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I t could be argued that lan-
guage and communication 
are fully realized only in the 

rich environment of in-person in-
teractions. As the anthropologist 
and linguist Leonard Bloomfi eld 
put it, “Writing is not language, 
but merely a way of recording 
language by visible marks.”  And 
writing isn’t even very good at its 
appointed task of recording language.

When we speak face-to-face, our 
meaning doesn’t just lie in the choice 
of words, but also in our tone of voice, 
intonation, gestures, posture, and facial 
expressions. We can also rely on the 
knowledge and experience we share with 
the other person. So, writing will always 
have a hard time capturing the full mean-
ing of direct use of language.

Last month, the Monitor’s copy desk 
editor Casey Fedde  discussed the various 
attempts to convey irony and sarcasm 
in written text. As she pointed out, none 
of the punctuation marks proposed over 

several centuries caught on.
Other ways of indicating 

facetiousness in writing are used 
only sporadically. H.L. Menck-
en recommended the use of a 
special typeface, slanted the 
opposite way of italics. In some 
of the geekier communities on 
the internet, one can fi nd the use 
of “end sarcasm tags” borrowed 

from HTML code: </sarcasm>. People 
who are adept at deploying emoji might 
fi nd use for the upside-down smiley emo-
ji. Another method used in both writing 
and speech is the delayed “... NOT!”

Ultimately, there is something unsatis-
fying about all of this earnest marking of 
unearnestness. In their infl uential work 
on the pretense theory of irony, psychol-
ogists Herbert Clark and Richard Gerrig 
explained that the essence of irony is that 
it is intentionally ambiguous . They cite 
Fowler’s Dictionary of Modern English 
Usage , which says of irony that it “may 
be defi ned as the use of words intended 

to convey one meaning to the uninitiated 
part of the audience and another to the 
initiated, the delight of it lying in the 
secret intimacy set up between the latter 
and the speaker.” 

When we draw attention to the fact 
that we’re speaking ironically, we are 
robbing the rhetorical move of its full 
force. Jonathan Swift’s satirical essay 
“A Modest Proposal”  would hardly have 
packed as much of a punch if it had been 
presented as anything but serious and 
sincere. It is no accident that deadpan de-
livery is one of the most admired abilities 
in comedic acting.

Perhaps the problem is that once we 
are removed from face-to-face conver-
sation with people we know, it is just too 
risky to be playful. Maybe the best policy 
is to just stay serious all the time  ... NOT!

 Guest columnist Kai von Fintel is a pro-
fessor of linguistics at the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology. Melissa Mohr is 
on sabbatical.

Years ago I was going through a 
transitional time when it seemed I 
was without many friends or peers. 

I had just left a job I enjoyed to do a job 
I loved: being a full-time mom. But as I 
didn’t have any friends with children and 
no longer had colleagues to talk to, my 
days stretched out pretty long and lonely.

During this time, I came across an 
article in the Christian Science Sentinel 
called “Turning ‘alone’ 
into ‘all one’” by Dora 
E. Henry (July 3, 2006). 
The author was in a 
solitary time in her life but found it was 
a good time to be “all one” with God. She 
treasured her newfound quiet time alone 
to listen for the joyful, peaceful ideas that 
God, infi nite Mind, shares with everyone 
each moment. And she didn’t feel lonely 
with those good ideas surrounding her!

In the Bible, we read of people who 
found that God was bolstering them with 
uplifting ideas even in troubling times. 
For example, at one point a man named 
Jacob was fearful and alone. Then an 
inspired thought from God came. As 
Jacob wrestled with this new thought and 

welcomed it in, he was blessed, and even-
tually he reunited with estranged family.

The Monitor’s founder, Mary Baker 
Eddy, relied wholeheartedly on the Bible 
and its message of salvation. Her in-
depth study of the Bible brought a deeper 
understanding of our closeness with God. 
She describes it this way: “As a drop of 
water is one with the ocean, a ray of light 
one with the sun, even so God and man, 

Father and son, are one 
in being” (“Science and 
Health with Key to the 
Scriptures,” p. 361).

We express God, our creator, and 
since God is Spirit, we are entirely spiri-
tual. Like drops of water in the ocean, as 
God’s children we are each united with 
God. We are never truly alone. We refl ect 
spiritual qualities from God in individual 
and beautiful ways. As mortals we may 
seem insignifi cant, but as God’s spiritu-
al offspring we are one with the whole 
ocean – with God and with each other. 
The Apostle Paul explains: “Nothing 
can ever separate us from God’s love. 
Neither death nor life, neither angels nor 
demons, neither our fears for today nor 

our worries about tomorrow – not even 
the powers of hell can separate us from 
God’s love. No power in the sky above or 
in the earth below – indeed, nothing in all 
creation will ever be able to separate us 
from the love of God that is revealed in 
Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 8:38, 39, 
New Living Translation).

As I prayed, the loneliness dropped 
away. I saw that it didn’t have any power 
to paralyze the harmony of my life, be-
cause it was a lie about my oneness with 
God and with all His children. I had only 
to look around me to see the evidence of 
God’s love and support. Opportunities 
soon arose to join a neighborhood social 
group and a local church, and to this 
day, over 15 years later, the people I met 
during that time remain a part of my life.

We are all included in the grand divine 
family of God’s children, all of us one 
with God, the divine Principle. When we 
open our eyes to the goodness of God, to 
the infi nite Love that’s expressed in and 
around us, we feel how the harmonious 
Life that is God unites all of us. We are 
never alone; we are all one with God.

– Susan Tish
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