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IRONY

Sugeno Tateki

The objective of this paper is to explain the generative and interpretative process
of verbal irony from unified semiotic standpoint.

The first step in the explanation is to make us free from such the time-honored
view as assumes that each verbal irony carries a figurative meaning opposite to its
literal meaning. Doubling meanings and hypostatyzing them in such a way shoud
be avoided. Instead, figures of speech including irony should be undersood according
to pragmatico-rhetorical mechanism without any hypothesis of meaning as entity.
This mechamism consists in giving the maximum relevance to symbol systems such
as ironical, metaphorical, or some other figurative utterances.

Irony is neither a vehicle of meaning-thing nor means of pure intention behind it.
It is rather the work created by human mind which mediates things and acts.

We have at least two types of theory of irony. One is the pretence theory, which
is presented by many authors such as Bergson and Grice. This view assumes that
in being ironic a speaker pretends to be an injudicious, either real or imaginative,
person speaking to an uniniciated audience. The ironist, they argue, intends the
addressee of the irony to recognize the pretence and thereby see his negative
attitude towards the locuteur, audience, and the proposition expressed in the utterance.

The alternative theory, so-called mention theory which is presented by Sperber
and Wilson, assumes that the ironist mentions and interpretes the literal meaning
of the utterance as well as expresses an attitude towards it. In other words, irony
consists in the echoic showing of certain identifiable proposition. Further it should
be noted that speaker’s derogatory attitude towards it is contained in showing of
this kind.

‘Which theory is preferable ? There are various inadequacies in the pretence
theory while the mention theory gets rid of them. Among them are the following:

(1) Some ironies are not of pretence. “What a gentle man Jack the Ripper is!”,
for example. To pretend is not a necessary condition for being ironical.

(2) It is evident that some pretence is not ironical (e. g. mimicry, drama, etc.).
In other words, to preted is not a sufficient condition for irony.

(3) The pretence theory seems to require the mutual knowledge to explain
interpreting utterances. This request is without reason. It is certain that to be
ironical is to multiply the speakers, whom Ducrot names respectively locuteur and

énociateur. Nevertheless, this means only that irony makes the principle of literalness
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(Récanati) abolish so as to create polyphony. We thus should not make the locuteur
into a real person.

(4) It is not always the case that the addressee, to whom the énonciatur speaks,
is able to identify the persons in question.

' *

We try to strengthen the mention theory by adding the new dimention of
semantical function to its theoretical frame.

(1) Irony has to carry some marks such accent, tone, stylistic features, etc. for
adrresse to identify the echoed proposition. But this does not mean that they are
the marks in the same sense as bell’s ringing is the mark of someone’s being at
the door. They function as certain form of meaning in much the same way as
facial mouvements expresse some feeling. ’

(2) We can present a counter-example to the traditional view that the ironist
intends to say the meaning opposite to his utterance. But echoed propositions
sometimes may be true. For an utterance to be false is not the condition of its
being ironical because, as Romantishe Ironie shows, truth may admit its alternatives.

(3) The dimension of showing as one of symbolic functions is particularly explicit
in irony because its body is made of echo from top to toe. But other various figures
of speech such as metaphor as a matter of fact have the dimention in problem as
well. We argue this essential point in semiotics through analysing the interpretative
process of irony and metaphor.



