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Hamlet, focusing on identifying the dominant strategies of irony, the mechanisms that
trigger ironic meaning, and the development of an eclectic analytical model grounded
in Leech’s and Rajimwale’s principles. Method: Employing a qualitative descriptive
design, the study examines selected textual excerpts from Hamlet, analyzing the
illocutionary force of ironic utterances through contextual, linguistic, and pragmatic
cues. Results: Analysis reveals that destructive irony—particularly sarcasm,
hyperbole, and litotes — appears far more frequently than constructive irony, serving
Hamlet’s goals of confrontation, suspicion-verification, and social critique.

Destructive and constructive Constructive mechanisms such as satire, pun, and banter occur rarely, functioning

irony mainly to reduce social distance or subtly reform behavior. The findings show that irony

Eclectic analytical model in the play operates as a powerful communicative tool used to reveal deception,
challenge authority, and expose moral corruption. Novelty: This research offers a
synthesized pragmatic model capable of systematically identifying and interpreting
ironic strategies in dramatic and narrative texts, providing a transferable analytical
framework for future literary-pragmatic studies.

INTRODUCTION

Irony has long been recognized as one of the most complex and debated concepts
in linguistic pragmatics, particularly due to its multifaceted nature and its reliance on
contextual interpretation. In literary discourse, irony functions not merely as a stylistic
ornament but as a communicative strategy through which authors encode implicit
meanings, challenge social norms, and construct intricate character dynamics [1].
Shakespeare’s Hamlet stands as a quintessential example in which irony permeates the
dialogue, shaping the psychological depth of characters and advancing the thematic
structure of the play [2]. Pragmatically, irony emerges through the speaker’s intentional
deviation from literal meaning, a phenomenon best understood through frameworks
such as Leech’s Politeness Principle and the Cooperative Principle, both of which
illuminate how violations of conversational maxims generate implicatures. Within
Hamlet, irony becomes a powerful tool for revealing deception, expressing concealed
hostility, and navigating social tension, thereby creating layers of meaning that demand
interpretive engagement from the audience. Despite extensive literary scholarship,
comprehensive pragmatic analyses of irony in the play remain limited, particularly those
that integrate linguistic mechanisms with textual interpretation. This study addresses
that gap by examining the strategies and mechanisms of irony employed in Hamlet and
proposing an eclectic model for analyzing ironic utterances in dramatic and narrative
texts [3], [4], [5].
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RESEARCH METHOD
Irony: A Pragmatic Concept

Right from the beginning, controversy is brewing over the essence of irony and
the way it is approached. Thought of as a semantic concept, irony means the opposite of
what one says and reports as when a person says You have been a great help to a friend
of his known of provoking troubles and troubles [6], [7], [8], [9]. Subsequently, it turns
out that this assumption is misleading; when one, being upset by a sandy weather, says
It seems a little windy in the middle of a strong storm, an utterance which has nothing to
do with oppositeness at all.

According to Leech irony, which is assumed as a superficially nice and insincere
pattern of conduct, should be best analysed by dint of cooperative principle and its
supporting maxims proposed by Grice in tandem with politeness principle [10], [11].
Violation of one or another maxim results in additionally conveyed meaning, including
irony. Seen as an unfaithful principle which is associated with Co-operative and
Politeness principles, irony sacrifices the former to uphold the latter. Served as a channel
through which the speaker can skillfully score off the listener, irony is impolitely biased
with the aim of belittling the addressee or his actions. Expecting no tit-for tat response on
the behalf of the partner, the speaker is launching an implicit attack against the addressee
by fringing the maxim of quality or quantity. A teacher, for instance, wanted to get
relaxed and have a rest after a tiring school day but the children’s noise badly annoyed
him, which prompted him to say That is all I wanted, an ironic utterance equivalent to
“That is exactly what I did not want”, where the speaker does not observe the maxim of
quantity [12], [13]. In this vein, it is worth mentioning that the majority of ironic
expressions cause violation of the quality maxim as in the following exchange between
two friends (A, and B):

A: “I have just borrowed your new bike.

B: Oh, I like that.”( Ibid: 83)

B’s response, here, is ironically evaluated because of his dissatisfaction with A’s
action. In fact, B’s answer can be spelt out as “I don’t like that”. The pragmatic force of
utterance is grounded in the impact that the verbal action brings about so that the listener
can, by utilising the contextual factors surrounding the utterance(s) produced to capture
the speaker’s communicative intent.

Contextual Factors Governing Use of Irony in Hamlet

In order to provide an illustrative account of the pragmatic character of irony in
Shakespeare’s Hamlet, it is necessary to analyze the contextual factors surrounding the
events that take place in this play which prompts Hamlet to issue so many ironic
expressions. Context, Mey contends, contributes substantially to eliminating the weak
possible interpretations of linguistic messages that may accompany the utterance
produced, reducing the ambivalent interpretations to the intended force of irony [14],
[15], [16]. Accordingly, the listener, reader and audiences are entitled to utilize theses
environmental and contextual variables to decipher the linguistic utterances they
encounter. It is worth pointing out that the scope of context of use is not limited because
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it involves physical, social and cognitive [17], [18]. Of these three main components, it is
the third type that has bearing on the issuance and interpretation of ironic expressions in
literary genres since it trades on the shared background knowledge along with the
speaker’s world-view and past experiences of the participants [19], [20].

Concerning the drama under discussion, Hamlet’s father, it has been rumoured,
died of a snake biting him by the ear and pouring deadly poison in it. However, this piece
of news, which was skeptical to, arouses Hamlet’s doubts and it is Hamlet's father’s ghost
who proves the falsity of such a fake tale and informs the prince of the real murder.
Worded differently, Hamlet was told that Claudius, Hamlet’s uncle, in co-operation with
Hamlet’s mother had killed the king to seize the throne and marry his wife, Hamlet’s
mother. Consequently, Hamlet got confused and tries to check what he had suspected in
an attempt to discover the real murderer and to verify the ghost’s story. To do so, Hamlet
has recourse to irony to provoke the accused’s reactions and elicit their responses that
predict their involvement in this terrible crime [21].

In response to Hamlet’s ironic utterances, Claudius did his best to convince
Hamlet of the bogus story regarding his father’s death, which Claudius and Hamlet’s
mother had invented and supported. Similarly, Ophelia, Claudius” daughter, pretended
to love Hamlet, who sensed her false emotions and artificial feelings and made fun of her.
Conspiring with Claudius in this criminal act, Gertrude, Hamlet’s mother, did not decline
to persuade Hamlet of the fraudulent story concerning the king’s murder, but to no avail.
After dissatisfaction with the falsity of all the cover-ups that the key characters in the play
had adopted, Hamlet uses cynical responses to Claudius’, Ophelia’s and Gertrude’s and
others” remarks, explanations, justifications, claims and comments to create in them the
impression that what they argued for or against was nothing but nonsensical, incredible
and baseless arguments. What is more, Hamlet is intent on carrying out his revenge,
sooner or later, upon those who had betrayed his father [22].

Nevertheless, Hamlet’s ironic remarks are not confined to hostile and aggressive
actions only, but they extend to reformatory intentions that aim at creating atmospheres
of friendship, brotherhood and peace. Such remarks, which are mostly directed to the
guilty Claudius, whose concern is the illegal seizure of throne and marriage of the
beautiful Gertrude, are meant to uproot the phenomena of corruption, decay and fraud
in society. Stated differently, Hamlet’s adoption of the irony strategy intends to remove
the masks, so to speak, from the faces of the guilty people involved and uncover the
misdeeds and wrongdoings such as spying and murder committed [23].
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Results
Model of Analysis: An Overview

Characterized by confrontation, denial, negation and opposition, Irony can split
into two main parts as far as its social functions are concerned, viz. constructive irony
and destructive irony. Drawing upon solidarity, intimacy, afflation and comity, the
former type intends to minimize the social distance between the interlocutors and, hence,
it involves pun, banter and parody. In contrast, the latter, which trades on aggression,
offence, bitter criticism and humiliation for the addressee, accommodates satire, sarcasm,
understatement and overstatement [24]. Seen as an effective tool for probing the ironic
expressions and their pragmatic structures, the model that the researcher has adopted
here is an eclectic one mainly synthesized by virtue of Leech and Mey, in tandem with
the researcher’s observations and modifications [25]. Constructed to pinpoint the ironic
forms in literary language, this model is designated to nominate the ironic utterances
used in Shakespeare’s masterpiece of Hamlet. This model is to be discussed in detail in
the adapted model which is diagrammed below.

Irony Classification Diagram

Ironic Expression
(Irony)

VAN

EI ‘

i ‘

=
‘ Constructive Irony ‘ Destructive Irony ‘

AN N

£ £ £ £ £
Pun Banter Parody

£
Sarcasm

Satire Hyperbole

Figure 1. An Eclectic Model of Analysis of Irony (Adapted from Leech (1983 and Mey
(2009) with the researcher’s observations)

Constructive Irony

Underscoring their in-group integration, Hernandez contends that there are some
utterances that involve some advantage for him and vice-versa [26]. Consequently, those
expressions engender some benefit for the addressee, not necessarily material gains but
morally and socially, such as friendship, synergy, co-operation and companionship.
Here, the speaker serves as benevolent, modifying the addressee’s deteriorated conduct
and adjusting what counts as faulty and unacceptable behaviour in light of the social
norms and conventions. Likened to a surgeon’s scalpel, which evokes both pain and cure,
constructive irony is quite common in our daily life and literature as well, since it specifies
the addressee’s follies and implicitly offers the solutions to mend them in terms of ironic
utterances.
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Pun

Described as word play, a pun is defined as words or forms that hold more than
one meaning at the same time (Bussmann,1996: 968). Drawing upon the humorous use of
words that are pronounced similarly but with different meanings, pun exhibits
ambiguity with its tricky nature that cannot be easily disambiguated apart from context.
Worded differently, pun is associated with homonymy and polysemy that lead to more
than one interpretation to emerge and produce dramatic effect on the behalf of the reader
or audience. Drawing upon tricky use of language by means of the stumbling block of
ambiguity, speakers utilize this mechanism of words to engender irony via pun
expression. Accordingly, pun, which is characterized by no negation nor criticism, is a
kind of irony since it has two layers of meaning: literal and intended that emphasizes the
humorous nature of the expression [27], [28]. Here, the addressee is committed to
reconsider what he has mistaken and, then, behave appropriately to decode the intended
meaning. As a case in point, the following utterance is evaluated as pun:

"A young man married is a man that’s marred". (Shakespeare’s All’s well that ends
well).

The ironic force of the line above is signaled by homophonous use of the word
(married), as opposed of single, and (marred), which is synonymous to "damaged or
spoiled" as Hornby affirms [29]. By using irony, the writer implicitly compares between
joy and sorrow with a covert message for youngsters to abandon thinking of early
marriage because the person who is involved with such a task would be heavily
burdened with a great deal of responsibility of running a household. It is worth
mentioning that too young people are willing to be free and don’t like to be held
accountable for a wife and family whose presence requires strict commitment to highly
systematic tasks and regulations ranging from earning a living to children's care and
other inconveniences, so to speak.

Satire

Largely used in written language, satire, though ridiculous, is intended to evoke
reforms and adjustments in form of advices or warnings so as to keep the addressee away
from committing the same mistake again or falling into similar folly and vice [30]. Mainly
employed as a corrective tool, satire, which is evaluated simply as a problem and solution
introduced side by side by the ironist, is found in speeches as a subsidiary topic molded
in literary works, diminishing and derogating the addressee’s faulty conduct. The
teacher, while delivering a lecture, asks his students if they understand the lecture. To his
surprise, one of his good and intelligent responds “ I don’t understand this point” to
receive his ironic response “ I don’t expect you to do so”. Here, the teacher’s well-
intentioned remark anchors in his indirect ironic remark that amounts to a sincere
invitation for further study and knowledge, carrying out satiric irony and, hence, the
utterance is understood as “ I expect you to understand”

Characterized by its missionary force, satire does not inflict harm in the addressee
though it involves ridicule; instead, it implies a guiding proposition so that the person
under attack can abandon any misbehaviour, wrongdoing and misdeeds in favour of a
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more acceptable actions and fruitful deeds. Manifested via the fictional characters’
utterances, satire is concerned with corrigible faults [31].

With the author endeavouring to be wholehearted and well-intentioned, satire indicates
the ethical identity, moral commitment and trustworthiness of the speaker, a quality
pragmatically referred to as ethos.

Banter

As a trope aimed at fostering solidarity and intimacy between close friends,
acquaintances and colleagues, banter is an offensive utterance engendering comity rather
than a blunder. Shielded by impolite forms such as abusive vocative terms, banter is
usually grounded in everyday conversation such as the following greetings:

A. “Here comes trouble!
B. Look what the cat’s brought in!” [32]

In fact, the point of banter is to minimize the social distance between the
participants and, consequently, foster the relationship between them. That is to say, the
offensive utterance, which is indicated by false insults that interlocutors direct to one
another, relies on the mutual understanding of the people involved and, hence, the claims
released by each party should be perceived as wrong and not be mistaken genuine [33].
Banter is viewed as an ironical mechanism, where the hearer’s social image is threatened,
is made by means of humorous (rather than detrimental) intention so as to minimize
distance and maximize the emotional closeness between interlocutors. Put differently, It
is meant to reinforce the partner’s positive face and enhance the recognition that the
hearer’s fellowship is wanted (ibid).

Construed as a two- process reversal of values, banter is pragmatically seen as an
illocution sparking an atmosphere of friendship, intimacy, harmony and genuine
company with the perlocutionary force that impels the participant to form an in-group
solidarity characteristic of racy co-operation and lively love free of tension and hostility.
The two steps involved in this trope are literal and none-literal, with the former not being
taken seriously by the participants because it falls outside the scope of the speaker’s intent
and the latter is the speaker’s real intention of banter that the listener is entitled to
correctly decipher and firmly established. As an untrue and seemingly impolite action,
banter is overtly an offence but indeed this blunder is not designated to underrate the
addressee’s personality or actions. More importantly, banter does violate the quality
maxim because the speaker says something wrong about the addressee with the
implicature that the former means the converse of what he articulates [34]. The speaker’s
intended message of banter can be illustrated in the following utterance, which is said by
a person to a friend who makes a move in chess game that denies benefit to his contender:

A fine friend you are!

which could be paraphrased as follows:

You are a fine friend (face-value)

First step: By which I mean that you are not a fine friend (Irony principle)

Second step: But actually you are my friend, and to show that it may be the case
that I am impolite to you. (Banter Principle).

Academic Journal Research 271



A Pragmatic Analysis of Irony in Shakespeare’s Hamlet: An Overview

Destructive Irony

Following Hernandez, cost-benefit variable does not only operate on positive
outcomes (gains), but it also draws upon the negative results (costs) that the speaker
intends in issuing any verbal act. In this sort of irony, the speaker, who implicitly acts as
malevolent, has some mechanisms at his disposal to make use of in belittling, underrating
and diminishing the addressee’s personality or/and his actions the most important of
which are the ones below which would culminate in out-group segregation. Otherwise
stated, the ironist, here, understates his partner’s social or institutional status in an effort
to elevate his own status and position [35].

Sarcasm

Typified by its wicked intention, irritation, criticism and hostility, sarcasm is the
strongest form of devastating irony that is formulated to insult the addressee, inflicting
emotional, social and psychological harm on the behalf of the listener; for instance, when
saying "they're really on top of things" once talking about a social group who are very
disorganized. Another example concerning sarcasm anchors in the utterance You have
been a great help said by someone to his friend who has just caused a real crisis with the
speaker, an utterance that implicates to convey a quite opposite meaning to what he
announces [20].

Hyperbole

Alternatively called overstatement, hyperbole purports to amplify the effect in the
listener and attract his attention, convincing him of the recommended proposition which
is explicable as emphatic form that invites the addressee to suppress or modify socially
undesired actions and misdeeds [14]. By imputation, Leech concedes that hyperbole
infringes the quality maxim to uphold politeness principle as in It made my blood boil
[17].

In fact, such a trope involves description of an object or action greater than that
denoted by the state of affairs. Additionally the ironic overtone of hyperbole is intended
to first maximize the costs caused by the addressee, and then underrate the listener’s
value or his action(s).

Litotes

Also known as understatement, litotes is also concerned with the description of an
entity, person, object, action, or event that is less than what is denoted by the state of
affairs. The expression “I was not born yesterday”, for example, is seen as litotes when
raised by an experienced teacher as response to a novice who makes incorrect objections
to the former’s logical arguments [19].

Pragmatically speaking, understatement is employed to highlight the converse of
what the speaker states, showing its ironic nature of intentional oppositiveness; a
Footballer of the Year, for instance, once publically said that he has scored very few goals,
but his intention is to draw the audience’s attention to the great number of goals he has
gotten. In support of this claim, Leech argues that litotes disguise a bad account that has
a good interpretation, a claim which brings about hostility and wickedness twoards the
addressee [21].
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Parody

According to Abrams and Harpham, parody

“imitates the serious manner and characteristic features of

a particular literary work or the distinctive style of a particular

author, or the typical stylistic and other features of a serious

literary genre, and deflates the original by applying imitation to

a lowly or comically inappropriate subject”.

Defined as a mimicry form involving criticism, satire casts doubt over the former
speaker’s utterance or text. As a case of intertextuality, parody is intended to exhibit
differences through similarity. Analysts and scholars regard parody as an effective
weapon aimed at psychological damage and social defamation of the addressee. Here,
the speaker saves no effort to indirectly attack his partner by underrating his scientific
and social status. Typified by its echoic overtone realized in repeated forms and
utterances linguists say of a different context from that which involves the original text,
parody is seen as an aggressive act belittling the addressee’s personality, actions,
behaviour, achievements and deeds as in the following exchange [22]:

A:T am really fed up with this washing up.
B: You are fed up! Who do you think’s been doing it all week?

In this exchange, the propositions in the two turns above are first employed
genuinely but ironically in the second.

Discussion
Textual Analysis

In this section, the irony strategies, in conjunction with ironic mechanism, are used
as a model of analysis to identify the pragmatic character of irony in Shakespeare’s
masterpiece of Hamlet which is replete with ironic utterances mostly issued by Hamlet
in his interaction with the other fictional characters involved in the play in question. Due
to the curtailed space, nine situational texts are randomly selected from the drama in
question for analysis. Table 1 illustrates the comprehensive of [rony Mechanisms Across
9 Extracts.

Table 1. Comprehensive Irony Mechanisms Across 9 Extracts

Extract Irony Type (if Explanation / Original Text Extracted
Mechanism(s) stated) (unchanged)
Mentioned
1 parody - sarcasm  destructive Mimicking his mother’s words,
- hyperbole irony Hamlet inaugurates his speech with
(sarcasm) parody as irony mechanism...

Hamlet’s destructive irony in this
excerpt is solidified by
accommodating a sarcasm
mechanism... Hamlet utilizes the
ironic force of hyperbole to maximize
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Extract Irony Type (if Explanation / Original Text Extracted
Mechanism(s) stated) (unchanged)
Mentioned
the tears that roll down the cheek as if
it was a big river...

2 hyperbole - litotes destructive Hamlet’s attack against Ophelia is
- hyperbole irony (implied) indicated by hyperbole mechanism...
(again) - satire + constructive  Hamlet issues another ironic utterance

irony (satire) involving litotes... Hamlet reverts to
hyperbole... Hamlet’s constructive
irony is grounded in the satire
mechanism...

3 parody - banter -  destructive This excerpt begins with a parody
litotes (twice) irony (parody) mechanism of destructive irony...

supported by a banter mechanism...
Additionally, Hamlet’s use of litotes...
another understatement mechanism of
belittling Claudius to a dish...

4 litotes destructive Hamlet skillfully uses an ironic
irony mechanism of litotes... accomplished

in terms of understatement... tries to
reduce this huge man to a grave with
his shameful deeds...

5 litotes - hyperbole destructive Hamlet’s objection anchors in his use
irony of ironic mechanism of litotes...

reinforced by another ironic strategy
of hyperbole... maximizing the ghost’s
human status as genius and ever-
lasting creature...

6 sarcasm - destructive Hamlet first adopts a destructive irony
understatement -  irony of sarcasm... another disappointing
litotes - sarcasm mechanism of understatement...
(again) Hamlet proceeding intensifying his

ironic argument by a litotes
mechanism... by implicates of sarcasm
mechanism...

7 pun - sarcasm constructive A constructive mechanism of pun
irony (pun) +  built up... pun is formulated in the
destructive use of the word “matter’... Later on
(sarcasm) Hamlet supports his ironic argument

by a more devastating mechanism of
sarcasm...

8 litotes - hyperbole destructive Employs litotes... ironic remark is
- sarcasm irony reinforced by hyperbole... the prince

issues a sarcastic act...

9 banter constructive Hamlet adopts banter, Lott affirms, as
irony (in a two-edged sword used to strengthen
function)
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Extract Irony Type (if Explanation / Original Text Extracted
Mechanism(s) stated) (unchanged)
Mentioned

the relationship... and to mock
Polonius’s evaluated description...

CONCLUSION

Fundamental Finding : This study demonstrates that irony in Shakespeare’s
Hamlet functions as a central pragmatic device through which Hamlet interrogates
the circumstances of his father’s death, verifies his suspicions, and communicates
layered meanings that reveal psychological tension and social conflict. The analysis
confirms that destructive irony —particularly hyperbole, litotes, and sarcasm—
dominates the play, whereas constructive mechanisms such as satire, pun, and banter
appear only occasionally and with limited functional impact. Implication : These
findings highlight the significance of pragmatic irony as a methodological lens for
understanding character intention, narrative progression, and thematic construction
in dramatic literature. They also underscore the broader relevance of irony as a
communicative strategy for exposing deception, challenging authority, and shaping
interpersonal dynamics. Limitation : The study is constrained by its focus on selected
textual extracts, which may not capture the full spectrum of ironic expressions across
the entire play, and by relying primarily on one eclectic analytical model. Future
Research : Further studies could expand the corpus to include multiple
Shakespearean tragedies or compare irony across different literary genres, as well as
refine the analytical model by integrating cognitive-pragmatic approaches or corpus-
assisted linguistic methods to enhance generalizability and theoretical robustness.
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