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ABSTRACT 

The aim of the present study was to investigate whether the degree of incongruity between 
contextual information and a target sentence influences the extent to which irony is understood in 
individuals with right-frontal-hemisphere damage (RHO). A psycholinguistic paradigm was used, 
allowing us to assess whether impairment in irony under-standing is likely to be due to insensitivity 
(i.e. difficulty in capturing or detecting relevant contextual information) to relevant contextual 
information or to difficulties in integrating contextual information. Twenty individuals with RHO and 
20 healthy contrai (HC) participants were tested on their understanding of a speaker's ironie intent 
and their executive functions. The main results revealed that individuals with RHO exhibit different 
patterns of performance, some of them being able to understand irony while in others this ability was 
impaired. The present study gives support to the hypothesis that difficulties in adequately using 
contextual information may account for pragmatic impairment of individuals with RHO. More 
importantly, the results suggested that these difficulties are related to a lack of sensitivity to 
contextual information instead of difficulty integrating it along with the ironie utterance. A subgroup 
of individuals with RHO processed the speaker's utterance without any reference to contextual 
information, which led them to a literai interpretation of the utterance. 
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Introduction 

People with right-hemisphere damage (RHD) have been shown to experience pragmatic 

impairments typically affecting the processing of non-literal language (e.g. irony, sarcasm, 

metaphor, non-conventional indirect request) (see Joanette, Champagne-Lavau, Kalhaoui, 

& Ska, 2007; Monetta & Champagne-Lavau, 2009; Myers, 1998; for a review; Van Lancker 

& Kempler, 1987). Non-literal utterances require the ability to process the speaker's 

utterance beyond its literal meaning in order to allow one to grasp the speaker's intention 

by reference to the contextual information (Grice, 1975; Searle, 1969). Ironie utterances 

are traditionally defined as utterances expressing something other than the literal meaning 

and most commonly the opposite of what has been said by the speaker, while sarcasm is 

caustic and directed against someone (Gibbs, 1986). 
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