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This paper reports findings from an ongoing programme of research on the discourse of satirical humour. It argues that satire is a discursive practice which is grounded in two key discourse strategies.

The first of these strategies involves the activation of a discoursal prime; the second the activation of a text-internal dialectic. The prime is an “echoic” utterance, in the sense that it is often predicated on someone else’s discourse, but over which ironic distance is placed through the repositioning of the ostensible speaking source of the text.

The constitution of the prime is one of a number of potential  ironic phases in satire.  The dialectic, by contrast, operates internal to the satirical text and is conceptualised as an abstract principle which induces a collision of ideas or appeals to a line of reasoning that falls outside the straightforward.

The dissonance between the domains of prime and dialectic creates an interpretative framework for satire. It is argued that the “uptake” of satire depends on the interplay between three universal pragmatic concepts, in the Habermasian sense, which govern the felicity conditions of sincerity, appropriateness and objective truth. The main thrust of this talk will be to consider, within the terms of reference of the theoretical model, those situations where a satire misfires or collapses. A key illustration of such a “failed” satire is provided by a detailed study of the discursive (and legal) consequences of a “spoof” diary run a few years ago by the British Newspaper, The London Evening Standard. Comparisons are made between this case and that of the famous “People versus Larry Flynt” trial which was held in 1987 in the USA.

