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Resonating with default  
nonsalient interpretations
A corpus-based study of negative sarcasm

Rachel Giora,* Ari Drucker,* and Ofer Fein**
* Tel Aviv University / ** The Academic College of Tel Aviv Yaffo

Based on natural language use, we examine the contextual environment of some 
negative constructions (e.g., Punctuality is not her forte/best attribute). Previous 
findings show that, as predicted by the view of default nonliteral interpretations, 
such negative constructions are interpreted nonliterally by default: (a) when pre-
sented in isolation, they are interpreted sarcastically and rated as sarcastic com-
pared to affirmative counterparts; (b) when embedded in equally strongly biasing 
contexts, they are processed faster in sarcastically than in literally biasing contexts 
(Giora et al., 2013; Giora, Drucker et al., 2014). Here we test a third prediction 
that, unlike affirmative sarcasm, (c) such negative utterances will convey a sar-
castic interpretation and their natural environment will echo their nonsalient 
(sarcastic) interpretation rather than their salience-based (literal) interpretation 
(Giora et al., 2010, 2013). Findings from 2 corpus-based studies of (Hebrew and 
English) negative constructions lend usage-based support to the view of default 
nonliteral interpretations (Giora et al., 2010, 2013; Giora, Drucker et al., 2014). 
They show that when occurring in natural discourses, such utterances commu-
nicate sarcasm significantly more often than their alternative affirmatives. Their 
neighboring utterances further reflect their nonsalient sarcastic interpretation 
rather than their salience-based nonsarcastic interpretation. 

Introduction: Default nonliteral interpretations

In this paper we are looking at novel nonliteral interpretations derived by default. 
Note that for any interpretation to be favored by default, stimuli must be poten-
tially ambiguous between various interpretations a priori, so that one may be pre-
ferred over the other. Thus, for a nonliteral interpretation to be favored by default, 
utterances must be potentially ambiguous between literal and nonliteral interpre-
tations. The conditions guaranteeing such potential ambiguity are specified in (1) 
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(and are articulated in detail in Giora, Fein, Metuki, & Stern, 2010; Giora, Livnat, 
Fein, Barnea, Zeiman, & Berger, 2013; Giora, Drucker, Fein, & Mendelson, 2014): 

 (1) For utterances to be potentially ambiguous between literal and nonliteral 
interpretations,

  a. familiarity should be avoided, so that coded/salient nonliteral meanings 
will not be involved (e.g., Giora, 1997, 2003); and if negative utterances 
are involved, they should not contain negative polarity items but should 
have an acceptable affirmative counterpart, so that conventionality is 
sieved out;

  b. semantic anomaly or internal incongruity should be avoided, so that non-
literalness would not be prompted by nonliteral cues (Beardsley, 1958; 
Partington, 2011); and

  c. specific and informative contextual information should be avoided, so 
that nonliteral interpretation would not be invited by pragmatic cues 
such as pragmatic incongruity (Grice, 1975) or a nonliterally biasing 
context (Gibbs, 1994, 2002).

According to the view of default nonliteral interpretations (Giora et al., 2010, 2013; 
Giora, Drucker et al., 2014), some constructions, such as those involving low-sa-
lience markers (e.g., “not”, “almost”, rhetorical questions, or “about”), meeting the 
conditions specified in (1), will invite nonliteral interpretations unconditionally. 
For example, constructions such as “X is not Y” (I am not your social worker), “X 
is almost Y” (I am almost your social worker), “What am I, your X?” (What am I, 
your social worker?”) will invite a metaphorical (rather than a definition-based) 
interpretation (as shown by Giora et al., 2010, 2013); constructions such as “X is 
not his/her forte/best attribute” (Supportiveness is not my forte/best attribute), “X 
s/he/is not” (Supportive she is not), “X is not particularly Y” (He is not particularly 
smart), “about as X as Y” (about as bright as sunlit asphalt1) will invite a sarcastic 
(rather than a literal) interpretation (see Giora, Drucker et al., 2014; Giora, Fein, 
Ganzi, Alkeslassy Levi, & Sabah, 2005; Veale, 2012, 2013; on low salience marking 
see, Givoni, Giora, & Bergerbest, 2013).2 

1. We thank Tony Veale for this example (P.C.1.1.14).

2. We view “sarcasm” and “verbal irony” as interchangeable.
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Default sarcastic interpretations

 (2) Predictions
  According to the view of default nonliteral interpretations, such construc-

tions, meeting the conditions for default nonliteral interpretations (1), will 
generate sarcastic interpretations by default. Specifically, they

  a. will be interpreted sarcastically and rated as more sarcastic compared to 
their affirmative counterparts when presented in isolation; and

  b. will be interpreted sarcastically initially, regardless of contextual infor-
mation to the contrary. As a result, they will be processed faster when 
embedded in contexts biasing them toward their nonsalient sarcastic 
interpretation than toward their (equally biased) salience-based (literal) 
interpretation.

  c. When in natural discourse, they will be (i) interpreted sarcastically con-
veying a nonsalient nonliteral interpretation more often than a salience-
based literal interpretation, whereas (ii) their affirmative counterparts 
will convey a salience-based interpretation. Therefore such negative 
constructions (iii) will be echoed by neighboring utterances via their 
nonsalient sarcastic interpretation. 

Findings in Giora et al. (2013) support all three predictions (2a–c) with regard 
to “X s/he is not”. Findings in Giora, Drucker et al. (2014) support the first two 
predictions (2a–b), tested there with regard to “X is not his/her forte/best attri-
bute”. We therefore test here the third set of predictions (2c) with regard to these 
constructions. 

Assuming its default interpretation (demonstrated in Giora, Drucker et al., 
2014), negative sarcasm is expected to behave differently from affirmative sarcasm 
(Giora, 2014). Rather than involving a privileged salience-based literal interpre-
tation initially, as does affirmative sarcasm (Fein, Yeari, & Giora, 2014; Giora, 
Fein, Laadan, Wolfson, Zeituny, Kidron, Kaufman, & Shaham, 2007), the kind 
of negative sarcasm to be discussed here is expected to be interpreted directly; it 
should activate a nonsalient sarcastic interpretation immediately. Note, however, 
that when intended literally, such a negative construction should be interpreted 
indirectly, involving its inappropriate sarcastic interpretation initially, only to be 
revised later on.

Salience-based vs. nonsalient interpretation – A note on terminology

Before moving on to discuss the kind of negative sarcasm examined here, let us 
first clarify the difference between salience-based and nonsalient interpretations. 
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Note that both salience-based and nonsalient interpretations are not salient in that 
they are not coded in the mental lexicon. Instead, they are constructed. However, 
like salience, nonsalience is also a matter of degree. Note that salience acknowl-
edges salient (coded and prominent) and less-salient (coded and less prominent) 
meanings as a function of degree of exposure and prototypicality (Giora, 1997, 
2003); for example, a salient meaning of film would be ‘a movie’; a less-salient 
meaning would be ‘a thin layer’ or a ‘tape’ on which a movie can be recorded. The 
graded notion of salience further acknowledges nonsalient meanings and inter-
pretations. Nonsalient meanings could be meanings of novel stimuli such as a new 
word or collocation. However, nonsalient interpretations must be derived, either 
on the basis of the salient meanings of the utterance components – termed here 
salience-based interpretations – or triggered on the basis of contextual informa-
tion or some sort of internal or semantic incongruity. Given that a salience-based 
interpretation, albeit nonsalient, is based on the salient, coded meanings of the 
utterance components, it is relatively accessible. In contrast, a nonsalient inter-
pretation, the interpretation of e.g., novel sarcastic remarks, novel metaphors, or 
highly familiar idioms intended literally, is removed from the salient meanings of 
the components of the collocation or utterance. As a result, it is harder to derive 
(Giora et al., 2007; Fein et al., 2014). 

Importantly, according to the graded salience hypothesis (Giora, 1997, 2003), 
degree of salience and nonsalience and ease of processing are insensitive to degree 
of (non)literalness. For illustration, consider the following examples (3)–(6) (tak-
en from Colston & Gibbs, 2002):

 (3) This one’s really sharp (said of a pair of scissors that would cut anything).

 (4) This one’s really sharp (said of a pair of scissors that wouldn’t cut anything).

 (5) This one’s really sharp (said of a brilliant student).

 (6) This one’s really sharp (said of a stupid student). 

The example in (3) activates a salience-based (noncoded) literal interpretation; 
it is based on the salient (coded and prominent) literal meaning (‘razor-edged’) 
of sharp. The example in (4) conveys a nonsalient (noncoded) sarcastic interpre-
tation (‘blunt’) of sharp, which is removed from the salient literal (‘razor-edged’) 
meaning of the keyword and hence from the salience-based literal interpretation 
of the utterance. Example (5) conveys a salience-based metaphorically intended 
interpretation, since it is based on the salient (coded and prominent) metaphorical 
(‘smart’) meaning of sharp. Example (6), however, conveys a nonsalient sarcasti-
cally intended interpretation (‘dumb’) – an interpretation removed from the sa-
lient metaphorical (‘smart’) meaning of sharp and hence from the salience-based 
metaphorical interpretation of the utterance.
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Research shows that constructing the nonsalient sarcastic interpretation of 
affirmative utterances such as (4) and (6) involves their salience-based, incom-
patible interpretation initially. In contrast, the negative utterances examined 
here, such as Punctuality is not her forte, Punctuality is not her most prominent 
feature, are interpreted sarcastically directly, without having to go through a sa-
lience-based literal interpretation first (as shown by Giora et al., 2013; Giora, 
Drucker et al., 2014). 

Affirmative sarcasm – On the priority of salience-based interpretations

Indeed, reviewing the way affirmative sarcasm (e.g., (4) and (6) above) is inter-
preted indicates that it differs from what is predicted for the negative construc-
tions examined here. For instance, when presented outside of a specific context, 
non-conventionalized affirmative utterances, involving no semantic anomaly or 
any internal incongruity, were rated as conveying a salience-based (here, literal) 
interpretation; their negative counterparts, however, were rated as sarcastic (see 
Giora, Drucker et al., 2014). Affirmative utterances may, however, be interpreted 
sarcastically when presented in a context supportive of this interpretation. How-
ever, most of the studies looking into the processing of such affirmative sarcasm 
show, instead, that, as predicted by the graded salience hypothesis (Giora, 2003; 
Giora et al., 2007), noncoded salience-based contextually incompatible interpre-
tations become available initially; nonsalient sarcastic interpretations, however, do 
not.3 This has been demonstrated by using various methodologies, ranging from 
exploring spoken natural language, which attests to the involvement of incompat-
ible salience-based interpretation in sarcastic irony interpretation (e.g., Eisterhold, 
Attardo, & Boxer, 2006; Giora & Gur, 2003; Kotthoff, 2003), to reading times and 
response times (Colston & Gibbs, 2002; Fein et al., 2014; Gibbs, 1986b; Giora & 
Fein, 1999; Giora et al., 2007; see also Akimoto, Miyazawa, & Muramoto, 2012 
for intentional irony), to moving windows (e.g., Ivanko & Pexman, 2003, Exp. 3;  
Pexman, Ferretti & Katz, 2000), eye tracking (e.g., Filik, Leuthold, Wallington, 
& Page, 2014; Filik & Moxey, 2010), ERPs (Filik et al., 2014), brain imaging (e.g., 
Eviatar & Just, 2006), and brain damage (Giora, Zaidel, Soroker, Batori, & Kasher, 
2000). 

3. The exception here is Gibbs’ (1986a) where indirect requests (Sure is nice and warm in here) 
were understood faster when intended sarcastically (as a request to close the windows in a 
freezing room) than when intended literally (as complimenting a host the warmth of the place). 
For a reinterpretation of Gibbs (1986b), see Giora (1995).
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The temporal priority of (incompatible) salience-based interpretations over 
(compatible) nonsalient sarcastic alternatives has been demonstrated even when 
targets’ contextual information was highly and sometimes even explicitly sup-
portive of a sarcastic interpretation (e.g., Katz & Pexman, 1997; Fein et al., 2014; 
Giora, Fein, Kaufman, Eisenberg, & Erez, 2009; Giora et al., 2007; Fein et al., 2014; 
Pexman et al., 2000; Pexman & Olineck, 2002; for a review, see Giora, 2014). No 
wonder their neighboring utterances in natural discourses resonate with this more 
available interpretation (see Giora, Raphaely, Fein, & Livnat, 2014). Our present 
studies, however, aim to show that a reverse pattern of results will be obtained for 
the negative utterances examined here (see also Giora et al., 2013). As shown by 
Giora et al. (2013) and Giora, Drucker et al. (2014), such negative constructions 
are interpreted and rated as sarcastic by default and are processed faster in con-
texts biasing them toward their sarcastic than toward their equally strongly biased 
salience-based interpretation. Here we will show that unlike affirmative sarcasm, 
when studied in corpora, such negative constructions are echoed by neighboring 
utterances via their default albeit nonsalient sarcastic interpretation rather than 
by their salience-based interpretation.

Negative sarcasm – On the priority of nonsalient interpretations

Consider the following examples, which instantiate “X is not her forte” construc-
tions (7)–(8) and “X is not her best attribute” constructions (9)–(10), interpretable 
either sarcastically (7), (9) or literally (8), (10) (target constructions in boldface; 
interpretations in italics, for convenience):

 (7) The Columnist picked 30 good names for the article, but his comments were 
lame. Yeah … humor is not his forte.  (hodyYanksFan, 2005)

 (8) This is officially the first Powerpuff Girl story I ever wrote. I wrote it in 2000 
shortly after I started watching the show. I found it recently and now I am 
sharing it with you fantabulous readers. I don’t know if this is considered 
funny, because writing humor is not my forte, but I hope you get a chuckle 
or two out of this. Anyway, please R&R!  (Rose, 2003)

 (9) Alas, humor was not her strongest point, and today this faux-romp looks 
strained and moribund. 

 (10) Humor is not her plus point but she has always made us laugh with her 
gimmicks.

In examples (7), (9), the discourses feature a negative statement (Humor is not 
his forte; humor was not her strongest point), which conveys a nonliteral, sarcastic 
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interpretation, suggesting an opposite or an attenuated opposite of what is ne-
gated4 (‘Rather than being humorous, “his comments were lame”’; ‘Rather than 
being funny, “this faux-romp looks strained and moribund’”). In examples (8), 
(10), however, rather than a contrastive reading of the negated concepts, similar 
negative statements (writing humor is not my forte; Humor is not her plus point), 
convey a literal, mitigated interpretation of the concept of humor (“I hope you get 
a chuckle or two out of this”; “she has always made us laugh with her gimmicks”).

Negative constructions such as those tested here, then, are susceptible to 
both nonliteral and literal interpretations. Based on natural data, however, we 
will adduce evidence showing that it is the nonsalient sarcastic interpretation that 
prevails.

Corpus-based studies – Default sarcastic interpretation

If negative constructions such as “X is not her forte” and “X is not her best attri-
bute” generate nonliteral interpretations by default (as shown by Giora, Drucker 
et al., 2014), discoursal instances of such constructions, potentially ambiguous 
between literal and nonliteral interpretations,

i. should communicate sarcastic interpretations more frequently than sa-
lience-based (here literal) ones; 

ii. should communicate sarcastic interpretations more frequently than their af-
firmative counterparts, which should be primarily viewed as literal; and

iii. their neighboring utterances should resonate with their nonsalient sarcastic 
rather than salience-based literal interpretation (as shown by Giora et al., 
2010, 2013). 

According to Du Bois (2014), discoursal “resonance” relates to “the activation 
of affinities across utterances”. Among other things, this means that neighboring 
statements, either preceding (as proposed by Giora, 2007) or following a given 
utterance, echo or relate to that utterance’s interpretation, thereby reflecting acti-
vated correspondences across utterances. 

Previous studies, looking into the environment of affirmative sarcasm, show 
that the neighboring utterances of such remarks resonate with their salience-based 
interpretation. For instance, findings of an hour’s conversation among Israe-
li friends showed that 75% of such sarcastic remarks were referred to via their  

4. On sarcasm or verbal irony denoting an opposite or a near opposite of what is said, see 
Giora (1995). On negative sarcasm as a form of understatement, see Giora et al. (2005).
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salience-based (often) literal interpretation, despite its contextual inappropriate-
ness (Giora & Gur, 2003; see also Giora, 2003). Similarly, findings in Kotthoff (2003) 
showed that affirmative sarcastic utterances, exchanged among German friends, 
were also referred to via their salience-based interpretation. This has also been 
shown to be true of written discourses, when the self-same writers resonated with 
their own affirmative sarcastic remarks via their salience-based interpretations 
(Giora, Raphaely et al., 2014). These findings, then, suggest that, like compre-
henders (Giora et al., 2007; Giora, 2011a), producers (of both written and spoken 
discourse) activate contextually inappropriate but salience-based interpretations 
of affirmative sarcasm, as would be predicted by the Graded Salience Hypothesis 
(Giora, 2003).5

However, the view of default nonliteral interpretations (Giora et al., 2010, 
2013; Giora, Drucker et al., 2014) has different predictions with regard to the way 
neighboring utterances of the negative constructions under scrutiny here will 
relate to their interpretations. In contrast to affirmative sarcastic utterances, the 
negative constructions are expected to be referred to via their sarcastic albeit non-
salient interpretation (see examples (5)–(8) above).

In what follows, then, the distribution of nonsalient vs. salience-based inter-
pretations of negative and affirmative constructions will be examined (Study 1). 
How selectively the environment of such negative constructions resonates with 
their potentially ambiguous interpretation will be also investigated (Study 2). 

Study 1

In Study 1 we test the first two predictions concerning the usage of such con-
structions. Specifically, (i) constructions such as “X is not her forte” and “X is 
not her best attribute” will be used sarcastically, conveying their nonsalient sar-
castic interpretation more often than their salience-based literal interpretation. 
In contrast, (ii) their affirmative versions will be used literally, conveying their 
salience-based interpretation. To provide such evidence, we set out to study the 
various interpretations of the first approx. 150 occurrences of such negative and 
affirmative constructions in Hebrew and English, carrying out a Google search. 
On the basis of the contextual environment of these constructions, four judges 
whose expertise is sarcasm interpretation (including two of the authors, one of 
whom wasn’t originally a prospective author) decided whether each utterance was 

5. On production and comprehension sharing similar processes, see Pickering & Garrod 
(2013) and references therein; on speakers and comprehenders mirroring each other’s neural 
activities while interacting, see Hasson, Avidan, Gelbard, Vallines, Harel, Minshew, & Behrmann 
(2009); Stephens, Silbert, & Hasson (2010); see also Giora (2011b).
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used sarcastically, or literally, or was unclear (given the paucity of the context). 
In addition to unclear cases, repetitions were also excluded (all in all 799 cases). 
Agreement between judges was very high overall (96%), and all differences were 
resolved after a discussion. 

As demonstrated by Table 1, looking at 141 naturally occurring negative ut-
terances, such as Patience is not her forte/most pronounced characteristic, reveals 
that, as predicted, most of them (90%) were intended sarcastically; by contrast, 
most of the 155 (approx. 97%) affirmative counterparts examined, were intended 
literally.

Findings based on natural uses of negative constructions (Humor is not my 
forte/best attribute) and affirmative counterparts (Humor is my forte/best attri-
bute), both in Hebrew and English, then, support the view that such constructions 
invite nonsalient nonliteral interpretations by default. They show that (i) the de-
fault interpretation of such constructions is sarcastic. They further show that such 
constructions communicate sarcastic interpretations more frequently than their 
affirmative counterparts, which communicate a salience-based literal interpreta-
tion. (For similar results with regard to another negative construction – “X s/he is 
not”, see also Giora et al., 2013).

Table 1. Distribution of sarcastic and literal interpretations in negative and affirmative 
utterances (in Hebrew and English)

Forte constructions Sarcastic Literal Total

Patience is not his/her/my forte (Hebrew)  17   0  17
Patience is his/her/my forte (Hebrew)   0   4   4
English is not his/her/my forte (Hebrew)  16   5  21
English is his/her/my forte (Hebrew)   0   9   9
Humor is not his/her/my forte (Hebrew)  13   0  13
Humor is his/her/my forte (Hebrew)   0  11  11
Patience is not his/her/my forte (English)  28   1  29
Patience is his/her/my forte (English)   0  22  22
French is not his/her/my forte (English)  12   0  12
French is his/her/my forte (English)   0   8   8
Humor is not his/her/my forte (English)  31   4  35
Humor is his/her/my forte (English)   0  72  72

Most prominent characteristic

X is not his/her/my most prominent characteristic (Hebrew)  10   4  14
X is his/her/my most prominent characteristic (Hebrew)   4  25  29

Total

Negative 127  14 141
Affirmative   4 151 155
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Study 2

In Study 2 we test the prediction that (iii) the contextual environment of the neg-
ative utterances (“X is not her forte/most impressive quality”), which were shown 
to trigger a sarcastic interpretation (see Study 1), will resonate with their nonsa-
lient sarcastic interpretation (11) rather than with their salience-based literal in-
terpretation (12). This should be true of utterances’ prior and late context (target 
utterances in bold; resonating utterances in italics, for convenience):

 (11) “I am fast. To give you a reference point, I am somewhere between a snake 
and a mongoose. And a panther.” – Dwight Schrute, The Office.

  Patience is not my forte. I like to get things done yesterday, and it’s in my 
nature to want to get everywhere as fast as humanly possible. My attitude 
toward my debt is no different. I’m in a hurry, so heaven help anything that 
gets in my way!6

 (12) A lot of people do something like this by sending their dog to his bed to calm 
down and wait, and it does teach them patience. I do not know how young you 
can start with that length of time – Capri was about 5 months when I started 
with her with decent results (though she is a different dog, and patience is not 
her forte).  (Melbrod, 2010)

In (11), features denoting the opposite of patience reverberate in the given con-
text of the target utterance (I like to get things done yesterday; as fast as humanly 
possible; in a hurry). In (12), affinities with patience are activated (calm down and 
wait; patience). 

The same three expert judges from Study 1 (educated in discourse resonance) 
examined the contexts of 127 such naturally occurring instances. Agreement be-
tween judges was high (89%) and all disagreements were resolved after a discus-
sion. Findings show that, in 83 cases, the environment of the negative targets in 
question resonates either with their nonsalient sarcastic interpretation or with 
their salience-based literal interpretation. However, as predicted by the view of 
default nonliteral interpretations, the environment of 73 out of these 83 cases 
(88%) resonates only with their nonsalient sarcastic interpretation; while in only 
10 cases (12%) does it resonate with the salience-based literal interpretation only. 
Thus, for each of the items examined (Patience is not his forte; Humor is not her 
forte) and other such constructions with different concepts (Charm is not his most 
endearing quality), resonance with the nonsalient sarcastic interpretation is the 
norm, as an exact binominal probability test shows (see Table 2). Of the other 

6. http://bsindebt.com/en/Page-9
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44 cases, the environment of 35 utterances reflects both their sarcastic and lit-
eral interpretation, while in 9 cases the environment does not reflect any of the 
interpretations.

Evidence of the frequency of contextual resonance with the nonsalient sar-
castic interpretation of such negative utterances, then, provides support for the 
view that such negative utterances communicate a low-salience sarcastic reading 
by default. 

Discussion

In this article we weigh nonsalient sarcastic interpretations against salience-based 
literal interpretations. We examine negative utterances of the form “X is not her/
his forte” and “X is not her/his most prominent characteristic”. Results from two 
corpus-based studies lend support to the view of default nonliteral interpretations 
(Giora et al., 2010, 2013; Giora, Drucker et al., 2014). They show that negative con-
structions of the kind tested here are interpreted sarcastically by default.

For any utterance to convey a nonliteral interpretation by default, it has to 
meet the conditions for default nonliteral interpretations. These conditions guar-
antee that utterances are ambiguous between literal and nonliteral interpretations 

Table 2. Distribution of different types of resonance in the environment of negative 
utterances in Hebrew and English and results of exact binominal probability test for the 
superiority of sarcastic resonance

Forte/most prominent characteristic 
constructions

Only 
sarcastic

Only 
literal

Both None Total p-values

Patience is not my/our/his/her forte 
(Hebrew)

 7  3  6 1  17 p = .17

English is not my/our/his/her forte 
(Hebrew)

13  1  2 0  16 p < .001

Humor is not my/our/his/her forte 
(Hebrew)

 9  0  2 2  13 p < .005

Patience is not my/our/his/her forte 
(English)

15  4  9 0  28 p < .01

French is not my/our/his/her forte 
(English)

 7  0  3 2  12 p < .01

Humor is not my/our/his/her forte 
(English)

15  2 11 3  31 p < .005

X is not my/our/his/her most prominent 
characteristic (Hebrew)

 7  0  2 1  10 p < .01

Total 73 10 35 9 127 p < .0001



© 2014. John Benjamins Publishing Company
All rights reserved

14 Rachel Giora, Ari Drucker, and Ofer Fein

a priori so that a preference of one over the other is permissible. To maintain such 
an ambiguity, utterances have to be novel and free of both utterance internal and 
external cues known to invite nonliteralness. They should thus be

a. unfamiliar so that salient, coded nonliteral meanings of expressions and col-
locations may not be involved; 

b. free of semantic anomaly or any kind of internal incongruity (known to trigger 
nonliteralness), so that both literal and nonliteral interpretations may be al-
lowed; and 

c. presented outside of a biasing context so that any pragmatic incongruity or 
supportive information, including explicit marking (e.g. metaphorically/
sarcastically speaking, literally, pun intended; gee, gosh), intonation, prosodic 
cues, or nonverbal cues (e.g., facial expressions, gestures) may neither invite 
nor disinvite a specific interpretation. 

The view of default nonliteral interpretations predicts that under such conditions, 
some negative constructions, such as tested here, will be (i) rated and interpreted 
sarcastically when presented in isolation, and (ii) will be processed faster in con-
texts biasing their interpretation toward their nonsalient sarcastic interpretation 
than toward their salience-based literal interpretation. (iii) When occurring in 
natural discourse, (a) they will convey a nonsalient sarcastic interpretation more 
often than a salience-based literal interpretation and (b) more often than their 
affirmative versions, which will convey a salience-based (here literal) interpreta-
tion. Furthermore, (c) their contextual environment will align with their sarcastic 
interpretation rather than with their literal alternative.

Giora, Drucker et al. (2014) tested the first two predictions (i–ii) with regard 
to the constructions examined here. To test predictions (iii a–c), Studies 1–2 here 
were designed. Results support the view of default nonliteral interpretations. They 
demonstrate that, when in a natural environment, these negative utterances (e.g., 
Punctuality is not his forte; Humor is not my best attribute) convey their nonsalient 
sarcastic interpretation more often than their salience-based literal interpretation, 
and more often than their affirmative counterparts, which are primarily literal 
(Study 1). Furthermore, the contextual environment of these negative utterances 
resonates with their nonsalient sarcastic interpretation (Study 2), disclosing their 
preference for nonliteralness. (For similar findings concerning sarcastic construc-
tions such as “X s/he is not”, see Giora et al., 2013). 

Although the full set of features constraining these constructions has yet to be 
discovered, one wonders whether it is the structural markedness of these fronted 
constructions that plays a crucial role in affecting sarcasm. Giora, Drucker et al. 
(2014, Experiment 5) rule out this option. They show that structural marked-
ness does not play any role in prompting sarcasm. Both the marked versions 
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(Punctuality is not his forte; Humor is not my best attribute) and their unmarked 
counterparts (His forte is not Punctuality; His best attribute is not humor) scored 
similarly high on sarcasm approx. 5 on a 7 point sarcasm scale). In contrast, their 
affirmative alternatives scored similarly low on that scale (approx. 2). Such results 
suggest that markedness is ineffective in affecting sarcasm by default. Negation, 
however, is!7 

Recall that when affirmative sarcasm was tested, its environment reflected its 
salience-based nonsarcastic interpretation significantly more often than its non-
salient sarcastic interpretation, as predicted by the Graded salience hypothesis 
(Giora, 1997, 2003; Giora et al., 2007; Fein et al., 2014; on Affirmative Sarcasm, 
see above). In contrast, it cannot explain the priority of nonsalient interpretations 
of negative utterances over their salience-based interpretations.

We propose to view negation as a low-salience marker, alerting addressees to 
features low on salience such as when a negated positive concept is at stake (on 
low-salience marking, see Givoni et al., 2013). For instance, in Giora et al. (2005), 
when in a biasing context, (Hebrew) overstatements, marked by low-salience 
markers, whether negative (He is not particularly bright) or affirmative (Looks 
like he is particularly smart) were interpreted sarcastically. Importantly, however, 
when these items were presented in isolation, negated overstatements were rated 
as more sarcastic than both the non-modified (affirmative) overstatements (He is 
particularly smart) and the non-overstatements versions of the negated utterances 
(He is not smart). Attenuated (negated) overstatements, then, were interpreted 
sarcastically even without contextual support.

Along similar lines, Veale (2012, 2013) has shown that another such hedge – 
about – tends to invite a sarcastic interpretation when modifying as X as Y similes 
(…about as soothing as a cat in a blender). Findings based on a large database 
of creative similes, show that hedging a simile (which on its own is a hedged 
construction) by using the about marker alerts “the audience to the possibility of 
irony”, thereby minimizing “the risk that the author’s creative intent is misunder-
stood” (p. 14).

7. In Giora et al. (2013) we weighed Hebrew constructions marked for negation (Smart he is 
not) against their affirmative alternatives marked for affirmation (Smart he is yes). As here, it 
was only the negative versions that facilitated sarcasm immediately and were rated and inter-
preted as sarcastic; versions marked for affirmation were interpreted literally. Additionally, as 
here, the environment of the negative utterances resonated with their nonsalient sarcastic inter-
pretation; their affirmative versions were echoed via their salience-based literal interpretation. 
Diverging from Horn’s (1984, 1989, 1993) principle of “Division of Pragmatic Labor”, then, in 
the cases tested in our studies, markedness of any sort cannot account for the various results 
reported here and elsewhere related to default interpretations (Giora et al., 2010, 2013).



© 2014. John Benjamins Publishing Company
All rights reserved

16 Rachel Giora, Ari Drucker, and Ofer Fein

As mentioned above and following Giora et al. (2010, 2013) and Givoni et al. 
(2013), negation is shown here to highlight a concept’s meanings low on salience 
via rejecting them. Hence, it also prompts a concept’s end-of-the scale features, 
making accessible nonsalient sarcastic interpretations.

In sum, the results of the present studies are unprecedented. They adduce 
evidence supporting the view of default nonliteral interpretations.
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