of consensus regarding how to define the concepts of irony and sarcasm. Many researchers have simply equated sarcasm with verbal irony or have focused on a specific discourse goal associated with this form of language, such as humor. As a result, we may find ourselves in the same situation as in the parable of the blind men who tried to describe an elephant. As they touched different parts of the elephant’s body, the men came to distinctly different conclusions about the elephant’s shape and structure. In the case of verbal irony, a theory that can account for one type of ironic speech may not fare well in accounting for another type.

      Echoic Accounts

      In the earlier discussion of the asymmetry of affect, we saw that ironic statements often echo general cultural norms and expectations (as in “What a beautiful day”). The importance of such echoes was highlighted in an account put forward by Deirdre Wilson and Dan Sperber in 1981. They expanded their ideas in a number of later publications within a general theoretical framework known as relevance theory. Grice’s notion of relevance is central to their approach. As they put it, “The expectations of relevance raised by an utterance are precise enough, and predictable enough, to guide the hearer towards the speaker’s meaning.”16 Viewed from this perspective, an ironist is echoing, as opposed to stating, an idea so as to express an opinion about it. In the case of verbal irony, these ideas often revolve around disapproval or disappointment, such as in ostensibly positive statements about the weather on a rainy day. Salvatore Attardo, however, has criticized echoic accounts in general, pointing out that ironic statements are not always intended negatively17—an issue that we will return to in chapter 6.

      Pretense-Echoic Hybrids

      Sam Glucksberg and I modified Sperber and Wilson’s echoic account to suggest that the purpose of verbal irony is to remind listeners of either general expectations or specific predictions made by potential victims.18 We proposed that reminding is more general than echoing, and also acknowledged the role played by pretense, with an eye toward providing a more inclusive account. This approach was broadened further by Kumon-Nakamura, Glucksberg, and Brown in their allusional pretense theory.19 According to this perspective, verbal irony involves alluding to a violated norm or expectation. However, it also requires pragmatic insincerity on the part of the speaker, that is, a violation of the normal rules of discourse, such as sincerity. Once again, the goal was to create a more general account of the phenomenon.

      Defaultedness and Graded Salience

      The linguist Rachel Giora has proposed that when we comprehend language, the cognitive system will automatically access the most typical, or default, meaning of a word or phrase. Consider, for example, a statement like “He is not the most attentive student.” Although this assertion has a clear literal interpretation (the student is absentminded), such observations are typically intended as sarcasm, expressed in this case in the form of understatement. Because the sarcastic interpretation is the default in this case, a listener will consider this nonliteral meaning first.20 The nondefault meaning of this phrase can certainly be understood, but the process is context dependent, not automatic, and takes a little longer. This approach can also explain why familiar idioms, such as “buy the farm,” will trigger an immediate interpretation of “died” as opposed to a literal meaning of purchasing property. Defaultedness is part of a larger theoretical framework known as graded salience, and Giora and her research colleagues have amassed an impressive amount of empirical evidence to support this notion.

      Constraint Satisfaction

      The psychologist Penny Pexman has advanced an appealing account of verbal irony.21 It incorporates several of the prerequisites for verbal irony and sarcasm discussed in this chapter and the last, as well as many of the signaling cues that I describe in chapter 7. To understand her approach, consider the following example: You and a friend are traveling by subway when the train grinds to a halt. Over the intercom, the conductor announces that there will be a delay to clear debris from the track. Your friend turns to you and says, “Wonderful! I was really hoping to spend the entire afternoon in this tunnel!”

      You could interpret your friend’s statement in several possible ways. Her assertion could be a literal expression of excitement, a white lie, or a sarcastic expression of annoyance. These alternatives could be thought of as possible solutions to the comprehension problem. Pexman proposes that someone could arrive at the intended meaning by combining information from a variety of sources through a process called parallel constraint satisfaction. This might involve aspects of the speaker (your friend often speaks sarcastically), expectations based on world knowledge (most people don’t enjoy being trapped underground), and the particular words employed (“wonderful,” “really hoping,” and “entire afternoon”). The activation of this particular set of cues causes the cognitive system to settle on a particular interpretation: your friend is using verbal irony to express irritation at the delay.

      One attractive feature of this approach is that it suggests that we comprehend such speech using the same mental processes that underlie other aspects of cognition, such as perception or decision making. Far from being some sort of deviant speech, verbal irony is comprehended via the same mental machinery used in other inferential processes.

      
        Far from being some sort of deviant speech, verbal irony is comprehended via the same mental machinery used in other inferential processes.

      

    
  

      5

      What Irony Is Not

      A variety of situations, phenomena, and even literary genres are related to the irony concept and overlap with it in various ways. The goal of this chapter is to describe this overlap with regard to coincidence, paradox, satire, and parody.

      
  

Coincidence

      In everyday conversation, the term “coincidence” is often used as a synonym for situational irony. For example, someone might rhetorically exclaim, “Isn’t it ironic that the rain stopped just as I was finishing my morning run?” In many such instances, “coincidence” would probably be a better descriptor, particularly when no greater meaning or import connects the two events. Things happen all the time, and sometimes things happen at the same time. But does that make such juxtapositions ironic? And does it truly matter what we call them?

      Referring to coincidences as ironic raises the hackles of prescriptivists, who regard such usage with clear distaste. For them, it represents a form of imprecision that debases the language—an unforced error that one should scrupulously avoid. From a family resemblance perspective, we might say that the concept of coincidence overlaps to some degree with the irony concept, but the number of attributes the two share is low. Coincidences involve juxtaposition and incongruity, but they aren’t counterfactual and don’t involve pretense. They may allude to failed expectations, but they aren’t explicit echoes. Coincidences may involve victims, humor, or criticism, but they are rarely truly humorous or poignant. In short, the family resemblance between coincidence and irony makes them more like cousins than siblings.

      The battle over equating irony and coincidence has been raging for some time. The first edition of Fowler’s Modern English Usage (1926) claims that “a protest is needed against the application … of ‘irony’ … to every trivial oddity.”1 Seventy years later, the third edition admitted that “this weakened use looks as if it has come to stay,” and the fourth edition, published in 2015, refers darkly to “vague, watered down newer meanings” of irony.2

      The 2015 edition of The New York Times Manual of Style and Usage states that “the looser use of irony and ironically, to mean an incongruous turn of events, is trite. Not every coincidence, curiosity, oddity and paradox is an irony, even loosely.”3 It is interesting to note that in the 1999 edition there followed another sentence that has been omitted from the current edition: “And where irony does exist, sophisticated writing counts on the reader to recognize it.”4 Perhaps the editors of the guide realized they were fighting a losing battle on that point?

      Other disapproving voices have weighed in on this issue. The American Heritage Dictionary provides a usage note for “ironic” that addresses this distinction: “Sometimes, people misapply ironic, irony, and ironically to events and circumstances that might better be described as simply coincidental or improbable, with no particular lessons about human vanity or presumption. Resistance to such uses remain strong.”5 The usage note is buttressed with data from the dictionary’s usage panel, a group of nearly two hundred journalists, creative writers, and scholars who complete annual surveys on the “acceptability” of word senses and grammatical constructions. The panel has been asked repeatedly to weigh in on the acceptability of a sentence that describes a woman from Ithaca, New York, who moves to California, where she meets and marries a man who is also from upstate New York. The sentence uses the word “ironically” to describe this outcome. In 1978, 78 percent of the panel rejected this usage. A survey from 2016 that contained the same sentence was deemed problematic by 63 percent of the panel, a figure that is lower than the earlier one but still a majority. Clearly, equating irony with coincidence is still viewed—at least in some quarters—as a semantic transgression, although attitudes appear to be softening. However, the shift may also have to do with the changing composition of the American Heritage’s usage panel over time.

      To explore this debate more fully, let’s consider a larger question: what exactly is a coincidence, anyway? As might be expected, different dictionaries take different approaches, but Merriam-Webster defines it as “the occurrence of events that happen at the same time by accident but seem to have some connection.” Needless to say, this formulation leaves plenty of room for interpretation, since a perception of “some connection” is inherently subjective.

      A good example of this subjectivity can be found in Brain Droppings, by the comedian George Carlin. He argues that the concept of irony has to do with opposites and has “nothing to do with coincidence.”6 He provides a number of examples to make his point, including the following: “A diabetic, on his way to buy insulin, is killed by a runaway truck. He is the victim of an accident. If the truck was delivering sugar, he is the victim of an oddly poetic coincidence. But if the truck was delivering insulin, ah! Then he is the victim of an irony.”7 At first blush, Carlin’s argument appears persuasive: a diabetic being hit by a truck delivering insulin does seem more ironic than a truck delivering sugar. It’s likely, however, that many people would characterize the “diabetic–sugar truck” juxtaposition as ironic as well: there clearly exists “some connection” between diabetes and sugar that seems to elevate such a pairing past mere coincidence.

      Other examples, however, appear to be more straightforward. In “The Gift of the Magi” (1905), O. Henry tells the story of Jim and Della, a young couple seeking the perfect Christmas presents for each other (spoiler alert!). Both of them sacrifice prized possessions to be able to afford their gifts. Della has her lustrous tresses shorn so that she can afford a platinum pocket watch fob for Jim. Jim sells his pocket watch to buy ornamental combs for Della. Their actions thus destroy the value of the gifts that they exchange. The story is best described in terms of situational irony, with a dash of dramatic irony as well, since the reader is aware of the poignant outcome before Jim and Della meet to celebrate Christmas. It would be strange to describe the story’s outcome as merely a coincidence; this would seem to undercut the peculiarly symmetrical results of Jim and Della’s sacrifices. But does “The Gift of the Magi” rise to the level of providing “lessons about human vanity or presumption,” as dictated by the American Heritage definition? Perhaps, although it’s difficult to imagine widespread agreement on the necessary and sufficient criteria for vanity and presumption.

      Both situational irony and coincidence are used to refer to states of affairs that may be difficult to classify as clearly belonging to one concept or the other. And attempts to cleanly differentiate between them may be a fool’s errand. The most we can say is that some people care about the distinction a great deal, and it is worth asking oneself, before describing such occurrences, whether a juxtaposition is mundane (that is, coincidental) or more surprising, consequential, or significant—and therefore ironic.

      
  

Paradox

      As with coincidence, irony is often conflated with the concept of paradox. Once again, the two concepts overlap to a certain degree, since both irony and paradox can involve juxtaposition, sometimes jarring incongruity, and deviation from expectations. Paradox, however, goes a step further and entails self-contradiction as an essential element.

      Paradox, like irony, has a long tradition in Western thought, but principally in the realm of logic as opposed to rhetoric. In her book on paradox, the philosopher Margaret Cuonzo notes three principal uses of the term. The definition most relevant for our purposes is “an argument with seemingly true premises, seemingly good reasoning, and an obviously false or contradictory conclusion.”8

      The crucial issue that separates verbal irony from paradox is that the apparent contradiction can, in fact, be resolved. If someone mutters, “What lovely weather we’re having!” as they crouch in a tornado shelter, the statement would appear to stand in stark contrast to the true state of affairs. However, as we saw in the previous chapter, conversational participants implicitly assume that a cooperative principle is always in effect. This seemingly absurd remark, therefore, must make sense in some way. The contradiction leads the listener to make a context-specific inference—an implicature—that can resolve the apparent inconsistency. Someone who hears such a remark can draw on cultural expectations regarding the weather and conclude that the speaker intends some related proposition, such as its exact opposite. So what appears to be a contradiction can be bridged with a little world knowledge.

      As with coincidence, the shared family resemblance between paradox and irony is low. Once again, we see the common element of incongruity, but little else. That is not to say that philosophers and literary critics haven’t muddied the waters with regard to paradox and irony. Friedrich Schlegel, whom we encountered in chapter 2 in connection with romantic irony, declared that “irony is the form of paradox. Paradox is what is good and great at the same time.”9 The meaning of this fragmentary idea, however, is obscure. Cleanth Brooks (1906–1994), the scholar who helped establish the New Criticism movement, wrote in The Well Wrought Urn that “the language of poetry is the language of paradox.”10 Brooks meant that the underlying meaning of a poem can be contradictory to its surface form, although he did not use the term “irony” to refer to this contradiction. Finally, Norman Knox proposed a category of paradoxical irony in which “everything is relative. … Author and audience fuse, or oscillate between identification and detachment.”11 However, this seems to be more of a restatement of romantic irony than a new use of the term.

      To the degree that nonscholars use the term “paradoxical irony,” it seems to function as a mere intensifier for the concept of irony or coincidence. The phrase is not common: it appears only twice in a 14-billion-word sample of 22 million web pages provided in a searchable corpus known as iWeb. The first appears in a review of Sheryl Crow’s album Be Myself:

      
        It seems the title is a reminder, but there’s paradoxical irony in having to remind yourself to be yourself.

      

      The second case also occurs in the context of a review, in this case the book Jacques Derrida’s Aporetic Ethics:

      
        The paradoxical irony began with Socrates being the wisest man in Athens because he alone knew he could know nothing.

      

      One could argue that, in both instances, the word “paradoxical” is doing little of the heavy lifting. And neither example suggests the element of self-contradiction that paradoxes typically involve. As in many instances of situational irony, the phrase “paradoxical irony” could be replaced with “it seems strange that” or “it’s odd that” with no loss of meaning.

      
  

Satire

      
        Satire works best when it hews close to the line between the outlandish and the possible—and as that line continues to grow thinner, the satirist’s task becomes ever more difficult.

        —Graydon Carter, Vanity Fair (2008)

      

      Satire may feel like a relatively new and subversive form of humor, but in reality it has existed for millennia. It appears as early as the fifth century BCE in the Old Comedy of ancient Greece and the plays of Aristophanes. It was fully developed as a genre by Roman authors such as Lucilius, Horace, Persius, and Juvenal. The goal of satire—social criticism by shaming the powerful, the foolish, or the corrupt—can make even ancient examples of the form seem startlingly contemporary.

      To appreciate a particular work as satiric, an audience must keep in mind two distinct mental representations simultaneously: the literal meaning of a message and an awareness of a discrepancy between that message and the intention of its author. Richard Roberts and I have argued that this duality gives satire its distinctive character and accounts for satire’s effectiveness as a vehicle for social commentary.12 The audience has to construct the author’s intentions for themselves by recognizing and accounting for this apparent discrepancy. In this way, satire may represent the ultimate form of the admonition “show, don’t tell.”

      The satirist has many weapons at her disposal, including parody, a form that I discuss separately. She may also employ outlandish exaggeration, blatant falsehoods, and sly innuendo. And virtually all satirists use verbal irony and sarcasm extensively, since these devices are especially well suited to the twin goals of being humorous and critical at the same time.

      As we saw in chapter 3, an important component of irony is pretense, and it is essential for satire as well. The audience of the satirist needs to recognize the pretense of its creator, or else the satire fails as such. When Jonathan Swift made his “modest proposal” that the poor sell their children as food for the rich, it was so extreme that hardly anyone could have perceived it as a serious suggestion. But satire can be much subtler, and in such cases the pretense becomes less clear. For some, it may become invisible.

      
        The goal of satire—social criticism by shaming the powerful, the foolish, or the corrupt—can make even ancient examples of the form seem startlingly contemporary.

      

      A prime example can be seen in the American television program The Colbert Report, which aired from 2005 to 2014. Stephen Colbert played the role of a bloviating conservative pundit, and he rarely broke character. Progressive audiences enjoyed his outlandish claims and proposals as a sophisticated rebuke of perceived excesses by pundits of the far right. However, some conservatives also enjoyed the program and believed that Colbert genuinely meant what he was saying. For those viewers, there was no recognition of Colbert’s pretense. A study conducted by Heather LaMarre and her collaborators showed that a viewer’s political ideology predicted whether or not he or she perceived the program as satiric. Both liberals and conservatives thought that Colbert was funny, but only politically liberal members of his audience were in on the joke.13

      Another essential ingredient of both verbal irony and satire is the existence of common ground. As discussed in chapter 3, common ground involves a presupposition of knowledge that two parties share. To understand a work as satiric, audience members use this shared knowledge to recognize that something is not quite right. Common ground can be ephemeral, and if enough time has elapsed, a work of satire may no longer even be recognized as such.

      A potential example of this phenomenon is the Historia Augusta, which has been the subject of scholarly debate for many years. This Latin manuscript, which purports to be the work of six authors writing in the third century, consists of thirty biographies of Roman emperors, their corulers, and usurpers who reigned from 117 to 285 CE. It also contains nearly 150 extracts from letters, speeches, and Senate proceedings such as decrees and proclamations. It would seem to be a document of considerable historical value, and scholars like Edward Gibbon drew on it when writing their own histories. Over time, however, researchers have found that the manuscript contains a host of inaccuracies and outright falsehoods. As a historical chronicle, there is something seriously wrong with it. This has led to considerable debate about who composed it, when it was written, and, most important, why it was compiled in the first place.

      Scholars today believe that the Historia Augusta is the work of a single author. It was probably written several decades after its purported date of composition, given the numerous anachronisms that do not fit with the time period being described. Most, if not all, of the letters, speeches, and Senate extracts are thought to have been fabricated. And as a history of the period, it is peculiar, to say the least. Justin Stover and Mike Kestemont note that the manuscript contains “bizarre details and puzzling omissions, as well as [a] lurid focus on emperors’ peccadilloes and personal habits to the detriment of their political accomplishments.”14 In short, the Historia Augusta does not appear to be the factual account it claims to be.

      Opinions about the purpose of the author have run the gamut from political propaganda to a pagan attack on Christianity. Some classicists, such as Ronald Syme, have emphasized its puns and wordplay, suggesting that the work was simply the musings of a “rogue grammarian.”15 Shawn Daniels, however, has made a convincing case for the Historia Augusta as a work of satire.16 I mentioned earlier that satire was a poplar literary form in ancient Rome. The Historia Augusta may have been intended for a contemporary circle of readers who would have immediately recognized the exaggerations, gaps, and outright fabrications as clever social commentary. Because this audience shared common ground with the author, they were able to appreciate an intent now obscured by the passage of time. It is not hard to imagine archaeologists of the future stumbling across a cache of issues of the satiric newspaper The Onion and scratching their heads over headlines like “Obama under Fire for Playing T-Ball during Vietnam.”17

      Finally, sharing common ground is essential for appreciating the purpose of satire. A satiric critique may be perceived as humorous by members of one community but as offensive or even blasphemous by members of another. The 2015 Al-Qaeda attack on the offices of the French satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo is a tragic example of what can happen when satire is perceived as sacrilege.

      Recognizing pretense and sharing common ground are essential for understanding both verbal irony and satire. As a result, the two terms are sometimes used synonymously. But not all irony is satiric, and not all satire employs irony. To complicate matters further, satire is often confused with parody, our next topic.

      
  

Parody

      
        Satire is a lesson, parody is a game.

        —Vladimir Nabokov, interview (1966)

        Parody is homage gone sour.

        —Brendan Gill (1914–1997)

      

      As we have seen, pretense is an essential component of many forms of irony, and this holds true for parody as well. At its heart, a parody is an intentional imitation of something else, although the goals of the parodist vary. At one extreme, the intent may be to gently poke fun at the original work or its creator. At the other extreme, however, it may involve full-throated condemnation. The more aggressive forms of parody liberally use exaggeration, satire, and sarcasm to ridicule the authentic work and, by extension, the person who produced it. The overlap of these figurative forms and genres can lead to confusion and cause them to be mistaken for one another.

      As a literary genre, parody, like satire, dates back to the Old Comedy of ancient Greece. Its first practitioner may have been Hegemon of Thasos, who lived during the fifth century BCE. The form has been popular in Western literature for several centuries. Examples run the gamut from parodies of chivalric romance (Chaucer’s Sir Thopas in The Canterbury Tales) and heroic narratives (Pope’s Rape of the Lock) to gothic novels (Austen’s Northanger Abbey). Parody is also commonly employed in the visual arts and music. And many radio programs, films, and television shows are parodic in nature. Comedy programs like The Daily Show and the “Weekend Update” segment of Saturday Night Live extensively use the conventions and trappings of network newscasts, such as news anchors’ desks, reports from correspondents “in the field,” and faux interviews. Sitcoms like The Office and Modern Family are classified as “mockumentaries”: parodies of documentaries.

      As with satire, the consumer of a parody must maintain two distinct mental representations at once. In this case, however, these are the literal meaning of the work and an awareness of what is being imitated. A parody succeeds as a parody only if the audience is able to recognize the original work being lampooned. Many cartoons on television employ parody, but the imitation is often lost on children because they have not yet encountered the original. Later, as parents, they may watch the same cartoons with their kids and discover a whole new layer of meaning: the clever imitation that went over their heads the first time around during their own childhoods.

      Ironists and parodists share the same occupational hazard: the danger of being taken literally. Those who choose to criticize public figures, however, have legal precedent on their side. In a 1988 Supreme Court ruling (Hustler Magazine v. Falwell), the televangelist sued the publication after being depicted as an incestuous drunkard in a parody of a liquor ad. The Court unanimously overturned a lower court’s verdict and ruled in favor of Hustler. No reasonable person, the Court declared, would have interpreted the magazine’s depiction of Falwell as factual. Therefore satires and parodies of public figures do not entitle such individuals to damages for emotional distress.

      Parodists who choose to imitate well-known artistic works, on the other hand, have to contend with thin-skinned and litigious authors and musicians who may take umbrage at having their creations exploited in this way. In their defense, parodists can invoke the principles of artistic expression and fair use. However, the original creator can claim that the parody infringes on a copyright or trademark. One such case, Campbell v. Acuff-Rose Music Inc., was argued before the Supreme Court in 1994. At issue was 2 Live Crew’s 1989 song “Pretty Woman,” which was alleged to have “substantial similarities” to “Oh, Pretty Woman,” released by Roy Orbison and William Deese in 1964. In that case, the Court ruled that the parody fell within the scope of fair use. Despite this protection, some parodists, such as “Weird Al” Yankovic, always seek permission from the original artists before lampooning their work.

      
        A parody succeeds as a parody only if the audience is able to recognize the original work being lampooned.

      

      A caricature can function as a satire or a parody, but it is perhaps best thought of as a separate entity. The essence of caricature is exaggeration, typically for humorous effect. Political cartoonists, for example, will overemphasize specific features of their victims, such as Richard Nixon’s nose, Jimmy Carter’s teeth, Barack Obama’s ears, or Donald Trump’s coiffure. However, if the caricature is based on a prior representation that is well known, as in the case of Shepard Fairey’s “Hope” poster, then an exaggerated drawing of Obama could be described as both a caricature and a parody.

      As we will see in chapter 8, the lack of shared context in online communities makes users less likely to recognize nonliteral language as such. Online works of satire, in particular those involving heavy irony, may be mistaken for genuinely held beliefs or attitudes. This problem was recognized in the 1980s, even before the emergence of the web, by users posting to newsgroups on Usenet. In 1983, Jerry Schwarz observed that “a sideways smile, :-) … has become widely accepted on the net as an indication that ‘I’m only kidding’. If you submit a satiric item without this symbol, no matter how obvious the satire is to you, do not be surprised if people take it seriously.”18

      Parody can also be difficult to express online, since it requires an audience to recognize that some prior work is being imitated. This phenomenon was given a name by Nathan Poe, who in 2005 lamented that “without a winking smiley or other blatant display of humor, it is utterly impossible to parody a Creationist in such a way that someone won’t mistake for the genuine article.”19 His observation, now referred to as Poe’s Law, refers more generally to any controversial topic that is debated online.

      Neither satire nor parody requires irony to accomplish its particular ends, however. Parody, in particular, can be highly effective when it closely resembles the original. And in some cases, the goal may not be mockery at all. It may simply be a tribute from one artist to another, as when a musician covers another artist’s song. The lines that separate homage, parody, and outright plagiarism are murky at best.
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      What Irony Can Be

      Aggression

      
        The arrows of sarcasm are barbed with contempt.

        —Washington Gladden, Things New and Old (1883)

      

      The popular conception of verbal irony suggests that it has a bad reputation. It is frequently seen as an instrument of aggression, criticism, and negativity. It is perceived as particularly problematic in the workplace and in intimate relationships. Sarcasm, it has been claimed, weakens teamwork among employees. An article in Psychology Today asserts that it is “hostility disguised as humor” and “a subtle form of bullying.”1 Another magazine article trumpets that “sarcasm could be ruining your relationship” and can be a source of “long-term damage.”2

      Empirical research provides some foundation for this stereotype. An important discourse goal of verbal irony is to show negative emotion.3 And since naked displays of anger or displeasure are typically frowned on, irony can serve as a socially acceptable vehicle for expressing such feelings. Since ironic remarks are typically positive evaluations of negative events or outcomes, these statements can ostensibly appear to be supportive—even as they drip with concealed contempt, criticism, or hostility.

      A good example of irony being used aggressively appears in the film Amadeus (1984), the highly fictionalized story of Mozart told from the perspective of an insanely jealous Antonio Salieri. In a scene at the Viennese court of Emperor Joseph II, the emperor tells Mozart he is commissioning an opera from him. Delighted, Mozart proposes a story set in a Turkish harem. This elicits some concern from the emperor and his courtiers, but Mozart assures them that the topic is highly moral and “full of proper German virtues.” Salieri, who is the court composer, turns to the emperor and asks, “Excuse me, majesty, but what do you think these [virtues] could be? Being a foreigner, I would love to learn.” Salieri’s question is clearly disingenuous: although he was born in Italy, he has lived in Vienna for many years and is thoroughly familiar with its culture and mores. By feigning ignorance, Salieri attempts to entrap Mozart, and when the emperor asks him to name a German virtue, Mozart boldly replies, “Love.” To this, Salieri responds, “Oh, love! Well! Of course, in Italy we know nothing about love!” His remark elicits appreciative laughter from the emperor’s retinue. Salieri has adroitly used both Socratic irony and sarcasm to attack Mozart—but in a way that is both humorous and socially appropriate. Needless to say, not all aggressive sarcasm is delivered as deftly or as deviously as this.

      Psychologists have debated about how ironic criticism is perceived. Shelly Dews and Ellen Winner proposed that verbal irony mutes the meaning of ironic praise and makes such compliments seem less positive than a literal commendation (compare “What a terrible job!” and “What a great job!” in the context of someone who succeeded at a difficult task). In a similar way, Dews and Winner suggest that ironic criticism is also muted and is perceived less negatively than a literal insult (as in “You’re really brilliant!” versus “You’re really stupid!” if someone has committed a thoughtless act).4

      Although Dews and Winner reported results that support their tinge hypothesis, the findings from later experiments designed to test the theory have been equivocal. Studies conducted by Albert Katz and his colleagues suggest that ironic criticism is perceived as more humorous and polite, but at the same time as more sarcastic and mocking. In other words, ironic criticism can simultaneously mute as well as enhance the negativity of such statements.5

      Autocratic regimes with a low tolerance for dissent have found nonliteral forms of criticism to be particularly problematic. It is, after all, a relatively simple matter to identify and attempt to silence dissenters who are open in their critiques. But if dissent is hidden or disguised in some way, then rooting it out can be much more difficult. As we have seen, satire presents an interesting case, since only over-the-top exaggeration can unambiguously be identified as satirical. Nevertheless, attempts to persecute satirists seem to recur regularly. Verse satire was banned by the Archbishop of Canterbury and the Bishop of London in 1599 (the so-called Bishops’ Ban). Candide (1759) was banned in Paris and Geneva, probably because Voltaire’s irreverent attitude toward religion and politics was too pointed to be ignored. And in September 2018, the kingdom of Saudi Arabia made it a crime to produce content that ridicules, mocks, or disturbs “public order” or religious values. Even the distribution of satirical content was declared to be a cybercrime.

      But how can oppressive regimes guard against ironic disapproval? If criticism can be hidden behind ostensible praise, then can praise itself be trusted? While this may seem like a descent into paranoia, it is nonetheless a significant concern—or it is for at least one world leader. In August 2016, government authorities in North Korea began holding mass meetings to inform the citizenry that sarcasm directed against the government would not be tolerated. The officials expressed concerns about specific expressions, such as “This is all America’s fault,” which had become commonplace in the Hermit Kingdom. On its face, such a statement seems like the simple parroting of a government talking point. However, since the Korean media frequently used the phrase to blame other nations for Korea’s own failings, the saying quickly caught on as a critique of the regime and its leader, Kim Jong-un.

      
        Autocratic regimes with a low tolerance for dissent have found nonliteral forms of criticism to be particularly problematic.

      

      (The North Korean ban on sarcasm was reported by a number of news outlets, such as the Daily Telegraph, the Independent, and the Daily Mail, as well as by magazines like Vanity Fair and Esquire. However, at least one journalist has expressed doubts about whether the story is true.6 It appears that the first report was by Radio Free Asia, which is sponsored by the US government and has been criticized for its anti–North Korean reporting in the past. It would truly be ironic if a story about a sarcasm ban turns out to have been fabricated.)

      The tendency to use verbal irony as a form of criticism has been associated with people who engage in passive-aggressive behavior. Hallmarks of this behavior include negative reactions to the demands of others and the avoidance of direct confrontation. Although the psychiatric profession no longer recognizes this syndrome as a full-blown personality disorder, people still use the term as a label for those who are chronically sullen, insolent, and uncooperative. Because sarcasm allows for the indirect expression of negative attitudes and feelings, it is not surprising that such individuals choose to express themselves in this way.

      
  

An Excuse

      Since verbal irony involves a discrepancy between what is said and what is meant, it provides people with the powerful ability to distance themselves from their own remarks. If someone makes a statement that others find unfunny or insulting, the speaker can pretend that her listener failed to appreciate her ostensibly intended nonliteral meaning. Rejoinders like “I was just being sarcastic” or “I was only kidding” can function as verbal loopholes to escape the opprobrium that a thoughtless speaker might otherwise receive. And rhetorical questions like “Can’t you take a joke?” are a form of verbal jujitsu in which the speaker can flip the onus of bad behavior onto the listener.

      Nonliteral remarks can be ambiguous enough to provide cover for all sorts of speech. Negative opinions that are delivered sarcastically, for example, employ positive words to suggest a negative meaning, such as referring to someone as a “genius.” In this way, overtly hostile statements that might lead to censure in a workplace environment are demoted to the status of microaggressions, and these may be much harder to characterize as evidence of malicious intent. It is this plausible deniability that makes such comments so problematic—and so useful.

      Not surprisingly, perhaps, apologies by celebrities for their questionable conduct have become a staple of social media. And when people in the public eye make statements that are poorly received, one recourse is to offer an excuse on a platform like Twitter, such as Roseanne Barr’s claim in May 2018 that she had been “Ambien tweeting.” Traditionally, politicians have chosen to issue abject apologies when they have been found guilty, or even merely suspected, of wrongdoing. There have been exceptions, such as Richard Nixon’s strong denial, during a November 1973 press conference, of profiting from public service (“I am not a crook”) or Bill Clinton’s January 1998 claim “I did not have sexual relations with that woman, Miss Lewinsky.” But the public use of sarcasm as a defense is a relatively recent development.

      In July 2016, presidential candidate Donald Trump asked Russia for help in finding Hillary Clinton’s missing emails and then claimed on Fox News, “Of course I was being sarcastic.” Even more notoriously, a month later he repeatedly referred to Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton as the founders of ISIS. He made this claim at a rally in Florida and then repeated it several times during an interview with the conservative radio host Hugh Hewitt. Trump later took to Twitter to backpedal, complaining in a tweet on August 12 that CNN was taking his statement “so seriously.” He concluded his tweet with “THEY [the media] DON’T GET SARCASM?” (all caps in the original). Later, however, at a rally in Pennsylvania, he returned to this theme and said, “Obviously I’m being sarcastic. Then—but not that sarcastic, to be honest with you.” (By undercutting his own defense, it became even less clear whether his initial claim was intended seriously or not. Selena Zito has suggested one solution to this conundrum: that news organizations take Trump literally, but not seriously, while his supporters take him seriously, but not literally.)7

      Another high-profile example of using sarcasm as a defense occurred in September 2018. The New York Times reported that deputy attorney general Rod Rosenstein suggested secretly recording President Trump. The remark was allegedly made during a spring 2017 meeting with other Justice Department officials. When the incident was made public the following year, Rosenstein claimed the reporting was “factually incorrect.” A spokeswoman for the Justice Department who had been present at the meeting said that Rosenstein did make such a suggestion, but also claimed he had been speaking sarcastically at the time.

      The problem with using sarcasm as an excuse to backpedal from one’s remarks is that the plausibility of such a justification decreases the more times it is invoked. Like the fable about the boy who cried wolf, people will ultimately stop believing such claims and then become unwilling to believe the speaker even when he genuinely avows to have been expressing himself sarcastically. Trump himself seems to have recognized this danger: at the time of this writing, he has tweeted more than 8,100 times since assuming the presidency but has not used the words “sarcasm” or “sarcastic” in any of these messages.

      
  

Humor

      
        You see, that is the sad, sorry, terrible thing about sarcasm. It’s really funny.

        —Brandon Sanderson, Alcatraz versus the Evil Librarians (2007)

        The wit’s desire is to be funny; the ironist is only funny as a secondary achievement.

        —Robertson Davies, The Cunning Man (1994)

      

      Compared to grappling with the somewhat slippery aspects of irony and sarcasm, characterizing humor is like scaling a wall of ice: the phenomenon affords little in the way of traction or footholds for gaining purchase. Some aspects seem universal, whereas others are culturally bound. Observing humor in the wild is problematic, and it tends to wilt when brought into the research lab. It is also notoriously subjective: something that is uproarious to one person may seem puerile to another. So defining and describing humor can seem like a herculean task. As we have seen, however, when asked about their reasons for using verbal irony and sarcasm, many people mention humor. Humor also seems to be an important component of situational irony and the ironic attitude.

      
        Observing humor in the wild is problematic, and it tends to wilt when brought into the research lab.

      

      Using verbal irony to be funny or to entertain frequently occurs in the conversations of friends and intimates. The psychologist Ray Gibbs asked college students who were friends or roommates to record some of their conversations, and then analyzed these recordings for examples of irony. He found that such utterances made up a full 8 percent of all conversational turns.8 Note, however, that the study defined irony broadly and included several forms of nonliteral language: sarcasm, hyperbole, understatement, rhetorical questions, and jocular comments in general. Although some of the sarcastic remarks were critical, a great deal of this talk could be characterized as banter, teasing, or lighthearted mocking, and most of it was perceived as playful and humorous by the conversational partners. This study also brings into sharp focus the difficulty of analyzing such naturalistic data: Gibbs was unable to analyze these utterances to identify prerequisites like failed expectations or pretense, since he had no way to determine what the speakers knew or mutually believed.

      At the other extreme, it may be possible to characterize humor and verbal irony when the relationships between people are well known. In a television series that airs over several seasons, viewers are afforded the opportunity to get to know the program’s characters quite well, as well as how they relate to one another. For this reason, the linguist Marta Dynel chose to study the language used by characters on the American series House. The show, which aired from 2004 to 2012, consists of 177 episodes. The main character, a diagnostic medical expert played by Hugh Laurie, is extremely acerbic in his interactions with his team, colleagues, and patients, and Dynel assumed that the program would offer a rich source of material for her study. She watched every episode at least four times and recorded instances of humor, irony, and deception (she was aided in this effort by other fans of the show, who had created an online archive of program transcripts). Given the misanthropic nature of the show’s protagonist, she found plenty of examples of humorous, but also hostile, irony in the show’s dialogue. It would be a mistake, she argues, to conceptualize irony purely in terms of humor.9

      Another way of getting at the connection between irony and humor might be to look at an unambiguous behavioral cue related to humor, such as laughter. One might assume that the purpose of laughter is to signal that the listener understands and appreciates the speaker’s nonliteral intention. In this way, the listener is able to gain entry into the speaker’s inner circle, to use Fowler’s terminology. This may well be the case in some situations, but one study found that when people talk to one another, a great deal of the laughter is produced by speakers, not listeners. To explain this phenomenon, Ray Gibbs and his collaborators suggest that laughter may function not as a sign of recognition and comprehension but as a cue created by the speaker, and as a clue about his attitude toward what he is saying.10 And once a humorous instance of irony has been produced and acknowledged, the listener may produce a similar nonliteral observation. In this way, speaker and listener alternate to create an impromptu comedy routine based on the nonliteral premise of the first speaker. It might make more sense in such cases to characterize humorous ironic statements not as individual contributions but as a coherent episode that spans multiple conversational turns. Although this has been described with regard to other forms of verbal wit, such as playing the dozens (two people alternate in making insulting remarks about, for example, the other person’s mother), a similar dynamic may occur when people playfully trade ironic repartee.

      Researchers have examined the role of humor in situational irony as well. Cameron Shelley has characterized situational irony as occurring when our concepts fail to mesh with the world, as in the case of a burglarized police station: a place that should be safe from crime turns out not to be.11 Whether we perceive such a situation as humorous may involve a certain amount of subjectivity as well. In this case, it may have a great deal to do with whether you are a police officer or a burglar. Horatio Walpole observed that the world is a comedy to those who think and a tragedy to those who feel, and such a distinction may go a long way in helping us understand the varied reactions that people have to such incongruous situations. As we have seen, the ironic attitude can be characterized by a state of wry detachment. Individuals who are predisposed to such a worldview, or those who choose to take on such a persona, would presumably be particularly susceptible to reacting to situational irony with amusement.

      
  

Intimacy

      On its face, it might seem that verbal irony, and sarcasm in particular, is antithetical to the concept of intimacy. An internet search using the terms “sarcasm” and “intimacy” produces results that include “Sarcasm: The Brick Wall to Intimacy,” “8 Reasons Why Sarcasm Is So Damaging to Relationships,” and “How to Avoid Sarcastic Communication from Destroying Your Marriage.” And that’s from only the first page of search results.

      As we have seen, verbal irony can be used as an instrument of aggression. However, it can also be used to promote group identity and even intimacy. In the previous section, we saw that intimates, friends, and coworkers often use verbal irony in humorous way. This banter serves the important function of maintaining and strengthening social relationships. The desire to be perceived in a positive light is a powerful one, and we tend to seek out others who will provide us with these sorts of affirmations. Social scientists use the term “facework” to refer to the promotion of self-esteem and positive regard that others can provide and that we can provide for others. Even casual watercooler conversations about some shared grievance, such as a heat wave or a malfunctioning elevator, can serve this function, and such exchanges can play a powerful role in maintaining group cohesion.

      A good example of this process can be found in a study of humor employed by business managers during their staff meetings. The managers worked for a firm that tested and distributed electronic parts for a computer company, and issues related to inventory management were of great importance. During one conversation, the general manager related a number of worrying concerns that had been expressed at a meeting with higher management. He concluded his summary by saying, “Right, and other than that, everything went great!”12 This ironic remark was met with laughter by other members of the management team and conveyed a number of important messages simultaneously, such as “We’re under the gun because of these inventory issues,” “The situation is serious but can be managed,” and “We’re all in this together.” It would have been difficult, if not impossible, to craft a literal statement that would have communicated these concerns while at the same time promoting group solidarity.

      Intimacy can also be fostered by creating a sense of exclusivity. The idea of using verbal irony to create social boundaries appears in Fowler’s usage guide, described earlier in the section on pretense. Fowler argued that the motive of irony is exclusiveness, which is accomplished through “mystification” (that is, the use of ambiguous or nonliteral language). For Fowler, the audience for such remarks constitutes an “inner circle,” or those who are able to see through these ostensibly mystifying statements. The ability to penetrate this pretense comes from the common ground shared by the audience and the speaker. In other words, by saying things that are patently untrue, the ironist is signaling to her listeners that they are members of an exclusive club: the select few who can understand the speaker’s true intentions.

      Although this exclusivity has an upside, it can have costs as well. By definition, for every in-group there must also be an out-group. As described earlier, this out-group might only be an imagined one, conjured in the minds of the speaker and his audience, who may be inwardly amused by contemplating those who are incapable of understanding the true meaning of the ironist’s statement. In other cases, the out-group might be a real group of people who are not physically present. Such an instance could occur during a briefing held for soldiers, in which the sensibilities of civilians who are not acquainted with the harsh realities of combat might be mocked through the use of irony. In such instances, the solidarity of the group is reinforced by reminding those present of the gulf that separates them from others who are not members of their profession.

      Finally, the out-group might consist of people who are physically present and suddenly find themselves confronting an invisible wall that has been erected before them. This can be especially problematic in environments such as the workplace, where individuals might be competing for resources or the good graces of their supervisors. In such contexts, the barriers created by nonliteral language can serve to alienate those who are not part of the inner circle.

      As mentioned earlier, in intimate relationships, the delivery of verbal irony is often quite deadpan.13 People who share a great deal of common ground don’t need to engage in elaborate facial displays or vocal gymnastics to signal nonliteral intent. On the contrary, such theatrics would probably be perceived negatively, since their use could imply that the recipient is not a member of the speaker’s exclusive club.

      The transition from an outer to an inner circle may be particularly problematic. For example, an invitation to intimacy via irony might be misconstrued, since the line separating harmless banter and teasing from verbal aggression is inherently subjective. A remark about a person’s physical appearance or punctuality might be interpreted as a good-natured wisecrack by some people, whereas others might perceive it as disparagement, bullying, or harassment. For this reason, it seems unlikely that intimacy can be initiated by nonliteral means. But once common ground has been established and a social connection exists, verbal irony can serve as a powerful means of promoting and strengthening social bonds.

    
  

      7

      Signaling Irony

      
        Detecting sarcasm isn’t always easy. How many times have we stood, slack-jawed, asking ourselves whether the words we’d just heard come out of a colleague’s mouth were supposed to be sarcastic?

        —David Shipley and Will Schwalbe, Send: Why People Email So Badly and How to Do It Better (2008)

      

      
  

Tone of Voice

      Verbal irony is unique among forms of nonliteral language in that its use has been associated with a particular tone of voice. As Deirdre Wilson and Dan Sperber have pointed out, there is no metaphorical tone of voice, and we don’t speak differently when we use similes or idioms.1 But is there truly such a thing as an ironic tone of voice? And if so, what are its characteristics, and why might people choose to speak in such a way?

      If such a tone of voice does exist, researchers have suggested that we might better characterize it as a sarcastic tone instead of an ironic one: such vocal changes are more commonly associated with language that is aggressive or belligerent. For the purpose of this discussion, therefore, I refer to the phenomenon as the sarcastic tone of voice (STOV).

      To begin, it is important to understand that “tone of voice” is not a technical term. It is more of a catchall that refers to a number of different prosodic and voice quality features. Prosodic factors include intonation, rhythm, and the stress patterns of speech, such as the rising intonation associated with questions. They also include characteristics such as loudness, speech rate, and pitch. Voice quality, on the other hand, refers to whether a person’s speech could be described as creaky, breathy, or hoarse.

      It is clear that people do alter their voices to accommodate the real or imagined cognitive abilities of their listeners. In the case of child-directed speech (also known as baby talk or motherese), people spontaneously exaggerate their pitch and intonation. At the other end of the age continuum, people sometimes use a form of talk called elderspeak: language directed to older adults may share many characteristics with child-directed speech.

      People may also alter their voices in ways consistent with the theories of verbal irony described earlier. If an ironist wants to mock a hypothetical individual who stands outside her inner circle, she might adopt a way of speaking that is consistent with such a benighted, ignorant person. In a similar way, an ironist who wants to make fun of another person’s failed prediction may parrot back the inaccurate forecast in the victim’s own voice. Therefore both pretense and echo theories can accommodate why an ironist would choose to use a voice different from his own.

      Speculation that verbal irony involves changes in pronunciation appears as early as the writings of Quintilian, a first-century Roman rhetorician.2 A particular tone of voice for irony was also discussed by Isidore of Seville in his Etymologiae some five hundred years later.3 In 1974, Anne Cutler suggested that the specific parameters of the STOV may be nasalization, a slower speaking rate, the use of exaggerated stress, and the lengthening of stressed syllables.4 The initial wave of research on the STOV seemed broadly to support these claims. Patricia Rockwell argued that the STOV can be characterized by three principal features: lower pitch, decreased tempo, and greater intensity (in short: lower, slower, and louder).5 Changes in voice quality, as measured by a decrease in harmonics-to-noise ratio (HNR), have also been documented. Such changes are associated with a greater amount of noise and with a “tense” or “harsh” voice. Evidence of nasalization has not been observed, however.6

      
        If an ironist wants to mock a hypothetical individual who stands outside her inner circle, she might adopt a way of speaking that is consistent with such a benighted, ignorant person.

      

      As it turns out, a number of difficulties are associated with studying the STOV in the laboratory. In some studies, researchers have explicitly asked individuals to produce sarcastic statements. Such “posed” sarcasm may simply reflect a person’s intuitive beliefs about speaking in this way, which may or may not correspond to her use of sarcasm in impromptu and unplanned situations. In other studies, trained actors have been asked to produce sarcasm, and the danger here is that vocal training may result in unnatural behaviors as well.

      Even the study of spontaneous sarcasm is fraught with difficulty, since research participants may be reluctant to say things that are perceived as aggressive or hostile, particularly when they know they are being audio- and video-recorded. As a result, researchers have had to display considerable ingenuity in designing laboratory tasks that reliably elicit both sarcasm and any attendant STOV.

      As research paradigms for studying sarcasm have matured, a more nuanced picture of the STOV has emerged. Most importantly, it has become clear that a host of social factors can affect people’s use of both sarcasm and the STOV. As mentioned in earlier sections, the amount of common ground shared by a speaker and listener may well be a crucial factor. Strangers may feel a need to put on a show for each other to communicate their nonliteral intentions clearly. Intimates, on the other hand, have the luxury of deadpan delivery: they don’t need to do anything with their words, faces, and voices. There’s no need to gild the lily if your partner is already well aware of your feelings about a particular topic—no matter how you choose to express them.

      In addition, characteristics of the STOV may not be unique to irony. Richard Roberts and I have pointed out that changes in vocal cues may also occur when people employ exaggeration. And since exaggeration is common in verbal irony, the STOV may be nothing more than a conflation of irony with hyperbole.7 Furthermore, Gregory Bryant and Jean Fox Tree have shown that the STOV is similar to the vocal characteristics that people display when they are angry or inquisitive.8 Finally, instead of thinking about the STOV as comprising a set of fixed, unchanging characteristics, it may be more accurate to conceptualize it in terms of a prosodic or vocal contrast between the sarcastic statement and what came immediately before.9

      As mentioned earlier, we can think of both motherese and elderspeak as accommodations that speakers make for children and older adults—regardless of whether such accommodation is necessary. Greg Bryant has suggested that a similar mechanism may be at work to explain the slowdown in speech rate that occurs during the delivery of sarcasm.10 We have already seen, however, that given sufficient context, people don’t need more time to comprehend canonical forms of verbal irony. As with child-directed speech and elderspeak, this attempt at accommodation, which may not even be conscious, may also be unnecessary.11

      
  

Face and Gesture

      
        The ironic man has a fat face, puckered around the eyes; his expression seems sleepy.

        —Aristotle (attributed), Physiognomics

        Irony is a kind of winking at each other, as we all understand the game of meaning reversal that is being played.

        —Barry Brummett, Techniques of Close Reading (2010)

      

      Ironists have many verbal tools at their disposal for signaling nonliteral intent. In addition, when the speaker and listener can see each other, movements of the face, head, hands, and body can also be pressed into service. Verbal irony is strongly tied to the communication of affect, and a large literature, going back to the writings of Darwin, discusses how emotions are expressed nonverbally. As described in the previous section, the body of research on characteristics of the sarcastic tone of voice is growing. In contrast, much less empirical work has focused on the nonverbal signaling of irony and sarcasm. However, the extant literature suggests that a number of paralinguistic cues may be employed for such purposes.

      The most expressive parts of the body seem to be the eyes and the mouth. Some research has identified cultural differences that may influence the relative importance of these two routes of transmission. One study, for example, suggests that the eyes may play a greater role in Japan, whereas the mouth is more important in the United States.12 Consistent with this claim, Patricia Rockwell found that US research participants relied more on movements of the mouth to perceive sarcasm, as opposed to movements of the eyes or the eyebrows.13 Researchers have also proposed that smiling is an important signal as well, especially smiles that are uneven or distorted in some way. Smirking, in particular, may be a reliable indicator of sarcastic intent.

      The eyes are also capable of gymnastics that can function as ironic accompaniment. Rolling one’s eyes is perhaps the most iconic, but squinting, winking, and rapid blinking can serve a similar function. In addition, people tend to break eye contact and avert their gaze for sarcastic, but not for sincere, utterances.14 And a study based on US television programs suggests that raised eyebrows tend to accompany humorous utterances, in particular those that are playful echoes or are sarcastic.15

      Whole-face behaviors that involve both the mouth and eyes, such as grimaces, are also associated with verbal irony. The gesture of thrusting one’s tongue into one’s cheek—a movement that causes a simultaneous eye wink—is so stereotypic that it has become idiomatic in English, and one closely associated with humor and nonserious speech. And movements of the head, such as tilts and nods, can serve this function as well.

      Air quotes, a two-handed gesture in which the index and middle fingers are flexed rapidly up and down, can serve the same function as scare quotes in print. A thumbs-up gesture, a sign of approbation in many cultures (but obscene in others) can also serve as a marker for nonliteral intent, particularly when one uses both thumbs to frame a grinning face. Clapping, particularly when it is slow and rhythmic, can function not as applause but as sarcastic disapproval or opprobrium. Sarcastic applause for a referee’s controversial decision has led to yellow cards for soccer players on a number of occasions. And Nancy Pelosi’s ostentatious, walrus-like clapping during Donald Trump’s February 2019 State of the Union address, at a point when the president called for cooperation and compromise, was labeled as sarcastic by many media outlets.

      It is important to note, however, that none of these behaviors or gestures are unique to verbal irony. As with tone of voice, it may be better to characterize such behaviors as augmentations as opposed to unambiguous signals of ironic intent. (German speakers, who will pull down a lower eyelid with a finger to indicate that speech following the gesture is intended sarcastically, may represent an exception.) And once again, verbal irony can still be communicated without any vocal or gestural accompaniment. Blank-face delivery of irony seems to be fairly common and can be extremely effective when common ground is high.

      
        Sarcastic applause for a referee’s controversial decision has led to yellow cards for soccer players on a number of occasions.

      

      
  

Exaggeration and Understatement

      Verbal ironists frequently employ exaggeration and understatement to achieve their communicative ends. As described earlier, these are forms of nonliteral language in their own right, but they are also frequently pressed into service to signal ironic intent.

      It’s not hard to see how magnifying or minimizing might help an ironic statement find its target. To achieve communicative success, the ironist needs to signal that there is something special or unusual about her statement. And as we have seen throughout this chapter, a speaker can accomplish this signaling with behaviors, gestures, facial expressions, or a certain tone of voice. However, this signaling can also be accomplished by saying things that are literally impossible, unlikely, or merely implausible.

      In theory, someone commenting on inclement weather could make an ironic remark along the lines of “It certainly is a nice day.” It would be more typical, however, to assert, “What lovely weather we’re having!” or “What an absolutely fantastic day!” By creating a large contrast between the statement and reality, the ironist makes her nonliteral intentions as obvious as possible. This should allow her to hit her mark and to be understood as intended. As we have seen, recognizing statements as ironic can be difficult. Many things that people say are mixed with shades of gray. Is the speaker being serious? Is he confused? Making a threat? Simply having a bad day? The use of exaggeration and understatement can help tip the balance of an ambiguous statement toward a nonliteral interpretation.

      Richard Roberts and I tested this idea by having research participants read a series of short scenarios. For example, one story describes a man helping a female friend move into a new apartment. He claims that he can move a heavy grandfather clock without assistance. For half of the participants, the story had a happy ending: the clock is moved easily and safely across the room. For the other half, disaster strikes: the clock tips over and crashes to the floor. The woman who is being helped by her friend then remarks, “Thanks for helping me out” (a literal or ironic response) or “I’ll never be able to repay you for your help!” (an exaggerated response). The subjects’ task was to indicate, via a rating scale, whether the final remarks in such scenarios were intended ironically.

      Not surprisingly, the participants perceived little irony when the statement was intended sincerely and wasn’t exaggerated (the woman thanks her friend for moving the clock safely). Also as expected, nonexaggerated nonliteral statements were perceived as ironic (the woman thanks her friend for tipping over the clock). And the exaggerated statement (“I’ll never be able to repay you for your help!”), spoken when there was a mismatch with the outcome (the clock tips over), yielded the highest irony ratings. Surprisingly, however, the exaggerated statement used literally (that is, expressing extreme gratitude for moving the clock) was perceived as somewhat ironic as well.16 This result suggests that stating things in an extreme way can cast an ironic shadow, even when the remark is genuine and sincere. Given how frequently people use exaggeration to signal irony, perhaps it should not surprise us that the study participants fell back on this association to make sense of such extreme statements.

      Verbal irony and exaggeration are alike in that both can be used to highlight discrepancies between expectations and actual events. When we don’t get something we want, we can use either form to communicate our chagrin or disappointment. It’s easy to imagine someone muttering, “This has been a perfect day!” or “Nothing ever goes right for me!” as commentary on a run of bad luck. This is analogous to the explicit “Isn’t it ironic that …” stem mentioned earlier in the sections on situational irony and coincidence.

      Researchers have also studied verbal irony and exaggeration in the context of expressing surprise. Speakers can use either of these nonliteral forms to express incredulity or disbelief: exclamations like “I wouldn’t have expected this in a million years!” or “I guess I wasn’t very lucky today” might be uttered by an amazed sweepstakes winner, for example. However, Herb Colston and Shauna Keller have shown that when irony and exaggeration are used together, they express more surprise than when they are employed separately.17 So if our sweepstakes winner were truly gobsmacked, she might say, “I must be the unluckiest person in the whole world!”

      Herb Colston and Jennifer O’Brien have explored the relationship between irony and understatement. Although both of these nonliteral forms can be used to create a contrast (as we saw with irony and exaggeration), it seems that when compared to understatement, ironic statements are funnier, more critical, and better at signaling a gap between expectation and reality.18 Colston has argued that such contrast effects may be related to a host of perceptual and cognitive biasing effects, which link irony to other basic aspects of human cognition.19

      Finally, it may be the case that exaggerated irony is somewhat formulaic in nature, and this aspect, all by itself, can serve as a cue for nonliteral intent. In American English, ironic statements are frequently composed of adverbs followed by extremely positive adjectives (“absolutely amazing,” “just great,” or “simply incredible”).20 British speakers of English, on the other hand, often use formulaic understatement to achieve similar ends. The use of gradable adverbs, such as “awfully,” “frightfully,” “quite,” and “rather” (as in “That was frightfully clever”) are commonly employed in British English in the service of verbal irony. It has been claimed, however, that such usage is declining as the King’s English is influenced by American English, in which the use of such gradable adverbs is less common.21

      
  

Irony Marks

      
        There is a great need for a sarcasm font.

        —Mackey Miller, Mouse Attack 5!!! (2010)

      

      In written language, verbal irony and sarcasm are frequently misinterpreted because an ironist cannot use the rich repertoire of vocal and gestural cues described earlier in the chapter. To deal with this perceived inadequacy, people have periodically suggested adding some sort of explicit irony marker to the set of punctuation characters. Just as the exclamation point can signal surprise or anger and the question mark can indicate requests or doubt, so an explicit irony marker could help to disambiguate nonliteral language.

      What we think of as the standard set of punctuation marks—such as those found on computer keyboards—is largely the work of the Venetian printers Aldus Manutius (ca. 1449–1515) and his grandson Aldus the Younger. They recognized a need for clarifying the grammar in the books they were typesetting, so they standardized the use of the comma, colon, semicolon, and period. Others soon adopted these conventions, and today they are used consistently across European languages. Common typographic symbols, such as the ampersand (&), asterisk (*), and percent sign (%), have their own histories, and some of them would become enshrined as shifted characters in the QWERTY mechanical typewriter layouts developed in the 1870s. Other symbols, even those boasting an ancient lineage, have been relegated to specific domains, such as the pilcrow (¶) in legal writing to mark off paragraphs.

      Some symbols have been repurposed over time. The number sign (#) was rescued from relative obscurity by its reincarnation in 1968 as the pound key on touch-tone telephone keypads. And it has gained new currency as the hashtag symbol on microblogging sites like Twitter. Similarly, the at sign (@) has gained a second life in email addresses and social media handles. So there is nothing sacred about either the number or the use of such characters. As a result, there have been a number of attempts to introduce a symbol for irony as well. The history of such efforts has been documented by Keith Houston in his book Shady Characters.22

      In the late sixteenth century, the British printer Henry Denham proposed that a backward question mark could be used to signal a rhetorical question (that is, one that does not require an answer). This so-called percontation point never caught on. Using an inverted exclamation point as a cue for irony was advocated by the English clergyman John Wilkins in 1668. In the nineteenth century, the Belgian newspaper publisher Marcellin Jobard and the French poet Alcanter de Brahm also called for an irony mark. Jobard’s symbol looked a bit like a Christmas tree, whereas Brahm advocated using a reverse question mark (à la Denham). And in 1966 the writer Hervé Bazin proposed adding six new punctuation marks to French. These included symbols to denote conviction, doubt, love, and irony. His irony mark is an exclamation point with a partial ring around its center. None of these proposals gained traction in the marketplace of ideas.

      As mentioned earlier, the twenty-first century has seen the repurposing of @ and #. This was relatively easy, since no new characters had to be added to the keyboards of computers or mobile devices. In 2001, Tara Liloia proposed employing the underused tilde (~) as a sarcasm mark. She thought that it was more dignified than the winking smileys such as ;-) that were in vogue at the time. The typographer Choz Cunningham spearheaded a similar approach in 2007. His idea was to have people append tildes to periods. These “snark marks” at the ends of sentences would indicate irony or sarcasm (as in “What a perfectly lovely day.~”). As with @ and #, the underused tilde can be found on most keyboards and could enjoy a new lease on life by clarifying people’s nonliteral intentions.

      Creating an entirely new symbol to represent irony is an even more ambitious undertaking. To be successful, the mark would need to be added to an international standard that is overseen by the Unicode consortium. Most of the text that appears online or in electronically produced documents conforms to a consortium-defined standard called UTF-8. The standard encompasses more than 137,000 Unicode-defined characters, and symbols like the reverse question mark and inverted exclamation point already exist in it, since they are employed in Arabic and Spanish, respectively. However, only a fraction of the Unicode set is supported by any particular font, so even if a completely new mark were to be added to the standard, it is doubtful whether type foundries would respond by adding the symbol to their faces.

      In 2010, Paul and Douglas Sak tried to circumvent this problem by introducing the SarcMark, which looks like an inverted @ with a dot at the center. Their trademarked symbol was a graphic that could be pasted into documents and was initially made available as a two-dollar download. Although the symbol received a fair bit of media attention, it didn’t fare any better than earlier proposals, no doubt because it was cumbersome to use, proprietary, and not free. However, as we will see in the next chapter, markers for irony do exist in the online world, although in the form of emoticons (punctuation marks strung together) and emoji (pictures that function as ideograms).

      Arguments against using irony marks boil down to asserting that they are either superfluous or antithetical to the concept of irony. Those who argue that irony marks are unnecessary point out that we already have a variety of ways to set words or sentences apart from surrounding context. Writers have long employed scare quotes, capitalization, or italics for this purpose.

      The argument that irony markers are incompatible with the use of such language is a bit subtler. Put simply, the claim is that explicit indicators of ironic intent rob such statements of their power to surprise or amuse. This is akin to announcing the punch line of a joke before delivering it. In both cases, heralding an incongruous statement before its arrival drains away its vitality. An explicit marker for irony may eliminate the possibility of misunderstanding, but it also emasculates the ironic statement itself. Therefore there would be little point in using such language in the first place.

      
        Explicit indicators of ironic intent rob such statements of their power to surprise or amuse. This is akin to announcing the punch line of a joke before delivering it.

      

      
  

Words and Word Categories

      One cue for verbal irony and sarcasm might be found in the specific types of words that ironists tend to use in their speech and writing. It could be the case, for instance, that words belonging to certain parts of speech tend to be associated with such language use. This idea is supported by data gleaned from a couple of very different sources, as well as by studies involving ratings by research participants. Let’s start by turning, once again, to what we can learn from the dictionary.

      The digital version of the Shorter Oxford English Dictionary (SOED, 6th ed.) allows users to search its contents in a variety of ways, such as by part of speech or by register, which includes categories like “Air Force slang” and “boxing slang.” One of these register categories is “ironic.” Out of approximately 600,000 word and sense definitions in the dictionary, only 140 receive such a designation. The editors frequently hedged their bets by indicating the relative likelihood that a given word sense is intended ironically by using annotations such as often ironic, frequently ironic, and usually ironic. In other cases, annotations provide additional guidance such as jocular or ironic, colloquial or ironic, hyperbolic or ironic, or ironic or derogatory.

      The words and terms so labeled are a seemingly randomly chosen collection of nouns (e.g., comedian, jaunt, pundit), noun phrases (feathered friend, sweetness and light, tender mercies), verbs (glad-hand, liberate, volunteer), interjections (bully for you, God save the mark, tough), adverbs (exactly, kindly, scarcely), and adjectives (glorious, honest, princely). Other examples of the ironic register include clichés (cry all the way to the bank, deafening silence, son of toil) and literary allusions (Brave New World, Fauntleroy, quiet American). It is difficult to discern the criteria that the SOED editors used, since many similar words and phrases that are frequently used ironically are not marked as such.

      A tongue-in-cheek take on this idea can be found in the work of Douglas Coupland, who published a list titled “The Irony Board” in the New Republic in November 1992. It provided readers with “a survey of words that can be used only 100% ironically.”23 Two months later, he published a second, similar list in the magazine. Together, the two lists include 108 words and phrases, such as “collector’s item,” “gal,” “groovy,” “hot hubby,” “madcap,” and “perky.”

      Although Coupland’s criteria are wildly idiosyncratic and intended to be humorous (for example, “Could anyone under 35 say this word with a straight face?”), it’s worth noting that about half of the terms in his lists are nouns, and the other half are adjectives. This result is remarkably similar to the ratio of parts of speech among the words tagged as ironic by the editors of the SOED: nearly 40 percent for both nouns and for adjectives, with the rest being verbs or adverbs. Large-scale analyses of English texts suggest that nouns typically outnumber adjectives by a ratio of about three to one (19 percent versus 6 percent, respectively). The overrepresentation of adjectives suggests that this class of words may be associated with ironic intent. The results described here are far from definitive, but they are intriguing. Richard Roberts and I have suggested that speakers might signal ironic intent by employing collocations of hyperbolic adverbs and adjectives, such as “simply delightful” or “absolutely wonderful.”24 And as we saw earlier, exaggeration is a type of nonliteral language that is strongly associated with irony.

      Besides adverbs and adjectives, there may be another part of speech whose members could serve this signaling function. Promising candidates exist among the words classified as interjections. In theory, almost any word could be used as an exclamation, but dictionaries tend to treat them as a relatively small and closed linguistic class. Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, for example, labels only about 160 entries as members of this group. Many of them are extremely rare or obsolete (“gadzooks” or “gardyloo,” anyone?), but others, such as “golly,” “hooray,” and “yippie,” might function as ironic signals. And some interjections, like “gosh” and “gee,” are not uncommon, especially in colloquial speech.

      Gina Caucci and I explored these possibilities in a simple experiment. We identified dialogue in contemporary novels in which a character’s utterance ended with the phrase “said sarcastically.” In this way, we could be certain that the author intended these remarks to be interpreted as nonliteral. We then removed these explicit sarcasm labels and asked college students to evaluate the dialogue. (They were also provided with a little context so that the utterances made sense.) Specifically, the participants used a scale to rate how likely it was that the speaker was being sarcastic. Our subjects reliably provided higher sarcasm certainty ratings for the dialogue that had originally been given a sarcasm label by the authors in comparison to a control condition: dialogue written by the same authors that had not been so tagged. Our participants seemed to be picking up on textual clues for sarcasm, but what were they?

      We coded the sarcastic remarks on a variety of dimensions, such as the number of words in each snippet, the presence of adjectives and adverbs, the use of interjections, and whether the dialogue contained punctuation, such as question marks and exclamation points. A regression analysis showed that the number of words in the snippets did not significantly predict the participants’ sarcasm ratings. This was a good outcome: it meant that the amount of context that we provided did not affect the participants’ ratings. However, the presence of adjectives, adverbs, and punctuation also failed to predict the subjects’ judgments. What did matter was whether the characters’ remarks contained an interjection.25 Later research from my lab, led by David Kovaz, replicated this finding and also showed that sarcastic tweets are more likely to contain interjections than nonsarcastic tweets.26 Interjections are often used literally to express genuine reactions like wonder and surprise. However, they may also serve the important function of signaling ironic or sarcastic intent.
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      Irony Goes Online

      Context Collapse

      How many friends do you have? If you try to quantify this number by checking how many people you’ve friended on Facebook, the answer might be a hundred or more.1 That certainly doesn’t mean, however, that you are intimately acquainted with all of them. Undoubtedly your online world comprises a mixture of family, close friends, coworkers, people you were friends with years ago, distant relatives, casual acquaintances, and people you have never met. Clearly Facebook has stretched the meaning of what it means to be a friend. The number of Twitter or Instagram followers that one has can be even larger and may be composed primarily of people you don’t know. Podcasters may have no personal connection at all with the thousands of people who download their recordings. All of this has important consequences for how we choose to communicate with others via social media.

      As we have seen throughout this book, the amount of common ground that people share is a vital prerequisite for communicative success. Our friends understand our sense of humor, outlook on life, verbal quirks, and whether we are being sincere or sarcastic. Strangers or mere acquaintances may not. In addition, our cognitive apparatus may place constraints on the number of social relationships that we can keep track of.

      In 1992, the anthropologist Robin Dunbar suggested that this number might be about 150. The number of social media connections many people have is even larger than this, but Dunbar maintains that we should not see such large networks as an end run around this cognitive constraint. We may have hundreds of such connections, but without face-to-face interaction, many of these relationships are tenuous at best.2

      The social media researcher danah boyd has proposed that online networks create context collapse, in which diverse audiences are compressed into a single entity.3 As a result, it becomes difficult for people posting on social media to craft messages that will be understood in the same way by all who might happen to read them. The problem of conceptualizing one’s audience, and anticipating the reactions of its diverse members, existed long before the advent of social networks. As we have seen, satirists and parodists run the risk of being misunderstood, accused of libel, and even threatened with imprisonment. And interacting with one’s imagined audience can be particularly fraught, given the constraints of social media: relatively short Facebook posts are thought to create greater levels of engagement, and Twitter has a 280-character limit for a single tweet.

      
        Our cognitive apparatus may place constraints on the number of social relationships that we can keep track of.

      

      Not surprisingly, therefore, context collapse and short messages have real consequences for how people choose to present themselves online. Teresa Gil-Lopez and her collaborators have shown that the size and diversity of one’s social network are negatively correlated with variability in a poster’s linguistic style: someone with a larger network will tend to use similar numbers of function words or informal speech over time, whereas posters with smaller networks display more diversity in their posts.4

      It’s not hard to see the implications that context collapse might have for using nonliteral language. If posters feel constrained by an imagined audience that is diverse or even unknown, then using irony or sarcasm online is even riskier than it would be in face-to-face encounters. The Gil-Lopez study also found a positive correlation between network size and positive emotion words and a negative correlation with the use of negative emotion terms. The study’s measure of affect is problematic, however, because verbal irony, as we have seen, typically employs positive words to describe negative outcomes. In other words, the sarcasm in the Gil-Lopez data may have been camouflaged in ostensibly positive language.

      Verbal irony is clearly part of the online world, but context collapse may require ironists to be even more blatant when it comes to signaling nonliteral intent. In the following sections, we will see how this is accomplished through cues that online users have created. Specifically, I consider how emoticons, emoji, hashtags, and memes serve as stand-ins for facial expressions, gestures, and the sarcastic tone of voice.

      
  

Emoticons

      When Ray Tomlinson sat down one day to send an email message, he ended up making history, because he was sending the very first one. The year was 1971, and the recipient was … himself, since it was only a test. The thirty-year-old computer engineer worked for a company that was developing the ARPANET, a government-funded network that, at the time, connected a small number of computers at universities and research labs. Tomlinson thought it might be useful to have a way of exchanging messages with others via the network, and he developed the software as a side project. Over time, email has become rather popular: by 2017, people worldwide were sending about 269 billion such messages every day.

      As a substitute for conversation, however, email leaves a lot to be desired. To begin with, it is asynchronous: exchanges do not typically occur in real time. It also lacks the subtleties of face-to-face communication. And as a medium for transmitting any sort of emotional nuance, it is clearly impoverished. It can be surprisingly challenging to unambiguously communicate nonserious intent via email, for example.

      A decade after Tomlinson created email, the computer scientist Scott Fahlman was frustrated that jokes being posted to an electric bulletin board at Carnegie Mellon were being misunderstood. He posted the following message on the system:

      
        I propose that the following character sequence [be used] for joke markers:

        :-)

        Read it sideways. Actually, it is probably more economical to mark things that are NOT jokes, given current trends. For this, use:

        :-(

      

      Fahlman posted his message on September 19, 1982, and as a result, we know the exact date of birth for what became known as the smiley. Once this particular genie was out of the bottle, email users enthusiastically created a variety of new symbols collectively referred to as emoticons (a portmanteau of “emotion” and “icon”). Among many others, they include :-o (shock), :-/ (skepticism), :-D (delight), and :-> (an evil grin).

      Over time, specific emoticons became associated with sarcastic intent. In particular, the winking face ;-) was commonly employed for this purpose. In a research study published in 2001, 84 percent of US college student participants associated sarcasm with the winking emoticon, whereas only 10 percent associated it with the smiley. Despite these findings, the researchers found that the presence of a winking emoticon did not seem to make messages any more sarcastic than those without such augmentation.5 On the other hand, a study published fifteen years later found that Scottish college students spontaneously used the winking face and tongue face :-P to clarify sarcastic comments, although they also frequently used ellipses for this purpose. It is also worth noting that 76 percent of the student-generated emoticons lacked a nose, which suggests that emoticons became simplified and more abstract as familiarity with them increased.6

      Some research has suggested gender differences in the use of emoticons as well. A relatively early study of emoticon use in newsgroups found that women were more likely to employ them to signal humor, whereas men used them to tease and to signal sarcasm.7 Later studies, however, failed to find gender differences in emoticon usage.

      In the mid-1980s, a similar character-based depiction of emotions began to evolve in Japan. Referred to as kaomoji (“face marks”), these don’t require a tilt of the head to be appreciated. As with emoticons, the nose can be omitted, leaving only the eyes and mouth to be depicted, as in ^ _ ^ (happiness). In other cases, parentheses are used to outline the sides of the face, as in (>_<) (anger). Japanese character sets include forty-eight additional characters, in addition to the Latin alphabet, to accommodate the Japanese syllabary (katakana), and these symbols can be used to create more complex combinations, such as ¯\_(ツ)_/¯ (“whatever”). Some of these became popular outside of Japan as well. However, none of the kaomoji seem to be specifically associated with sarcasm, although one, (ˆωˆ), has been associated with irony.

      It appears that emoticons never truly caught on as a universal signaling system for sarcasm, particularly since their use was often frowned on in more formal contexts, such as in business communications. Although they have been used much more widely than the irony marks described in the last chapter, both emoticons and kaomoji have largely been superseded by the development of emoji, at least for email and texting.

      
  

Emoji, Hashtags, and Memes

      
        <flame intensity = “100%”>

        You seem well-suited for a career in government.

        </flame>

        —Eric S. Raymond, The Jargon File, version 4.4.7 (2003)

      

      The palette for conveying emotional expression online broadened considerably with the development of emoji, a word that derives from “picture” and “character” in Japanese. These symbols were first used on mobile phones in Japan during the 1990s, with different carriers developing their own versions. Standardization occurred in 2010 when emoji were integrated into a uniform character set called Unicode. With the widespread and global adoption of smartphones, emoji quickly became an integral part of most people’s communicative lives. Emoji have largely replaced emoticons, in part through sheer numbers; whereas only a handful of emoticons were commonly employed, the current Unicode standard (version 12) contains nearly 3,100 emoji to choose from.

      Although many of these symbols depict objects or animals, dozens portray the human face contorted into a wide variety of expressions. Do you want to include a pensive face in your text message? Or a squinting face with tongue stuck out? Or a smiling face with sunglasses? There are emoji for all of these expressions, and many more. It’s worth pointing out, however, that there are differences in the appearance of emoji. Although Unicode dictates a character mapping standard, it is up to companies like Apple, Google, Facebook, and Twitter to determine what will be displayed when U+1F600 (“grinning face”) is selected. Even different versions of the same operating system will render these expressions somewhat differently.

      With more than three thousand different emoji, you might be forgiven for thinking that ironic or sarcastic faces must be included in this character set. There are, however, no specific emoji with those names. For conveying irony, the online Emojipedia recommends several different options, such as “face with monocle,” “winking face,” “slightly smiling face,” and even “cat face with wry smile.” For conveying sarcasm, Emojipedia suggests using “upside-down face,” “person tipping hand,” or “face with rolling eyes.” The eye-rolling emoji is described as “convey[ing] moderate disdain, disapproval, frustration, or boredom. Tone varies, including playful, sassy, resentful, and sarcastic.” In other words, the emotional range that this symbol conveys is wide. Emojipedia also warns that the appearance of the rolling-eye emoji (U+1F644) differs considerably across operating systems and so should be used with caution. Given all these issues, it becomes easier to understand why no standard way of depicting irony and sarcasm via emoji has emerged.

      
        Given all these issues, it becomes easier to understand why no standard way of depicting irony and sarcasm via emoji has emerged.

      

      Perhaps because of the inherent ambiguity of emoji, a more explicit marker of intent was evolving during the same period. The hashtag was initially proposed by Chris Messina in a 2007 post on Twitter, and users of that platform rapidly adopted the convention. Hashtags, in which a number sign (#) is placed before a word or group of words, have now spread to all forms of social media and function as a form of metadata, allowing users to categorize or classify their posts. This makes posts easier to find by other users who have similar interests. Some hashtags are silly (#MisheardLyrics), whereas other are associated with social change, such as the Me Too movement (#MeToo). Posts with hashtags can also be aggregated, allowing the popularity of “trending topics” to be tracked and reported in real time.

      Importantly for our purposes, hashtags like #sarcasm and #irony can be employed to signal nonliteral intent. And variations on this theme, such as using faux HTML markup like <sarcasm> and </sarcasm>, can be employed as well. However, there are problems with using such explicit markers. As mentioned previously, this is much like explaining the meaning of a joke: the tag drains away the frisson of unexpectedness or humor from statements that are so labeled. And there is also the issue of intent: a poster could be using #sarcasm hashtag sarcastically, perhaps as a form of social commentary.

      With these caveats in mind, researchers have studied posts with hashtags extensively, because unlike speech or other forms of text, the sentiment of the poster has been recorded for posterity. In addition, such posts can be aggregated in substantial numbers to compile large data sets for analysis.

      Tweets provide an interesting test bed for studying verbal irony because they are so short: a maximum of 140 characters—about twenty-eight words—for posts before November 2017, and 280 characters since then. Given so little context, people might have difficulty accurately distinguishing between tweets that were intended sarcastically and those meant literally. In a 2011 study, Roberto González-Ibáñez and his collaborators found that three human judges agreed with one another in such a classification task only about 72 percent of the time. Their accuracy was even lower: their judgments were correct only 67 percent of the time. Agreement improved to 89 percent, however, when the tweets contained emoticons, although accuracy was still modest: the judges were correct only 73 percent of the time.8

      Posts using hashtags have also provided researchers another way to explore the distinction between sarcasm and irony. In an analysis of nearly 100,000 tweets, Jennifer Ling and Roman Klinger found that those tagged with #irony or #ironic tend to be longer than tweets marked as #sarcasm or #sarcastic.9 This is probably because it takes more words to describe situational irony than it does to express sarcastic sentiment. Ironic tweets are also more likely to contain negative words, whereas sarcastic tweets more commonly employ positive words. This result is yet another manifestation of the asymmetry of affect described earlier: sarcasm typically uses positive words to describe a negative outcome. And compared to tweets that lack such a tag, sarcastic tweets are more likely to mention another person, supporting the idea that sarcasm is typically directed at a specific entity or victim.

      Internet memes provide yet another way to see how people conceptualize and communicate ideas about irony and sarcasm. Stills from movies provide a particularly rich source for memes, and several have become associated with verbal irony. One is an image of the actor Gene Wilder from his starring role in the 1971 film Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory. Wilder’s facial expression is ambiguous but has become associated with condescension. A sarcastic message accompanies the image, perhaps something along the lines of “Just graduated from college? You must be so smart.” Another movie-still meme depicts a wild-eyed Nicolas Cage from the 1989 cult classic Vampire’s Kiss. Cage’s image is also frequently accompanied by a sarcastic statement like “You don’t say!” These two images were popular ways of indicating disbelief or opprobrium in the online world of the mid-2010s. They may endure for years or become the internet equivalent of clichés, to be replaced by newer conventions for irony—just as memetic theory would predict.

      
  

Irony and Sentiment Analysis

      Social media isn’t merely a convenient way for friends and family to keep in touch: it has also become an important means by which corporations monitor their public profiles. To keep an eye on such things before the internet, companies would spend a great deal of time and money conducting consumer research, commissioning polls, and creating focus groups. And although companies still use such methods, they have been joined by the monitoring of social media. The content of online reviews, blog posts, and tweets can provide a powerful and real-time window into public perception of a company’s products, brands, or services. The process of collecting and analyzing such data is referred to as opinion mining or sentiment analysis.

      In theory, sentiment analysis should be a relatively straightforward information retrieval exercise. The web can be scanned (or “crawled”) for references to a particular company or product, and relevant posts can be downloaded (or “scraped”) for analysis. This often involves assessing the polarity of words in the scraped sentences, posts, or documents. The presence of positive words in online reviews, such as “great” or “wonderful,” can be compared to the number of less-flattering descriptors. There is, however, a fly in the ointment. As we have seen, ironic or sarcastic remarks typically employ extremely positive language to describe negative experiences and opinions. So a simplistic measure of polarity might classify a nonliteral post as positive, even though the poster’s actual sentiment was anything but favorable.

      This problem could be mitigated if unfavorable posts were explicitly labeled as such, perhaps with a sarcasm hashtag. And although a great deal of verbal irony in social media is unmarked, many such posts are tagged by their authors. Given the quantity of online opinion, researchers can study immense data sets with tools developed for examining other topics involving big data. Powerful algorithmic and statistical methods, such as deep learning, can be used to train neural networks to detect verbal irony. Artificial intelligence researchers and computational linguists who work in this subfield, known as natural language processing (NLP), have drawn on the research of cognitive scientists who study how people comprehend irony. And insights from NLP researchers have, in turn, provided cognitive scientists with a new source of data about the cues that people use to signal their nonliteral intentions.

      One difficulty that NLP researchers have encountered is that humans aren’t all that good at agreeing with each other about whether a particular post is ironic. The task is easier when the comment is longer, since human judges can use the additional content to determine nonliteral intent. However, when a contribution is short, such as a tweet of only a few words, such a venture can be challenging. Without any additional context or information, it can be difficult to know how to interpret a post like “Perfect day for a bike ride!” As we saw in the previous section, humans agree with each other only about 70 percent of the time, and their accuracy—that is, correctly identifying statements as ironic—is even lower.

      These difficulties have not kept computer scientists from tackling the problem, however. A veritable cottage industry devoted to this topic has sprung up in labs around the world. The barriers to entry are low, since the data are freely available, and relevant parameters can be endlessly tweaked to see what effect these changes have on a system’s performance. And the potential payoff for a system that can classify nonliteral statements at least as well as humans is high.

      It is relatively easy for sentiment analysis programs to identify some of the cues that signal ironic intent. As we have seen, many ironic utterances use specific words and stereotypic phrases. As a result, even an unsophisticated “bag of words” approach can achieve some success in this enterprise, even without considering factors like grammar and word order.10 And such approaches can take into account other explicit markers of verbal irony, such as emoticons, representations of laughter, and heavy punctuation, such as multiple exclamation points or question marks.11

      The real difficulty lies in going beyond the text-level aspects of such posts, since doing so requires considering issues that even sophisticated systems find challenging. One example of such a factor is the issue of context. In general, NLP researchers have found that irony detection improves when the system evaluates the sentiment of prior and succeeding contributions to a discussion thread.12 In part, this is because irony breeds irony: one of the ways that a discussion participant can indicate that she is in on someone’s joke is to make a sarcastic contribution of her own. In this way, contributors can signal that they are part of the original poster’s inner circle. The surrounding context can also provide clues that serve as proxies for the amount of common ground between participants.

      A thornier problem, however, has to do with world knowledge in general, and expectations about events in particular. Artificial intelligence programs can do many things extraordinarily well, but they have no way of intuitively knowing, as people do, that a trip to the dentist is not typically enjoyable, whereas going to an amusement park is. Adding implicit sentiment about situations and expectations may be another way of improving system performance.13 Given the amount of attention being devoted to the problem of irony detection in social media, it may only be a matter of time before researchers develop systems that consistently outperform humans in this regard.
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      The Future of an Allusion

      The Problem of Nonironic Sarcasm

      As we saw in chapter 2, there are many types of nonsarcastic irony. But is there such a thing as nonironic sarcasm? Dictionaries typically define sarcasm as any comment that is bitter, mocking, or derisive. Such utterances are not counterfactual, and they are often sincere and heartfelt. As an example, imagine a motorist who suddenly applies the brakes because another car has unexpectedly changed lanes in front of him. The motorist might mutter, “I really like drivers who signal!”—perhaps to himself or to a passenger. At first blush, the statement appears to be an example of canonical irony, since it is a positive evaluation of a negative outcome. However, the driver doesn’t intend the opposite of what he says: he does not mean “I really dislike drivers who signal” (far from it) or “I really like drivers who don’t signal” (which would be ironic in this instance). Instead the speaker’s remark is a literal and truthful observation—but not one that describes the current state of affairs.

      Nonironic sarcasm can take on many of the trappings of ironic sarcasm. In our example, the annoyed driver’s remark has a clear victim: the motorist who cut in front of the speaker’s vehicle. Such statements often employ exaggeration (“I really love drivers who signal”) and might be phrased rhetorically, perhaps as a tag question (“I really like drivers who signal, don’t you?”). Such a comment might also be accompanied by a tone of voice typically associated with verbal irony (such as by drawing out the word r-e-a-l-l-y). And as with verbal irony, nonironic sarcasm may echo positive cultural norms that are violated: just as we hope for pleasant weather, so we also appreciate drivers who are considerate. Finally, although such statements can be aggressive in tone or intent, they may also involve humor.

      It is also likely that such statements are interpreted in the same way that nonliteral statements are. At one level, it makes no sense for someone to declare, “I really like drivers who signal!” since it is about as informative as the driver proclaiming “I breathe oxygen!” Such a statement could thus be characterized as violating Grice’s maxim of quantity (saying more than is necessary). However, if we assume, as Grice would, that our annoyed motorist is being a cooperative conversational partner, then the passenger could draw an implicature to make sense of the statement in the current context. What the driver clearly intends is that he greatly dislikes drivers who don’t signal. This might involve the passenger drawing on world knowledge associated with vehicular traffic, the fact that the driver has suddenly applied the car’s brakes, and other inferences that result from common ground (the driver is prone to road rage, for example).

      To date, researchers have given nonironic sarcasm relatively little empirical attention. Sarcastic irony, unlike nonironic sarcasm, represents an extreme case in which people say something that is distinctly different from what they mean. Such clearly counterfactual statements bring the phenomenon under the umbrella of nonliteral language, which suggests commonalities with other figures of speech. And these forms, such as metaphors and idioms, are the objects of extensive study by psychologists, linguists, and other cognitive scientists.

      Another reason for the relative lack of attention given to nonironic sarcasm may be that it is an inherently fuzzy concept. It has a family resemblance with verbal irony, as we have seen, and uses the same cues. But if we define nonironic sarcasm as derisive or mocking speech, then how can we reliably differentiate such statements from related ways of speaking? What would distinguish such remarks from those that are arch, sardonic, wry, flippant, facetious, or tongue-in-cheek? A language like English has many terms for negative literal utterances, and the difficulties involved in making distinctions among them are nontrivial.

      If we broaden our scope a little, the difficulties multiply. Is it possible, for example, to use a typeface sarcastically? Although there is no irony font per se, imagine using a casual typeface, such as a paragraph set in Comic Sans, in the middle of a formal legal document set in Times New Roman. This might suggest that the author is providing some sort of evaluative commentary to that section of text.

      Not surprisingly, therefore, most researchers have chosen to wade only in the shallow end of this linguistic pool. As a verbal form that can be clearly identified by its counterfactual nature, sarcastic irony is comparatively easy to identify and describe. It may now be time, however, to set our sights a little higher. Only a few decades ago, astronomers thought of the solar system as a star with a retinue of planets and moons. We now know that all sorts of far-flung cosmic real estate, such as Kuiper Belt objects and members of the Oort Cloud, also belong to the empire of the sun. The domain of sarcasm and its boundaries may be similarly ill defined and diffuse, but no less worthy of study.

      
  

The Death of Irony?

      
        Just say the report of my death has been grossly exaggerated.

        —Mark Twain, 1897, replying to a correspondent about an erroneous news story

      

      In the wake of the terrorist attacks on 9/11, a number of prominent figures made predictions that were strikingly similar in tone and content. In an interview with Entertainment Weekly, Gerry Howard, the editorial director of Broadway Books, said, “I think somebody should do a marker that says irony died on 9-11-01.” Time ran an essay by Roger Rosenblatt that said, in part, “One good thing could come from this horror: it could spell the end of the age of irony.” Perhaps most prominently, Graydon Carter, the editor of Vanity Fair, gave an interview to Inside.com in which he declared, “There’s going to be a seismic change. I think it’s the end of the age of irony.” When we view these remarks from the perspective of the end of the following decade, several questions present themselves. Had pre-9/11 America been experiencing an age of irony? And did it truly end with the terrorist attacks? And exactly what type of irony were Howard, Rosenblatt, and Carter talking about?

      The so-called age of irony at the end of the twentieth century was a manifestation of the strong presence of the ironic attitude in mass culture. The wildly popular sitcom Seinfeld, which ended its nine-season run in 1998, might be considered the apotheosis of the ironic sensibility: the program featured characters who were detached, apathetic, jaded, flippant, self-absorbed, and superficial. However, the ironic attitude wasn’t only a small-screen phenomenon; it reflected the wider postmodern sensibility that had been part of American culture since World War II, infusing the arts in general with a self-referential and relativistic ethos.

      Critiques of the ironic attitude existed well before 9/11. A good example is David Foster Wallace’s assessment in 1993 of postmodern irony in television and fiction. He inveighed against the self-referentiality of many popular programs, claiming that the replacement of overly sentimental sitcoms with ironic tropes and cynicism was hardly an improvement.1 And in 1999, a law student named Jedediah Purdy made cultural waves with his book-length screed For Common Things, a full-throated attack of the ironic attitude and those who adopted it.2 Larger cultural trends were also reflecting a potential shift away from irony. Although the New Sincerity movement in the arts began before 9/11, the terrorist attacks did seem to provide it with a renewed purpose and intensity.

      It is true that, in the immediate aftermath of 9/11, the purveyors of satire were temporarily silenced. Jon Stewart and David Letterman, who had previously been well known for their snark, seemed momentarily out of step with the rest of the nation. And during the forty-eight months following 9/11, the country endured anthrax attacks, the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq, atrocities at Abu Ghraib, the torture of detainees at so-called black sites, and Hurricane Katrina. Despite these events, or perhaps because of them, satire and the ironic attitude became more popular than ever. The Daily Show, The Colbert Report, and others provided their audiences with a defense mechanism: a means of coping with the perceived overreach of the neoconservatives in the Bush administration. Scholars such as R. Jay Magill, in his 2007 book Chic Ironic Bitterness, have argued that the US government’s heavy-handed response to 9/11 only served to reinforce the cynicism and detachment associated with the ironic attitude.3

      It is also worth noting that pronouncements of irony’s death have been made on a regular basis. A November 2008 story in the New York Times, published shortly after Barack Obama was elected president, raised the possibility that irony was dead yet again: a sincere yearning for change and an embrace of “hope” seemed antithetical to irony. But an opinion piece published just four years later, also in the Times, fulminated against hipsters and “rampant sarcasm.”4 It appeared that the pundits who had written irony’s obituary had grossly exaggerated once again. And a March 2016 article in the Chicago Tribune claimed that Donald Trump’s presidential campaign signaled—wait for it—the end of irony. The article’s author opined that Trump “comes pre-satirized,” so attempting to ridicule him via satire was a pointless endeavor. This conclusion would probably come as a surprise to Stephen Colbert, who saw his ratings climb sharply during the Trump campaign and presidency.

      Both R. Jay Magill and the sociologist Jeffrey Guhin, writing in 2013,5 pointed to the important role of the ironic attitude throughout US history. Guhin’s list of prominent practitioners includes Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Nast, Mark Twain, the Smothers Brothers, and many others. These individuals sought, in one way or another, to “speak truth to power”—a phrase first employed by the American Society of Friends (Quakers) in 1955. Humor, satire, and parody all provide effective means for nonviolent protest, and as we have seen, verbal irony is a powerful tool for all of these.

      Finally, it is worth noting that the ironic attitude is frequently associated with the young. When first discovered, this mode of thinking and speaking can seem subversive and exciting—a powerful new weapon to deploy against authority figures. As Robertson Davies put it in The Cunning Man: “When irony first makes itself known in a young man’s life, it can be like his first experience of getting drunk; he has met with a powerful thing which he does not know how to handle.”6 Robert Heinlein once wrote that each generation believes it invented sex,7 and the same may be true for irony. If this is the case, then the ironic attitude can be thought of, like Schrödinger’s cat, as both alive and dead at the same time. The paradox of the ironic attitude may be that, at any given moment in history, it is wielded by the young even as it is reviled by their elders.

      
        Pronouncements of irony’s death have been made on a regular basis.

      

      The future of the ironic attitude may be assured, but the future of irony as a coherent concept may be less certain.

      
  

Skunked Terms?

      
        Definitional language seems to be in trouble when irony is concerned.

        —Paul de Man, The Concept of Irony (1977)

      

      Languages change over time. The pronunciation of words can shift, and even the fundamentals like grammar can undergo modification. The disappearing subjunctive mood in English is a case in point: few people still say things like “If John were here, he could fix it”; they prefer instead to have the verb agree with the noun (“If John was here”). And the meanings of words can change over time as well. The internet now provides a useful proxy for tracking such changes: as shifts in the language occur, a flurry of web pages spring up to provide assistance and to explain “proper” usage. If such guidance functions like a canary in a linguistic coal mine, warning that change is in the air, then the proliferation of online discussions of “irony” and “sarcasm” suggests that shifts in the meanings of these terms are under way.

      
        Humor, satire, and parody all provide effective means for nonviolent protest, and as we have seen, verbal irony is a powerful tool for all of these.

      

      In the case of irony, this is not particularly surprising: as we saw in the second chapter, the term has been applied to many different phenomena, and even verbal irony is associated with distinctly different discourse goals, such as humor and aggression. The perennial debates about whether a particular statement is ironic or sarcastic suggest that considerable confusion exists. The concept of irony has also continued to evolve in the realm of literary criticism. This evolution appears most clearly in the work of Paul de Man (1919–1983), who used the term in such a way that it “practically coincides with the notion of deconstruction.”8 But what happens when terms are stretched out of shape to encompass a multitude of different senses, or when no one seems to agree about what certain words mean? One potential fate is that they become skunked.

      The notion of a skunked term originated with Bryan Garner in the 2009 edition of his guide to English usage.9 He coined the phrase to refer to words that are undergoing a transition from one meaning to another. As a result, for a span of time, agreement about a word’s “correct” meaning becomes a matter of dispute. During such periods, which can last for years and even centuries, prescriptivists will cling to the word’s original meaning and come into conflict with those who are more comfortable with the word’s new usage.

      As examples, Garner cites the histories of “hopefully” and “decimate.” These are words that at one time had more specific denotations than they do for most speakers today (“in a hopeful manner” and “to kill 10 percent,” respectively). Garner proposes that over time, newer or broader meanings move through five stages of acceptance: first they are rejected; then shunned; then become widespread but rejected by pedants; then become common but still questioned by a shrinking number of diehards; and finally are fully accepted by everyone. During the middle phases of such transitions, purists will be offended as the hoi polloi readily adopt the new sense of the term, perceiving them as uneducated at best or as defilers of the language at worst. On the other hand, those who are linguistically broad-minded may find people who cling to the traditional usage to be fusty and out of step with the times. In short, no one is happy, so people may avoid using a particular term altogether. It has become skunked.

      For disputes in which the battle has been lost, such as equating “decimate” with “wholesale destruction” instead of with just 10 percent, the term may be rehabilitated over time. But it’s not hard to find ongoing shifts that can raise hackles. “Surreal” once referred specifically to art and literature emerging from the surrealist movement but is now often used to describe anything strange or bizarre. “Kafkaesque” has broadened in a similar way. “Random” has lost its moorings in probability theory and is often applied to events that are peculiar or unexpected. “Awesome” and “exponential” would be examples as well. And perhaps most contentious of all, “literally” has become a synonym for “figuratively,” as in “I literally thought my head would explode” (as is apparently the case for some when they discover that dictionaries have added this sense). Words shift in their meanings, often from the specific to the general. It’s a tale as old as time.

      In the case of irony, one could argue that its usage has broadened to such a degree that its intended meaning is often ambiguous. As we saw in chapter 5, the word can be used as a synonym for coincidence, paradox, satire, and parody. Irony in its various forms overlaps with all these other concepts, so a certain degree of interchangeability should not surprise us. In addition, the term is used to refer to things that are simply odd, strange, or merely poignant (recall the debate about Alanis Morissette’s magnum opus discussed earlier). And the flurry of claims about the death of irony after 9/11 suggests that for many, irony has become synonymous with a sardonic, flippant, or facetious worldview. In other words, the default for the word “irony,” when used without modifiers, may have shifted away from its more traditional sense of denoting verbal or situational irony. For many, irony now refers first and foremost to the ironic attitude. Others use it as a synonym for serendipity, fluke occurrences, or karma.

      And what of verbal irony? As early as 2000, the linguist Geoffrey Nunberg suggested that sarcasm was replacing the linguistic terrain previously occupied by verbal irony.10 As the ironic attitude became a fixture in popular culture, sarcasm seems to have lost some of its reputation for hostility and aggression. People seem instead to associate it more with humor, and in particular humor that reflects a detached and sophisticated sensibility. In short, sarcasm has become cool and is now perceived as a desirable personality characteristic. We can see a good example of this shift in a column by the Washington Post’s pop-culture editor Zachary Pincus-Roth, published in November 2018. He noted that sarcasm has become a desirable descriptor in dating apps (as in “must have a good sense of sarcasm”).11

      Pundits are eager to trot out the traditional meanings of terms like “irony” and “sarcasm” when they are ostensibly misused by singers and politicians, as we have seen. This suggests that these words may already have reached the second stage of Garner’s theory of language change. But does that mean they will go on to become skunked terms? Will either term fall out of linguistic fashion? Garner suggests that such shifts in meaning may unfold slowly, on the order of decades, so it is difficult to offer a linguistic forecast. However, it may well be the case that sarcasm, as it loses much of its negative patina, continues to encroach on its neighbor. And irony itself could become skunked, a development that would be ironic, indeed.

    
  
    
      Glossary

      
        Asymmetry of affect

        The observation that verbal irony and sarcasm are more likely to involve positive than negative affect and evaluation.

        Canonical irony

        Positive evaluations of negative outcomes; ironic compliments; blame by praise.

        Common ground

        The knowledge, beliefs, and attitudes that are shared (and mutually known to be shared) by two people.

        Context collapse

        The flattening of diverse social groups into a single entity (such as Twitter), which complicates selective self-presentation.

        Cooperative principle

        Grice’s term for an implicit belief that people collaborate in good faith to communicate effectively.

        Cosmic irony

        A literary term for the thwarting of characters’ hopes and desires by malevolent supernatural forces or an indifferent universe.

        Dramatic irony

        Psychological tension created when spectators know more than the characters in a dramatic work.

        Echoes

        Sarcastic statements that repeat opinions or predictions made by others, or the invoking of cultural norms or expectations.

        Historical irony

        Literal statements that are transformed into situational irony by subsequent events.

        Implicature

        A context-specific inference that resolves an apparent contradiction between the content of a statement and the cooperative principle.

        Inferability

        A belief that people will correctly understand one’s communicative intentions.

        Inner circle

        Fowler’s term for the select group of people who are able to understand and appreciate a particular instance of verbal irony.

        Ironic attitude

        A (usually) feigned demeanor of indifference or cynicism, often associated with people attempting to appear sophisticated or urbane.

        Irony of fate

        Another term for cosmic irony.

        Literal language

        Unambiguous statements that can be understood without additional context or extended inferences.

        Noncanonical irony

        Negative evaluations of positive outcomes; ironic insults; praise by blame.

        Nonliteral language

        Statements with meanings that cannot be deduced from the literal meaning of a word or phrase, such as idioms, metaphor, and verbal irony.

        Paradox

        A situation or statement that entails contradiction of some sort; often used as a synonym for situational irony.

        Parody

        A literary genre in which another writer’s work or writing style is intentionally imitated to create humor or ridicule.

        Rhetorical irony

        Another term for verbal irony.

        Romantic irony

        Originally, the intrusion of the author into a literary work; now used more generally to also describe self-awareness displayed by actors, as when they break character.

        Sarcasm

        A form of verbal irony that is typically bitter, derisive, and directed at a particular person or group.

        Satire

        An extended act of pretense by someone espousing views he or she does not hold, with the goal of criticizing people who do hold such beliefs.

        Sentiment analysis

        The collection and analysis of online content to determine underlying attitudes and affective states of customers, clients, and other social groups.

        Situational irony

        The juxtaposition of two disparate concepts or events to create a sense of absurdity, incongruity, poignancy, or a similar emotion; often confused with coincidence.

        Socratic irony

        A pretension of ignorance to draw out another person’s assumptions or mistaken beliefs about a particular topic.

        Stable irony

        Ironic statements that are intentional and have a clear meaning or interpretation.

        Theory of mind (ToM)

        The ability to understand someone else’s thoughts; the ability to infer what someone thinks about another person’s thoughts.

        Tragic irony

        Another term for dramatic irony.

        Unstable irony

        Ironic statements that are ambiguous or resist interpretation.

        Verbal irony

        Statements that are contrary to, and sometimes the opposite of, a person’s true beliefs and feelings.

        Victims

        Specific individuals or groups who are the targets of verbal irony.
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