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‘Irony is wasted on the stupid.’ 

Oscar Wilde

Irony itself would have you not read this book. It would cause everything to conspire to keep you from reading this book in the same way as it has made everything conspire to keep me from writing it.

Irony can be like a sharp sword which cuts away the superficial, seeming to separate the wheat from the chaff. And if God is brought into the equation, all kinds of strange things can happen.

Some people say that the first lesson of true wisdom is to understand that we are all fools. In the same way, although it may seem like insanity to claim that irony is evidence for God, the first lesson of sanity is that we are all mad (present company excluded). So please indulge the insanity. If only because irony and God can drive an otherwise sane person out of their mind.

Paradoxes aside, writing this book is a simple act of folly. You will not find many books which bring forward irony as credible evidence for God. Maybe they never get written. Maybe they get laughed into oblivion. 

Although we are said to live in post-ironic and post-truth times, both irony and truth are still alive and kicking. The fact that we live in an age in which irony is unnoticed, sidelined and misunderstood does not mean that irony is dead. It is still used within all kinds of culture – from pop culture through to the high arts. From soap operas through to literary fiction. Irony in the hands of creators is still a sly nod to the intelligent. It is still the shape within the cloud, tree or rock face which some see and some do not.

Artists and writers will draw inspiration from the ironies they experience. Irony in life is called the irony of fate. But what is the source of this everyday irony? Is it meaningless? Is it simply a survival mechanism, the natural observation of patterns within a life story? Or is there anything more to it? Is it supposed to teach us something?

There can be a schadenfreude in seeing irony play out in other people’s lives. But when we see that same Damocles sword hanging over our own heads the pleasure usually fades. Sometimes we don’t even see the sword. And there seem to be few good ironies. In life, when the ironies we experience seem to have no creator, they are usually bitter and cruel.

Writing a half-accessible book about irony is as hard a task as reading about it. It is like trying to put wind into a jar, or to pin fire to a butterfly sample board. There will be feverish similes. There will be gobbledegook. There will be rambling and ranting. Inevitably, any person attempting to analyse or pin down irony is going to fail or go mad. This is the nature of irony – it is such a powerful force that it will make fools of anyone who even attempts to analyse it. Catch a butterfly and pin it to a sample board and the beauty is lost in the end. The colours fade. The life is gone. Some people will say that the colours were never there in the first place. That the bright colours and patterns on the wings of the butterflies were imagined. And even if they see dim patterns on the fragile wings they say such patterns are meaningless and random, signifying nothing.

This book is written mainly for agnostics and for anyone who has noticed irony in their life. Believers may find it too critical of God. Atheists may find it too illogical. I only agree with atheists that the burden of proof is on the believer. This is written for agnostics, for those who instinctively blame God when something goes wrong. If any readers firmly don't believe in God then I don't think I'm going to be able to persuade them otherwise. I will only persuade them to laugh. And I admit, the idea that irony is evidence for God is laughable at first – you will find a million and one holes in my theory, a hundred thousand illogical assertions, strawmen and cognitive biases. My hope is that after laughing, some people will think about it. I have not written this book from a left brain, logical perspective (that much, I'm sure will be apparent). It is written from intuition, from the imagination. The imagination is the only way to study irony, it is the only effective hermeneutic. And so this is not so much a call to reason, as a call to imagination. A call to story. Because irony needs there to be a story.

I have tried my best to make this book as accessible as possible, but I have come to it from the position of a layman and not as an academic or theologian. I am approaching the subject as a writer, not as an intellectual. I will also attempt to be as pragmatic as possible – after all, what is the point of reading a book if it doesn’t do you any good? But this is not a self-help book – it is an obscure book, from an obscure writer living in an obscure place. But perhaps the Ironist would have it that the obscure, the foolish and the mad would attempt to shame the wise.

A further irony has been that so many events seem to have conspired to keep me away from writing this. It was as if the universe didn’t want me to write it. And perhaps I should have listened. Life events, work commitments and many responsibilities have prevented me from giving it attention. But I am stubborn and that is why you are reading these words (although ironically, even this sentence was interrupted). 

I know, I know, ‘That’s not irony, that’s just bad luck’ I hear you think. But I would like to extend the definition of irony. Please indulge me in that. Whether any of it makes sense or not I will leave to your own decision and conscience. I have no intention of brow-beating you into holding any of the views I introduce. All I ask is that you think about it all.

Maybe books like this do get written but the author dies in an ironic way before they can be published. Irony acts as a trap. As a weapon which cuts and stings. Some people see that sword. And some do not. There are plenty of books about how scripture or nature are evidence for the existence of God. There are shelves full of attempts to present evidence for God (and against him). But there are no books about irony as evidence for God that I know of. So, at least, if you find the following illogical or insane, you will admit that this book is original.

I will be using a literary and narrative analysis of life alongside what remains of my common sense. I will be looking at people’s lives in terms of story and looking at the meta-narrative of history and scripture in order to bring forward some half-credible evidence that the presence of irony points towards a creator or Ironist. There will be no abstract or methodology – research will be subjective. References will be the ones that most people are familiar with. Conclusions will be as pragmatic as possible.

Above all I am coming to this subject as a believer. I’m writing this book simply because my faith is sustained by observing the irony of fate. Apart from creation itself, I find that irony is the most persuasive argument for the existence of God. Hence this strange, obscure book. And irony is a personal life experience for all of us, whether we see the patterns or not.
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Chapter 1 – The Irony of Fate
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‘Jesus told them, "It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners."’

Mark 2:17

To begin, I need to define my terms and for that I would like to refer to pop culture. Firstly, there is the obvious reference of Alanis Morissette’s iconic song ‘Ironic’. 

I can almost see you shaking your head already. Famous comedians have said that the things Alanis Morissette talks about are neither ironic nor suggestive of any intelligent ironist. Please be aware that I am likely to repeat her error in the examples of irony within this book. And as you shall see - that is the nature of irony for all of us.

What if the ultimate irony of 'Ironic' is that the song really is ironic and it’s just that some people simply don’t see that? Because the trouble with irony is that people often don't see it. It is like finding shapes in clouds. One person sees a face, the other person sees a cloud. And even if Alanis's examples don't amount to the strict definition of irony, they do align with Murphy's Law or Sod's Law. 'It's like rain on your wedding day' implies something beyond bad luck. It implies that there’s someone out to get you.

And so, I ask that you would indulge me as I play with and stretch the semantics a little. Basically, I’m calling for a redefinition of the word ‘irony’. If you are determined to hold to the dictionary definition, then I may as well have called this book ‘Crazily Bad Luck – Evidence for God’ and my theory wouldn’t entirely have changed. That’s okay, but this whole book is going to be a case of ‘The Emperors New Clothes’ for you – with me saying the king is fully dressed and you saying the king is ‘in the altogether’. In that story it is the adults who don’t want to look silly for not seeing invisible clothes. And here, the onus is on me too. Somehow, I have to try to find evidence for invisible things. Things like irony.

The word ‘irony’ is defined in the dictionary in the following way: 

irony1

ˈʌɪrəni/

noun

the expression of one's meaning by using language that normally signifies the opposite, typically for humorous or emphatic effect.

But in everyday life, when someone says, ‘That’s ironic’, they rarely mean that someone has just said something opposite to a reality. In everyday life the definition is stretched.

The word is related to an ancient Greek character depicted in drama named ‘Eiron’. Eiron was a sort of Socratic archetype who always won against his opponent (his nemesis being a proud bully named the ‘Alazon’). The Eiron would always outwit the Alazon through a kind of feigned naivety. His questions would humiliate the Alazon and this was the pattern of many ancient plays. It is still the pattern for many modern day dramas such as Columbo. Okay, Columbo isn’t modern – how about New Tricks. I know, I know, New Tricks is old too. I’m being ironic.

Take your favourite hero or heroine in fiction. Usually they will be using some form of Socratic irony to defeat their nemesis. Socratic irony is when a person asks a seemingly innocent question in order to win in a debate. It is the (relatively) humble character taking the proud character a peg or two down. It can happen both in fiction and real life.

But, when it comes to defining irony there is little consensus. There are even websites which ask whether people consider different things to be ironic or not. Few people agree. Some people strictly adhere to the idea that an irony must obey the dictionary definition. Others see irony in a looser manner. Ironic sensitivity is like a colour-blindness test – not everyone can see the patterns in the dots. Those who are not colour-blind will be able to spot the numbers easily. Those who are colour-blind will see no discernible pattern. It can be maddening for those who clearly see the pattern, attempting to show the colour-blind where the number is. (I am, incidentally (and perhaps, or perhaps not ironically), colour-blind.) Maybe irony is like a joke, which, once explained, loses its efficacy.

So what I’m calling for is a much looser definition of irony, and especially of the irony of fate. I’m proposing a much wider assessment of irony in everyday life simply because it is our experience and because language evolves. Specifically I would like to extend the definition of irony to include bad luck, hypocrisy and coincidence. Furthermore to stretch the definition of irony to truisms, synchronicity and paradox. I would like to do this because there are an army of people who also relate to irony in this looser sense. Language is subject to evolution – and as such it should encompass changing perspectives. When hordes of people see bad luck as ironic then maybe those who hold to the strict definition should relate to this new definition rather than pedantically assert that bad luck is not ironic. 

Because bad luck really can seem ironic. In everyday understanding there sometimes really is a pattern in the cloud or the tree, in the events which occur. And, for those who understand this, there truly seems to be some kind of pernicious and malevolent power which seems to have got it in for us.

Most people understand their lives as narratives, as stories. Irony needs story. Psychotherapy works best when a person is understood in terms of story. It is a more holistic approach to dealing with health than the usual machine metaphor which most of the health profession seems to embrace. In the same way that stories have creators, the meta-narrative and history of the world can be said to have a creator. A kind of heavenly Storyteller. Because where there is a story there is usually a storyteller. And I would like to begin by suggesting that where there is irony, there is almost always an ironist.

In everyday speech we usually call these ironies of fate ‘Sod’s Law’ or ‘Murphy’s Law’, depending on whether we give a name to them and our outlook. These two laws differ slightly but I will go into that later. 

So, to get to the point and quit my rambling, let’s attempt to define irony again. Alanis would be proud of me.

Many thinking people will go beyond the logical dictionary definition when it comes to spotting irony in their own lives. It will depend on your personality and character on whether or not you are willing to accept this looser definition. Irony is not only found in the cruel Judge named ‘Mr Goodwill’. Or the dentist named ‘Mr Gentle’ (his appointments always being at 2:30). Irony is found in Sod’s Law, in the person you least want to see being in the place you least want to see them at the worst possible time. In the car jam when you are on the way to an interview. Or a thousand and other seemingly impossible situations which cause men and women to exclaim, ‘What are the chances of that!?’ These kind of things are bad luck, but when experienced subjectively, they seem to be ironic. They seem to be contrived. What I’m trying to suggest is that they are often not only bad luck – there really is something behind these things. Both someone and something signified by them.

Major ironies are often found in names and careers. Most people take truisms to be a diluted form of irony, especially when it comes to names. So a hypothetical weathergirl named ‘June Blizzard’ is considered slightly ironic by many, even though it is often more of a truism than an irony (depending on the weather) under the strict definition. But we don’t only consider the strict irony of the vertically challenged ‘John Tallman’, most people extend the definition. Mr Tallman can be extremely tall and that’s considered ironic too.

So the thousand and one people who say that Morissette’s lyrics are not ironic can never quite be sure that they are right. Because other people do see irony there. Maybe the biggest irony is that the lyrics really are ironic after all. Irony makes fools of us all. Or at least those who talk about it. Those with an inner irony sensor will sometimes describe it as being like an extra sense. Maybe that is an exaggeration, but it is generally supposed to be better to understand irony than not to.

I’m not saying that a person’s sensitivity to irony makes a better person. The greatest irony is that those who see and use irony can be the cruellest people. It is elitist to make any kind of value judgement. Oscar Wilde may say that irony is ‘wasted on the stupid’, but Wilde was as subject to it as the rest of us. A human being’s worth is not measured by his or her understanding of irony.

All kinds of people can be incredibly sensitive to irony and being able to see it does not make someone a better person. Or a worse one. Some people can see irony where others can’t and this does not necessarily mean that those who do not see it are somehow lessened. If a conscience is sometimes likened to an internal compass then what should a person’s understanding of irony be likened to? I would suggest that it is a sword, because it is used as a weapon in debate. In terms of survival, it really is better to recognise irony.

What I am saying is that being able to see these ironies is a major advantage, even when it seems to be a disadvantage. Irony can be like a secret joke which, if unexplained, can be highly effective in debate, in conversation and in life. There are pragmatic implications to seeing irony. Those who wield this sword want others to see it swinging through the air. They want their enemies to be completely ignorant of the severing blow which has just occurred in a conversation. There is a pride in the wielding of irony. And that, in itself is ironic – as I will attempt to show.

In real life it is slightly different, as we do not see a person holding the sword. The sword may be there, but the one who swings the sword is invisible. ‘Don’t take this personally,’ says irony personified. And of course, the recognition of ironies can be like vinegar to the wounds which life can inflict. Those of us who feel the sting understand that it seems to be highly personal in nature. 

For example, if you claim that you are a genius and the best person at your job the day before your boss fires you, it all feels a little personal. Importantly, I don’t want to suggest that these events are true divine irony. If you are following the possible conclusions of irony in life being the product of an ironist then you have probably already figured out where such an idea would lead. Divine irony may be caused by God but I would argue that it is only positive in nature. Okay, that’s a bit of a cop out – am I really going to say that all good ironies come from God and all bad ironies come from the devil? Not quite. What we consider to be divine irony is not always divine irony. I will go into this in further depth later. Importantly, there is a difference between irony being caused and being allowed by God.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
EVIDENCE FOR GOD ,





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





