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The Onion is a satirical newspaper and web publication that features world, national, and community news. Stylistically resembling both a national newspaper (i.e., USA Today) and at times local community reporting, The Onion ranges from light and sassy to hard-hitting in social, political, religious, and intellectual irony. Through their satire, they have exposed readers to difficult and sometimes taboo issues and subject matter (e.g., race, gender, cloning, suicide, sexual identity, etc.) which has fostered a forum for controversial ideas and themes to enter into the general public discourse. Linguists generally approach irony through the examination of literal and non-literal meanings with varying degrees of emphasis on linguistic and social contexts (cf. Attardo, 1994, Haiman, 1997). Ariel (in press) points out that a privileged interactional interpretation together with linguistic and psycholinguistic (salient) meanings is necessary for the interpretation of literal and non-literal meanings of irony. The purpose of this paper is to identify and analyze the inherit structure of language used to create irony and satire in The Onion. From a semantic and social semiotic perspective, I examine the relationship between the written discourse of the headlines and their related photographs and images (cf. Van Leeuwen & Jewitt, 2001, Kress & Van Leeuwen, 1996). The layering and conventionality of symbolic, iconic, and indexical modes in both the written text and image (which are understood as independent ‘sign’ systems) follow an analogous pattern in the construction of irony.  Giora’s (1997) graded salience hypothesis (which she applied to linguistic texts) is aligned with the entire signification process of reading the multiple codes of The Onion and is used to clarify the direct, parallel, and sequential processes when multiple meanings are salient in different media or codes. The graded salience hypothesis is applied to the texts and images following a decreasing order of conventionality from symbol to icon to index, thus, causing the interlocutor to use more cognitive resources in traveling further into the realm of irony and humor. Our understanding of these examples of irony is significant in defining and scrutinizing the ‘reality’ and ‘objective existence’ of non-satirical news sources. Through this type of research, the otherwise transparent codes and signs that construct our conception and knowledge of the world through newspaper reporting, can be illuminated and ultimately utilized in a deeper and more meaningful exchange of interactive discourse.  

