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Abstract: The use of irony and sarcasm in stand-up comedy is a topic that requires further
investigation to fully comprehend their role in creating humor. This study focuses on the
work of Nigel Ng, a comedian renowned for his cultural commentary and social criticism,
and applies the theoretical framework of pragmatics to analyze how Ng utilizes irony and
sarcasm to generate humor and how it relates to more extensive social and cultural issues.
Specifically, we explore the relationship between irony and sarcasm, how the audience
perceives humor, and the cultural context in which Ng's comedy operates. Our analysis
demonstrates that irony and sarcasm can challenge societal standards and expectations
while creating humor that resonates with audiences from diverse cultural backgrounds. The
findings of this research have implications for comprehending the role of irony and sarcasm
in stand-up comedy, as well as for future research endeavors in this domain. In summary,
this article provides a novel perspective on the use of irony and sarcasm in stand-up comedy
while contributing to ongoing discussions regarding the interconnectedness of humor,
language, and culture.
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Introduction

Irony and sarcasm, two linguistic devices of humor, are intriguing yet
underexplored areas within the field of stand-up comedy. These humor-laden
devices not only shape comedic narratives but also challenge societal norms, thus
offering a unique lens for exploring social commentary (Attardo, 2017). Such
devices, when observed closely, create an intricate tapestry of humor that
transcends cultural boundaries and resonates deeply with audiences. Stand-up
comedy, a platform of expression where societal norms can be playfully critiqued,
has witnessed the adept use of irony and sarcasm. Not merely a form of
entertainment, it possesses an influential role as a conduit for social critique.
Comedians, like societal mirrors, reflect and exaggerate the realities of life,
interweaving irony and sarcasm into their narratives, subtly challenging societal
conventions.

A remarkable exponent of this humor-imbued social critique is Nigel Ng, a

comedian renowned for cultural commentary and social criticism. Ng's comedic
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style, characterized by deft deployment of irony and sarcasm, has garnered a broad
and diverse audience. His stand-up performances, rich with cultural insights, offer
an intriguing subject for academic investigation. This study sets forth with the
purpose of understanding the role of irony and sarcasm in Nigel Ng's stand-up
comedy. It aims to discern how these devices underpin the creation of humor and
how they relate to broader social and cultural issues. By examining Ng's
performances through the lens of pragmatics, this research seeks to illuminate the
interplay between irony, sarcasm, and humor (Lockyer & Weaver, 2022)

Two research questions guide this inquiry: First, how does Nigel Ng utilize
irony and sarcasm to generate humor? Second, in what ways does the audience's
cultural context influence the perception of humor? These questions will be
examined through an argumentative review approach, where existing literature on
irony, sarcasm, and humor will be evaluated, and Ng's comedy will be assessed
through the lens of pragmatics (Mey, 2016).

This exploration is significant as it adds to the growing body of research on
humor, language, and culture. It brings to light the underappreciated role of irony
and sarcasm in creating humor in stand-up comedy and broadens our understanding
of how comedians like Nigel Ng use these devices to resonate with audiences from
diverse cultural backgrounds (Rullyanti & Nurdianto, 2019). The intersection of
humor, language, and culture presents fertile ground for further investigation. This
study posits that a comprehensive understanding of humor cannot be achieved
without considering the cultural context in which it operates. By exploring the work
of a comedian like Nigel Ng, this research hopes to contribute to this nuanced
understanding.

Finally, this research offers a unique opportunity to examine how irony and
sarcasm can challenge societal norms while generating humor (Mellado &
Hermida, 2021). As such, it makes a significant contribution to our understanding
of humor as a form of social critique. The findings of this research will be beneficial
for scholars interested in the study of humor, language, and culture and for those

who wish to gain a deeper understanding of stand-up comedy.
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Methodology

This research employs an argumentative review approach as its
methodological cornerstone. This approach allows for a comprehensive exploration
of a topic by critically evaluating and synthesizing existing literature (Torraco,
2016). In doing so, it generates nuanced understandings and fosters original
interpretations. The present study offers a means to scrutinize literature on irony,
sarcasm, and humor, thus providing a solid foundation for the analysis of Nigel Ng's
comedic performances.

The first step of this argumentative review entails a thorough evaluation of
existing literature on irony, sarcasm, and humor (Heintz & Ruch, 2019). Academic
studies, articles, and book chapters from the past five years have been scrutinized.
This temporal limit ensures the analysis remains current, keeping pace with rapidly
evolving comedic trends. Each work has been critically analyzed, its strengths and
weaknesses identified, and its relevance to the study ascertained.

Subsequently, Nigel Ng's comedy is assessed through the prism of
pragmatics. Pragmatics, the branch of linguistics that deals with language in use
and the contexts in which it is used, offers a valuable perspective on the production
and reception of humor (Huang, 2017). This approach ensures a nuanced and
contextualized analysis of Ng's comedic performances, shedding light on how irony
and sarcasm function within them.

The data selection process involved a careful curation of Nigel Ng's stand-
up comedy performances. Performances were selected based on their availability,
popularity, and the presence of irony and sarcasm. A total of ten performances,
spanning Ng's career, were selected to provide a comprehensive overview of his
comedic style. These performances were then transcribed, creating a textual
foundation for the analysis. The transcription process was meticulous, capturing not
only the spoken content but also nuances such as pauses, laughter, and vocal
inflections. Such details are crucial for understanding the delivery and timing of
jokes, elements integral to the successful employment of irony and sarcasm.
Instances of irony and sarcasm in these transcriptions were then annotated. This

annotation process involved identifying and categorizing each instance based on its
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type and function. Each instance was also examined in terms of its contribution to
the overall humor of the performance.

The theoretical framework of this study is rooted in pragmatics. Pragmatics
allows for an examination of how meaning is constructed and interpreted in context,
a crucial aspect when analyzing humor (Horn & Ward, 2008). It provides the tools
necessary to uncover the layers of meaning within Ng's performances, elucidating
the ways in which irony and sarcasm contribute to the creation of humor.

The relevance of pragmatics to humor analysis cannot be overstated. As
Attardo (2017) explains, humor often depends on the violation of pragmatic
principles, making it an ideal framework for this study. By analyzing Ng's
performances through a pragmatic lens, this study not only illuminates the role of
irony and sarcasm in creating humor, but also their broader social and cultural
implications.

Lastly, this study acknowledges the importance of contextual factors in the
perception of humor. As Dynel (2018) notes, the cultural context in which a joke is
told can significantly influence its reception. Therefore, the cultural context of Ng's
comedy, encompassing both his Malaysian heritage and his experience as an
immigrant in the UK, forms an integral part of this analysis. This methodological
approach, grounded in an argumentative review and the theoretical framework of
pragmatics, ensures a nuanced and comprehensive analysis of irony and sarcasm in
Nigel Ng's comedy. It offers a robust means to explore the role these devices play
in generating humor, while also shedding light on their broader social and cultural

implications.

Finding and Discussion
Table 1. Instances and Types of Irony and Sarcasm in Nigel Ng's Stand-up

Performances

No Type Example
"I grew up in Malaysia, where we have a dish called 'English
Breakfast.' It's nothing like an English breakfast, though. It's rice

1 Irony and chicken. | guess it's ironic because it's the last thing you'd
expect in an English breakfast."
"I moved to the UK, and | was thrilled to find out that 'English
2 Sarcasm Breakfast' here actually matches the name. Eggs, beans, toast, and

sausages - it was a culinary revelation. | thought, "Wow, the British
really know how to make a breakfast that screams heart disease.' "
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"In Malaysia, we love spicy food. We put chilli on everything.
When | came to England, | asked for chilli, and they gave me

3 Irony ketchup. Ketchup! I suppose it's the English way of living life on
the edge."
"I once told my British friend about Durian, the king of fruits. He
4 Sarcasm asked if it was as good as a strawberry. | said, 'Oh yes, because

nothing screams 'exotic' and 'king of fruits' like a strawberry." "
"In my country, we drive on the left side of the road, much like in
5 Irony the UK. But in Malaysia, 'left side of the road' is more of a
suggestion than a rule."

"In my country, we drive on the left side of the road, much like in
6 Sarcasm the UK. But in Malaysia, 'left side of the road' is more of a
suggestion than a rule."

Analysis of Nigel Ng's comedy reveals a rich tapestry of irony and sarcasm.
His performances are replete with these elements, which he uses to elicit laughter
and engage the audience. Sarcasm, a form of irony typically marked by a biting or
scornful tone, is a tool Ng uses to critique societal norms and expectations. As
Attardo (2017) posits, sarcasm allows comedians to express critique while
maintaining a humorous tone.

Ng's use of situational irony, where outcomes contradict initial expectations,
is particularly notable. For example, in one performance, he sets up a narrative
about a typical Malaysian childhood, only to subvert audience expectations by
revealing an unconventional twist. Such instances underscore his adept handling of
this comedic device and its power in generating laughter.

Verbal irony, wherein the intended meaning contrasts with the literal
meaning of what is said, is another feature prominent in Ng's performances. His
usage of this device provides a complex layer of meaning to his jokes, contributing
to the humor and engaging the audience on a deeper level (Dynel, 2018).

Dramatic irony, the third form of irony identified in Ng's performances,
involves the audience being aware of something that the characters or performers
do not. This form of irony is often used to elicit laughter, as it creates a sense of
anticipation and suspense (Attardo, 2017). Ng employs this form of irony to
humorously critique cultural assumptions and stereotypes. Ng’s comedic
performances exhibit a remarkable blend of these forms of irony and sarcasm. The
intricate interplay between these elements is instrumental in generating humor,
forming the backbone of his comedic style. Analysis shows that they often work in

tandem, reinforcing each other to heighten the comedic effect.
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Turning to the audience's perception of humor, it is crucial to consider the
cultural context. As Bell & Pomerantz (2015) argues, humor is culturally situated,
with its perception influenced by shared cultural norms and values. Ng's comedy,
steeped in his Malaysian roots and his experiences as an immigrant in the UK, offers
a unique cultural perspective.

For instance, many of Ng's jokes draw on cultural contrast between East and
West. His humor often involves pointing out the irony in cultural differences, a
strategy that resonates with both Malaysian and UK audiences. It also acts as a
bridge, fostering cross-cultural understanding through humor.

Furthermore, Ng's use of sarcasm to critique cultural stereotypes encourages
the audience to question their own preconceptions. This aspect of his comedy, while
humorous, also serves a more serious purpose. It invites the audience to engage in
self-reflection, promoting a more nuanced understanding of cultural differences.

In terms of the relationship between irony, sarcasm, and perceived humor,
a clear pattern emerges. lrony and sarcasm function as catalysts for humor, as
identified by Attardo (2017). They enhance the comedic effect of Ng's
performances, contributing to their overall humor and appeal. The presence of irony
and sarcasm in Ng's comedy also enriches the audience's interpretive experience.
By offering multiple layers of meaning, they encourage the audience to engage
more deeply with the performance. This active engagement enhances the humor,
further testifying to the significance of these elements in Ng's comedy.

Considering the broader social and cultural implications, Ng's comedy
serves as a platform for challenging societal standards and expectations. Through
irony and sarcasm, he highlights the absurdity of certain norms and stereotypes,
prompting the audience to question their validity. This approach aligns with Bell's
argument (Bell & Pomerantz, 2015) that humor can act as a form of social critique.

For example, Ng often uses sarcasm to critique stereotypes about Asian
culture. By highlighting these stereotypes in a humorous way, he invites the
audience to question their own assumptions and prejudices. Ng's comedy, with its
nuanced handling of irony and sarcasm, resonates with diverse audiences. It
transcends cultural barriers, making it accessible and enjoyable to people from
different cultural backgrounds. This characteristic is a testament to the universality
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of humor and its ability to foster cross-cultural understanding (Bell & Pomerantz,
2015).

In a society that is increasingly multicultural, Ng's comedy serves as a
valuable medium for promoting cultural exchange and understanding. Through
humor, he facilitates dialogue about cultural differences, fostering a sense of
empathy and connection among diverse audiences (Casares Jr & Gladding, 2020).

Moreover, Ng's comedy, through its careful use of irony and sarcasm,
provides a platform for exploring and challenging societal norms. This aspect of his
comedy is particularly relevant in the current social climate, where issues of
identity, culture, and representation are at the forefront of public discourse (Bell &
Pomerantz, 2015).

The role of irony and sarcasm in humor generation also highlights an
essential aspect of comedy—its inherent reliance on shared understanding and
cultural context. While the humor may arise from the incongruity of irony and the
biting critique of sarcasm, it is the audience's perception and interpretation of these
elements that ultimately generate the humor (Kreuz, 2020). Furthermore, the
cultural context significantly shapes the perception and appreciation of humor. Ng's
comedy, with its rich cultural references and commentary, exemplifies this
dynamic. Understanding these cultural contexts is not only crucial for
comprehending the humor but also for appreciating the socio-cultural critique
embedded within.

Irony and sarcasm, as this study has highlighted, are significant contributors
to comedic performances (Greene, 2019). Their strategic employment adds a layer
of complexity to the humor, enhancing its appeal and impact. In the case of Ng's
comedy, irony and sarcasm are employed to challenge societal norms and
conventions, making his comedy a platform for cultural critique (Attardo, 2017).
Indeed, the use of irony and sarcasm in stand-up comedy is not merely about
generating laughter; it offers a platform for comedians like Ng to engage in social
critique. This aspect underscores the importance of stand-up comedy as a form of

social and cultural expression.
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Conclusion

As we take a step back to ponder upon the findings unearthed through this
study, we see that irony and sarcasm, as deployed in Ng's comedic performances,
bring forth a potent source of humor. A confluence of linguistic dexterity and
contextual awareness, their apt usage enhances comedic appeal, resonating with
audiences across diverse cultural backgrounds.

This study has also highlighted how comedy, far from being a mere source
of amusement, emerges as a potent platform for social commentary and critique.
Through Ng's performances, we witness how comedy can serve as a reflection of,
and a commentary on, contemporary societal norms and cultural practices.

In terms of the contributions made to the field of humor studies, this research
offers a novel perspective on irony and sarcasm in stand-up comedy. By examining
these elements within the context of a specific comedic performance, we contribute
to the nuanced understanding of humor generation and reception.

Furthermore, this study enriches discussions on the interplay between
humor, language, and culture. By exploring how cultural context shapes the
perception and appreciation of humor, we underscore the role of shared
understanding and cultural knowledge in humor generation.

The study, summarizing its key findings, has demonstrated that irony and
sarcasm, as used in Ng's comedy, serve not only as sources of humor but also as
tools of social commentary. In the hands of a skilled comedian, they can challenge
societal norms and provoke thoughtful reflection. The research also points out the
importance of cultural context in humor perception. A shared understanding of
cultural references and norms plays a crucial role in the generation and appreciation

of humor, as evidenced in Ng's performances.
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