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1 Introduction 

Previous research has suggested that contextual factors are required to lead to an ironic interpretation of an ut-

terance. The highlighted contextual factors have been : the allusion to a failed expectancy, which is the fact to 

allude to a difference between previous expectations and the actual reality (Kumon-Nakamura, Glucksberg, & 

Brown, 1995; Utsumi, 2000) ; view by others as the presence of an echo, the fact to mention a previous speech 

or events, thoughts, social norms or shared expectancies  (Kreuz & Glucksberg, 1989; Sperber & Wilson, 1986). 

Another highlighted contextual factor is pragmatic insincerity, which is the violation of one or more felicity con-

ditions in order to call the attention on the failed expectancy and express the speaker attitude towards this failure 

(Kumon-Nakamura et al., 1995; Utsumi, 2000). The two last factors are the expression of negative attitude, 

which can be described as the indirect expression of negative feelings about the failure of the expectancy 

(Utsumi, 2000) and specific to sarcasm, the presence of a victim (Utsumi, 2000). The victim of irony is an identi-

fiable person or group of persons targeted by a negative comment.  Campbell & Katz (2012) were the first to 

experimentally test the necessity of these factors in the sarcastic interpretation of an utterance. They worked with 

the Constraints Satisfaction approach that allows the study of all these factors at the same time and the interac-

tion between them. Indeed this approach suggests that the non-literal interpretation of an utterance would be 

precociously accessible only if the context (i.e., contextual factors) promoting this interpretation is substantial 

enough. The Constraints Satisfaction approach supposes that the several factors (i.e., called constraints in this 

approach) give a probabilistic base for a competitive interpretation in parallel and throughout the time. Some 

constraints then may be more likely to play a role early in the understanding process while others would play a 

later role. Within this framework, Campbell & Katz (2012) reported that pragmatic insincerity is neither neces-

sary nor sufficient, confirming the results of Colston (2000) about the non-necessity of the pragmatic insincerity. 

They also showed that none of these other contextual factors is necessary but each is sufficient in the compre-

hension of sarcasm. 
1
 

However  Campbell & Katz (2012)  did not manipulate features of the target utterances such as ironic markers 

or type of irony. There is a distinction between factors (i.e., constraints) and markers of irony. Indeed, factors 

have to be present for an utterance to be qualify as ironic, without their presence an utterance is no longer ironic 

(Attardo, Eisterhold, Hay, & Poggi, 2003). On the other hand, ironic markers (e.g., lexical markers) are defined 

as meta-communicative clues, helping but non essential in the comprehension of irony (Attardo, 2000). Burgers, 

van Mulken, & Schellens (2012) showed that ironic markers such as lexical markers increase irony comprehen-

sion and reduce perceived complexity. In addition, the  Implicit Display Theory (Utsumi, 2000) suggests that for 

an utterance to be understood as ironic, this utterance has to be embedded  in an ironic environment and it im-

plicitly displays this ironic environment. The lexical markers may contribute to implicitly display the ironic envi-

ronment. Thus the role of lexical marker in the comprehension of an utterance as ironic seems to be sizeable. 

The aim of the present study was to assess—in French—whether the presence of lexical markers influences 

the production of constraints inducing irony. According to this short literature review, the constraints tested were 

allusion to a failed expectancy, negative attitude and presence of a victim.  

                                                           
1  Sarcasm is a variable of verbal irony (Colston, 2000). Sarcasm is characterized by the factors characterizing verbal irony 

and added to them by the presence of a negative comment about an identifiable victim or a group of identifiable victims 

(Kumon-Nakamura, Glucksberg, & Brown, 1995). 
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Our hypothesis was that if lexical markers influence the production of the factors, then the production of these 

factors should be more important when the ironic target utterance includes a lexical marker. 

2 Material and Method 

2.1 Production task 

Twenty participants, 11 women and 9 men (mean age = 21.2 years ± 2.3; mean level of education = 15.1 years 

± 2.0) were asked to complete 20 minimal contexts to induce an ironic interpretation of a target utterance (e.g., 

What beautiful weather). 

 

 Participant can write here  

   

 You and Clara want to have a picnic. 

 

 

 Participant can write here  

   

 You look by the window and say to Clara : 

 

 

 “What beautiful weather” 

 

 

Fig. 1. Example of minimal context and target utterance as presented to participants 

Target utterances were manipulated according to the type of verbal irony: with a victim, directed against 

someone (e.g., You are so fast) versus about a situation (e.g., What beautiful weather) and according to the pres-

ence (e.g., What beautiful weather) vs. absence (e.g., It is useful) of a lexical marker leading to the 4 following 

conditions: irony with a victim and presence of a lexical marker; irony with a victim without the presence of a 

lexical marker; irony about situation with presence of a lexical marker; and irony about a situation without the 

presence of a lexical marker. There were five target utterances for each of the four conditions. 

2.2 Target utterances validation 

Before the task of context production, the target utterances were validated by another group of participants 

containing 22 women and 22 men (mean age = 24.9 ± 2.4; mean level of education = 15.9 ± 1.4). The purpose of 

this validation, done on 35 utterances, was to select 20 utterances that can be equally understood as sincere and 

as ironic to ensure that if a target utterance was judged as ironic after the step of context completion, it was due 

to the constraints added by the participants and not due to the target utterances themselves. To achieve this vali-

dation, the participants were asked to evaluate, on a seven points Likert scale, the use frequency of each utter-

ance as sarcastic. The utterances that obtained a middle score between 2.5 and 4.5 were selected.  

3 Results  

The 400 contexts were produced and then judged as ironic or not. In a second step, the 300 stimuli recognized 

as ironic were analyzed for the presence of each contextual factor (i.e., allusion to a failed expectancy, negative 

attitude and presence of a victim). Two types of irony (with victim or about a situation) x 2 lexical markers 

(presence or absence) repeated-measure ANOVAs were performed on the percentage of stimuli containing each 

pragmatic constraint (presence of a victim, negative tension and allusion to a failed expectancy). 

The 2x2 ANOVA on the percentage of stimuli containing the factor presence of a victim results showed a 

main effect of the lexical marker on the percentage of stimuli containing the contextual factor presence of a vic-

tim (F(1.18)=12.426 ; p = 0.002) meaning that when the lexical marker was present (M = 41.83%), less stimuli 
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were produced with the contextual factor presence of a victim than when it was absent (M = 53.03%). It also 

showed a main effect of the type of irony (F (1.18)=253.349; p<0.0001) meaning that the irony with a victim (M 

= 85.66%) contains a percentage more important of stimuli including this factor than irony about a situation (M 

= 9.20%). The interaction type of irony x lexical marker was no significant: F (1.18) = 3.906; p=0.064. 

A main effect of lexical marker was also shown by the 2x2 ANOVA on the percentage of stimuli containing 

the factor negative attitude (F (1.18) = 44.032; p<0.0001) meaning that when the lexical marker was present (M 

= 91.36%) in the target sentence, more stimuli were produced with the contextual factor negative attitude than 

when it was absent (M = 69.39%) (see Figure 2). This ANOVA also showed a main effect of the irony type F 

(1.18)= 33.312; p<0.0001. Indeed, the percentage of stimuli including the factor negative attitude is more impor-

tant when the stimuli belong to the type irony about a situation (M = 91.45%) than when they belong to the type 

irony with a victim (M = 69.30%). The interaction type of irony x lexical marker was not significant (F (1.18) = 

2.602; p>0.05). 

 

Fig. 2. Percentage of stimuli containing the factor negative attitude in function of the presence or absence of the lexical 

marker in the target utterances and of the type of irony. 

The 2x2 ANOVA on the percentage of stimuli containing the factor allusion to a failed expectancy showed no 

significant effect of the lexical marker F (1.18) = 3.588; p=0.074.  It did not show any significant effect of the 

type of irony (F (1.18) = 1.613; p>0.05). The interaction type of irony x lexical marker didn’t reach significance: 

F (1.18) = 1.124; p>0.05.  

4 Discussion  

The results showed that the presence of a lexical marker in the target utterance influences the production of 

factors presence of a victim and negative attitude but does not influence the production of the factor allusion to a 

failed expectancy. 

 The fact that lexical markers are often hyperbolic and thus invite to an increase of the negative feeling most 

likely explains the results obtained for the factor negative attitude. Indeed our results showed that the factor neg-

ative attitude was more present when the ironic target utterance includes a lexical marker than when the lexical 

marker is absent of the target utterance. These results are in agreement with the Implicit Display Theory 

(Utsumi, 2000). The linked made by Utsumi (2000) between negative attitude and the presence of lexical marker 

in the ironic target utterance can effectively be confirmed by our results.  
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By contrast, the pragmatic constraint presence of a victim was more present when the ironic target utterance 

did not include a lexical marker than when it included a lexical marker. There is no literature about the influence 

of lexical marker on the presence of a victim but maybe these results could be explained by the Constraints Satis-

faction approach. Indeed, this approach considers that no constraint is necessary but that they are sufficient to 

reach a stable state, in this case the comprehension of the utterance as ironic or as sincere. Due to the influence 

of the presence of a lexical marker on the production of the factor negative attitude, this factor would be stronger 

and may play a precocious role. In consequence, the role played by the factor presence of a victim would be 

undermined in the presence of a lexical marker. More research should be necessary to confirm this hypothesis. 

No effect of the lexical marker has been found on the factor allusion to a failed expectancy. These results 

could be explained by the fact that the constraint allusion to a failed expectancy is the more present constraint in 

the ironic utterances. It could be possible that its role in context to the comprehension of irony is so strong that 

its production is not influenced by linguistic constraint specific to the ironic target utterance. Allusion to failed 

expectancy (Kumon-Nakamura et al., 1995; Utsumi, 2000), or view by others as the presence of an echo (Kreuz 

& Glucksberg, 1989; Sperber & Wilson, 1986), seems to be the constraint whose role, played in the comprehen-

sion of an utterance as ironic, makes the most consensus in the literature. The sizeable role of this factor is re-

flected by the authors’ agreement and is probably the reason why the presence or absence of a lexical marker did 

not influence the production of this factor. 

Our results seemed to show that the different features as factors and ironic markers as lexical markers play in-

termingled roles in irony processing.  

As a conclusion, features of the ironic utterances such as the presence of a lexical marker could have an influ-

ence on the production of the factors present in the context and whose role is to induce an ironic interpretation of 

the utterance. Until now, the various features (i.e., factors and ironic markers as lexical markers) playing a role in 

irony processing have been studied separately but our results highlighted the need to study all types of features at 

the same time and in interactions. It will be very interesting, using the Satisfaction Constraint approach to evalu-

ate the weight of each factor and to see if some ironic markers as the presence of a lexical marker have an influ-

ence on this weight. Moreover, the influence, on the production of factors, of other types of features such as the 

sociological ones, whose role on irony processing have been shown (Gibbs, 2000; Ivanko, Pexman, & Olineck, 

2004) should also be taken into account. 
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