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ON SAYI NG VWHAT YOU MEAN
W THOUT MEANI NG WHAT YQU SAY:

Anne Cutl er
Uni versity of Texas at Austin

"Then you shoul d say what you nean", the March Hare went on
"I do", Alice hastily replied; "at least - at |east | nean
what | say - that's the sane thing, you know'.
"Not the sanme thing a bit!" sald the Hatter.

- Lews Carroll, Alice' s Adventures I n Wnderl and.

|f Harry's boss says of him
(1) Harry's a real genius

he may nean what he says; In that case he wll probably say 1t In
a tone of reverence and admration. But he may on the other hand
nean, and wsh to say, quite the opposite, that Harry 1 s anything
but a genius; In this case he can still utter the words of (1),
but he wll express his nmeaning by superinposing a certain Inton-
ation contour which signals to his hearers that the utterance iIs
Intended to be 1ronic. It Is wth such utterances that this paper
deal s: utterances produced In such a way that they express a con-
veyed neaning which is the converse of the literal neani ng.

The main concern of the paper Is wth the characteristics
and distribution of 1ronically uttered sentences. It Is not Inten
ded, for exanple, to investigate the details of the rul es which
apply to produce such cases, or at what point Iin a derivation
they may apply. Nor wll we be concerned wth the specific supra-
segnental correlates of 1rony. In fact, there are no iInvariable
correlates; 1f cues fromthe context are strong enough, no I nton-
ational cues are necessary at all. Wen tw people walk Into an
enpty bar, for exanple, the utterance

(2) Sure 1s |lively here tonight

W Il be understood as ironic regardl ess of the iIntonation used.
At other tines sentences spoken ironically may be 1dentified as
such 1n one or nore of the follow ng ways: (a) the entire sen-
tence or part of It nay be nasalised; (b) the rate of speaking
nay be slowed; (c) exaggerated stress may be applied to one or
nore words - particularly, stressed syllables may be | engthened
in an exaggerated fashion.? Yet again, it is possible in certain
dialects of English to achieve the sane effect by appending the
words "I don't think" (wth heavy stress on don't) to a sentence
uttered wwth ironic intent. Additional i1ntonational cues are op-
tional. Thus (3) conveys the sane neaning as the i1ronic readi ng

of (1):

(3) Harry's a real genius, | don't think
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(Abrief digression wll be nmade here to deal wth the
probl emof witing about a phenonenon whi ch has no conventi onal
witten representation. In identifying the ironically uttered
exanples in this paper, no attenpt wll be nade to represent the
suprasegnental cues to irony, If any, 1 n each case; Instead, a
purely arbitrary convention wll be adopted. Fromthis point on,
an exanple or part of an exanple presented In this typeface, shall
be taken to represent words spoken wth ironic intent, and bear -
Ilng a conveyed neaning at variance wth the literal neaning. Thus
a starred exanple 1dentified by typeface as ironic wll represent
a sentence spoken wth appropriate ironic intonation - It Is al-
ways possible to speak a sentence I n any given nanner - but wth-
out that 1 ntonation producing a conveyed neaning at odds wth the
literal neaning, 1.e. wwth no ironic effect.)

To be uttered ironically, 1.e. to accept a conveyed neani ng
which Is the reverse of Its |iteral neaning, a sentence nust con-
formto the followng restriction: It nust, In the context In
which i1t Is produced, express on its literal reading a desirable
state of affairs; the literal reading nust be approbatory I n tone.
Thus 1ts 1ronical reading nust, obviously, express the converse -
di sappr obat 1 on.

It 1S easy to produce seemng exceptions to this generali s-
ation. Wiat are we to nake, for exanple, of (4), wthits con- -
veyed neaning that Harry is not a sucker at all?

(4) Harrys a real sucker

|t seens perfectly acceptable as an ironic utterance, and easily
I nterpretabl e: the speaker and his audi ence, 1 ntending perhaps to
defraud Harry, have discovered to their dismay that Harry Is not
as gullible as they had hoped. In uttering the sentence ironical -
|y, the speaker 1s taking his audience to task for having previ -
ously held Harry to be a real sucker.

The term "sucker” can hardly be said to be approbatory, so
this sentence would seemto be an exception to the above restri c-
tion. But in fact 1t 1s not an exception at all. Fromthe point
of view of the hypot hesi sed speaker and his audi ence, for Harry
to be a sucker would be an inmmensely desirable state of affairs.
The literal reading of the sentence can therefore be said to be
approbatory wth respect to the context given.

Further, (4) 1s only one of a very large class of such
lronic utterances which consist I1n the speaker's repeati ng back
to his audi ence sonething which the audi ence has previously held,
or said:

(5) Sure Joe you locked the door

(6) At least It won't ran, he says

(7) The cops won't give us any trouble Harryll
handle them

As the tronic tone Indicates, I1n each case things have turned
out ot herw se.
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The exanples so far given illustrate that there are two
clear categories intowhich ironic utterances fall; or, two dis-
tinct types of context In which they can be used. |In one category
| S spontaneous Irony, In which the speaker Is expressing "what he
neans” wth no reference to previous context or conversation; (1)
IS a possible nmenber of this category. The other category nay be
call ed provoked i1rony - the speaker repeats back to his audi ence
somet hi ng whi ch the audi ence has previously said or held, wth
the ironic Iintonation indicating that the previous clalmhas
turned out to be wong. (5)-(7) can only be exanples of pro-
voked 1 rony.

The distinction between spontaneous and provoked irony IS
lnportant for the follow ng reason: although any ironic utterance
can be a nenber of the category provoked irony given the approp-
riate preceding context ((1), for exanple, given an audi ence that
had previously clained in all seriousness that Harry was a real
geni us), the category of spontaneous Irony Is severely |imted
Wth respect to the senmantic characteristics of utterances be-
longing to It - nanely, they nmust be approbatory I n character
on the literal readi ng.

(Qven a sentence wth a literal reading which Is not appro-
batory, therefore, a successfully inposed ironic |Intonation has
the effect of carrying a presupposition wth respect to prior
context - nanely, that 1t has previously been held that this
literal reading represented reality.)

The approbation condition, as originally stated above, held
that a sentence can be uttered iIronically If It expresses on its
literal reading a desirable state of affairs Iin the context In
which It Is produced. In this formthe condition actually hol ds
also for the category of provoked irony. The desirability of the
state of affairs expressed in the literal reading of (4), In the
context inwhich it 1s presuned to have been uttered, has already
been discussed. Simlarly, 1nspection of (5)-(7) reveals that
they, too, satisfy the condition - the only I nagi nabl e contexts
In which they could occur are those in which the |ocking of the
door (or: Joe having told the truth about |ocking the door) , fair
weat her, and the cops not giving any trouble represent in each
case a desirable state of affairs fromthe point of view of the
speaker and/or his audi ence.

| n cases of provoked irony where the literal reading of the
lronic utterance nust be presuned to have been desirable |ess
fromthe point of view of the speaker than fromthat of his aud-
lence, It 1Is doubtful whether "irony" Is any |onger an appropri ate
term (8), for exanple, I1s nore of a sarcastic taunt:

(8) Youd be promoted before me, huh?

Term nol ogy, however, 1s not the point at 1ssue here; the effect
of the superinposed intonation on the relation of literal to con-
veyed neaning Is the sanme as I1n earlier exanples. Simlarly, It
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IS nore of a taunt to repeat back to a person (using the Intona-
tion we call 1ronic) an utterance of his which you, the speaker,
bel i eve to have been insincere or a |1 e:

(9) A How do you feel about Harry?
B. Can't stand him

A:. Oh, sure, you can't stand Harry.

In this case, and in others of this sort, It 1s perhaps
difficult to see Iin what sense the state of affairs represented
In Bs utterance Is desirable fromthe point of view of elther A
or B. It 1s of course in Bs interest that Abelieve It to be a
true statenent. However, It Is also In a general sense desirable
that 1t be true fromthe point of view of both of them since it
s always desirable that the nmaxi ns of conversational behavior be
adhered to 1n any conversation; included in these is that each
speaker be sincere. Apparently, then, 1t Is possible to satisfy
the desirability condition at one renove;, If a previous speaker
has been insincere, 1.e. by definition an undesirable state of
affalrs has proved to obtain - or even If the current speaker
nerely believes such to be the case; after all, It Is possible
that B really can't stand Harry - then the application of ironic
Intonation to a repetition of the Insincere utterance 1S an ac-
ceptable way of renonstrating wth the participant who has
of f ended. °

The category of provoked i1rony, then, Is very |arge: any-
thing previously said or inplied whi ch has since been denonstra-
ted to be false, or which 1s believed by the current speaker to
have been untrue or 1nsincere, may be echoed back wth a success-
fully applied ironic intonation. It Is obvious, though, that
there are certain types of statenent which cannot turn out to be
fal se, and which cannot be uttered insincerely - truisns, for
exanple, and tautologies. It Is not surprising, therefore, that
thay al so cannot accept 1rony:

(10) *A bacholor is an unmarried man
(11) *Two and two make, four

SSmlarly, sentences which do not by thenselves lead us to
expect that their literal reading 1s In any way unchangeabl e can-
not accept 1rony when enbedded Iin a context in which their truth
| S presupposed, for Instance as the conpl enment of a factive verb.
Thus while (12) 1s acceptable, (13) i1s not, although it mght be
expected to have the sane force as (14):

(12) Audin IS a smMnging town
(13) *Bill regrets that Audin IS a swmnging town

(14) Bill regrets that Austin is a boring town

The distinction drawn by Kiparsky and Ki parsky (1970) between
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factive and non-factive predicates Is supported by the finding
that non-factive verbs wll accept an ironic reading of their

sentential conpl ements-*(15) and (16) are equivalent to (17)

and (18) respectively:

(15) Bll fouxd o4 AMdN was a red sungn toan
( 16) Bill thinks Lubbock really smngs

(17) Bill found out Austin was a real boring town
(18) Bill thinks Lubbock is really boring

Not e, however, that it Is not the nere presence of a pre-
supposi tion which precludes an ironic reading of (13) . (19) and
(20), for exanple, presuppose (21) and (22) respectively:

(19) Harry's acting real bright again

(20) Harry's stopped giving those wild, fun parties
(21) Hary has aded red brigt (1.e. dunb) before
(22) Harry used to give wild, fun (1.e. dull) parties

The anbiguity of (20) - between Harry having stopped giVving
parties, and Harry having stopped giving the kind of parties he
used to, though he still gives parties - while it 1Is |Independent
of the occurrence of I1rony, may serve here to Illustrate the
point that a speaker may apply irony to any predicate singly,

W t hout necessarily affecting the rest of the sentence. |In sen-
tences consisting of a sinple subject-predicate relation, such as
(1) and (12), the effect of theirony Iis global; 1in (20), however,
It Is clearly a local effect - the ironic conveyed neani ng rever-
ses only the literal neaning of the underlying constituent "the
parties are wld, fun". Inwhat follows, particularly in the dis-
cussion of the scope of the i1ronic effect i1n conplex sentences,
the treatnent wll be confined for the sake of sinplicity (and
econony of space) to "global” 1rony. In sone cases in which it
Wil be asserted that global 1rony is clearly unacceptable, a
sentence wth 1rony applied locally to one underlying constituent
nay be acceptable. This Is, for exanple, true of questions. Wile
It 1s In general the case that sinple questions (as opposed to
tag questions such as (8) which do not In fact carry the effect

of questions at all) cannot accept an i1ronic readi ng:

(23) *Is Harry a real genius?

It 1S nonethel ess possible to achieve a local ironic effect I1n a
guest | on:
(24) Has Harry stopped giving those wild, fun parties?

The reader Is invited to test this generalisation on |ater cases
In which global 1rony Is said to be unaccept abl e.

Li ke sinple questions, the antecedents of conditionals have
In thenselves no truth value; 1t 1s possibly for this reason that
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t hey, too, cannot be produced wth ironic effect:

(25) *If this Is a real swinging town, we won't stay
here

The typical i1ronic utterance would thus far seemto be a
sinple declarative. Wiether It expresses an affirnative or a
negative proposition is Inmmateri al:

(26) | just love Harry, sure
(27) | don't dislike Harry, oh no

as long as the literal reading (given that we are dealing wth a
nenber of the category of spontaneous Irony) 1S approbatory.

There 1s one further restriction, a consequence of the ap-
probation condition. This condition nmay sonetines be fulfilled by
presupposition, as in (28):

(28) Your friend Is certainly femnine

where 1t Is presupposed that femninity 1s a desirable trait In
the context. Presunably one pol e of the approbati on-derogation
continuumhas 1n this case been set equal to femnine, the other'
to mascul 1 ne, on the nascul i ne-femnine conti nuum which |1ke
approbati on-derogation 1s a scal abl e di nension. Wiat 1 f, however,
a predicate Involves no scalable dinension? Interestingly, an
lronic reading Is In that case unacceptabl e; conpare (28) wth
(29)-(31), 1.e. the gradable polarity nasculine-femnine wth its
di screte counterpart nal e-fenal e:

(29) Thar e Is a mesline caay
( 30) *You fied Is ogtany farde
(31) *Thet sre is a nmHe caay °

bviously, an i1ronic utterance fromthe class of provoked Irony
can I nvol ve a non-gradabl e predi cat e:

(32) Tat qre 1s a red oot yodre weing

woul d be acceptable 1n a context where the hearer had promsed to
wear a red coat but had in fact turned up wearing a coat of a dif-
ferent color. More interesting, though, are apparent violations

of the gradability restriction which are nenbers of the class of
spont aneous 1rony and which turn out to satisfy the condition by
pr esupposi ti on:

(33) Tt e Is a ca yohe gt thae
(34) Sgeés adhe Jaye Maddd

Such utterances clearly presuppose a gradable dinension. Thus (33)
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onits literal reading 1s a comnent about a good (fast, beautiful,
or otherw se desirable) car, while (34) surely nakes use of an un-
spoken di nensi on of bust size. This group of sentences IS CoO-
extensive wth the class which can be spoken wth an appreciative
tone giving just such an expanded approbatory neaning.°

Al t hough sinple declaratives conprise perhaps a ngjority of
| roni c expressions, irony can also occur In conplex sentences.
The question of the scope of I1ts effect - the production of a
conveyed neaning which Is the reverse of the literal neaning - In
conpl ex sentences reveals sone interesting findings. (In the foll-
ow ng di scussion, for purposes of sinplification and thus space-
saving, I1rony shall be taken to refer to spontaneous i1rony. Most
of the exanples given wll be acceptable as provoked Irony given
an appropriate context.)

V¢ have already seen that the literal nmeaning of the ante-
cedent of a conditional cannot be reversed ironically. |f, then,
lronic Intonation 1s applied to a conditional, 1t may be assuned
that only the consequent wll be able to bear a conveyed neani ng
the reverse of the literal nmeaning. This Is Iin fact so, regard-
|l ess of the extension of the ironic Intonation over the sentence.
Thus, (35) and (36) have the sane force wth the Intonation ex-
tended over antecedent and consequent as they woul d have were It
appl1ed to the consequent al one; the scope of the ironic effect
s confined to the consequent.

(35) If Harry did that, he must be a real genius
(36) If the secretar admits she erased the tape on
purpose then her boss will sure be happy

lt Wwll be seen that In any conpl ex sentence of which one
part 1s an acceptable candidate for irony (in the sense that the
restrictions described above are net) while the renmainder Is not,
the scope of the alteration of neaning effect wll be restricted
to the segnent which accepts 1t irrespective of how nuch of the
sentence bears the ironic intonation. Thus Iin (37):

(37) Harry's a real genius to have got into this

the scope of the irony Is restricted to the predication on Harry
whet her that alone or the entire sentence iIs spoken ironically.'

Were there 1s nore than one part of a sentence which could
accept an ironic reading, It wll presumably be Inpossible to
shift or extend the range of application of the 1ronic Intonation
w thout affecting the scope of the ironic effect. (38) and (39)
show that this Is 1 ndeed so:

(38) Harry's the Boy Wonder and Bill's a real genius
(39) Either Harry's been real bright or Susie's had
another of her creative brainwaves
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Both sentential segnents of each of (38) and (39) bear an Ironic-
ally reversed neani ng.

Further 1 nspection of (38) reveals another Interesting
effect of 1rony In conplex sentences. |f only one conjunct -
either one - I1s uttered Iin the ironic manner the sentence be-
cones unacceptabl e (though acceptable If the and Is replaced by
but). The relationship of coomonality which is required If two
sentences are to be conjolned (Lakoff 1971) nay be satisfied or
destroyed by an ironic effect. Wien the conjunction I nvol ves
symmetric and, as in (38) , the coomonality relationship is nerely
a fairly I oose one i1nvolving sone common topic. The common topic
of (38), that of superior performance on the literal read ng and
| nferior perfornmance where both conjuncts are spoken ironically,
IS destroyed 1f only one conjunct bears the Irony.

In sentences conjoined wth symmetric and there is relative
freedomin the application of irony. As in (35)-(37), 1f one con-
junct Is unacceptable as an ironic utterance the scope of the
irony wll be restricted to the other conjunct, regardl ess of how
far the intonation Is extended:

(40) Austin  lies on the Colorado River and it's a
really swinging town

|f the scope of the irony Is restricted to the first conjunct the
second conjunct nay el aborate upon it:

(41) Harry's a real genius and so Is his brother

(42) Austin's a really swinging town and you can
say the sane for Lubbock

- It 1s clear that what 1s said for (?) Lubbock in (42) 1s not
the literal but the conveyed neaning of the first conjunct.

As Lakoff noted, the common topic can be established Iin con-
jolned sentences via presupposition. It 1s possible for the pre-
supposition to be satisfied In such a case by an ironic - convey-
ed - neaning rather than the literal neaning of one of the con-

] unct s:
(43) Audins a redly smngng towmn and | woul dn't
want to live 1 n Lubbock either

Smlarly, where the conmon topic of a sentence conj ol ned
W th but can be established by presupposition, the presupposition
can be satisfied by the ironic read ng:

(44) Austin's a redly smnging town, but you m ght
enjoy San Antoni o

Qven that 1rony can only be applied to approbatory com
nents to yield a derogatory effect, and that the necessary rel a-
tion between but-conjuncts Is one of dissimlarity, It Is apparent
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that a but-conjolned sentence in which irony was to be applied to
one conjunct would require the other conjunct to be approbatory
In neaning I1n order for the relation of dissimlarity to hold
once the 1rony was applied. Thus both the conjuncts woul d be on
their literal reading approbatory in neaning and in the sentence
as a whole on its literal reading no relation of dissimlarity
would hold, 1.e. the sentence woul d be anonmal ous. The sanme Is the
case Wth sentences conjoined wth asymmetric and, i1n which the
rel ation between the conjuncts Is one of cause and effect; If the
cause-effect relation holds between the literal reading of one
conjunct and the i1ronic reading of the other, It cannot hold be-
tween the literal readings of both conjuncts, and the sentence as
a whole would be on its literal Interpretation anonal ous.

As a general rule, such sentences are al so unaccept abl e
wth the ironic intonation Inposed; If the literal reading Is
lnpermssible, 1t cannot be nmanipulated to yield a permssible
Interpretation involving irony. Thus (45), (47), (49) and (51)
are unacceptable, although it mght have been expected that the
nessage they woul d convey woul d have been that of (46), (48), (50)
and (52) respectively:

(45) *George IS a genius and he'll never pass the exam
(46) George 1s a blockhead and he'll never pass the
exam

(47) *BEveryone left Austin and it tuned Into a realy
swinging town

(48) Everyone left Austin and It turned into a really
bori ng town

(49) San Antonio IS a swinging town but Audin s
very  lively

(50) San Antonio is a swnging tow but Austin is dull

(51) *George 1s rich but héds a real genus

(52) CGeorge Is rich but he's a bl ockhead

Wiile this generalisation holds for asymmetric-and sentences
whet her the 1rony Is applied to the first or second conjunct, In
the one case where It I1s applied to the first conjunct of a but-
conj ol ned sentence the 1rony works despite the anonmaly of the
sentence's literal read ng:

(53) Austin Is a swinging town but San Antonio IS
l1vely
(54) Gaoxge Is a red gmius but he's rich

It 1s not 1mMedi ately apparent why this case should be an excep-
tion to the rule.

Qoviously, this brief discussion of the characteristics of
lronic utterances has left many questions unanswered; a |arge num
ber of iInteresting phenonena no doubt renmain to be di scovered. (ne
of the obvious questions nmust be: 1Is irony a uni que phenonenon, or
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are there other international mani pul ati ons possible which w ||
produce a conveyed neaning the reverse of or otherw se at vari -
ance wth the literal neaning of a sentence? The "doubting"” 1 n-
tonation springs to mnd, by which such an utterance as (55):

(55) It's not bad

- uttered wth a falling-rising pitch on the final word - can be
nade to convey the neaning that "it" 1s 1n the opinion of the
speaker not at all good. Are there nore?

FOOTNOTES

1. | amdeeply Indebted to Lauri Karttunen for continued en-
couragenent and critical appreciation of this paper.

2. In addition, the speaker wl| probably adopt a facial expres-
sion which nay take various forns, fromquizzical to sneering.
The fact that this Is an alnost 1 nvariable correl ate does not,
however, Interfere wth utterances spoken wth the I ntonation
descri bed bel ng understood as ironic on the tel ephone.

3. GQice (1968) has used irony as an exanple of a conversati onal
| npl 1 cature belng achieved by the deliberate flouting of the .
conversational nmaxim"Do not say what you believe to be false".
Ch his account It Is required that both speaker and audi ence
know t hat the speaker believes what he says to be fal se, and
Qi1ce assunes that the context nakes this clear. As we have
seen, however, It Is also possible to signal by neans of I n-
tonational cues that one Is saying sonething one believes to
be false. In the particular Instance of the exchange in (9),
this device Is taken even further - speaker A uses the irony
signal 1 n repeating back B s words, thus indicating that he
beli eves that B has uttered a fal sehood.

4. Questions of the scope of I1rony and the extension of Ironic
I ntonation In conplex sentences wll be dealt wth bel ow

5. An effort has been nade here to avoid exanpl es which m ght
conpromse the purity of the gradability restriction - for
| nst ance, those 1 ncorporating proper names ("John sure 1Is
mal e" 1s a tautol ogy, because "John" Is a nane usually given
only to male persons; thus it Is hardly fair to conpare It
wth "John sure 1s nmasculine”), or those in which the non-
gradabl e version 1s unacceptable on grammatical grounds even
on its literal reading ("X sure acts femnine" versus "*X sure
acts fenmale"; "Y iIs just so-0-0 femnine" etc.). | amgrateful
to Don Foss for the canary.

6. In dialects which accept 1t, "I don't think" has an effect
ldentical wth that of 1ronic tone; "That's a car you' ve got
there, | don't think", and "Susie's another Jayne Mansfi el d,
| don't think" are equivalent to (33) and (34) respectively.
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In all cases so far discussed the behavior of "I don't think"
s 1dentical to that of I1ronic Intonation.
/. The limtations of the scope becone even clearer when the
correspondi ng sentences wwth "I don't think" are consi dered.
(37a) Harry's areal genius, | don't think, to have

got us Into this
(37b) Harry's a real genius to have got us Iinto this,
| don't think
The extraposition of "I don't think" In (37b), analogous to
extending 1ronic intonation over the whole sentence I1n (37),
does not alter the scope of the ironic effect.
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