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Abstract. This article delves into the concept of sarcasm in confrontational American
film discourse, examining its primary functions and characteristics. Specifically, the
study focuses on how sarcastic statements are used in American television series to
heighten emotional engagement and aesthetic appeal. The defining features of sar-
casm, namely implicitness and double meaning, are also discussed. The analysis is con-
ducted through a case study of the modern American drama series This Is Us, which
highlights the key mechanisms utilized to achieve the pragmatic effect of sarcasm, in-
cluding intonation, metaphors, and repetitions. Additionally, the article examines the
work of translators, their professional challenges, and the methods and techniques em-
ployed to convey the semantic content of sarcastic messages in the target language.
The findings suggest that translational means such as literal translation, ellipses, and
equivalent translation are effective in transferring the intended sarcasm across lan-
guages. Overall, this study provides insight into the language techniques and transla-
tional strategies involved in the implementation of sarcasm in confrontational Ameri-
can film discourse.

Keywords: sarcasm, film discourse, conflict interaction, pragmatic meaning, conflictual commu-
nication, metaphors, repetitions, implicitness.

n order to give a text meaning, heighten emotional engagement and aesthetic ap-
peal, writers often resort to various tropes and figures of speech. Film discourse,
which is a genre of art in its own right, is currently enjoying a surge in popularity,
contains all kinds of confrontational situations, dialogues and conflict scenes, and they
are full of various methods and techniques for achieving a pragmatic effect. The most
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commonly used rhetorical device in confrontational scenes is sarcasm, which helps
make the film more dramatic and colourful, and this, in turn, has a greater impact on
the viewer.

The relevance of this study lies, first of all, in the current incomplete understand-
ing of the difference between the concepts of sarcasm and irony, which are indeed
close in meaning, as well as in the low level of awareness of the pragmatic meaning of
sarcasm and how it is used in conflict discourse in films. It may also be useful in terms
of exploring the various kinds of difficulties that a translator may encounter when
attempting to convey the intentions of sarcasm. After all, sarcasm is destructive and
damaging, and it can be expressed through an entire range of linguistic means, equiva-
lents of which are often impossible to find. Sometimes, satire is conveyed using the
realities of the source language, which may be incomprehensible to a native speaker of
the target language.

With this is mind, the present article aims to identify the common linguistic means
of achieving sarcasm in a script and ways to translate this rhetorical phenomenon into
Russian.

In terms of source material, we have used conflict scenes from the American dra-
ma series This Is Us that contain examples of sarcastic turns of phrase, as well as their
translations into Russian.

Sarcasm as a Subject of Linguistic Research. A Brief Theoretical Summary

The fast pace of modern life means that people are increasingly turning to cinema
as a favourite pastime. In this medium, the artistic intention of the creator(s) is con-
veyed using the moving image. In this regard, film discourse is of great interest, not
also for sociologists and psychologists, but also for linguists. Anna Zareckaya defines
the concept of film discourse as “a coherent text that makes up the verbal component
of a film and, together with nonverbal components and other extralinguistic factors
that are significant for the semantic completeness of the film, the audio-visual range of
that film” (Zareckaya 2010: 70).

Researchers from various fields have attempted to define the concept and essence
of sarcasm, because sarcasm resides in the comedic realm and thus penetrates all
spheres of human life. Philosophically speaking, researchers have offered such defini-
tions as “a judgement containing an element of mockery”* while, from the point of
view of psychology and pedagogy, sarcasm is seen as “ironic, cruel mockery built on
exaggerating the contrast between what is expressed and what is implied™.

2 |lyichev L. F. 1983. Filosofskij enciklopedicheskij slovar’ [Philosophical Encyclopedic Dictionary). Nauka. Iskusstvo. Velichie
[Science. Art. Greatness]. URL: http://philosophy.niv.ru/doc/dictionary/philosophical/index.htm (accessed 22.10.2022).

3 Matyushkin A. M. 2012. Enciklopedicheskij slovar’ po psihologii i pedagogike [Encyclopedic Dictionary of Psychology and
Pedagogy]. Nauka. Iskusstvo. Velichie [Science. Art. Greatness]. URL: http://med.niv.ru/doc/dictionary/psychology-and-
pedagogy/articles/1307/matyushkin.htm (accessed 22.10. 2022).
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However, the most interesting studies of the nature of sarcastic statements are
those by T. V. Vavilova, E. G. Nozhevnikova and A. S. Kostygova, who examine the
phenomenon of sarcasm from the linguistic standpoint.

Vavilova, for instance, studies sarcasm within the paradigm of the comedic and
comes to the conclusion that sarcastic comments are a less definite and more complex
form of communication. She also argues that sarcasm always implies a certain conflict,
since the dual nature of the phenomenon is aimed at hurting and humiliating the in-
terlocutor, undermining his or her authority, etc. (Vavilova 2010: 149).

Sarcasm is a kind of malicious irony or caustic mockery, the main purpose of
which is to imply something by contrasting the implicit with what is expressed. Sar-
castic comments are made in a veiled manner, using such linguistic techniques as, for
example, gradation, metaphor and intonation (Khramchenko 2012; Kostygova 2013).
In order to express the pragmatic meaning of sarcasm, authors often resort to rhetori-
cal questions and special marker expressions that can be used to kick off a conflict situ-
ation, neutralize another person’s negative rhetoric, protect oneself against attacks by
an opponent, or discredit or place another participant in a conflict at a disadvantage.
Repetition also plays an important role in achieving the main function of sarcasm in
film discourse, conveying significant additional information to create emotionality,
expressiveness and stylization (Arnold 1973: 244).

A distinctive feature of any sarcastic statement is that it is implicit, which implies
that the target of the statement may have difficulty understanding and denouncing the
essence of the message being conveyed. For example, the speaker can use words and
expressions to convey his or her subjective point of view that in their direct meaning
would carry a positive semantic meaning, be it approval, praise, admiration, etc. How-
ever, when used sarcastically, these words carry the opposite meaning.

When used in confrontational film discourse, sarcasm can perform a number of
functions: to provoke a conflict; to express veiled disapproval; as a way of identifying
with a group; and as a way of placing someone in opposition with a group:

1) The most commonly used function of sarcasm is to provoke a conflict. Here,
sarcastic statements are intended to offend one’s interlocutor, put them in an
awkward position, ridicule them, or even cause negative emotions and anger.

2) Sarcasm can also be used to express negative judgement through veiled disap-
proval. In this case, the pragmatic effect of a sarcastic comment comes from
the substitution of the denotative meaning of the phrase being said. The im-
plicit nature of the statement allows the speaker to express dissatisfaction with
the situation or the actions of the opponent, while “saving their face”

3) Another important function of sarcasm is the function of identification, that
is, of belonging to a particular group. Often, the implicit nature of a sarcastic
comment is hidden behind an extralinguistic context. Recognizing a humor-
ous statement as such places the person in a particular group and enhances the
feeling of connection within the group.
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4) At the same time, sarcasm can perform the exact opposite function - the func-
tion of opposition. That is, a sarcastic comment can be used to exclude people
who do not share the same views (Nozhevnikova 2018: 148).

Materials and Methodology

The following methods were used for this study: linguo-stylistic analysis, contex-
tual analysis, continuous sampling, and quantitative analysis.

For the source material, we chose the popular U.S. drama series This Is Us, which
is of great interest in terms of the practical study of achieving the pragmatic effect of
sarcasm. This Is Us is an American drama television series created by Dan Fogelman.
The story revolves around the trials and tribulations of the Pearson family, their rela-
tionships with each other, and problems that they face and are likely familiar to us all.
In other words, the show is relatable, and it shows viewers ways that could help them
overcome life’s hardships.

The main reason we chose This Is Us is its practical significance, since it is full of
all kinds of conflict situations, during which the protagonists often resort to the use
of sarcastic comments. Moreover, the series is of social interest, as it depicts domestic
fights, family relationships, disagreements at work, lovers’ quarrels, etc. In short, the
show touches on aspects of life that we all know well.

We analysed over 120 scenes depicting conflict situations to determine the lan-
guage means that are used to achieve the main communicative function of sarcasm, as
well as the techniques used by the translator to render sarcastic statements in the target
language and assess how accurately they are able to preserve the meaning intended in
the original.

Results and Discussion

Let us look at the most striking and illustrative cases of the use of sarcasm in con-
flict discourse selected as the empirical material of this study:

Kevin: Why do you think your daughter was hiding in my car? Why do
you think your daughter was hiding in my car? Have you ever thought about
that? She’s avoiding the Randal show. Welcome to the Randal Show, ladies and
gentlemen (Subslikescript)*.

In this example, the use of the repetitive syntactic construction (“Why do you
think your daughter was hiding in my car?”) leads to escalation and creates emotional
tension. The words, spoken with rising intonation, show Kevin's mood and reveal his

4 Subslikescript. Huge database of movies and series’ English scripts. URL: https://subslikescript.com/series/This_Is_Us-
5555260 (accessed 22.10.2022).
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attitude to the situation. The subsequent use of a metaphor (“Welcome to the Randal
Show”) puts the opponent at a complete disadvantage, since it compares his life to a
show in which everything is absurd, comical and implausible.

Translating this syntactic construction into Russian, the translator does not
to change the question, rendering it verbatim (“Kax gymaems, modemy TBOA [OUb
cipsATanach B Moeit Mammue?”), which preserves the pragmatic effect of the original
text. The translation of the metaphor is also literal, because it does not carry any ex-
tralinguistic context - it simply implies an awareness of the events that happened to
the main character. Moreover, the translator’s choice of the lexical unit “ycrama” (lit.
“tired, tired of sth.”) is the best, as it directly shows the attitude of Randal’s daughter to
what has happened.

Kevin: And cue Randal out the door and cue mum chasing her favorite son.
This is such a predictable movie. You are so predictable (Subslikescript).

Kesun: VI Panpien xyionaet ABepbio, a MaMa 6T 3a CBOMM JII0OMMUYMKOM.
Kak Bce npeyickasyemo. Bbl Takie mpegckasyembie.

The metaphor (“This is such a predictable movie”), spoken in a sarcastic man-
ner, pokes fun at the current situation, comparing it to a mushy film or TV show that
breaks the fourth wall. The lexical repetition of the word “predictable” shows Kevin's
attitude to the actions and behaviour of his relatives and reflects his disappointment
and annoyance with the person he is speaking with.

In the translation, the translator does not preserve the metaphor, evidently seeing
its use unnecessary. However, the chosen mode of transmission retains the pragmat-
ic effect of the original and is achieved through the use of the pronoun “Bce” (“eve-
rything”) and the word order, thus preserving the pragmatic meaning of sarcasm in
the target language. The translator also preserves the lexical repetition of the original,
placing the relevant words at the end of the sentence, which emphasizes the relation of
the utterance to the subject.

Kevin: Tell everyone the truth, which is that you love Randal the most. He
is your favorite, right?

Rebecca: It’s not true, Kevin. That’s absolutely ridiculous!

Kevin: That’s not true? It’s ridiculous. Yeah? Okay;, it’s ridiculous (Subs-
likescript).

Kesun: ITpocTo ckaku IIpaBpy: ThI 1I00uIIb Panpea 60mblie Hac.

Pe6exxa: ITo Hempasya, KeBuH. 9T0 poCcTO CMEXOTBOPHO.

Kesun: Henpaspa? CMexoTBOpHO?

Here, the excessive use of lexical repetition (“ridiculous”) and the rhetorical ques-
tion (“That’s not true?”) is aimed at neutralizing the other person’s negative rhetoric
and minimizing the existing conflict. However, the phrase, uttered with falling intona-
tion, shows that Kevin disagrees with what his mother is saying.

74 Russian Journal of Cultural Studies and Communication



Daria S. Pleshkova

The translator does not stray too far from the original, using nominative and im-
personal sentences (“Hempaga? CmexorBopHo?” - lit. “That’s not true? That’s laugha-
ble”) to convey these syntactic constructions, thus giving a sharpness and dynamism to
the statement and drawing the listener’s attention to the absurdity of what the speaker
is saying.

Rebecca: How long has it been going, Jack? The drinking.

Jack: Few weeks.

Rebecca: Wow, I had no idea.

Jack: Yeah, well, you haven't really been around.

Rebecca: Ah, got it, awesome, thank you (Subslikescript).

Pebexka: Kak jaBHO ato mpopomkaercs, [Ixek? Kak maBHO ThI cHOBa
HavaJ IUTh?

Jxex: [Tapy nemenb Hasap.

Pebexka: Yx-Tbl. S 11 IIOHATHUSA He MIMeIa.

Ixek: [la, Te6st TOYTH He OBITIO PALOM.

Pe6ekka: A, ACHO, KPYTO, CIIACKGO0.

In this example, falling intonation is coupled with the stylistic device of gradation
to achieve the pragmatic effect of sarcasm (“Ah, got it, awesome, thank you.”). Ar-
ranged in ascending order, lexical units allow you to bring a conversation to a kind of
turning point, expose the subjectivity of the statement and thus protect yourself from
negative words spoken by your interlocutor.

The gradation is also preserved in the translation: lexical units arranged in as-
cending order of pragmatic meaning (“A, sicHo, kpyTo, ctacn60” - lit. “Ah, that’s clear,
great, thanks”) allow the translator to achieve the communicative function of sarcasm.

Jack: What happened with Ben?

Rebecca: He tried to kiss me.

Jack: And?

Rebecca: And..? ’'m sorry, are you kidding me right now? Are you actu-
ally serious? Oh, wow.

Jack: Great conversation, Rebecca. Great way to have things out [Subs-
likescript].

IIxex: Yto mpousomno y Bac ¢ benom? Pebexka: OH IbITa/ICA OIIETIOBATH
MeHsl.

Ixek: M2

Pe6exka: VI? IIpocTu, ThI ceifyac u3[eBaembcsi Hag0 MHOIT? Vimm T
ceppesHo? Huuero cebe.

Ixek: Ta yx, ormnmyHo nmo6onramu, Pe6ekka. Bo Bcem pasoGpanuch

cpasy.
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In this example, rhetorical questions (“Are you kidding me right now? Are you
actually serious?”) are used to draw attention to the information being communicated.
Rebecca does not need an answer to these questions — she merely wants to get Jack’s
attention, raise the emotional tone, and demonstrate the absurdity of his thoughts and
words.

The use of opposition through the conjunction “wmn” and the translator’s refusal
to utilize gradation and overuse the adverb “actually” have the greatest communicative
effect in the target language. The colloquial expression “Hmuero ce6e” as a transla-
tion of the English interjection “wow”, which typically reflects a reaction to something
good and unexpected, is used in this context to convey the exact opposite meaning,
which reveals the essence of the sarcastic comment, its implicit nature.

Jack reacts to Rebecca’s words and actions (she leaves the room) with a sarcastic
comment (“Great conversation, Rebecca. Great way to have things out”), thus veiledly
expressing his opinion on what his wife has done.

To convey this remark in Russian, the translator departs from the literal trans-
lation and uses the exclamation “la yx”, which is typical for expressing annoyance
and irony. However, an important detail is omitted from the second sentence - “Great
way” - that Jack uses to ridicule Rebecca’s way of dealing with the problem. In this
regard, the Russian translation of this sentence (“Bo Bcem paso6panucs cpasy” - lit.
“You dealt with everything at once”) does not fully reflect the pragmatic meaning of
sarcasm intended by the speaker.

Kevin: You know, it sucks. You know it’s like you get all of the firsts, right?
And then I'm supposed to what, uh, just cling desperately to my phone, just hop-
ing for a text from you? (Subslikescript)

KeBun: 9t10 oTCTON. ThHI pAZOM BO BCE MOMEHTBL. A A JOIKEH
TUIHOTH3MPOBATD TenepOH B HafieX /e Ha TBOE COOOIIeHe.

Maddison: Look, I'm sorry that you are feeling feelings or whatever you’re
doing right now, but this is not a picnic for me, okay? (Subslikescript) /

Mapaucon: Cryiuait, MHe Xanb, YTO ThI HePeXKMBAEIID WIN YTO THI TAM
Jie/Iaellb, HO MHe TOXe HeIerKo, SICHO?

Here, Kevin uses the rhetorical construction “I'm supposed to what” to convey his
sarcasm, thus demonstrating his disappointment in the current situation, and the sub-
sequent arrangement of syntactic constructions in ascending order of semantic mean-
ing puts his wife at a disadvantage, because the words reflect his despair and the fact
that he is resigned to his fate.

In turn, Madison counters with the phrase “feeling feelings or whatever you're do-
ing right now” as a way of ridiculing Kevin while at the same time helping him “save
face”. She then neutralizes her negative rhetoric with the expression “I'm sorry” and the
idiomatic “this is not a picnic for me”, thus defending herself from Kevin's attacks and
letting him know that it is not easy for her either.
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Here, the translator decided not to use a rhetorical construction, replacing it
with a simple sentence: “A s1 o/KeH r’UITHOTU3MPOBATH TeneOH B HaJIEKIe HA TBOE
coobmienne” (lit. “And I am supposed to hypnotize the telephone in the hope that you
might call”). The thematic division of the sentence conveys the communicative inten-
tion of the speaker, thus showing that Kevin has nothing to do but sit and wait for his
wife to call.

It is obvious why the translator decided not to use the Russian versions of the
idiom “to be no picnic” (such as “ne caxap” - lit. “not sugar”, or “He nogapox” lit. “no
present”) as they do not quite fit the context of a quarrel between husband and wife
and are more suited to a conversation between friends or teenagers, for example. In-
stead, the translator goes for the more neutral expression “Ho MHe Toxe Hemerko™ (lit.
“but it’s not easy for me either”), which has greater communicative effect by contrast-
ing the lives of Kevin and Maddison.

Conclusion

By way of a conclusion, we can state that sarcasm is an effective satirical and sty-
listic tool that is typically aimed at a person or situation. The only way to achieve the
maximum communicative effect is if the participants in the communicative act use
linguistic and extralinguistic factors.

The examples we analysed in this article showed the most frequently used stylistic
and semantic methods of expressing the pragmatic effect of sarcasm in confrontational
discourse as portrayed in film. In most cases, prosodic and stylistic means of achieving
a pragmatic effect prevail. More often than not, this is the use of intonation and repeti-
tion, which reflect the aggressive emotions of the participants in the communicative
act and their attitude towards the object of aggression.

We also analysed translations of sarcastic comments into Russian. The most com-
monly used techniques are literal translation, omitting redundant words or construc-
tions, and using equivalent expressions in the target language.
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