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Abstract

This dissertation is intended to examine the similarities and
differences of the use of verbal irony between two divergent
languages: Mandarin Chinese and American English. The study is
devoted to two aspects of irony: the pragma-linguistic forms and
pragmatic strategies in irony realization (or the pragma-linguistic
cues for irony), and the pragmatic functions of irony.

To conduct such a contrastive study, we must solve two
crucial problems beforehand. One is how to identify an utterance
as ironical; the other is how to set up a workable framework for the
contrastive study on the complicated pragmatic phenomenon of
irony.

In the attempt to work out the rationale for the identification
of irony, a review of previous studies on the nature of irony is
provided first. Then in view of these previous accounts, an
integrated view on the nature of irony is formed: irony is a
prototype-based category in that there is no clear-cut line between
ironic and non-ironic utterances; it is generally employed by the
speaker to makeé a critical comment on something or a person; it is
recognizable because the hearer detects a certain incompatibility
embedded in the utterance with the help of available contextual
sources; and the use of irony must achieve at least a particular
pragmatic effect. Given this integrated view on the nature of irony,
a rationale for the identification of irony is proposed. It is held that
the recognition of multi-dimensional incompatibilities is an
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essential factor in the identification of irony, and the determination
of whether an utterance is ironical or not should be based on the
assessment of similarities between the utterance concerned and the
prototype irony instead of identifying the co-existence of all the
distinctive features of irony. The degree of ironicalness is
calculated by a formula involving six values: the degree of
Allusion of an utterance to the speaker’s expectation, the degree of
pragmatic Insincerity, the degree of indirect Expression of negative.
or positive attitude, the degree of context-independent Desirability,
the degree of Manifestness of the speaker’s expectation, and the
degree .of pragmatic Force.

In the effort to set up a framework for the contrastive study,
the dissertation focuses on two issues: the pragma-linguistic forms
and. pragmatic strategies in irony realization, and the ways of
responding to irony. Based on previous studies, a tentative list of
the pragma-linguistic cues for irony is presented and major types
of responses to irony are summarized, serving as the TC (tertium
comparationis) for our contrastive case study.

To ensure the validity of the comparison, we confine our data
to the context of pro and con TV debates. Both Chinese and
English data are drawn from popular pro and con TV discussion
programs, namely Current Affairs Debates from the Phoenix TV
and Crossfire from the CNN. Altogether 139 Chinesé instances of
irony out of 176. Current Afjfairs Debates programs and 150
English instances out of 67 Crossfire programs are identified.

Our analysis of the data consists of two parts: the examination
of the similarities and differences of the pragma-linguistic cues for
irony between two languages and the investigation of the preferred
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Abstract

ways of responding to irony in each language with a view to
exploring the pragmatic functions of irony. The major findings in
our first part of study are: 1) Chinese are particularly good at
exploiting honorifics or marked terms of address to signal their
ironic intention; 2) hyperbole is a favorite rhetorical device for
Americans to realize irony; 3) rhetorical questions seem to be
popular in both languages; 4) Chinese prefer to use innuendo
(sometimes with the manipulation of proverbs) more than
Americans do; and 5) in the use of the strategy of fallacious
reasoning, it seems that Chinese ironists are good at analogical
reasoning while English ironists are skilled in cause-and-effect
reasoning. The major findings in the second part of our study
include the following points: 1) Americans are less hesitant to
counterattack than Chinese, which reveals that Americans attend to
the critical and aggressive function of irony more frequently than
Chinese in the context of formal public debates. 2) There are more
cases of accepting the irony and playing along in American English
data, showing that Americans are good at constructing a
cooperative and playful atmosphere in group settings. It also
indicates that even in the context of public competition, the
humorous effect of irony does not go unnoticed, nor is it hampered
by the dominant critical function. 3) Laughing seems to be a
favored way of response to irony for the Chinese people, who seem
to be aware of the face-saving function and opt to attend to the
amusing function of irony. 4) In choosing not to commit any
reaction to the irony, Chinese tend to keep silent whereas
Americans prefer to change the topic. Finally the possible factors
that resultin these findings are explored from linguistic, cognitive
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and cultural perspectives.

Key words: verbal irony; multi-dimensional incompatibilities;
prototype-based category; ironic cues; pragma-linguistic forms and
pragmatic strategies in irony realization; ways of responding to

irony
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