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The perception and interpretation of irony and sarcasm:
How varying levels of common ground affects perception and interpretation of irony and sarcasm
Abstract

This paper will report data showing the importance of common ground between speaker and listener, for the perception and interpretation of irony and sarcasm.  Prior studies (Gibbs, 2000) have used persons to interpret utterances without using common ground shared between speaker and listener as a tool for aiding in interpretation.  Here we offer data that will demonstrates that varying the levels of common ground alters the perception and interpretation of an ironic or sarcastic utterance.

Irony and Sarcasm 

The Greeks possibly first introduced irony and sarcasm to us, making use of irony in early plays.  The word irony can be traced to the Greek word eironeia which was a word used to describe unscrupulous trickery.  The word sarcasm also has Greek roots their word for sarcasm was sarazeinm, which meant to speak bitterly, to tear flesh like dogs (Katz, 2000).  Is it not somewhat ironic that, for all the effort that linguists, psychologists, authors, and the like have devoted to understanding and using irony, no one can define irony (Littman, & Mey 1989)? 

Irony is intimately connected with the expression of a feeling, attitude, or evaluation (Grice 1978). Based on this there’s more to irony and sarcasm than meets the ear. “Sarcasm does not necessarily involve irony, and irony has often no touch of sarcasm… The essence of sarcasm is the intention of giving pain by (ironical or other) bitter words” (Fowler 1965). So when sarcasm does involve irony, it works much the same as irony.  

Common Ground

Two people’s common ground is, in effect, the sum of their mutual, common, or joint knowledge, beliefs, and suppositions (Clark 1996).   This could actually involve more than two people; an entire audience may require a particular level of common ground for interpretation of an utterance.  Persons with less common ground are less likely to have a proper interpretation as intended by the speaker. 

In a study by Kreuz and Link common ground and its effect on comprehension of irony and sarcasm were demonstrated (Kreuz, Link, 2002).  In this study the effects regarding common ground were for comprehension of irony and sarcasm, this was based upon reading time.  Persons with high levels of common ground had shorter reading times this predicted the irony or sarcasm was more easily processed.  Additionally in this study persons with high common ground rated the utterance as more ironic than persons with low common ground.

Using persons to interpret utterances without regard for common ground shared between speaker and listener as a tool for aiding in interpretation could lead to misinterpretation (Gibbs 2000).  In Gibbs study (Gibbs, 2000) students conversations were tape-recorded and later interpreted by other students.  The students interpreting the utterance as ironic were deciding which utterances were ironic and which were not.  Is it possible that lack of common ground between the speakers (on the taped conversations) and the interpreters could cause some irony or sarcasm to go unnoticed?  With low levels of common ground it is possible the interpreters thought these utterances were literal, not ironic or sarcastic.  This study aims to show the amount of common ground available between speaker and listener(s) can lead to different interpretations of the same utterance.

Use of Irony and Sarcasm

Irony and sarcasm are used to portray meanings that differ from the literal meaning of an utterance; many times this can be an opposite or hyperbole (an over exaggeration). This could take the form of saying “Oh great weather!” when there is a downpour, (opposite) or after winning a large jackpot in a raffle saying “Oh I’m a little lucky” when you are obviously very lucky (hyperbole).  There are times when a speaker can intentionally encode sarcasm or irony in an utterance taking advantage of a lack of common ground of some listeners, as a deflector for the utterances true content.  They thereby send their ‘encrypted’ message to a select few who have the necessary common ground for proper interpretation.  This could steer listeners with less or no common ground to interpret this same message in another manner.  

All of this increases the chances for misunderstanding; a listener could interpret a statement intended as ironic as literal.  Why then would a speaker use irony or sarcasm?  There must be some advantage to communication, some goals fulfilled.  These goals could be ways to initiate a conversation, displaying anger in a more socially acceptable way, or talking behind someone’s back (Kreuz, Long, & Church, 1991).    

These goals coupled with the level of common ground are an intricate part of communicating using irony and sarcasm.  A speaker in a room full of people can talk outwardly yet only convey a message to a select few persons.  Consider the following example dialog, which takes place at an office party:

John: “So Hal, have you started the big project?                              (1)

Hal: “Oh yeah.”                                                                   (2)

John: ”Is Corporate (headquarters) behind it.” <smirking>            (3)

Hal: “Like always!”            <with a smirk>                          (4)

John: “Ok then!”                                                                    (5)

At first this may seem like a conversation about a supportive main office, but someone with a high level of common ground would know that John and Hal’s Corporate headquarters is never supportive, so Hal is stating the opposite to accentuate the fact that the home office is never supportive. Imagine at this party Monica, a new employee she has low common ground with Hal and John.  She could overhear this conversation believes her new employer is supportive, or Hal and John could simply use this type of utterance to talk behind her back. Finally Hal’s goal could have been to display anger.   By simply stating “No” (in (4)) Hal couldn’t have conveyed as strong a message.

Ironic or sarcastic utterances have been divided up into four phases (Clark 1996):

1.      Calibration: The participants agree to a shared viewpoint.  This may be thought of as sizing up each other’s common ground. Hal and John do this in (1) &(2)

2.      Delivery: The ironist delivers the utterance to be understood ironically. This is often done with other cues as to lead the listener to understand this is irony, such as facial expression. Hal does this in (4)

3.       Acknowledgement: The participants let each other know the irony was understood.  Hal and John do this in the above example exchanging smirks in (3) and (4).

4.      Closure: The participants signal each other the ironic episode has ended.

In a study by Coates (1992;Clark 1996) 84% of the participants in this study had explicit calibration, all had delivery, 92% had at least one form of acknowledgement (like nodding or smiling), and 84% signaled the closure with a discourse shift marker like “so” or “anyway”.

Experiment

            
Participants  Approximately seventy-five undergraduate students at Oswego State University volunteered to participate in this study.

Materials. Nine different scenarios with three different levels of common ground each and one scenario with one level, which was literal, was used.  The participants would then read a simulated conversation, which ended with an ironic or sarcastic statement. In each scenario the conversation in the scenario was the same, the common ground was manipulated by giving each evaluator (participant) differing levels. This was labeled ‘Your knowledge’ in each scenario. The high common ground version had more relevant knowledge, the moderate common ground version had slightly less, and the low common ground versions had even less.  

The different versions of the scenarios were then combined into packets, each packet containing at least one version of each scenario.  These packets were combined so that each participant saw different levels of each scenario in a different order.  So a participant would only see one version of each scenario either a low, moderate, or high level of common ground. 

The students participating in the study were then asked based on ‘your knowledge’ what their interpretation was; they were given a space for a written answer. Next participants were asked what part of the scenario or ‘your knowledge’ did they base this interpretation.  Participants were then asked to rate on a scale from zero to seven the following:

      How harsh the utterance was. 

o     Zero not harsh at all

o     Seven very harsh

      How funny the utterance was.

o     Zero not funny at all

o     Seven very funny

      How literal the utterance was.

o     Zero exactly literal

o     Seven opposite

      How effective was this method to communicate the message.

o     Zero not effective

o     Seven very effective

After all participants completed the packets, they were told the purpose and hypothesis of this study.

Results
            

            To examine the effect of common ground on the perception and interpretation of irony and sarcasm the ratings of how harsh, how funny, how literal and how effective for the different versions of each scenario were compared in separate ANOVAs. Each scenario was analyzed separately in order to be able to compare the differences in the interpretation of the three levels of common ground.  For example all question fours from scenario two were compared against each other, low levels of common ground against high and moderate, high against moderate and low and moderate against both low and high.  

            The primary difference was in the variation in how persons with different levels of common ground scored how literal an utterance was.  There was a significant difference in six of the nine scenarios.  For those same nine scenarios there were significant differences in four scenarios for differences in both how funny and how harsh the question was ranked. The findings for scenario six will be discussed in this paper, because there were differences in three of the four questions. The entire report is appended at the end of this paper.

            The principal differences observed was “how funny” the utterance was 

F(2,49) = 5.56 p<.05. Participants with higher levels of common ground consistently ranked this comment as more funny.  A Tukey post hoc test was done to determine which groups differed from one another.  Results of the analysis indicate that the high cg (cg = common ground) (M=4.88,SD=1.6) and moderate cg (M=3.69,SD=1.7) low cg (M=2.75,SD=1.8). The effect on participant’s interpretation and perception was such that the higher common ground they had the more funny they ranked the question.

            The ratings of “how harsh” the utterance was also affected by cg in question six, was F(2,49)=15.9 p<.05. Participants with higher levels of common ground consistently ranked this comment as more harsh.  The significant differences were for high cg (M=5.35,SD=1.5), for the moderate cg (M=3.43,SD=2.1) and low cg (M=1.33,SD=2.0).  The effect on participant’s interpretation and perception was such that the higher common ground they had the more harsh they ranked the question.

            For ratings on how literal an utterance rated the primary effect was F(2,4) = 12.48 p<.05. The primary difference was between the high cg and low cg, and between moderate cg and low cg.  The difference between moderate cg and high cg was insignificant.  The significant differences high cg (M=6.12,SD=1.5) moderate cg (M=6.22,SD=1.8) and low cg (M=2.92,SD=2.7).  The high and moderate cg participants ranked the statement as “not” literal (or opposite) while the persons with low common ground ranked this as literal.

Conclusion
            These results demonstrate that a significant difference exists. There was a notable effect in the perception of the ironic or sarcastic utterance with differing levels of common ground.  In the first case for the question how harsh participants with higher cg consistently ranked this statement as funnier; this would indicate that the more the participants involved in a conversation know (i.e. the higher their common ground) the most consistently they found the comment funny.  This result was also found to be consistent with the rating for how harsh a statement was.  The data for how literal the utterance was indicated a slightly different result.  Here participants with a high or moderate level of cg rated this as less literal (or more nearly opposite) from the utterance.  Participants with a lower cg rated this as more literal (not opposite) from the utterance.  This indicates that persons hearing identical utterances are arriving at opposite interpretations based on their common ground. 

            This study shows that there is a relationship between the common ground a person has and their perception and (or) interpretation of irony.  In only two out of nine data sets did the analysis show that there was any variance in the question, was an effective way to communicate a message.  So regardless of common ground persons ranked this consistently with the same effectiveness.
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