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Construction Grammar has long allowed meanings beyond truth-conditional content to be associated with grammatical form. Illocutionary force, information structure, register, and speaker attitude have all been treated as possible dimensions of constructional meaning. Yet, expressive and attitudinal meanings remain under-theorized within constructionist models, especially when they are not simply lexical, but arise from recurrent grammatical patterns. The following work addresses this issue through a case study of sarcastic interrogatives, asking whether sarcasm should be treated only as an inferential effect of context, or whether it can become conventionalized as part of a stored form–meaning pairing.
The analysis focuses on three interrogative constructions in American English: alternative questions, disjunctive polar questions and split interrogatives. All three can be used either literally or sarcastically, which makes them a useful testing ground for examining the relationship between grammatical form, contextual inference, and expressive meaning. The data are drawn from three corpora: COCA, the Internet Argument Corpus, and Switchboard. Each token was annotated as literal or sarcastic, and sarcastic tokens were further classified as context-independent or context-dependent, according to whether the sarcastic interpretation remained recoverable without the surrounding co-text.
This distinction directly addresses the inferential account of sarcasm; if sarcastic meaning is derived primarily from co-text, sarcastic interpretations should not remain reliably identifiable once the co-text is removed. The analysis also examines the distribution of expressive markers, including focus particles, general extenders, emojis, intensifiers, discourse markers, quotation marks, and capitalization.
Three main findings arise from this research. First, sarcastic interpretations are significantly more likely to be context-independent than context-dependent. Most sarcastic utterances remained identifiable as sarcastic without their surrounding discourse, a classification corroborated by external raters.
Second, the three interrogative types differ significantly in their association with sarcasm. Split interrogatives are the most sarcasm-prone type, with sarcastic readings occurring in roughly one third of their tokens, compared with substantially lower rates for the other two constructions. We interpret this association as constructionally motivated; the referential idiosyncrasies, verdictive force, and end-focus information structure of split interrogatives make sarcastic readings more readily available from the form itself.
Third, the distribution of expressive markers suggests an inverse relation between constructional encoding and external marking. The interrogative type most strongly associated with sarcasm contains the fewest additional expressive markers, while the markers that recur elsewhere (focus particles, general extenders, and emojis) are precisely those whose primary function is to mark focus or attitude. By contrast, intensifiers, discourse markers, quotation marks, and capitalization show no comparable association with sarcasm.
Taken together, these findings motivate a gradient model of expressive constructionalization. Within a single grammatical domain, expressive meaning ranges from attitude encoded in a stored construction, through recurrent use-conditional exponents, to meanings that remain dependent on contextual inference. This model does not reject inferential accounts of sarcasm, but limits their scope. Context remains necessary for some sarcastic interpretations, while recurrent expressive meanings may become conventionalized to different degrees. More broadly, the analysis suggests that grammar does not merely provide a structural host for pragmatic inference, but can also conventionalize speaker attitude, making expressivity a graded dimension of constructional organization.
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