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Summary 

This study argues that speech acts, especially irony, could not be analysed appropriately unless 

they are studied in the context of intentions of the speakers and conventions of language. Hence, 

it primarily reviews theories of irony, intention, and convention in the realm of pragmatics. 

Subsequently, it defines what this study means by each of them. Finally, it comes to a conclusion 

that irony is an intentional communicative act initiated by speaker at a certain time. However, this 

intentional act is governed by conventions which shape (a) the mental expectations and 

communicative conventions of the speakers of a language, (b) the contextual knowledge of ironic 

situation, and (c) the culture specific background knowledge in which irony becomes salient. 

 

Key words 

irony, intention, convention, cognitive knowledge, contextual knowledge, culture specific 

knowledge, expectations, intentional aspect, conventional aspect 
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Introduction 

 

Irony may well be tied up with the long history of Western 

Subjectivism: the idea that behind language, actions, 

differences and communication there is a ground or subject to 

be expressed.  

Colebrook, Irony 

 

The idea of studying irony and intentionality came to my mind first when I was an 

undergraduate student. I used to speak in irony more than usual with my friends, and 

simultaneously, I happened to read two great books about irony – The Concept of Irony by Søren 

Kierkegaard, and Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity by Richard Rorty. Although neither of them 

discussed irony in the linguistic sense, they paved the way for my preoccupation with irony.  In 

addition, educating in linguistics with the focus on pragmatics brought up the question of 

intention in communication. This background raised questions for me about irony and 

intentionality, mainly why speakers are intentionally opting out of literal speech and interact in 

irony, or in fact, how intentional they are. 

Kierkegaard, who wrote his Master’s thesis on ‘the concept of irony’, inspired me so 

much that I also decided to write my Master’s thesis on irony. The most thought-provoking part 

of his thesis for me was where he discusses the properties of irony and writes: 

  

The ironic figure of speech has still another property that characterizes all irony, a certain 

superiority deriving from its not wanting to be understood immediately, even though it wants to 

be understood, with the result that this figure looks down, as it were, on plain and simple talk that 

everyone can promptly understand; it travels around, so to speak, in an exclusive incognito and 

looks down pitying from this high position on ordinary, prosaic talk. (Kierkegaard, 1989 [1841]: 

248) 
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Attributing some essential characteristics – including the above mentioned superiority - to 

the ironic figure of speech, Kierkegaard is giving a quality to irony to function as an elite form of 

speech. This means that the (elite) speaker manipulates the possibilities of language and 

communication by means of irony. More to the point, he believes that Socrates was the one true 

ironist who succeeded in this goal. 

Furthermore, Rorty’s book was the (attractive) portrait of (coming) utopian liberal 

democracy in which all citizens are ironists. He defines an ironist as a citizen who fulfils three 

conditions: 

 

(1) She has radical and continuing doubts about the final vocabulary she currently uses, because 

she has been impressed by other vocabularies, vocabularies taken as final by people or books she 

has encountered; (2) she realizes that argument phrased in her present vocabulary can neither 

underwrite nor dissolve these doubts; (3) insofar as she philosophizes about her situation, she does 

not think that her vocabulary is closer to reality than others, that it is in touch with a power not 

herself. (Rorty, 1989: 73) 

 

Final vocabulary in Rorty’s opinion is a set of words all human beings carry about to 

justify their actions, their beliefs, and their lives, and it is the limit an individual can go. Rorty 

does not advise citizens of a democracy to speak in irony, rather he believes that they are 

constantly recontextualizing and redefining their final vocabulary and they consider truths to be 

contingent. Thus the definition of irony as an elite form of speech and the description of ironists 

as utopian citizens granted a special quality to irony in my mind, however, none of them play a 

critical role for this study. 

On the other hand, before I started reading Austin, Grice, or Searle in linguistics who 

wrote about intentions, I had been engrossed in the concepts of agency and structure in the 
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context of social sciences. Agency refers to individuals’ autonomy to act independently and to 

make their own free choices, and structure alludes to patterned arrangements (language, social 

institutions, conventions, etc.) that determine human behaviours and thoughts (cf. Arab, 2016). 

When I first read Wittgenstein writing “when 'I raise my arm', my arm goes up. And the problem 

arises: what is left over if I subtract the fact that my arm goes up from the fact that I raise my 

arm” (Wittgenstein, PI, part 1, para 621), I was determined to tackle the issue of intention. 

However, discussing intention seems impossible if we neglect the antithesis to intentions 

which I prefer to call conventions rather than structure. Structure is a broader concept in social 

sciences, though in linguistics we deal with emic conventions of language. The field of 

pragmatics has been fruitful in the study of both intentions and convention in human 

communication (see chapter one & chapter three for more detailed discussion). 

In addition, there is a good deal of data about the use of irony in daily verbal interactions 

(see chapter two & chapter three). According to Burgers, Mulken & Schellens (2012), irony is 

used relatively often in communication; ±8% of turns in conversations between friends is ironic 

(Gibbs, 2000); 7.4% of e-mails sent to friends contain irony (Whalen, Pexman & Gill, 2009); 

72.8% of blog entries contain irony (Whalen, Pexman, Gill, & Nowson, 2013). 

All in all, in this study I claim that irony is where we can probe intentionality and 

conventionality in communication. Irony is usually seen as intentional communicative act (see 

chapter three) for opting out of literal speech to cast one’s attitudes towards the status quo within 

the boundaries of conventions (of linguistic, social, and cultural nature). Hence, this is the centre 

of the questions I will strive to answer: How intentional is verbal irony? To what extent 

intentions vs. conventions are at work in the use of verbal irony? Does any of them outweigh the 

other?  

To accomplish this task, I have divided this thesis into three chapters: 
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Chapter one sets the stage for discussing intentionality and conventionality. First, I will 

define what intentionality means in different paradigms, namely phenomenology, semantics, and 

pragmatics. Then I will present a literature review of studies on intentions in the area of 

linguistics, with a focus on pragmatics after Grice. I will move to conventions in the study of 

language, from philosophy of language to pragmatics. In the conclusion section, I will offer a 

brief description of what this study presumes in order to further the study of intentionality and 

conventionality.  

Chapter two attempts to provide a comprehensive view of irony from the classical 

account in rhetoric to modern theories of speech act. This chapter begins with the etymology of 

irony and its association in the Middle Ages and Renaissance. Irony in the context of nineteenth 

century will be discussed when German romantics and Kierkegaard were engaged with irony as a 

form of existence. Then, irony in pragmatics in the twentieth century will be discussed which 

includes theories of Grice, Sperber & Wilson, Clark & Gerrig, among others. I will conclude this 

chapter with touching upon the similarities of these accounts in looking at irony. 

Chapter three begins with a discussion of methodological challenges one faces in the 

study of concepts such as intention, convention, and irony. Then, the lack of clarity in defining 

irony will be explained and I will review the case of Gibbs (2012) in this regard. I will define in 

detail what this study means by communicative verbal irony in terms of introducing five essential 

features and three sufficient features. The next section will elaborate on the hypothesis of this 

study about intentionality and conventionality in the use of irony. A descriptive script will be 

presented which illustrates both intentional aspect and conventional aspect of the use of irony. 

Finally, I will draw the conclusion of the thesis with presenting the main argument of this 

study, a review of my hypothesis, and proposing the possible future studies on this topic. 
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Chapter One 

Intention(ality) and Convention(ality) 

 

The tacit conventions on which the understanding of everyday language 

depends are enormously complicated. 

Wittgenstein, Tractatus 

1. Introduction 

This chapter intends to provide a precise clarification for the main objective of this study, 

i.e. to define intentionality and conventionality in communication, through a review of literature 

in this scope. It is definitely impossible to review all relevant literature in this section, first, 

because of the limits of the chapter and second, only those have been reviewed which provide 

context for the current study. Hence, I will first try to distinguish what this study means by 

intentionality through a brief discussion of (phenomenological) intentionality and intensionality 

(in semantics). Then these two senses of the term are excluded from this study so that I will be 

able to put forward clear arguments about my assumption of intention in communication in the 

subsequent parts. The last section will be reviewing the theories on conventions in natural 

languages. Conventionality of language and meaning will be reviewed in philosophy of language, 

pragmatics and cognitive linguistics. This chapter tries to provide adequate insight into the 

linguistic study of speaker’s intention on one hand, and conventions of the language on the other. 

2. Intentionality  

Intentionality is one of the exhausting concepts for any thinker to give a sufficient 

definition of. The concept has been discussed from different viewpoints in different fields of 

studies, and what is more, it has been used with different meanings in different discourses (e.g., 

in psychology: Brentano (1874); in phenomenology: Husserl (e.g. 1928), Merleau-Ponty (e.g. 
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1949); in philosophy of language: Searle (1983), Davidson (1983)). Taking a look at the study of 

language during the twentieth century, one can easily differentiate at least three uses of the same 

or similar term. As a result, it is advised by Jacob (2010) not to confuse the three senses of 

intentionality: intentionality (in the phenomenological sense), intensionality (as opposed with 

extensionality in semantics and logics), and intentionality (where intentions of a linguistic or non-

linguistic action are considered). I will elaborate on each to elucidate the difference. 

2.1. Intentionality in Philosophy 

The revival of the term Intentionality after the medieval era was made by the philosopher 

Franz Brentano (1874) in the late 19th century. Intentionality “derives from the Latin word 

intentio, which in turn derives from the verb intendere, which means being directed towards 

some goal or thing” (Jacob, 2010: online). Obviously, the English verb to intend was also 

originated from the Latin verb intendere. However, the sense of intentionality in the 

philosophical tradition of phenomenology was to a noticeable extent different from what we 

understand in the ordinary use of the English word intention or the verb to intend. 

Phenomenologists, including Brentano, try to explain the structures of consciousness and “to 

describe phenomena, in the broadest sense as whatever appears in the manner in which it appears, 

that is as it manifests itself to consciousness, to the experiencer” (Moran, 2000: 4). 

Describing the world and cognition as a phenomenologist, Brentano makes a clear 

distinction between physical phenomena and psychic phenomena, and goes on to induce that “a 

crucial quality of psychic phenomena not possessed by physical ones [is] … their intentional 

character” (Albertazzi, 2006: 108). In simpler words, when a human subject faces things (objects) 

in reality, the representation of the object in the mind is of an intentional nature. Thus, 

intentionality consists of “certain mental states (e.g. perceptions and beliefs) [which] are 
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characterized as being 'of' or 'about' objects of various sorts, especially extra-mental things and 

states of affairs” (McIntyre, 1984: 468). 

Brentano did not himself use the term intentionality, but, nonetheless, he wrote a lot about 

intentional object and intentional inexistence [Inexistenz is, in fact, Brentano’s translation of the 

Latin term in-esse, i.e. a verb which means ‘to be in’]. Intentionality is “the doctrine that every 

mental act is related to some object” (Moran, 2000: 47) so that intentionality could be described 

as the mark of the mental. Jacob (2011: 12) writes that it “is the power of minds to represent, 

stand for, or be about, things, properties, events and states of affairs”.  

In his famous book, Psychology from an Empirical Standpoint, Brentano writes: 

 

Every mental phenomenon is characterized by what the Scholastics of the Middle Ages called the 

intentional (or mental) inexistence of an object, and what we might call, though not wholly 

unambiguously, reference to a content, direction towards an object (which is not here to be 

understood as meaning a thing) or immanent objectivity. Every mental phenomenon includes 

something as object within itself, although they do not all do so in the same way. In presentation 

something is presented, in judgement something is affirmed or denied, in love loved, in hate 

hated, in desire desired and so on. (Brentano, 1874: 88) 

 

What Brentano explains as the mental quality of objects vis-à-vis the objects as they are 

in the world (independent of our perception) is tried to be depicted in figure 1. Objects are of 

immanent nature when they are psychic phenomena which means subjects are conscious of them, 

and on the other side, objects may be of transcendent nature when they have not been the objects 

of humans’ consciousness.  
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There have been arguments that such concept of intentionality in Brentano’s or Husserl’s 

philosophy should be also approached as the inherent directedness or aboutness of the inferential 

work which is underlying communication (Jacob, 2010; Jaszczolt, 1999; Nuyts 2000; cf. Haugh, 

2009: 14), simply because “the notion of dyadic cognizing, for instance, presupposes that all of 

these inferences have ‘objects’ and so are ‘intentional’ in Brentano’s sense” (Haugh, 2009, citing 

Arundale 2008: 258, fn.4). However, the above discussed sense of intentionality does not entail 

intention as the “well-formed thought which precedes action” (Haugh, 2009; Duranti, 2006), 

which is the pivot of this study. As a result, there definitely needs to be clear distinction between 

different senses of intentionality for the sake of clarity in this study.  

2.2. Intensionality  

Intension (with an s) is a concept in semantics and analytical philosophy. It is a coinage 

by W. Hamilton (1860) to define extensionality as it is supposed to oppose the intension of a 

word or phrase. Intension is the sense of a word or a phrase, and intensionality indicates the 

internal content of a term or concept that constitutes its formal definition. Zimmermann and 

Sternefeld (2013: 107) define intension as “the information conveyed by an expression”. They 

add that “the intension of a sentence S [is] the informational content of S” (ibid). 
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On the other hand, “the notion of an extension is a generalization of the notion of 

reference” (Braun, 2012: 9). For example, a proper name’s extension is the object to which it 

refers. For instance, the extension of ‘Lech Wałęsa’ is Lech Wałęsa (the former president of 

Poland), and the extension of ‘Krakow’ is Krakow (the city). Furthermore, “the extension of a 

predicate is the set of objects to which it correctly applies” (ibid). Namely, the extension of the 

common noun ‘cat’ is the set of all cats, the extension of the verb ‘write’ is the set of all things 

that write, and the extension of the adjective ‘funny’ is the set of all funny things.   

The philosopher, Quine (1953) made a famous example to instantiate the difference 

between intensionality and extensionality. Quine (1953: 9) mentions that ‘creature with a heart’ 

and ‘creature with a kidney’ have the same extension because they apply to the same things. But 

the two expressions have different intensions due to the fact that either of them shows different 

properties of having a heart and having a kidney.  

Another example could be used to show that ‘Shakespeare wrote Hamlet’ and 

‘Shakespeare wrote Othello’ have the same extension as they refer to one person in reality but the 

Shakespeare who wrote Hamlet has a different intension from the Shakespeare who wrote 

Othello.  

2.3. Intention(ality) 

After clarifying and now excluding the above-mentioned possible senses of intentionality, 

I ought to define the main focus of the study, i.e. the intentions, and review the most relevant 

literature briefly. What this study means by intention is the closest perception of the word in 

everyday use in modern English. “Intentionality and agency raise the fundamental question of 

how people bring about activities over which they command personal control that activate the 

sub-personal neurophysiological events for realizing particular intentions and aspirations” 
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(Bandura, 2001: 5). Intentionality, in this sense, is seen as the core feature of what is called 

agency in social sciences. 

There has been a seemingly long-lasting debate over years within the scope of social 

sciences to set a balance between structure and agency. Different schools and figures of 

sociology have set forth a variety of reasons and justification on the importance or primacy of 

one over the other (Arab, 2016: 36). All these orientations, however, attempt to find whether 

there are patterned arrangements (of different nature) which determine the human behaviours and 

thoughts (e.g. Althusser, 1971; Simmel, 1903; Lévi-Strauss, 1966; Foucault, 1972), or whether it 

is the individuals’ autonomy (agency) which owns the capacity to act independently (e.g. Cooley, 

1962; Mead, 1934) and to make their own free choices. 

Intentionality in the field of linguistics, nevertheless, has a different story. To provide a 

short review of milestones of linguistics in the discussion of intention, I will focus on the 

twentieth century simply because going beyond is not in the scope of the current study and more 

importantly, “years around 1900 happen to have marked an important turning-point in the history 

of modern linguistics” (Sampson, 1980: 13), which resulted in the study of language in use. 

The main figure in linguistics whose name is associated with the study of intention in 

communication is Paul Grice. He (1957) makes a distinction between natural and non-natural 

meaning (meanNN) which can be compared with the “distinction between ‘natural’ and 

‘conventional’ signs” (1957: 379). The difference is vivid when one compares “those spots mean 

measles”, where the meaning is the natural sense, with the remark “the fact that the bell has been 

rung three times means that the bus is full” (ibid). Grice maintains that speaker A meantNN 

something by x if “A intended the utterance of x to produce some effect in an audience by means 

of the recognition of this intention” (Grice 1957: 385). Thus, based on such a view non-natural 
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meaning equals intention (Grice, 1957, 1968) as the speaker intends x and the audience 

recognizes x (meaning intention or m-intention), then the communication is considered 

successful.  

Gibbs (2000b, 2001) claims there is a great body of evidence supporting “the idea that 

people automatically seek out the m-intentions of others in understanding language, nonverbal 

gestures and various kinds of human action” (Gibbs, 2001:108). For example, to show the 

importance of intention in meaning-making in general and communication in particular, he offers 

this interaction (2001: 5): 

Example (1) 

Wife: John’s having a party. Wanna go? 

Husband: OK. 

(Later) 

Wife: Are you sure you want to go to the party? 

Husband: OK, let’s not go. I’m tired anyway. 

 

In example (1), wife’s second question is posed because she thinks her husband might not 

be willing to go to John’s party while the husband thinks her intention in asking again is because 

she does not want to attend John’s party. Therefore, a failure is the recognition of the intention or 

the recognition of the correct intention brings about unsuccessful communication and 

misunderstanding.  

Grice’s model initiated one of the most prominent branches in pragmatics. Haugh (2008, 

2009) refers to this branch as Cognitive-Philosophical pragmatics (aka Anglo-American 
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pragmatics), which postulates the importance of intentions as an a priori in communication (cf. 

Davis, 2008; Gibbs, 1999, 2001; Jaszczolt, 2006). According to this view, “communication 

involves speakers expressing their intentions, and hearers attributing intentions to those speakers” 

(Haugh, 2008: 99), and this attribution of speaker’s intentions by the hearer proves a chunk of 

communication to be successful. 

Considering the crucial nature of intentions for human communication, Gibbs (2001) 

offers a definition for intention in linguistics:  

 

“Intentions are psychological states, and we assume that the content of an intention must be 

mentally represented. A speaker or a writer, for example, must have in mind a representation of 

the set of assumptions which he or she intends to make manifest or more manifest to an audience” 

(Gibbs, 2001: 106; italics mine).  

 

Gibbs bases his definition on informative intentions described in Relevance theory - 

which is categorized as a post-Gricean approach in pragmatics (Yus, 2006). “The communicator's 

informative intention is better described as an intention to modify directly not the thoughts but 

the cognitive environment of the audience” (Sperber & Wilson, 1995: 58). It is believed by the 

Relevance linguists that intention is a psychological state, and it is generally assumed that the 

content of the intention must be mentally represented (ibid). Therefore, according to Relevance 

theory, there are two levels of intention involved in ostensive communication: informative and 

communicative intentions (cf. Sperber & Wilson, 1995; Taillard, 2002). In other words, “the 

speaker’s informative intention is […] to make the audience believe certain things. The speaker’s 

communicative intention is to have her informative intention recognized” (Taillard, 2002: 199). 

What the speaker does in a communication is making a noticeable change in one's cognitive 

environment, “a change resulting from relatively small alterations in the manifestness of many 
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assumptions” (Sperber & Wilson, 1995: 59). Cognitive environment, in this scope, is the sum of 

all the manifest assumptions to a person (cf. Yus, 2006: 512-518). 

Gibbs (2001) also rejects the traditional assumption of intention in the Gricean 

approaches where intentions are private mental states in the minds of individuals. He claims that 

meaning emerges from “collaborative process of interaction between participants” (2001: 109) 

and intentions are “emergent products of social interactions” (ibid). Gibbs (2001: 112) supports 

Sperber and Wilson’s belief in this regard that it is wrong for pragmatics to “be concerned purely 

with the recovery of an enumerable set of assumptions, some explicitly expressed, others 

implicitly conveyed, but all individually intended by the speaker” (Sperber & Wilson, 1995: 

201), which is a response to Grice’s work on meaning and intention.  

On the other hand, intention also plays an important role for cognitive linguistics in the 

analysis of communication. To give an exact description of human communication, Levinson 

(2006) introduces his theory of ‘the interaction engine’. Based on a number of reasons, he 

provides “prima facie evidence for the existence of a whole system of human proclivities that are 

in principle independent of language, largely universal (at least in outline), and which drive our 

system of verbal interaction” (Levinson, 2006: 87). According to the interaction engine 

hypothesis, the Gricean recognition system of intentions grounds the open-ended expressive 

potential, and “every utterance exploits the specialized machinery for intention-attribution and 

cooperative action design. A whole package of language-independent cognitive predispositions 

drives human communication, and language is possible only because of this infrastructure” (ibid: 

89). Moreover, he maintains that communicative interaction consists of three distinct ontological 

levels: the individual level, the interactional level, and Socio-cultural level (see chapter three). 

Another important figure in the cognitive study of intentions is Tomasello (2008, 

Tomasello & Carpenter, 2007, Tomasello et al., 2005), who suggests ‘shared intentionality’. It is 
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a development of what is called ‘we intentionality’ (Searle, 1995) and it refers to “collaborative 

interactions in which participants share psychological states with one another. For example, in 

problem-solving activities participants may have a shared goal and shared action plans for 

pursuing that goal, and in communication they may simply share experience with one another 

linguistically” (Tomasello & Carpenter, 2007: 121). There is a certain human ability, according 

to Tomasello, to treat others as intentional beings which is determined culturally in the human 

society (Tomasello, 1999). 

John Searle, a philosopher of language, begins his analysis of intentions in 

communication from where Grice establishes it. Searle (e.g. 1969, 2010) concedes that to 

understand speaker’s meaning, the hearer must recognize and understand speaker’s meaning 

intention; however, he regards them defective because firstly, this account of meaning fails to 

illustrate the extent to which rules or conventions are at work, and secondly, defining meaning in 

terms of intended effects confuses illocutionary with perlocutionary acts (Searle, 1969: 43-44). 

Hence, meaning is more than being merely the matter of intention, so “when a speaker says 

something and means something by it, he must: (A) intend to produce an utterance, (B) intend 

that the utterance he produces has certain conditions of satisfaction, and (C) intend that the hearer 

recognizes intentions A and B” (Searle, 2010: 30). 

Moreover, Searle revises the Gricean analysis of meaning as follows (1969: 49-50): 

 

1. Grice’s original analysis: 

Speaker S meansNN something by X = 

a) S intends (i-I) the utterance U of X to produce a certain perlocutionary effect PE in hearer 

H. 
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b) S intends U to produce PE by means of the recognition of i-I. 

2. Searle’s revised analysis: 

S utters sentence T and means it (i.e. means literally what he says) = 

a) S intends (i-I) the utterance U of T to produce in H the knowledge (recognition, 

awareness) that the states of affairs specified by (certain of) the rules of T obtain. (Call 

this effect the illocutionary effect, IE) 

b) S intends U to produce IE by means of recognition of i-I. 

c) S intends that i-I will be recognized in virtue of (by means of) H’s knowledge of (certain 

of) the rules governing (the elements of) T. 

 

What Searle does is go further than distinguishing illocutionary (the intended meaning of 

an utterance) from perlocutionary (the actual effect of the utterance) acts. He highlights the 

significance of conventions of a language and culture in communication. By confirming that “H’s 

knowledge of the rules governing T”, Searle foregrounds the importance of conventions which 

surround communication and communicators that without which the study of intention could not 

be worthwhile. In fact, this view is where this study begins its analysis (see chapter three). 

In the realm of philosophy of language, another leading figure in the study of intention is 

Michael Bratman (1987), who argues that intentions are elements of plans and a plan is a higher-

level intention. Bratman believes the role of intentions in communication is interpersonal 

coordination, which means “in order to coordinate one’s actions with those of others, one needs 

to communicate one’s intentions successfully” (Tailllard, 2002: 198). So the audience needs to 

recognize the speaker’s intentions and when this intention is recognized and, “if all goes well, the 
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appropriate beliefs are formed by the audience, the interpersonal coordination role of intentions is 

enabled” (ibid). 

Facing with an abundance of resources and models to analyse intentions in 

communication, William C. Mann (2003) comes up with an eclectic approach to the problem. 

Thus, he attempts to take a diversity of models and focuses on “gross distinguishing 

characteristics, calling them attributes” (Mann, 2003: 170) of intention. There are, according to 

Mann, twelve attributes of intentions, first eight attributes are concerned with individual 

intentions: Activeness, Partialness, Priorness, Tacitness, Immediacy, Interaction-configuring, 

Intended to be recognized, Jointness; and the other four attributes of the collection of intentions 

are: Sharedness, Structuredness, Complementarity, Conventionality. In fact, these so called 

attributes are not characteristics of intentions as Mann tends to put it, but on the other hand, they 

are issues at stake when we are analysing human intentions in general, and intentions in 

communication in particular. In other words, a linguist needs to ponder these attributes talking 

about intentions. 

Activeness, according to Mann, shows a quality of intentions which is the contrast (and/or 

link) between the ‘intended actions’ and ‘intended effects’. Partialness refers to simplicity which 

is yielded when intentions are considered as fully specified ones, however, intentions are partially 

specified which are developed in the midst of an interaction. Priorness, according to Mann 

(2003), is an attribute of intentions either as prior states of mind prior to act, or as they 

“immediately accompany actions” (ibid: 172), which is also called intention-in-action (cf. Searle, 

1983; Davidson, 1980) where the intention is inseparable of the action. Tacitness, deals with 

whether intentions in communication are conscious experiences or not. Immediacy is a part of the 

recognition of intention. Intentions are recognized and understood immediately, and in case the 

response of the hearer is postponed or deferred, it is because of the immediate recognition of the 
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intention. The Interaction-configuring attribute proves that “some actions in interaction are 

intended to alter the configuration of interaction” (ibid). The next attributes, i.e. Intended to be 

recognized, is the trace of Grice in linguistics. As mentioned above, there are divisions in 

linguistics to describe how this attribute takes place. Jointness alludes to joint actions which “are 

typically undertaken on the basis of joint intentions” (ibid: 173). 

The second set of attributes are said (Mann, 2003) to be involved with collections and 

multiple intentions of a single or multiple intenders. Sharedness is the fact that “multiple parties 

can share particular intention” (ibid: 173). It is true when two people intend to do an activity 

(mostly) at the same time, which does not necessarily lead to cooperation. Structuredness shows 

“intentions are often formed, negotiated and carried out in compatible sets” (ibid). According to 

Mann (1988, 2003), it is a common feature of language use, for example, it happens in ‘text 

planning literature’, ‘dialogue acts’, and ‘dialogue games”; which are “conventions of interactive 

goal pursuit” (Mann, 1988: 511). Complementarity is claimed to be a feature of some intentions 

when there is an intentional structure which depends on contributions of individual intentions. 

Conventionality, in Mann’s opinion, is a consequence of recurrent kinds of situations with 

corresponding intentions which function to solve problems. Then “patterns arise and become 

acculturated or conventionalized, becoming versions of interaction and language use” (Mann, 

2003: 174), for instance, the intention to express appreciation for a favour, or the intention to 

acknowledge an expression of appreciation (ibid). What Mann (2003) claims about the 

‘conventionality of intentions’ is quite similar to what Austin (1962) suggests about the 

conventionality of illocutionary acts. Strawson (1964) rejects this idea, which is going to be 

discussed in the following section. 
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3. Convention(ality) 

The idea of intentions being the canon of analysing communication has not been accepted 

unanimously by different strands of pragmatics, let alone linguistics. On the contrary, it has been 

believed for a long time in human sciences (at least since Plato’s Cratylus) that language is 

definitely conventional. Avramides (1999) describes a consensus among (at least) all 

philosophers that “speakers exercise rational control over the meaning of their words – which is 

taken to be necessary for convention” (Avramides, 1999: 61). In addition, Lewis (1969), among 

others, believes that “it is a platitude that language is ruled by convention. Words might be used 

to mean almost anything; and we who use them have made them mean what they do because 

somehow, gradually and informally, we have come to an understanding that this is what we shall 

use them to mean” (Lewis, 1969: 1). Thus it is prevalent in philosophy (of language) to assert 

that language in general and meaning in particular are conventional (cf. Lycan, 2008; 

Wittgenstein, 1967; Austin, 1962). 

On the other hand, in the realm of pragmatics, while Cognitive-Philosophical pragmatics 

(mentioned above) concentrates on intentions, Haugh (2008, 2009) describes another branch 

which criticizes such an obsession with intentions. This branch is called sociocultural-

interactional pragmatics which is mostly upheld by European linguists (e.g. Marmaridou, 2000; 

Verschueren, 1999; Mey, 2001). These linguists believe that “pragmatics should encompass 

research into social and cultural constraints on language use as well” (Haugh, 2009: 92, citing 

Marmaridou, 2000; Verschueren, 1999). 

They challenge analysing communication based on speaker’s intentions with three sets of 

questions about ontological ambiguity, circularity, and epistemological ambiguity (Haugh, 2009). 

Such a treatment includes questions like where exactly this intention can be located in the 

discourse, who exactly can be held responsible for this intention, and how (consciously) aware 
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the interactants are of the intention, and whether we are talking about speaker’s intentions or the 

intentions attributed to the speaker by the recipient, etc. (ibid: 95-96). 

Among these linguists, for instance, Verschueren (1999: 8) avoids even using 

‘constructing meaning’, so he goes for the phrase ‘generating meaning’ while writing about 

communication because the verb construct, in his opinion, focuses on the active and intentional 

involvement of the language producer. Hence, he sums up pragmatics in “a general cognitive, 

social, and cultural perspective on linguistic phenomena in relation to their usage in forms of 

behaviours” (ibid: 7). 

Conventions, nonetheless, are not deemed important only in pragmatics. The study of 

language as a set of conventions is as old as the study of language (since Plato’s Cratylus and 

Aristotle’s De Interpretatione). To narrow the topic down to the study of language in use or the 

study of communication, however, the first modern theories of language as set of conventions 

return to the early twentieth century with the work of de Saussure, Jakobson, and Austin.  

First, de Saussure (1965) introduced syntagmatic and paradigmatic relations which 

worked as a bedrock for structuralism and influenced the study of language as a whole. A sign 

sits in a linear chain beside some others which then can make meaning (and reflects the co-

occurrence rules and restriction in syntax), and moreover, each can be substituted with other 

signs of the same nature. Then, referring to functional contrast of phonemes, Jakobson claims 

that these contrasts “enable the receiver to re-construct what he needs to elicit from the message 

on the basis of the data already available to him, this realistic formula is perfectly applicable to 

the role of distinctive features in verbal communication” (Jakobson, 1971:571). Both de Saussure 

and Jakobson regard language as a code system where the text (and the context for Jakobson) 

play(s) the most important role in generating meaning (as Verschueren (1999) puts it).  
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Austin concentrates on a more specific aspect of communication, i.e. speech acts. He 

(1962) claims, in the theory of speech acts, that by producing some utterances (performatives), 

speakers are actually doing things. Three acts are involved in the production of such an utterance: 

a) the locutionary act consists of the phonetic, grammatical, and lexical content of the utterance, 

b) the illocutionary act is what the speaker is doing by saying the utterance, for example, 

promising or asking a question, and c) the perlocutionary act involves the effects of the utterance 

on the hearer. Austin himself briefly discusses the conventionality of communication in the 

introduction of speech acts. He writes that “we must notice that the illocutionary act is a 

conventional act: an act done as conforming to a convention” (Austin, 1962: 105). This means 

that an illocutionary act such as warning is done to conform to and observe the corresponding 

convention. 

Later in response to Austin, Strawson (1964) tries to develop the topics of intentionality 

and conventionality in speech acts. Whereas he concedes that “the performance of any speech act 

involves at least the observance or exploitation of some linguistic conventions, and every 

illocutionary act is a speech act” (1964: 442), he emphasizes that it is not the illocutionary force 

that is conventional but the speech act which is based on linguistic conventions.  

 

“For very many kinds of human transaction involving speech are governed and in part constituted 

by what we easily recognize as established conventions of procedure additional to the conventions 

governing the meanings of our utterances” (ibid: 443).  

 

For example, Strawson writes, shouting at a skater to say ‘the ice over there is very thin’ 

does not indicate any statable conventions in the force of warning except “those which bear on 

the nature of the locutionary act” (ibid: 443). 
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The study of conventions in language has been carried out mostly by philosophers of 

language. In this field, there is another concept of convention (introduced by Lewis, 1969) which 

is equated to the linguistic meaning. Avramides (1999) summarizes this account of timeless 

linguistic meaning which also matches with the Gricean account of meaningNN as follows: 

 

An utterance x (timeless) means that p in a community if and only if there prevails in that 

community a convention to use x in order to s-mean that p. (1999: 80) 

 

Another response to the Gricean account of meaning was formulated by Searle. He writes 

that the Gricean account fails to account for “the extent to which meaning can be a matter of rules 

and conventions” (Searle, 1969: 43). In fact, it cannot show ‘what speaker says’ actually means 

in the language. Hence, Searle (2010) redefines language, first, as a product of collective 

intentionality (in the phenomenological sense), and then, as having four components: the first two 

components are meaning and the communication of meaning. They answer to the questions like 

“what is it for a speaker to say something and mean something by what she says, and how does 

she communicate that meaning to a hearer?” (Searle, 2010: 28) The third component is 

convention. “The actual elements of natural human languages, such as words, are conventional” 

(ibid). The fourth is the internal syntax of sentences. “Humans develop more than just single, 

unbroken devices for communicating with each other. They have structures that divide, for 

example, into noun phrases and verb phrases. Described functionally, these can be subjects and 

predicates of sentences” (ibid). 

 

4. Conclusion 

This chapter attempted to review the milestones in this scope to pave the way for 

following chapter although there are definitely more theories about conventions and intention in 
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linguistics. To sum up, this chapter, first, tried to clarify the sense of intentionality that is sought 

for in this study. Although there might be some relevance between the senses of intentionality, it 

was shown that it is not valid in the study of intentions and agency. Second, section 2.3 reviewed 

the most relevant theories about intention in communication and agreed with Mann that it is 

difficult to exactly locate or even define the borders of intention unless cognitive studies fill the 

gap in the future (e.g. projects such as interaction engine, cf. Levinson, 2006), but we can name a 

handful of attributes to intention in communication. Finally, section 3 mentioned the most 

important ideas about conventions in language and concurred with Searle (2010) that natural 

human languages are conventional, and Avramides (1999) that an utterance has a timeless 

meaning which is determined by the conventions of a community. 
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Chapter Two 

Irony 

 

There is no correct understanding of the word irony, no historically valid reading of irony… 

Joseph Dane, The Critical Mythology of Irony 

[A]nd he [the proud man] is given to telling the truth, except when he speaks in irony to the vulgar. 

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 

 

1. Introduction 

This chapter intends to discuss irony and theories of irony. First, I will review the etymology 

of the word, which gives an insight into the definition of the phenomenon. Then, theories of irony 

will be divided into two branches: the classical branch which tended to regard irony as a figure of 

speech and a rhetorical device, and the modern branch which started to look at irony as a form of 

speech act. In the first branch, the Middle Ages, Renaissance, German Romantics, and 

Kierkegaard are going to be reviewed. The later branch includes main figures of pragmatics who 

wrote on irony, including but not limited to Grice, Sperber and Wilson, and Clark and Gerrig. 

This section generally prepares the ground for the main part of the study in the third chapter 

where I analyse intentionality and conventionality by appeal to our case study, i.e. the use of 

irony. 

2. Etymology  

The etymology of the word irony dates back to the Greek Comedy where a character called 

eirôn usually appeared. It is believed that “the eirôn was a dissembler, who characteristically 

spoke in understatement and deliberately pretended to be less intelligent than he was, yet 

triumphed over his opponent in the theatre “the alazon” – the self-deceiving and stupid braggart” 



 

28 

 

(Abrams & Harpham, 2005: 142). The eirôn was also one of the stock characters whom 

audiences readily recognize from frequent recurrences as part of the conventions of the form. 

“The Old Comedy of the Greeks had three stock characters whose interactions constituted the 

standard plot” (ibid: 306): the eirôn, the alazon, and the bomolochos (or buffoon). “[The] eirôn is 

the role of the ‘underdog’, who understates his power or shrewdness, or intentionally depreciates 

herself, yet still beats the ‘topdog’. An eirôn is someone who knows more than she says and thus 

aims to deceive; she conceals something by feigning” (Wyss, 2014: 1). 

The eirôn and his dissembling wit can mainly be found in Aristophanes’ plays (e.g. The 

Frogs or Clouds). The impact of such a stock character in Greek Comedy and also the 

resemblance of this character to what Socrates tried to convey in dialogues made the philosopher, 

Aristotle, to categorize eirôn as one of the main characters of comedy and to write: “the middle 

character may be called truthful, and the observance of the mean Truthfulness; pretence in the 

form of exaggeration is Boastfulness, and its possessor a boaster; in the form of understatement, 

self-depreciation and its possessor the self-depreciator” (Aristotle, Nic. Eth. 1108a.20). In 

Aristotle’s opinion, ironic personality is neither precious nor ideal. He thinks “the truly virtuous 

citizen would be neither boastful, nor ironic, but sincere in his self-presentation” (Colebrook, 

2004: 6). Here he refers not only to irony but the act of εἰρωνεία or Eirôneia. What Aristotle 

suggests about Eirôneia, i.e. in the form of understatement, Self-depreciation, is closer in 

meaning to what was known “as Litotes in rhetoric, that is saying less than is meant” (Whately, 

1836: 202). 

The classical sense of irony is very much rooted in the Greek verb εἰρωονεύομαι 

(eirôneuomai), which means to deceive, to pretend or feign ignorance, or to dissimulate. Thus 

eirôneia has pejorative overtones that relate to dishonesty, insincerity, deception, and pretence 
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(Wyss, 2014: 1). Looking at Aristophanes’ plays, the verb mostly meant lying as Wyss (2014) 

noted, but then in Plato’s texts it transformed to a sort of dissimulation and as such was 

characterized by Socrates.  

3. Irony as a Rhetorical Device 

Not only at the time of Socrates and Aristophanes in ancient Greece was irony used for 

the sake of the rhetorical effect, but it was employed with such a purpose in a variety of (literary) 

texts and by a great number of speakers (or writers) for centuries up to the early nineteenth 

century. In other words, irony was not mostly used for the sake of irony, rather it was used for its 

rhetorical impression or artistic effect (cf. Muecke, 1982).  

As mentioned earlier, Aristotle discussed the concept of irony in the form of 

understatement and self-depreciation, not as a form of utterance but more to describe Socrates’ 

actions. However, since then to the early nineteenth century we lacked a worthwhile theorization 

about irony, despite the fact that irony as a figure of speech was used and mastered in many texts 

by a variety of authors (cf. Saint Bede, Geoffrey Chaucer, William Shakespeare, Samuel 

Johnson, etc.).  

Marcus Tullius Cicero, the roman philosopher (106 – 43 BC), and Marcus Fabius 

Quintilian, the roman rhetorician (c. 35 – c. 100 AD), were the first figures who looked back to 

Socrates and specifically defined irony as “saying what is contrary to what is meant” (Colebrook, 

2004: 1). Their assumption of irony, i.e. to reduce it to only a rhetorical device, was dominant 

throughout the Middle Ages and Renaissance. Moreover, Aelius Donatus (mid-4th century AD) 

and Isidore of Seville (c. 570-636) as two important classical grammarians in the Middle Ages, in 

Ars Grammatica and in Etymologiae (rhetorical encyclopaedia during the Middle Ages) 

respectively, ascertained that “irony is saying the opposite or contrary of what is meant” (ibid: 9). 



 

30 

 

Ironia was a figure of speech during the Middle Ages and Renaissance until the 

nineteenth century that it became the “full-scale mode of Socratic existence” (Colebrook, 2004: 

7). During the time, some believed that irony has intersected with the political problem of human 

meaning” (Hutcheon, 1994; Muecke, 1982; Colebrook, 2004), that is how we know what others 

really mean, and on what basis we can secure the sincerity and authenticity of speech (Hutcheon, 

1994: 10-11).  

In the early nineteenth century irony became one of the favourite concepts in German 

Romanticism. It drew a good deal of attention by the philosophers of this tradition and a rich 

literature was produced hereupon. Paul de Man (1996) claims that the early nineteenth century is 

“the period when the most astute reflection on the problem of irony is going on.”  He refers to the 

problem of irony in terms of the problems the definition of this concept involves, and maintains 

that “there seems to be something inherently difficult in the definition of the term, because it 

seems to encompass all tropes” (de Man, 1996: 164). Historically, irony was mostly characterized 

as a trope. The word ‘trope’ means to turn, and it is directly related to different attempts to define 

irony, i.e. as “a pattern of words that turns away from direct statement or its own obvious 

meaning” (Frye, 1957: 40). 

Romantic irony, on the other hand, is mostly associated with the Jena Romantics: The 

Schlegel brothers, Ludwig Tieck, K. W. F. Solger, and Novalis. “The main source of the writings 

with regard to irony was the journal, Athenaeum, which in its brief history from 1798 to 1800 

published a series of texts that crossed the genres of philosophy, literature, criticism, and review” 

(Colebrook, 2004: 47). These texts influenced the philosophical atmosphere and created new 

forms of literature or philosophy (cf. Norman, 2002; Seyhan, 2009). 
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One of the most important figures in the tradition of discussing irony was Friedrich 

Schlegel, who wrote the book on the impossibility of understanding. Schlegel reduced irony to 

three things. First, it is an aesthetic practice or artistic device that “can be absorbed into a general 

theory of aesthetics” (de Man, 1996: 169). Second, it is a dialectic of the self as a reflexive 

structure which “sets up reflexive structures, and irony can be described as a moment in a 

dialectic of the self” (ibid: 170). Third, it involves inserting “ironic moments or ironic structures 

into a dialectic of history” (ibid), in the sense of history which was a main concern for Hegel – 

the German philosopher, as a successive movement of the stages of history and “development of 

the spirit's consciousness of its own freedom and of the consequent realization of this freedom” 

(Hegel, 1975: 138). 

Having raised the two later aspects of irony, they gave an ontological level to the concept. 

As a result, these philosophers reread and, in fact, rediscovered Socrates, and considered irony as 

a style of existence. Colebrook (2004: 52) describes it as follows: 

 

Irony for romantics was the only true mode of life. To live as if one were a fixed self who then 

used language to represent a world would be to deny the flux and dynamism of life. It would also 

be a mode of subjectivism: the subject is no longer a ground that precedes and underlies 

judgements. The subject ‘is’ nothing other than an ongoing process of creation.  

 

Socrates was not only an icon, but also the pattern of such subjectivity and creation. 

Hence, this conception of creation became one the building blocks of romantic literature so that 

they revised the functions of irony and introduced romantic irony as to “designate a mode of 

dramatic or narrative writing in which the author builds up the illusion of representing reality, 
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only to shatter the illusion by revealing that the author, as artist, is the creator and arbitrary 

manipulator of characters and their actions” (Abrams & Harpham, 2005: 144).  

For Kierkegaard (1984), who wrote more specifically on Socratic irony, there is a tension 

between the immediate and the mediate in irony. He attributes two characteristics to irony: first, 

he articulates irony as a qualification of subjectivity. Kierkegaard (1989: 242) writes: 

 

We shall promptly see the necessity of two manifestations of this concept, and actuality has 

indeed attached the name to them. The first one, of course, is the one in which subjectivity asserts 

its rights in world history for the first time. Here we have Socrates, that is, we are hereby shown 

where we should look for the concept in its historical manifestation. 

 

This subjectivity of the ironist vis-à-vis world history is something he obviously took 

from Friedrich Schlegel; the German romantic whom Kierkegaard admires. Nevertheless, there is 

another property which elevates irony to the highest level: 

 

The ironic figure of speech has still another property that characterizes all irony, a certain 

superiority, deriving from its not wanting to be understood immediately, even though it wants to 

be understood, with the result that this figure looks down, as it were, on plain and simple talk that 

everyone can promptly understand; it travels around, so to speak, in an exclusive incognito and 

looks down pitying from this high position on ordinary, prosaic talk. (ibid: 248) 

 

This categorisation of irony as an elite style of talk is one of the avant-garde theories of 

irony. It foresees many of modern linguistic theories of irony. He gives a quality to irony which 

distinguishes it from other tropes and that is a heritage of German romanticism. Kierkegaard, 

though was not a German, must be seen in the context of German Romanticism, which had a 

significant influence on his Master thesis ‘the concept of irony; with Continual Reference to 
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Socrates’. For all of them Socrates was the true ironist and irony was the true mode of life. This 

mode of life is necessary in order “to remain free from the world and the bonds of responsibility 

entailed by owing our words before some other, the ironist must transform all actuality into 

possibility” (Hall, 1993: 129). This is how romantic ideology is enunciated by Kierkegaard, 

which means the ironist (subject or artist) must create their world poetically and by themselves. 

Kierkegaard (1841) bases his analysis of irony on a Hegelian ground and theorizes it in 

one of the most radical styles.  “Irony in the eminent sense directs itself not against the whole 

given actuality of a certain time and situation… it is not this or that phenomenon but the totality 

of existence which it considers sub specie ironiae” (Kierkegaard, 1989: 259). Kierkegaard 

accepts the Hegelian assumption of history which believes in the movement of history where the 

Idea is actualized in different forms at different times in history. Actuality, in Kierkegaard’s 

opinion, is similar to discourse in modern sense and irony (mostly Socratic irony) is aimed at the 

whole existence of the historical actuality at certain time and in a certain situation (cf. Reece, 

2002 :18-20). 

4.  Irony in use 

This study deals with irony in use or irony in the context of communication. Thus, it is 

necessary to specially limit the study to the linguistic study of verbal irony. In chapter three, 

communicative verbal irony will be defined and discussed. Before that, this section briefly 

reviews the most important linguistic studies on verbal irony in communicative interactions. This 

trend began in the mid-twentieth century. 

Since the middle of the twentieth century, on the one hand, the study of irony as a 

consequence of the shift towards linguistics (compared to philosophy), turned from the study of 

irony in literature or as a mode of existence to a part of speech and how it is used in daily 
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conversations. On the other hand, because of this paradigm shift, the classical understanding of 

irony, which was dominant for centuries and had been acknowledged by German Romantics, was 

challenged from two standpoints: “1) what the opposite of an utterance’s literal meaning is, and 

2) what in fact even that literal meaning itself is” (Gibbs & Colston, 2007: 4). 

These standpoints are the starting points of different linguistic approaches to irony. 

Regarding the evolution of linguistic studies of irony, Dynel (2014: 538) offers a categorisation 

of these theories into three major competitive approaches: neo-Gricean analyses (e.g. Garmendia 

2010, 2011; Camp 2012), the relevance-theoretic echo-mention approach (e.g. Wilson & Sperber 

1992, 2012; Sperber & Wilson 1995, 1998; Wilson 2006) and the pretense view (e.g. Clark & 

Gerrig 1984; Recanati 2004, 2007; Currie 2006). 

Grice is the starting point in the analysis of irony in all the above categories. Hence, his 

cooperative principle and its maxims ought to be explained. Grice (1975) defines the cooperative 

principle in the following way: “make your contribution such as required, at the stage at which it 

occurs, by the accepted purpose or direction of the talk exchange in which you are engaged” 

(1975: 45). The cooperative principle has four maxims, which are expected to be observed by 

speakers: 

 

The Maxims: 

Quantity, Make your contribution as informative as is required 

Do not make your contribution more informative than is required 

Quality, Do not say what you believe to be false 

Do not say that for which you lack adequate evidence 

Relation, Be relevant 

Manner, Avoid obscurity of expression 
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Avoid ambiguity 

Be brief (avoid unnecessary prolixity) 

Be orderly                                                             (Grice, 1975: 45-46) 

 

While defining the cooperative principle and its maxims, Grice refers to irony as 

“examples in which the […] maxim of Quality is flouted” (Grice, 1975: 53). He maintains that in 

ironic cases, “though some maxim is violated at the level of what is said, the hearer is entitled to 

assume that that maxim, or at least the overall Cooperative Principle, is observed at the level of 

what is implicated” (ibid: 52). Thus he groups irony and how it is understood in terms of what he 

calls conversational implicature, i.e. the ironic utterance is conversationally implicated. For 

example: 

Example (1) 

A and B are walking down the street, and they both see a car with shattered window. B says, 

Look, that car has all its windows intact. A is baffled. B says, You didn’t catch on; I was in an 

ironical way drawing your attention to the broken window. (Grice, 1989: 53) 

 

Grice (1989) refers to example (1) to show that the absurdity of such exchanges might not 

be explained unless they are connected with the ironist’s feeling, attitude, or evaluation. He also 

notes that irony involves the expression of some negative attitudes and feelings or hostile, 

derogatory judgement which is usually expressed through ironic tone of voice. Sperber and 

Wilson (1992: 56), nevertheless, reject example (1) as a case of irony whatsoever. 

All three main accounts of the linguistic study of irony share the same criticism of Grice’s 

analysis of irony. They reject the basic Gricean claim that the hallmark of irony is to 

communicate the opposite of the literal meaning and also they note that it shares many of the 
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weaknesses of classical accounts (Wilson, 2006: 1724). Relevance theory introduced by Sperber 

and Wilson (1995 [1986]) is a prominent strand of pragmatics which aims to present an 

alternative to the Gricean approach. Initially, they divide the history of irony studies into two 

branches; first, the traditional or semantic analysis of irony and second, pragmatic analysis which 

began with Grice (Sperber & Wilson, 1981: 296). However, they accuse Grice of not being 

radical enough - similarly to the traditional account, “[he] fails to explain why an ironic utterance 

should ever be preferred” (ibid). They believe that the violation of the maxim of truthfulness is 

neither necessary nor sufficient for ironic interpretation (ibid: 309). Moreover, they argue that 

when the speaker “wants to convey something in addition to one of the literal senses, the notion 

of conversational implicature is relevant” (ibid: 299, emphasis in original). However, in the case 

of irony, the speaker mostly intends to convey something instead of one of the literal senses 

(ibid). They, therefore, believe that the choice between literal and ironic meaning is based on 

external information to the utterance, i.e. “contextual knowledge and other background 

assumptions” (ibid: 301). 

Wilson and Sperber (1981, 1992) argue that a speaker who uses verbal irony is employing 

a long-standing philosophical distinction between use and mention (Gibbs & Colson, 2007: 5). In 

other words, “USE of an expression involves reference to what the expression refers to; 

MENTION of an expression involves reference to the expression itself” (Sperber & Wilson, 

1981: 303, emphasis in original).  

 

Example (2): 

a) Natasha is a beautiful child. 

b) ‘Natasha’ is a beautiful name. 
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In (a) Natasha is used to refer to a child while in (b) it is used to refer to a word in 

English. So, in (a) the word ‘Natasha’ is used and in (b) it is mentioned (Wilson & Sperber, 1992: 

57). Thus, this distinction opens up the possibility to define irony. Irony, in fact, is the mention 

of, or a reference to, some state of affairs that was predicted, expected or desired usually to 

express an attitude such as contempt or ridicule toward it.  

 

Example (3): 

A. I’m a reasonable man. 

B. Whereas I’m not (it’s what you’re implying). (Sperber & Wilson, 1981: 307) 

 

It is shown in (3) that a case of mention is involved in irony. In response to A, B echoes 

something which has been said by A that gives rise to irony. In fact, an ironic utterance is not 

always an echo of what has just been said, but “a variety of utterances are intended and 

interpreted as more or less remote echoes of past utterances, thoughts, received opinions, or 

accepted norms” (Jorgenson, Miller & Sperber, 1984: 114). 

 

Example (4): 

A. I assume you forgot to buy beer! 

B. I forget everything, don't I? Go look in the refrigerator before making assumptions.  

 

In example (4), B’s intention to produce irony is to echo some previous assumptions that 

he is always forgetting everything. The irony can be recognised by A as long as she can infer this 

mention from previous assumptions. 

Another important study in this field was conducted by Clark & Gerrig (1984), who 

introduced pretense theory. By saying that their pretense theory is “superior to the mention 

theory of irony proposed by Sperber and Wilson” (Clark & Gerrig, 1984: 121), Clark & Gerrig 
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suggest that to be ironic, “a speaker is pretending to be an injudicious person speaking to an 

uninitiated audience; the speaker intends the addressees of the irony to discover the pretense and 

thereby see his or her attitude toward the speaker, the audience, and the utterance” (ibid). They 

defend Grice against the criticism from Sperber and Wilson (1981) and Jorgenson, et al. (1984), 

thus claim to be expanding Grice's few remarks on irony into a pretense theory of irony. While 

the ironist pretending to be injudicious (rather than echoing something), on the other hand, the 

listener's understanding of an ironic utterance “depends crucially on the common ground he or 

she believes is shared by the ironist and the audience - their mutual beliefs, mutual knowledge, 

and mutual suppositions” (Clark & Gerrig, 1984: 124). This mutual (shared) ground paves the 

way for the recognition of pretending ironist. Currie (2006: 114) offers the following formulation 

to show how irony is pretense: 

 

(i) S speaks to an audience A; 

(ii) in so doing S pretends to be S´, saying something patently uninformed or injudicious to an 

audience A´ which is taken in by the utterance; they should, as part of the pretense, be seen as 

assenting to what is said, or at least as giving it a degree of consideration it does not deserve; 

(iii) where A is intended to understand the pretense in (ii). 

 

A´ does not need to be real, and irony might be uncomprehended, but S´, based on 

pretense theory, “gives voice to an absurd or at least defective thought” (ibid). One of the 

examples they mention is Jonathan Swift’s Modest Proposal, where Swift wants his readers to 

think he is serious, “and indeed, he is taken seriously—for a few pages” (ibid: 125). However, 

later on readers realise that he is pretending to make such a proposal and “less astute readers, not 

privy to their shared understanding, will continue to take it seriously” (ibid). Barbe (1995: 50) 
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offers the following chart in which she outlines the differences between mention theory and 

pretense theory: 

 

The above chart illustrates their similarities and differences at once (those related to this 

study). Both theories are concerned with the subjectivity of the ironist, but each enumerates 

different subjective processes in the use of irony. For mention theory, there is always something 

(a thought, opinion, state of affairs, etc.) to be echoed while for pretense theory, there is always 

somebody (a real one or in the ironist’s mind) to be pretended by the ironist.  

The other approach that in some ways weds the different notions of pretense and mention 

is the Allusional Pretense Theory of Discourse Irony (Kumon-Nakamura, Glucksberg, & Brown, 

1995). This account returns to a speech-act analysis of verbal irony comprehension based upon 

felicity conditions for well-formed speech acts (Gibbs & Colson, 2007: 6). The allusional 

pretense theory claims that ironic remarks have their effects by alluding to a failed expectation. 

This is accomplished by violating pragmatic rules of discourse, usually the maxim of sincerity. 

Such violations simultaneously draw a listener's attention to the failed expectation and express 

the speaker's attitude toward the failed expectation (Kumon-Nakamura et al, 1995: 3), which 

build the allusion and insincerity aspects of irony. Thus, the allusional pretense theory claims that 
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utterances of verbal irony must 1) violate the sincerity felicity condition, and 2) occur in the 

instance of a violation of expectations.  

Kumon-Nakamura et al (1995) borrow an example from a novel (Didbin, 1988: 249) to 

spotlight three cases of what they call discourse irony (aka verbal irony): 

 

Example (5) 

‘Three five one,' the guard repeated slowly. "Third floor. Think you can make it on your own?' 

'Just about, I should think, thank you very much.' 

Her attempt at irony did not make the slightest impression on the man's fatuous complacency. You 

couldn't beat them at their own game, of course. 

 

The bolded utterances in the above caption are all instances of irony described by Kumon-

Nakamura et al (1995) claiming that none of them is accounted for by major theorists of irony 

such as Grice (1975), Jorgensen, Miller, and Sperber (1984), Kreuz and Glucksberg (1989), 

Sperber and Wilson (1981, 1986). The first specified utterance in example (5) is irony is the form 

of insincere question, the second is irony in the form of understatement, and the third one is in the 

form of over-politeness (Kumon-Nakamura et al, 1995). Hence, they replace two concepts with 

what proposed by other theorists in the field. First, the mechanism of allusion, Kumon-Nakamura 

et al (1995: 18) argue, replaces the narrower mechanisms of echoic mention (Sperber & Wilson, 

1981) – where an expression or its meaning is mentioned-, echoic interpretation (Sperber & 

Wilson, 1986) – where irony involves an interpretive relation1 between the ironist's thought and 

the ironist's interpretation of another's thoughts or utterances (ibid: 264), and echoic reminder 

(Kreuz & Glucksberg, 1989) – where the ironic utterance is a way of reminding a listener of a 

failed expectation or norm, which are believed by relevance theorists to be different forms of 

                                                 
1 The relationship between the speaker's thought and attributed thoughts or utterances (Sperber & Wilson, 1995: 

231). 
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echoing. Kumon-Nakamura et al (1995) claim that these three forms are, by definition, special 

cases of allusion. Second, the concept of pragmatic insincerity enables the theory to extend the 

analysis of discourse irony in terms of speech acts other than assertives, thus to cover utterance 

types such as offers, requests, and questions, among others. 

 The last linguistic approach to analysing irony in use, which is going to be discussed here, 

is one of the most recent models in the study of irony. This model in pragmatics is called neo-

Gricean since it is Gricean in nature, but simultaneously tries to distance itself from the Gricean 

model (Horn, 2006). Generally, the neo-Gricean model (cf. Horn, 1984, 1988; Levinson, 1995, 

2000; Atlas, 1989) “revises Grice’s set of maxims in order to reduce redundancy and overlap and 

aims at a more cognitively adequate generalisation” (Jaszczolt, 2010: 362). However, specifically 

in the case of irony, this model (cf. Garmendia 2010, 2011, 2015; Garmendia & Korta, 2007; 

Camp 2012) employs a Gricean approach to solve the problem of Grice’s treatment of ironic 

utterances, and other approaches to irony which are based on speech-act theory (cf. Garmendia & 

Korta, 2007). Garmendia (2010, 2011, 2015) introduces her proposed neo-Gricean model as Asif-

Theory. She maintains that in example (6) “it is common knowledge for A and his audience that 

he does not believe that A is making as if to say that X is a fine friend (Garmendia & Korta, 

2007: 192). 

 

Example (6) 

X, with whom A has been on close terms until now, has betrayed a secret of A’s to a business 

rival. A and his audience both know this. A says X is a fine friend. (Gloss: It is perfectly obvious 

to A and his audience that what A has said or has made as if to say is something he does not 

believe, and the audience knows that A knows that this is obvious to the audience. So, unless A’s 

utterance is entirely pointless, A must be trying to get across some other proposition than the one 

he purports to be putting forward. This must be some obviously related proposition; the most 



 

42 

 

obviously related proposition is the contradictory of the one he purports to be putting forward.) 

(Grice, 1989: 34). 

 

Thus, Garmendia and Korta (2007) criticize Grice for not offering an ironic point, i.e. 

where non-literal utterance is preferred, so “ironic utterances don’t make much sense, if any” 

(ibid: 198). In example (6) the speaker makes as if to convey a proposition (they call it the “asif-

content” of the utterance): 

>ASIF-CONTENT: THAT X IS A FINE FRIEND. (ibid: 196) 

 The speaker is clearly not holding the commitment to this content, but to another 

proposition:  

>IRONIC CONTENT: THAT X IS NOT A FINE FRIEND. (ibid) 

And this is only the beginning of the ironic content, so the complete content is as follows: 

>IRONIC CONTENT: THAT X IS NOT A FINE FRIEND, and THAT A HAS 

BEEN A FOOL BELIEVING IN HIM, and THAT HE SHOULDN’T HAVE 

TRUSTED HIM. (ibid: 197) 

Therefore, according to Garmendia, (2010: 399), the speaker makes as if to convey the 

content of an utterance by making overt the intentional mismatch between her beliefs and that 

content, thereby not committing herself to that content, “in other words, she does not take 

responsibility for believing in its truth” (ibid). 

5. Conclusion 

To conclude this chapter, there are two major strands in the history of irony studies: first, the 

rhetoric/philosophical strand started with Aristotle considering irony as a rhetorical device and 

then broadened in the nineteenth century as a style of life and continued to the twentieth century 
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as an ontological phenomenon which is applicable either in literary or political aspects of life (cf. 

Booth, 1974; Muecke, 1983; Bakhtin, 1986; Rorty, 1989; Hutcheon, 1994). For thinkers of this 

strand, irony is either a rhetorical device (the classical assumption) or a form of existence (the 

[post]romantic assumption). Second, the other strand falls into the scope of linguistics (mostly 

pragmatics) and views irony as a communicative phenomenon (generally a performative act).  

The paradigm shift in the study of language in the twentieth century (e.g. de Saussure, 1916; 

Wittgenstein, 1953; Austin, 1962) deeply influenced this group of thinkers. The nature of the 

studies in this account of irony is a pragmatic research, i.e. looking at irony in the context of 

social interactions (cf. Grice, 1989; Sperber & Wilson, 1995; Clark & Gerrig, 1984; Kumon-

Nakamura et al, 1995; Gibbs & Colson, 2007; Garmendia, 2010, 2011). 

However, there is a vivid connection between the irony as a rhetorical device and the irony as 

a communicative act. All these accounts of irony take three aspects for granted in every case of 

[verbal] irony. They seem to agree that a) the speaker intends to produce irony (intention), b) the 

audience needs to recognise the intention, and c) a and b take place within background (or 

cognitive) knowledge which is shared by both parties. This will be the pivot of our discussion in 

the next chapter where intentionality and conventionality are going to be explored in the use of 

irony. 
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Chapter Three 

Intentionality and Conventionality in the Use of Irony 

 

Irony is essentially, avowedly, and positively elitist: it works 

against common sense, the unrefined intellect and the social 

use of language.  

Colebrook, Irony 

 

1. Introduction 

This study claims that irony gives a unique opportunity to shed some light on the 

dichotomy - intentionality and conventionality - which are not totally linguistic but they affect (at 

least) any kinds of speech act. Thus, this chapter attempts to define irony while it is enumerating 

its distinguishing characteristics as opposed to other non-literal forms of speech. Before entering 

the main part of the discussion, I will briefly point out some methodological challenges a study 

about irony, intention, and convention will undoubtedly face. Then I will clarify and define 

communicative verbal irony. In the central section of this chapter, I will present a descriptive 

script to illustrate the intentional aspect and conventional aspect in the use of irony.  

2. Methodological Challenges 

A study of language in use generally faces a variety of challenges, including but not being 

limited to culture specific lexicon, interactive conventions, methods of data collection, etc. 

Responding to such challenges is usually a big part of a pragmatic study. The main two 

methodological difficulties that I had in this study will be briefly outlined in this part and the 

suggested ways of surmounting them are listed below. 

The main challenge a study of irony encounters is the culture-dependency of the concept 

of irony. This study also deals simultaneously with two other concepts, intention and convention, 
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which can be proved to be culture-bound. Hence, defining each of them is both difficult and 

dependent on a certain language2. Concerning irony, not only linguists practising Natural 

Semantics Metalanguage, but others like Attardo also reiterate that “the study of humor, irony, 

and other playful forms is plagued by definitional problems ... terms such as humor, irony, 

sarcasm, funny, laughable, ridiculous, etc. are folk-categories, with fuzzy boundaries, if any” 

(Attardo, 2001: 166). As for intention, Duranti (2006, 2015) gives us examples of languages (e.g. 

Samoan) in which the Anglo-English concept of intention or to intend is not present. Even in 

Indo-European languages, intention “turns out to be problematic cross-linguistically and cross-

culturally, as demonstrated by the difficulty of translating it into other languages” (Duranti, 2006: 

34). Duranti (1988) and Rosaldo (1982) also claim that individual’s communicative intentions 

reflect a western, white middle class bias about the nature of selfhood and agency. Besides, 

convention is not an exception and it raises two challenges. First, it has appeared to be difficult to 

provide a comprehensive definition for the term, and on the other hand, it depends on local 

cultures. Garrod and Doherty (1994) conduct some experiments to show that “conventions are 

justified because they predict what all member of the community will do in the same situation” 

(1994: 186). Therefore, in order not to fall in the trap of Anglocentrism (as described by 

Goddard, 1998), this study limits its scope to the Anglo-English conception of irony. This study 

will also redefine what it means by intention and convention in the context of what was reviewed 

in chapter one. I need to be cautious in this scope, because there are evidences that show other 

cultures, even western ones, might not be equipped with the same lexicon or mental concepts. To 

illustrate the point, Clyne (1995) claims that Germans use verbal irony only to a very limited 

                                                 
2 Linguists of Natural Semantic Metalanguage (aka NSM, cf. Goddard and Wierzbicka 1994, 2014; Wierzbicka 

1972, 1994; Goddard 1998, 2006, 2008) have shown the issues at stake when a linguist is working with culture 

specific words. NSM is “a decompositional system of meaning representation based on empirically established 

universal primes, i.e. simple indefinable meanings which appear to be present as word-meanings in all languages 

(Goddard, 2010: 459). This approach also sheds light on how words of a language are dependent of that culture. 
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extent, which means the use of irony as, for example, understatement in German is rare. He 

claims that German-speaking children, in comparison with English ones, presumably do not use 

word games and rhymes.  

The other challenge for any study on irony has its roots in the lack of clarity in 

distinguishing what (kind of) irony we are talking about. There are numerous studies where the 

authors tackle some issues in the study of irony while they are not clear which type they are 

talking about (e.g. Gibbs, 2012; Booth, 1974; Haverkate, 1990; Giora, 1995). However, to clarify 

what I mean by irony, here I intend to discuss the case of Gibbs (2012) as an example in details. 

Gibbs (2012) attempts to cast doubt on the long standing assumption that irony “by its 

very nature is a well-wrought art, a deliberate and conscious manipulation of language for 

rhetorical effect” (O’Connor, 1986: 2). In Gibbs (1995), he introduces unintentional irony: "the 

speaker did not intend the utterance to be understood this way" (1995: 189) and then in Gibbs 

(2012), he makes up some examples of irony to prove that “the empirical findings are damaging 

to the claim that all verbal ironic acts are necessarily deliberate” (Gibbs, 2012: 108). 

One of Gibbs’ examples offers scenarios of two incidents with very similar settings (ibid: 

107): 

 

Example (1)  

John and Bill were taking a statistics class together. 

Before the final exam, they decided to cooperate during the test. 

They worked out a system so they could secretly share answers. 

After the exam, John and Bill were really pleased with themselves. 

They thought they were pretty clever for beating the system. 

Later that night, a friend happened to ask them if they ever tried to cheat. 
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John and Bill looked at each other and laughed, and then John said, 

‘‘I would never be involved in any cheating.’’ 

Example (2)  

John and Bill were taking a statistics class together. 

They studied hard together, but John was clearly better prepared than Bill. 

During the exam, Bill panicked and started to copy answers from John. 

John didn’t see Bill do this, and so he didn’t know that he was actually helping Bill. 

John took the school’s honor code very seriously. 

Later that night, a friend happened to ask them if they ever tried to cheat. 

John and Bill looked at each other, and then John said, 

‘‘I would never be involved in any cheating.’’ 

 

Gibbs argues that while both of these situations end in the statement that might be ironic for some 

listeners, example (1) is a case of deliberate and intentional irony, but example (2) is a case of unintentional 

irony. Because in example (1) the speaker intends to produce the irony, whereas the speaker in example (2) 

does not intend to do that and “only the addressees and overhearers see the irony in what the speaker 

actually said” (ibid). 

What Gibbs fails to distinguish is different types of irony. Utsumi (2000) also notices that 

there are some studies (e.g. Gibbs, O’Brien & Doolittle, 1995) which “make a fatal mistake in 

that they confuse situations which cause verbal irony (i.e., situations which make statements 

ironic) with ironic situations or situational irony” (Utsumi, 2000: 1778). The first scenario 

(example 1) is a case of verbal irony which is intentional and it is where a linguist can analyse 

language in use. Nevertheless, example (2), is not a case of verbal irony, but other cases of irony 
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which have been studied in literature for a long time (cf. Colebrook, 2004; Hutcheon, 1994; 

Muecke, 1982; Booth, 1974; Abrams & Harpham, 2005). 

There are many cases in literature which are alike to example (2). Namely, in Sophocles’ 

play Oedipus the King, Oedipus says “I, Oedipus, whom all men call great”. While Oedipus 

himself has other intentions than producing irony, the audience are well aware of his doomed 

destiny. For centuries this type of irony has been called dramatic or tragic irony (Abrams & 

Harpham, 2005: 143). In such a case the audience usually think they are smarter than the 

character, so “the character can be viewed from an almost God-like position where we see her at 

the mercy of the plot or destiny” (Colebrook, 2004: 14). 

Gibbs’ other examples to prove his assumption are not exceptions. In example (3) the 

following scenario is discussed (Gibbs, 2012: 108):  

 

Example (3)  

You learn that your financial advisor has gone bankrupt.  

 

He emphasises that such cases are “internally generated ironies” (ibid: 107) which are not 

typically seen as mere coincidence, but still they are viewed as being related to fate (ibid). 

Returning to the history of liberal arts and literature, such a case is called cosmic irony or irony of 

fate, and it does not provide firm ground to reject the intentionality of a verbal ironic act. This 

type of irony is attributed to “a situation in which a deity, or else fate, is represented as though 

deliberately manipulating events so as to lead the events to false hopes, only to frustrate and 

mock them” (Abrams & Harpham, 2005: 143). One of the well-known examples which is related 

to modern times is the liner called Titanic. It was promoted as being 100% unsinkable; but, the 

ship sank on its maiden voyage, which resulted in the loss of more than 1,500 lives. These types 

of irony might be used by a writer or speaker to narrate something or convey some meaning, but 
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none of them are eligible to be compared with communicative verbal irony, which can be the 

object of a pragmatic study. Therefore, it is a must to define what communicative verbal irony 

means.  

3. Definition of Verbal Irony 

Following the exclusion of non-verbal ironies, we need to provide a sufficient definition 

of verbal irony. First, in order to avoid misunderstandings such as those Gibbs (2012) gave rise 

to, I begin with a simple statement that verbal irony is stated but non-verbal irony is occurred. 

Such a statement seems crucial to limit the borders of verbal irony, and it is a development of 

what Barbe (1995: 3) describes by saying that verbal irony is more language-related and 

situational irony is situation-oriented. However, non-verbal types of irony might be used in 

communication. While they cannot play a performative role, they can report about a state of 

affairs or narrate storylines. All types of irony have been employed by figures of western 

literature (e.g. Jonathan Swift’s Modest Proposal (1729); Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice 

(1813); Samuel Beckett’s The Unnamable (1960); Vladimir Nabokov’s Pale Fire (1962)). 

Nonetheless, communicative verbal irony – which has been perceived to be the topic of different 

branches of modern linguistics - has not been defined properly. 

Thus, this study attributes five essential features to verbal irony and claims that (1) verbal 

irony is stated, i.e. produced by a speaker/writer in the form of a statement whether spoken or 

written. This leads to the other features that (2) it is intended, the speaker intends it, (3) it is 

contextual in a way that I would call aimed at the status quo, (4) every case of verbal irony is an 

example of echoic allusion, and finally, (5) the ironic intention must be recognised by the target 

audience or a secondary audience. These features are necessary for a statement to qualify as 

irony, but they are not sufficient. There are three more attributes of irony which I call sufficient 
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features of irony. First, it is immediate, second, all cases of verbal irony can be modelled as p is 

said but p´ is intended (when p´ is the opposite, overstatement, understatement, hyperbole, 

quotation or jocularity of p), and third, its production and understanding are rooted in the shared 

background (or cognitive) knowledge. 

 The first essential feature is the first distinguishing element in defining irony in the area 

of linguistics. The difference between stated and non-stated irony can be depicted in the contrast 

between examples (3) and (4): 

 

Example (4): 

A is a financial advisor who has gone bankrupt. B is one of A’s clients who is nervous about the 

investments he has made under A’s advice. 

A: It sometimes happens in my profession. 

B: Yeah, it always happens for the best ones in your profession!  

 

Example (3) shows situation-oriented irony, where the incongruity of what was expected 

and what happened are not of a verbal or communicative nature. Example (3) does not qualify for 

a performative act, but it offers a constative statement, which can be true or false (cf. Austin, 

1962). A scholar might want to explore non-verbal types of irony, however, only verbal irony 

deserves pragmatic analysis (cf. Attardo, 2013), especially where, as in this study, ‘irony in use’ 

is the focal point of analysis. 

The second essential feature of irony attests that speaker intends irony. This attribute of 

irony has been discussed vastly and there is relative consensus in the field of linguistics that 

verbal irony is intentional (cf. Hutcheon, 1994; Gibbs, 2000; O’Conner, 1986). In chapter one, 

the Cognitive-philosophical branch of pragmatics was reviewed as an approach which rejects the 

primacy of speaker’s intention in communication. They do not claim that utterances are 
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unintentional, but they argue that pragmatics should consider social and cultural constraints on 

language use as well (cf. Haugh, 2009; Marmaridou, 2000; Verschueren, 1999). However, there 

are some “anti-intentionalist” (Nathan, 1992) scholars in critical or literary studies who are 

influenced by what Wimsatt and Beardsley (1946) named the intentional fallacy3. Although the 

nature of such a discussion is presumably beyond the scope of a pragmatic study, it will be 

addressed in the next section of this chapter. Yet, we can do some reverse engineering to have a 

glimpse at how intention plays role in communication, particularly in the case of irony. Take this 

example: 

 

Example (5): 

A is a financial advisor who has gone bankrupt. B is one of A’s clients who is nervous 

about the investments he has made under A’s advice. 

A: It sometimes happens in my profession. 

B: Yeah, it always happens for the best ones in your profession. 

A: Are you suggesting I’m one of the worst? 

B: No, not at all. I did believe in you. I still can’t understand it. 

A: Yeah. It’s awful. 

 

In example (5), A denies that he has intended an ironic statement and B accepts it for 

some reasons; such as he believes in A’s sincerity. In such a case when the intention to make 

irony is cancelled, the audience usually recognises it unless they lack trust to each other. In other 

words, audience bases their understanding of irony on the speaker’s intention to make one. 

The third essential feature is the contextual nature of verbal irony which is aimed at the 

status quo. It means that irony is produced due to the speaker’s mental stance on (or usually 

                                                 
3 The author’s intention does not necessarily constitute the meaning. 
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against) the status quo. This is a result of what is called ‘failed expectations’ (Kumon-Nakamura 

et al, 1995). The speaker is in a context where prior expectations have not been met, hence, the 

status quo is unexpected (or usually undesirable) for the same reason. In other words, verbal 

irony is a reaction to the undesired or fortuitous status quo which is contrary to the speaker’s 

expectations, and, in addition, either the audience has shared the same expectations, or manages 

to recognise them so that she can understand the ironic statement. 

This feature can help us distinguish parody from verbal irony. Sperber and Wilson (1992) 

note that both parody and irony involve echoic allusion (ibid: 63), however, “roughly speaking, 

parody is to direct quotation what irony is to indirect quotation” (ibid: 62). Parody is similar to 

onomatopoeia, direct reproduction of form or content with some degrees of exaggeration. 

However, communicative irony is used for informing an audience about the properties of an 

original, and for the expression of attitude (ibid: 64; cf. Wilson & Sperber, 2012: 126-7). The 

attitude which is represented in irony is what Kumon-Nakamura et al (1995) describe as a 

response to failed expectation and I will describe them as the attitude or mental stance on (or 

usually against) the status quo. Moreover, in comparison to other forms of figurative language, 

use of irony casts scepticism towards the status quo, against what really is, while metaphor and 

metonymy, for example, are produced based on nearing or distancing conventional domains. For 

instance: 

 

Example (6)           He passed the time happily. (Lakoff, 1993: 14) 

Example (7)           That time of year thou mayst in me behold  

                               When yellow leaves, or none, or few, do hang  

                               Upon those boughs which shake against the cold,  

                               Bare ruin’d choirs, where late the sweet birds sang. (Sheakespeare, sonnet LXXIII) 
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Example (8)           The pen is mightier than the sword 

 

Example (6) and (7) are usually classified as cases of metaphor while, (8) is an example 

of metonymy. First of all, in all of them, without any necessity to refer to the context, the 

figurative speech can be recognised and identified: in (6) the ‘time as motion’ metaphor, in (7) 

the comparison of domains of old age and autumn, and in (8) examples of metonymy like ‘pen’ 

instead of writing/thinking and ‘sword’ instead of fighting/war, can be identified independent of 

the context of use. Here is an example of verbal irony: 

 

Examples (9) 

A is the 80-year-old grandmother of B, a 30-year-old female. B had just run 

up over a curb driving out of a store. 

A: They just built that while you were in the store. 

B: I know. (Attardo, 2013: 52) 

 

In example (9), first of all, the ironic statement “they just built that while you were in the 

store” may not be recognised as an ironic statement unless the context of use is provided. 

Secondly, the status quo is that A has run up over a curb, which is usually not expected in 

driving. Because of failure in prior expectation, there is something wrong in the status quo. Such 

ironic statements permit the speaker to, while casting doubt on what really is, express her 

attitude. This is a distinguishing feature for verbal irony. 

The fourth essential feature is echoic allusion4. Sperber and Wilson (1981, 1995, 2012) 

argue that “irony consists in echoing a thought (e.g. a belief, an intention, a norm-based 

                                                 
4 Echoic allusion, according to Seprber & Wilson (1995: 239), refers to the attitude that the speaker/ironist can 

express with the thought echoed, and the relevance of her utterance might depend largely on this expression of 

attitude. Sometimes, the speaker's attitude is left implicit, to be gathered only from tone of voice, context and other 

paralinguistic clues. 
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expectation) attributed to an individual, a group, or to people in general, and expressing a 

mocking, sceptical or critical attitude to this thought” (Wilson & Sperber, 2012: 125). This 

feature is intertwined with the contextual feature. Due to the status quo, some expectations have 

failed, so the speaker echoes something which signifies that certain expectation. In many cases, 

the ironist is echoing something which (recently) explicitly gave rise to expectations about the 

current status quo (when irony is made). 

 

Example (10) 

A had promised his children to take them biking in the park. He postponed it to this weekend. His 

children told him it would be raining this weekend. But he assured them that “it definitely won’t 

rain on Sunday”. It is Sunday and they are on the way. It started showering. 

Children: It definitely won’t rain! 

 

However, it is not always like example (10), i.e. an ironic utterance is not always an echo 

of what has just been said, but “a variety of utterances are intended and interpreted as more or 

less remote echoes of past utterances, thoughts, received opinions, or accepted norms” 

(Jorgensen, Miller & Sperber, 1984: 114). For example: 

 

Example (11) 

John is a high school math teacher. He has come up with some techniques to teach functions to all 

students. After he does so and notices everybody understands the topic well, he says: Math is very 

difficult, isn’t it? 
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John’s ironic statement is not an echo of an utterance made by students recently, but he is 

echoing an accepted opinion that math is very difficult. He intends to produce such positive 

ironic statement to show that the status quo is not what they expected before, therefore he is 

projecting his attitude towards the status quo. 

Finally, the fifth essential feature of irony is that the ironic intention must be recognised 

by the target audience or (at least) a secondary audience. If it is not recognised, a linguist is not 

able to describe the communicative interaction as ironic. In a radical stance in this regard, Barbe 

(1995: 15) writes: 

Irony is not in the text but is ascribed to the text by hearers during interpretation. It is not a 

property of a text. Texts do not contain irony in the same manner that they have a beginning and 

an end.   

 

It is where Gibbs’ claim (1995) about unintentional irony needs be answered. It is not 

unprecedented in literary criticism to talk about the meaning of a text that has not been intended 

by the author (Dickie & Wilson, 1995; Barthes, 1977). Although it is another story and very far 

from this study, it has been criticised in its own place (Hirsch, 1960; Newton-De Molina, 1975; 

Gibbs, 2000).  

In all the examples above, if any of the hearers in these situations fail to recognise the 

irony, and (hypothetically) we, secondary audience, also cannot discover the ironic statement, 

then there is no irony, at least what we call verbal (communicative) irony. It could not be studied 

in the scope of linguistics unless we began to discuss another concept, for example failed irony. 

Yet, the concept of failed irony (and/or humour) has been studied before (Attardo, 2001; Bell 

2009, 2015), mostly in the context of cross-cultural pragmatics. Based on these studies, irony 
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fails – which means the ironist’s intention is not recognised- due to the failure of one of the 

features listed above, namely lack of shared background or cognitive knowledge. Other scenarios 

are also probable (e.g. in example 5), such as when irony is attributed to speaker by some 

audiences, but speaker admits she hasn’t meant to produce irony and she is sincere. Then it is not 

considered a case of irony (in the scope of communication), but it would be seen as 

misunderstanding. 

Verbal irony as a communicative act holds all the above mentioned essential features. 

However, there are three more features which are not intrinsic of irony but they play important 

roles in every case of verbal irony. The first sufficient feature is immediacy of irony. Verbal 

irony is an immediate communicative act which is bound to the context in which it is stated (cf. 

Katz & Lee, 1993; Giora & Fein, 1999). Irony fails if it cannot lead to the intended act 

simultaneously. In other words, if the hearer does not attribute intention to the speaker in a 

certain context and at a certain time, irony fails. To clarify what I mean, another reference to the 

comparison between irony and metaphor or metonymy would be insightful. Metaphor and 

metonymy reside in the text (see examples 6, 7, and 8). They could be identified and recognised 

out of their context and at any time provided the audience enjoys enough verbal competence. 

However, irony resides in the context of a communication (see example 9). The ironic statement 

would not be identified or recognised out of (or after) the context. There are different studies 

(e.g., Giora & Fein, 1999; Gibbs, 1994; Gibbs, O’Brien, & Doolittle, 1995; Sperber & Wilson, 

1995, for example p. 239) that assume contextual information affects comprehension very early 

following the ironic statement. The significance of this immediacy and dependence on the 

context make any scholar of irony present every example in their studies accompanied with an 

appropriate context. If the context cannot be reproduced, the irony will not be recognised. This 
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contrast between irony and metaphor has been substantiated in Pexman, Ferretti, and Katz 

(2000), where participants took longer to read ironic than metaphoric interpretations of familiar 

metaphors. Within this context, the ironist cannot repair their text when a reader does not/cannot 

understand the irony. 

The second sufficient feature is the scenario that each ironic statement follows: p is said 

but p´ is intended. In classical account of irony (cf. Muecke, 1982; Kierkegaard, 1989) - 

including Grice’s (1989) -, p is the opposite of p´. Numerous texts have been published to present 

evidence against this claim (e.g. Wilson & Sperber, 1992; Gibbs & Colson, 2007; Garmendia, 

2015; Attardo, 2000), and to show p is not always the opposite of p´. Their relation can also be of 

another kind such as overstatement, understatement, quotation or jocularity. 

 

Example (12) 

He: I assume you forgot to buy beer! 

She: I forget everything, don't I?  

  

In no way is “I assume you forgot to buy beer” the opposite of “I forget everything, don’t 

I?” in example (12). She is overstating what he is implying. In other words, she is echoing 

something she perceived as his opinion about her in the form of overstatement. 

The third sufficient feature is background (cognitive) knowledge which is specified by a 

community’s culture. Various accounts of background knowledge have been offered under 

different titles. For example, Schiffer (1972) and Clark and Marshal (1981) elaborate on mutual 

knowledge which is shared between speaker and hearer. This study, nonetheless, tries to depict a 

broader sphere for background knowledge. Hence, Lee (2001: 24) provides a reasonable 
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definition: “common (or background) knowledge is that information which members of a 

particular community assume to be held common by virtue of the fact they have very similar 

background or up-bringing”. Lee (ibid) refers to Plato as the person who talked about this broad 

sense of knowledge as episteme in comparison with doxa –i.e. beliefs (cf. Plato’s dialogues e.g. 

Euthydemus, Charmides, Ion, Gorgias & Protagoras in Plato, 2015). It seems irrelevant since 

both knowledge and beliefs can be common among the members of a community, and the 

difference between these two, in Plato’s opinion, is that episteme means justified true beliefs 

while doxa can be true or false. For one thing, this is not a linguist’s task or capacity to discuss 

whether what a speaker says is part of knowledge or belief. For the other, both knowledge and 

belief can be common and shared in a community, and interestingly, this is something implied 

even in Lee’s definition. In the scope of philosophy, not only Plato but any other figures might 

lecture on the distinction of these concepts, but in pragmatics, all of them are responsible in our 

understanding. It does not matter if a belief might be false, whether false or true, it is a social 

(linguistic) fact (cf. Durkheim, 2014), which means (common) beliefs also have social and 

linguistic manifestations.  

Moreover, when Lee is discussing Plato, he misses another important concept that Plato 

attaches to episteme, which is techne–knowing how to do. Techne is also the ability to explain 

why you are doing what you are doing (cf. Charmides, in Plato, 2015), when one knows his goal 

(ergon), techne guarantees how to accomplish it. Background knowledge, I argue, consists of 

knowledge, beliefs, and also techne. Adding techne to my definition is similar to what Searle 

(1983) does with describing background as a precondition of intentionality. According to Searle, 

background is a system of non-Intentional mental capacities corresponding to the subject's bodily 

skills and know-how (Searle, 1983: 143). Searle (ibid) distinguishes deep background - all 
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background capacities common to all normal human beings - from local background - which is 

specific to a community. Thus, I shall present the definition of background (cognitive) knowledge 

to be a function of knowledge (all know-that), beliefs (believe-that), and know-how of a 

particular community assume to be held common by virtue of the fact they have very similar 

cognitive development. This is caused due to common cognitive developments members of a 

community have been through. Greene, Gerrig, McKoon and Ratcliff (1994) mention three sorts 

of common grounds - community membership, physical co-presence, and linguistic co-presence - 

which are, in my opinion, the causes of this common background knowledge. 

This background knowledge is shared heterogeneously among the members of a 

community and enables them –among other things - to recognise irony (and/or humour). This has 

been studied in the context of cross-cultural pragmatics (Bell, 2009, 2015) where it is shown that 

irony and humour are culture specific. For example, 

 

Example (13) 

Context: My wife and our 18-year-old son Kwan were sitting in the cinema together, waiting for a 

movie to start, when a couple of Kwan’s friends came in, with their girlfriends. One of the friends 

greeted Kwan as follows: 

I like your date.  (Goddard, 2006) 

Example (14) 

Context: In a classroom in a university in Iran, students started saying this utterance to their 

teacher when two third of the class time has passed.  

“khaste nabashid” (roughly glossed as “Don’t be tired” which roughly means “we hope you’re not 

very tired after hard, long work”). They are, in fact, asking the professor to finish the class! 
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Examples (13) and (14) are two cases of irony which are very improbable to be recognised 

without background (cognitive) knowledge of the insiders of that community. Example (13) 

happened in a city in Australia where an 18-year-old is usually expected to be in the cinema with 

his date. This attitude is projected (then recognised) by a person who is equipped with the 

background knowledge, who has had community membership, physical co-presence, and 

linguistic co-presence. An Iranian, for example, even though being competent in English, will 

probably fail to recognise the irony immediately. On the other hand, the ironic statement in (14) 

will not be recognised by an Australian although being a competent Persian speaker, simply 

because she lacks adequate background knowledge. 

4. Intentionality vs Conventionality 

The aim of previous sections was to provide adequate ground for the main claim of this 

study, i.e. to explore intentionality and conventionality in the use of irony. Here I will present a 

descriptive script which offers the thesis claim in a nutshell. Then I will elaborate on each facet 

of the claim based on the premises in previous sections. The descriptive script is as follows: 

 

Speaker intends to produce an ironic statement. It is aimed at the status quo, raised due to some 

failed expectations. By producing irony, Speaker echoes an utterance, a previously (remote) 

imputed thought, opinion or norm. Locutionary is based on conventions (system of language). It is 

recognised in view of contextual knowledge at time t (when irony is produced). The whole process 

cannot happen unless within a shared background knowledge (which is culture specific). 

 

This script provides us with an opportunity to talk about attributes of intentionality and 

attributes of conventionality separately when irony is chosen in communicative settings. Irony, 

due to abovementioned essential and sufficient features, is the suitable area to attempt to analyse 

the dichotomy of intentionality versus conventionality. This study claims that both aspects are at 
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work. First, the intentional aspect of such a speech event is the primary part of the above script. 

I did elaborate on each in the previous section, but to briefly review them: speaker intends to 

produce irony. The irony is in the form of a statement. Speaker’s intention to opt for non-literal 

speech lays in what is really going on, which is not fulfilling prior expectations. Speaker is 

echoing something which has given rise to expectations about the current status quo. By means of 

irony, ironist shows her attitude towards the status quo. Grice (1975: 124) notes that “I cannot say 

something ironically unless what I say is intended to reflect a hostile or derogatory judgment or a 

feeling such as indignation or contempt”. Contrary to what Grice says, although ironist’s attitude 

is critical of the status quo, it is not necessarily based upon a ‘derogatory judgment’ or 

‘indignation’. 

Example (15) 

Andy has taken an exam. He repeatedly tells Tim that he made a mess of it. The day when he goes 

to see what his grade is, Tim is with him. They see that Andy has received an A.               

Tim: You definitely made a mess of it. (Garmendia, 2010: 400) 

 

Example (15) is a case of positive irony. Tim intends to produce an ironic statement 

because of some failed expectations. He sees something wrong (based on prior expectations) in 

the status quo. So, he expresses his attitude by echoing what Andy was repeatedly telling him 

before.  

It is valid to question the above script in terms of the options the speaker (here the ironist) 

has. It can be asked why speaker chooses non-literal speech instead of literal objection or 

criticism of the status quo and failed expectations. The answer is similar to the reasons offered for 

choosing humour in communication. It is used because it “permits the expression of emotion 

without individual discomfort and without unpleasant effects on others” (Vaillant, 2000: 95). 
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Based on Dews, Kaplan, and Winner’s empirical study (1995) on different ironic situations, it is 

confirmed that irony damages the speaker-addressee relationship less than literal criticism does. 

Colston (1997), however, reports that irony is employed, based on his empirical research, to 

enhance condemnation. While it might seem that Colston (1997) is offering some contradictory 

results with Dews, Kaplan, and Winner (1995); they are, in fact, complementary. For example, 

Colston (1997: 25) presents this case as an evidence: 

Example (16) 

If a woman expects her boyfriend to pick her up promptly at 7 p.m., but he does not arrive until 8 

p.m., the woman might say to him, “Thanks for being on time.” 

 

The ironic statement in example (16) is definitely enhancing the condemnation in 

comparison to its literal equivalent, namely “Why are you so late?”, because it is teasing the 

addressee. But, at the same time it is less damaging woman’s stance (and face) in this situation. 

Literal criticism might start a quarrel whereas ironic statement can pose ignorance (injudicious 

pretender) and enhance the speaker’s capacity to condemn the status quo. 

On the other hand, the above script reveals another aspect of the use of irony, i.e. the 

conventional aspect. First of all, in every case of verbal irony, locutionary is rooted in 

conventions (cf. Strawson, 1964). Not only is the ironic statement conventional in this sense, but 

the speaker’s expectations (which lead to ironic statement) also follow the rules of language. 

Conventionality of the locutionary act of a performative utterance involves the rules of syntax of 

the given language (from morphemes to sentences). According to Avramides (1999) - discussed 

in chapter one - there exists a timeless meaning, i.e. “an utterance x (timeless) means that p in a 

community if and only if there prevails in that community a convention to use x in order to s-

mean that p” (1999: 80). Strawson (1964) also writes that “the performance of any speech act 
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involves at least the observance or exploitation of some linguistic conventions” (1964: 442). It 

seems impossible to give an example of irony, or any other forms of speech, which is 

independent of this sense of conventionality. Furthermore, it sounds improbable if somebody 

claims that without some knowledge of conventions of a language – in this sense- verbal 

communication can take place. 

In this regard, Searle (1969: 43-44) criticizes the Gricean account of meaning because it 

fails to illustrate the extent to which rules or conventions are at work on one hand, because “the 

actual elements of natural human languages, such as words, are conventional” (Searle, 2010: 28). 

Moreover, human languages enjoy an internal syntax of conventions. This conventional state of 

human languages, in Searle’s view, distinguishes human intentional states from animal’s and 

“this is a remarkable intellectual advance, because it gives the speaker the capacity to freely 

manipulate the syntactical elements in a way that animals who lack language, but just have 

intentional states, cannot freely manipulate the components of their intentional states” (ibid: 31).  

Irony is dependent on the context in which it seems necessary to be produced. If the irony 

is produced and understood (be successful), cognitive environment at time t is shared between the 

speaker and the audience. Sperber and Wilson (1986) have introduced the idea of cognitive 

environment at time t as part of the articulation of their relevance theory. They define an 

individual’s cognitive environment at time t as the set of assumptions that are manifest to him/her 

at t. An assumption is manifest to an individual at a given time “if and only if he is capable at that 

time of representing it conceptually and accepting that representation as true or probably true. 

Manifest assumptions may differ in their degree of manifestness: the more likely they are to be 

entertained, the more strongly manifest they are” (Sperber & Wilson, 1992: 71). As a result, this 

manifestness is achieved with relevance which depends on the amount of contextual effect vis-à-

vis cognitive effort in processing a piece of information. 
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This concept of cognitive environment or context at time t attempts to describe how 

meaning is made in communication. More specifically, Utsumi (2000) offers a description of this 

environment by appeal to the use of verbal irony. Utsumi (2000) analyses verbal irony and 

introduces ironic environment which includes the speaker’s expectation, an incongruity between 

expectation and reality and the speaker’s negative attitude towards this incongruity. This shared 

knowledge paves the way for the recognition and understanding of irony. Utsumi’s description of 

ironic environment is the closest to what this study means by context at time t (when irony is 

produced). The only difference comes from Utsumi’s willingness to reiterate it in a jargon 

impacted by functional mathematics (ibid: 1783), full of expressions like t0 (when the 

expectations are made), t1 (when the expectation fail), E (expectations), etc. Although Utsumi 

makes his point, I tend to write it in plain English. Hence, the script provided above is written in 

a language understandable for a larger audience. 

Therefore, the second facet of conventional aspect in the use of irony would be the 

necessities of cognitive context at time t. This shows the significance of context at time t which is 

the determinant of conventionality of verbal irony. It is shared when irony is produced, otherwise 

irony will not be recognised and will lead to misunderstanding. In example (1), John says “I 

would never be involved in any cheating”. The cognitive environment at t - which causes John to 

produce this ironic statement – is shared with Bill, but it is not shared with their friend who most 

probably fails to recognise the irony. This characteristic of the use of irony might not be 

categorised in the intentional aspect because the ironist is not responsible for the situation. 

Rather, the situation (the status quo) makes the speaker project her attitude through irony (due to 

all aforementioned factors). 
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The last conventional facet in the use of irony is that producing and understanding irony 

are both determined by a shared background knowledge.  The concept of background knowledge 

was introduced and discussed in the previous section. It is shared among the members of a 

community; therefore, it is intertwined with their culture. Earlier in the section about 

mythological challenges, I offered a few examples of different scholars who argued that irony is 

highly dependent on culture.  

This facet, in fact, covers a wider scope than being valid only for communicative irony. 

Shared background knowledge plays an important role in all forms of communication. Levinson 

(2006: 87) writes that communicative interaction is consisted of three distinct ontological levels: 

the individual level, the interactional level, and socio-cultural level. This socio-cultural level is 

engaged in human communication at variant degrees. Some forms of speech, such as irony, are 

highly contingent on it. Because, first of all, shared background knowledge is responsible for 

making our expectations. Expectations are made in an inter-subjective state among the members 

of a community which is part of the background knowledge (e.g. see examples 13 and 14). 

Secondly, the forms of expressing these expectations and our attitudes towards them are also 

negotiated in an inter-subjective state among the members and it is part of the one’s, so called, 

final vocabulary, i.e.:  

 

All human beings carry about a set of words which they employ to justify their actions, their 

beliefs, and their lives. These are the words in which we formulate praise of our friends and 

contempt for our enemies, our long-term projects, our deepest self-doubts and our highest hopes. 

They are the words in which we tell, sometimes prospectively and sometimes retrospectively, the 

story of our lives. I shall call these words a person's final vocabulary. (Rorty, 1989: 73) 
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The final vocabulary is the capacity one can go, whether using conventionalised forms of 

speech (even conventionalised irony, cf. Muecke, 1982), or novel examples of speech. In other 

words, shared background knowledge is an inter-subjective, culture-specific atmosphere in which 

our expectations about the world and ways of expressing our attitudes towards them by means of 

our final vocabulary are articulated and shared. This is a reason non-Australian cannot produce or 

understand ironic statement in example (13) and the same for non-Iranians in example (14). This 

leads to the fact that coping with failed expectations (where producing irony seems necessary) is 

also part of that internal capacity of members of a community. 

 

In [a] group involving the speakers and the hearers, there evolved certain procedures by which 

they can standardly convey such messages as “Food!”, “Danger!”, “Fire!”, “Rain!”. each of these 

procedures can become conventionalized in the sense that there is a standard accepted procedure 

for doing something, and the procedure has the following two features of conventions. First, 

conventions are more or less arbitrary, in the sense that other procedures would have done just as 

well; but second, once the procedure is adopted, that is once the procedure is generally recognized 

as a convention, then others have the right to expect that when the speaker invokes the convention 

in an utterance, he is following the rules attaching to the convention. (Searle, 2010: 30) 

  

What Searle is suggesting here by ‘standard accepted procedures’ is a description of how 

shared background knowledge works. It does not necessarily mean that speakers of a language 

are entrapped in these procedures. However, they are supposed to observe the conventions to 

make meaning, whether conventions of literal talk or conventions of non-literal speech. To close 

this part, shared background knowledge is subconsciously and heterogeneously shared among the 

members of a community and shapes their expectations, their attitude towards different 

situations, and defines the failure of an expectations. 
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5. Conclusion 

In this chapter, following the discussion of methodological challenges that a researcher in this 

field might face, I explained verbal communicative irony in order to be clear what was supposed 

to be analysed. I defined verbal irony through enumerating five essential features alongside three 

sufficient features. Having considered these features, I presented a script to illustrate the 

intentional aspect vis-à-vis conventional aspect of the use of irony. The intentional aspect 

includes: speaker intends to produce an ironic statement, ironic statement is aimed at the status 

quo, which has seemed necessary due to some failed expectations, so speaker echoes an 

utterance, a previously (remote) imputed thought, opinion or norm that reflects her attitude. The 

conventional aspect, on the other side, consists of a locutionary act which is based on 

conventions (system of language), recognition of irony in view of contextual knowledge at time t 

(when irony is produced), and a culture specific shared background knowledge in which the 

whole process takes place. 
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Conclusion 

 

Irony in the eminent sense directs itself not against the whole given 

actuality of a certain time and situation… it is not this or that 

phenomenon but the totality of existence which it considers sub specie 

ironiae. 

Kierkegaard, The Concept of Irony 

 

It was the thesis main claim that analysing the use of irony gives us the opportunity to shed 

some light on intentionality and conventionality of communicative acts. Thus I tried to review 

theories of irony, intention and convention separately with a view to reaching this goal. Hence, 

the thesis was divided into three chapters. 

Chapter one dealt with defining and describing the dichotomy of intentions and conventions 

in communication. I presented a literature review of how intention is perceived in pragmatics. I 

excluded other probable senses of intentionality and narrowed the concept down to meaning 

intention of the speaker which needs to be recognized by the hearer for the communication to be 

successful. Since the definition of the meaning intention is inadequate for this study, I agreed 

with Mann (2003) and identified the attributes of intention rather than give a straight (though 

insufficient) definition. Later in this chapter, I offered a literature review of linguistic viewpoints 

about conventions in language and communication. To expound conventions, I mentioned 

Strawson (1964), who maintained that the performance of any speech act (including irony) 

involved at least the observance or exploitation of some linguistic conventions. Moreover, what I 

meant by conventions in this study was shown to be close to what Avramides (1999) introduced 

as an utterance timeless meaning, i.e. x means p in a community if and only if there prevails in 

that community a convention to use x in order to s-mean that p. 
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In chapter two, I started with a review of irony from Greek comedy to the present time. I 

discussed the etymology and described the path through which it was used as a figure of speech 

and a rhetorical device. I especially looked at the concept in the context of German romanticism 

where Friedrich Schlegel and Kierkegaard elevated the concept to represent a form of existence. 

Then I shifted to the linguistic study of irony in the twentieth century, with a focus on 

pragmatics. I reviewed four main approaches including the Gricean assumption (Grice, 1975), the 

relevance-theoretic echo-mention approach (Wilson & Sperber 1992, 2012; Sperber & Wilson 

1995, 1998; Wilson 2006), the pretense view (Clark & Gerrig 1984; Recanati 2004, 2007; Currie 

2006), and neo-Gricean analyses (Garmendia 2010, 2011; Camp 2012). I closed this chapter with 

claiming that all these accounts of irony take three aspects for granted in every case of verbal 

irony. They seem to agree that a) the speaker intends to produce irony (intention), b) the audience 

needs to recognise the intention, and c) a and b take place within background (or cognitive) 

knowledge which is shared by both parties. 

In chapter three, I attempted to define verbal communicative irony. To do so, I suggested 

five essential features for irony alongside three sufficient features. The essential features are (1) 

verbal irony is stated, (2) intended, (3) aimed at the status quo, (4) it is an example of echoic 

allusion, and (5) it must be recognised by the target audience or a secondary audience. The 

sufficient features are as verbal irony is (1) immediate, (2) it can be modelled as p is said but p` is 

intended, and (3) its production and understanding are rooted in the shared background (or 

cognitive) knowledge. Thus the definition of each attribute was offered with at least one example. 

Then I reached the final point of the thesis, where I tackled the main goal of the study, i.e. an 

analysis of intentionality and conventionality in the use of irony. Hence, I introduced two aspects 

of each communicative verbal irony: intentional aspect and conventional aspect. 
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On the one hand, the intentional aspect is concerned with the speaker intends to produce 

irony. The irony is in the form of a statement. The speaker’s intention to opt for non-literal 

speech lays in what is really going on, which is not fulfilling prior expectations. The speaker is 

echoing something which has given rise to expectations about the current status quo. By means of 

irony, ironist shows her attitude towards the status quo. 

On the other hand, the conventional aspect deals with the fact that in every case of verbal 

irony, locutionary act is rooted in conventions. Not only is the ironic statement conventional in 

this sense, but the speaker’s expectations (which lead to ironic statement) also follow the rules of 

language. Conventionality of locutionary act of a performative utterance involves the rules of 

syntax of the given language (from morphemes to sentences). Furthermore, the use of irony 

would be the necessities of cognitive context at time t. It is shared when irony is produced, 

otherwise irony will not be recognised and will lead to misunderstanding. In addition, producing 

and understanding irony are both determined by a shared background knowledge. 

To sum up, I put my hypothesis in a nutshell by presenting it as the following script: 

 

Speaker intends to produce an ironic statement. It is aimed at the status quo, raised due to 

some failed expectations. By producing irony, Speaker echoes an utterance, a previously 

(remote) imputed thought, opinion or norm. Locutionary is based on conventions (system 

of language). It is recognised in view of contextual knowledge at time t (when irony is 

produced). The whole process cannot happen unless within a shared background 

knowledge (which is culture specific). 

 

Therefore, while irony is an intentional communicative act initiated by speaker at a certain 

time, ironist’s intention is not the only factor at that moment. Conventions are at work at three 
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phases; first, before ironic intention – in terms of shaping the expectations and conventions of 

language-, second, concurrent with ironic intention – in terms of contextual knowledge and 

knowledge of expectation -, and third, after the ironic intention – in terms of culture specific 

background knowledge which facilitates the understanding and communication. 

This conclusion seems in line with the classical study of irony - what Kierkegaard reaches in 

a philosophical endeavour. Kierkegaard gives a philosophical layer to the intentional aspect of 

irony as he believes “irony is a qualification of subjectivity” (Kierkegaard, 1989: 262). In 

addition, he maintains that “[using irony,] the subject is negatively free … from the constraint in 

which the given actuality holds the subject” (ibid). 

 The terminology he employs is indeed philosophical and highly influenced by German 

Romantic account of irony. Subjectivity and actuality have different connotations in philosophy 

and might be argued not to be consistent with what I presented as intentionality, context and the 

status quo. It is true that a re-reading of Kierkegaard’s and German romantic writings on irony 

was thought-provoking for me in the first place. However, they see irony as a form of existence 

and subjective creation, as they believe that “human creation has the capacity to be ironic: to 

present itself as other than what it is” (Colebrook, 2004: 47). 

This is the main difference between the German romantic account and my account in this 

thesis: they see irony as a form of existence (and mostly Socratic irony), and I have been looking 

at verbal irony in the context of daily communication. They conduct an ontological study on 

irony while I tried to tackle the issue in the scope of pragmatics. Intermingling their account of 

irony with verbal irony is what I warned against as a methodological challenge. 
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This thesis presented a hypothesis on the topic based on the premises of the previous studies. 

It is yet to be the subject of empirical studies to examine my hypothesis in various contexts, 

considering different variants.  
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