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Once upon a time, irony was the weapon of the outsider, an inoculation against the 
hegemony of mainstream culture and a mark of engagement and intellectual rigor. Then 
its energies were consumed and depleted by the very forces of conformist consumer 
capitalism it had been working to criticize.  Thus disarmed, irony reinvented itself as a 
henchman of postmodernism, a sort of evil shadow-self; it reemerged to lead a generation 
of thinkers stumbling into a wilderness of cynicism and detachment. Pronounced dead 
after 9/11, it lived to die another day, this time at the hands of a new generation of culture 
warriors armed with sincerity, passion, and earnestness. Thanks to their sacrifices, we 
can now begin to imagine a new mode of unapologetic (though perhaps chastened and 
self-conscious) engagement with politics and culture, and thus to find our way out from 
under irony’s dark shadow once and for all. 
 
This, more or less, along with a little bit of rain on your wedding day, is the standard 
narrative of irony’s rise and fall in US culture during the second half of the twentieth 
century and the first decade or so of the twenty-first. Lee Konstantinou’s wonderful Cool 
Characters: Irony and American Fiction doesn’t so much throw this narrative into doubt as 
historicize it, offering a careful, illuminating examination of how it came to be, while 
asking what’s at stake in arguments about irony in US culture. His project is descriptive 
and analytical: he wants to give “a historical sense of the changing political fortunes of 
countercultural irony, a sense of why irony took on and lost political significance in the 
twentieth and now the twenty-first centuries” (288). His approach is also, Konstantinou 
tells us, “unabashedly normative,” in at least two ways. First, he does not hesitate to 
weigh in on the specific negotiations and compromises of the texts he discusses in the 
book.  Nor does he balk at imagining a relation to irony that might overcome some of the 
pitfalls and dangers that have seduced previous generations of writers and critics. It is 
also fascinatingly normative, however, in its proposed mode of reading, a subject to 
which I will return later.  
 
Konstantinou’s Introduction sets up his argument through a dizzying, high-speed tour 
of irony’s many guises.  Leading us from Aristotle to Žižek, by way of Plato, Cicero, 
Randolph Bourne, Wayne C. Booth, Linda Hutcheon, Leo Strauss, G.W.F. Hegel, Søren 
Kierkegaard, Richard Rorty, Jürgen Habermas, Amanda Anderson, Kenneth Burke, and 
Peter Sloterdijk, among others, he provides a brief history of the term and sets up a range 
of problematics he will go on to explore. Though as the list above suggests, this section 
demonstrates far more than a superficial knowledge of the philosophical and theoretical 
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debates over irony, Konstantinou’s discussion serves his larger historicizing project: to 
emphasize the slippages and misunderstandings built into the very concept of irony and 
to show how it has functioned as a shape-shifter in intellectual history, a term whose 
meaning changes depending on context and historical moment.   
 
This emphasis on the fluidity of irony and its politics is crucial to the argument that 
follows. Because irony is by definition unstable—it depends on a collective and 
historically contingent notion of common sense or dominant values to which it 
responds—it remains impossible to arrive at some sort of static conclusion about irony’s 
meaning or ultimate prescription for its political significance. Rather than attempting to 
force the term into submission, Konstantinou aims to reactivate it and to demonstrate its 
dynamic and shifting, but still urgent, relevance to contemporary aesthetic and political 
debates. He rejects the “epistemological determinism” (12) of thinkers who believe that 
irony has a necessary politics and devotes himself instead to examining a series of related 
debates that help him to reframe our own literary moment.  
 
Konstantinou enumerates four types of political irony: the cognitive, the 
antifoundational, the historicist, and the characterological. The last is irony’s most 
important and overarching dimension. What he means by this is that irony is “not a 
method or a tone or an affect or merely a property of language or a feature of 
communicative action. It is an ethos that consumes the whole person, a whole life” (17). 
It can be best understood, then, through figures who seem to embody the concept as it is 
understood at different historical moments, such as Rorty’s “liberal ironist,” along with 
others who express their relationship to irony through a “rich language of character, 
attitude, sensibility, disposition, and ethos” (15). These types, too, are normative in that 
they charismatically exemplify their own particular instantiation of irony. From this 
insight springs the book’s elegant framework. It is organized by characters—the hipster, 
the punk, the believer, the coolhunter, and the occupier—each of whom is defined 
through their respective relationship to irony, and to each of whom a chapter is devoted.   
 
The book explores the qualities of each of these types through detailed readings of 
contemporary novelists: Ellison and Pynchon introduce the hipster; Acker and 
Burroughs provide a taste of the punk ethos; Dave Eggers and David Foster Wallace 
anchor the discussion of the believer; Jennifer Egan, William Gibson, and Alex Shakar 
sketch the coolhunter, and Rachel Kushner and Jonathan Lethem offer a glimpse of the 
book’s final, hopeful figure of the occupier. The figures around whom the book is 
organized are not just characters; they are cultural phenomena, and Konstantinou’s is as 
much an analysis of cultural narratives and norms as it is a reading of twentieth- and 
twenty-first century novels.  
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Cool Characters connects many of these texts under the banner of a term, “postirony,” 
which gathers a diverse group of writers who have “told the story of irony . . .  as a 
dialectical movement of resistance and incorporation” (8). This term also designates the 
period of cultural production that follows postmodernism, a period that critics have 
scrambled to name. Konstantinou insists that his term is neither exhaustive or 
comprehensive: “I do not propose postirony as a new cultural dominant that exhausts 
the contemporary scene,” he cautions. As with his survey of the history of irony, his goal 
is not to arrive at a conclusive definition; rather, through staging a series of problems and 
debates, he wishes to “shed light on this larger project of naming the present” (38). 
 
Perhaps Konstantinou’s richest contributions to the project of periodizing the post-
postmodern moment is creating a reading practice based on the notion that politics itself, 
like irony, is characterological in nature; that it operates as a matter of deciding and 
performing what type of person one wants to be. Affiliations are thus as much about 
aesthetics and ethos as they are about a particular belief system. From this follows the 
corollary insight that politics is in some meaningful sense a literary enterprise. “Those 
who recommend that we adopt an ethos of irony,” Konstantinou writes, “are 
recommending that we adopt a specifically literary art of living” (18). 
 
What is interestingly normative about his project, then, is how it exemplifies a mode of 
reading that takes as its subject the world itself, not simply the texts under discussion. If, 
as I claim, Konstantinou’s ultimate argument is that politics themselves are 
characterological, then his book implicitly reimagines the critic as a figure who might 
once again find a way to speak to the heart of American life.  Konstantinou explicitly 
relates creative expression, reading, and criticism to enacting forms of political ethos, and, 
in the process, suggests that reading and interpretation are themselves politically salient 
activities. At one point, he even imagines reading “the world as a special class of literary 
text” (44), underscoring how inextricable politics and culture really are. 
 
This proposed mode of reading is one of the book’s most surprising, exciting, and 
transformative contributions. Konstantinou spends only a little time discussing Lionel 
Trilling’s notion of irony, but his understanding of the role of the critic seems to me to 
circle back to Trilling’s “The Situation of the American Intellectual at the Present Time” 
(1952). That essay closes with a bold call to expand our notions of the “the proper subject 
of literary criticism”:  

. . .  the kind of critical interest I am asking the literary intellectual to take in the 
life around him is a proper interest of the literary mind, and that it is the right 
ground on which to approach transcendent things. More: it is the right ground for 
the literary art to grow in—the right ground for satire, for humor, for irony, for 
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tragedy, for the personal vision affirming itself against the institutional with the 
peculiar passionateness of art. 

For Trilling, we need not apologize for addressing “the life around us” alongside and in 
relation to the representational, expressive, and critical insights of artworks and cultural 
artifacts that furnish us with our “proper” subjects of analysis. Nor can we truly 
understand one without the other, and thus our notions of “the literary” demand to be 
radically reconsidered. Konstantinou’s more politically radical call is for the creation of a 
new “oppositional ethos,” capable of “transcending political cynicism” (288), but he too 
imagines that undertaking as at least in part a literary one. As the notion of cultural 
resistance presents itself to us with a new urgency, Konstantinou’s new book reminds us 
that our little patch of ground is worth preserving, for all the reasons we already know, 
but also because it is “the right ground on which to approach transcendent things.” 
 
 


