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Abstract 

Verbal irony characteristically involves the expression of a derogatory, dissociative attitude. The ironical speaker 

is not only stating a blatant falsehood or irrelevant proposition; she is also communicating her stance towards its 

epistemic status. The centrality of attitude recognition in irony understanding opens up the question of which 

cognitive abilities make it possible. Drawing on Wilson (2009), we provide a full-fledged account of the role of 

epistemic vigilance in irony understanding and suggest that it relies on the exercise of first- and second-order 

vigilance towards the content, the ironic speaker as well as the source of the irony.   
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1. Introduction 

There is a widespread consensus among philosophers of language and linguists that verbal irony 

involves attitude expression. This observation goes back to Paul Grice, who acknowledged that 

“irony is intimately connected with the expression of a feeling, attitude or evaluation. I cannot 

say something ironically unless what I say is intended to reflect a hostile or derogatory judgment 

or a feeling such as indignation or contempt.” (Grice 1978/1989: 53-54). While the precise 

characterization of the ironical attitude is still the object of debate, theorists agree on its 

centrality in accounting for the nature and communicative function of verbal irony.  

 To illustrate this, let us consider the following example. Diana has advised Nausicaa 

and Richard to try the new vegetarian restaurant close to the university campus. After a very 

disappointing main course, Nausicaa tells Richard “The food is really succulent!”. While it is 

clear that Nausicaa believes the opposite of what she literally says, conveying this belief is 

arguably not her primary intention. First, if Nausicaa assumed Richard to know already that she 

believes the food to be disappointing (and to share this belief), her statement would be 
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uninformative. Second, if she primarily wanted to communicate that she dislikes the food, her 

utterance would be unnecessarily indirect (see Sperber and Wilson 1981: 300-301). What is 

Nausicaa’s primary intention then?   

According to the Echoic account of verbal irony (Sperber and Wilson 1981; Wilson and 

Sperber 2012), an ironical speaker intends to communicate a derogatory attitude towards a 

thought that is echoed by the proposition literally expressed by the utterance (e.g., The food was 

really succulent) and that is attributed to a source other than the speaker herself at the present 

time (e.g., to Diana). In the example, the ironical statement echoes the thoughts expressed by 

Diana’s appreciative remarks about the restaurant, from which Nausicaa intends to dissociate 

herself as she finds them ludicrously false. Interestingly, though, irony does not always require 

stating the opposite of what one believes. For instance, after their dissatisfying lunch, Nausicaa 

could ironically ask Richard: “Did you remember to get their business card?” In these 

circumstances, the question is blatantly irrelevant. The speaker could thus utter it to express a 

dissociative attitude towards her previous expectation that the lunch would be memorable, and 

the restaurant worth being considered for future occasions. Crucially, according to Echoic 

account of verbal irony, in both cases, the speaker echoes a thought that she considers blatantly 

false or ludicrously irrelevant as a means to make her attitude towards it mutually manifest 

among the interlocutors.  

According to the Pretence account of verbal irony (Clark and Gerrig 1984), the ironical 

speaker pretends to be someone sincerely uttering the statement at issue (e.g., “The food is 

really succulent!”) in order to convey a derogatory attitude towards the people who might 

express such an idea, or accept it (e.g., Diana) and towards the statement itself. The ironical 

attitude is thus taken to target people and utterances, not propositions: it addresses the pretended 

speaker, the pretended audience and the pretended statement. In the example, the addressee, 

Richard, is meant to recognize the pretence and enjoy the sense of complicity with Nausicaa 

that can arise from this recognition. 

 Attitude expression thus appears to be a key element of verbal irony across the Echoic 

and the Pretence accounts. For our purposes, we will ignore the differences between the two 

and focus on the uncontested claims that ironical statements are primarily meant to convey an 

attitude and that this attitude is derogatory in nature. Importantly, the attitude expressed by 

verbal irony is communicated in an implicit way. When uttering “The food was really 

succulent!”, Nausicaa invites Richard to infer that she intends to express a dissociative attitude. 

She could convey the same attitude explicitly, e.g., by stating “It was silly of us to expect that 

the food would be succulent. Diana is known for her poor taste!”. Clearly, though, this utterance 



will not be considered as a case of verbal irony. Irony requires the attitude to be implicit. 

Furthermore, as Sperber and Wilson (1995: 239) maintain, “[t]he attitude expressed by an 

ironical utterance is invariably of the rejecting or disapproving kind”. Ironical statements may 

implicitly communicate an entire range of dissociative attitudes and emotions, and fall on a 

continuum with other attributive uses of language: 

Dissociative attitudes themselves vary quite widely, falling anywhere on a 

spectrum from amused tolerance through various shades of resignation or 

disappointment to contempt, disgust, outrage or scorn. The attitudes 

characteristic of verbal irony are generally seen as coming from the milder, or 

more controlled, part of the range. However, there may be no sharp cut off point 

between dissociative attitudes that are clearly ironical and those that are not.  

(Wilson 2009: 20-21) 

 

Recent developments in pragmatic theory on the place of non-propositional effects in 

interpretation have further contributed to a more fine-grained characterization of the ironical 

attitude. In particular, Yus (2016) distinguishes between the dissociative propositional attitude 

and the affective attitude, that is, the speaker’s feelings and emotions associated with the 

thought echoed by the ironical statement. According to Yus, the correct appreciation of the 

affective attitude expressed by the speaker supports the interpretation of the ironical statement 

by qualifying it as intended to be perceived as critical, offensive, praising or humorous. 

Crucially for our purposes, though, whatever interactional function verbal irony is intended to 

achieve, this is always obtained by means of dissociation. We can thus clarify a widespread 

misunderstanding in the literature on irony, which has arguably conflated the ironical attitude, 

on the one hand, and the interactional function of the ironical statement (e.g., criticism vs. 

compliments), on the other hand. Indeed, it is often assumed that the ironical speaker “intend[s] 

to convey an attitude that is of opposite valence to the meaning of the words spoken” (Nicholson 

et al. 2013: 1). As a result, a distinction is drawn between ironical criticisms (“The food is really 

succulent!”), which would express a negative attitude by saying something positive, and 

ironical compliments (“The food is really tasteless!”), which would express a positive attitude 

by saying something negative.1 This distinction – rooted in the valence of the linguistic 

statement – should not lead us to overlook the distinctiveness of the ironical attitude across all 

its manifestations: irony is essentially dissociative. Whether the speaker is dissociating herself 

from the thought or hope that the food would be delicious, thus criticizing the quality of the 

 
1 The Echoic account of verbal irony, and we tend to conquer, conceives of “ironical praises” (e.g., “The food is 

really tasteless!”) as genuine cases of irony only when the utterance can be interpreted as echoing a previous 

thought or expectation (e.g., in a situation in which the person that cooked the food had warned the guests about 

her poor culinary skills).  



food (and the doubtful taste of whoever appreciates it), or whether the speaker is distancing 

herself from the thought or fear that it would be tasteless, thus praising the quality of the food 

(and the culinary skills of the cook), in both cases the attitude expressed pertains to the 

dissociative range (see also, Garmendia 2018: §5.2).  

 Given the centrality of this dissociative attitude in pragmatic theories of verbal irony, 

this paper aims to explore the question of what makes attitude recognition and irony 

understanding possible from a cognitive perspective. The paper is organized as follows. In 

Section 2, we outline the available experimental evidence in support of the view that irony is 

closely linked to attitude expression and recognition. In Section 3, we address the question of 

which cognitive abilities are required for understanding irony and discuss the established 

correlation between success in second-order Theory of Mind tasks and irony understanding. 

Finally, in Section 4, we develop Wilson’s (2009) proposal that irony understanding ultimately 

depends on the exercise of a capacity for epistemic vigilance and provide a full-fledged account 

of the distinctive contributions of first- and second-order vigilance to distinguish verbal irony 

from lies or mistakes, as well as to recognize the dissociative stance conveyed by the ironical 

speaker.  

 

2. The ironical attitude: experimental evidence 

The claim that irony understanding involves attitude ascription has received indirect support 

from several experimental studies. The first set of relevant studies concerns the investigation of 

the role of speaker characteristics in facilitating irony understanding (for a review, see Pexman 

2005). If irony understanding depends on attitude recognition, one should expect that speaker 

characteristics that are stereotypically linked to the expression of dissociative (mocking or 

scornful) attitudes should make participants more inclined to interpret the speaker’s utterance 

as ironical. Would you be more inclined to take Nausicaa’s comment “The food is really 

succulent!” as ironical if you knew that she was a comedian or a scientist? Since the seminal 

work of Katz and Pexman (1997), a growing body of literature indicates that speaker attributes, 

presented as traits of the speaker (e.g., having a reputation for being frank/being a jokester) or 

inferred from social categories (e.g., speaker occupation), are used as cues to communicative 

intent. For instance, Katz and Pexman (1997) showed that participants consistently judged 

occupations as being linked to the tendency of using either ironical or metaphorical statements. 

Furthermore, they showed that target statements uttered by members of high-irony occupations 

(e.g., comedian) were perceived to be more sarcastic than the same statements produced by 

members of high-metaphor occupations (e.g., English professor) and that the former speakers 



were judged as more mocking than the latter. In line with this, Pexman and Olineck (2002) 

showed that the effect of speaker occupation is stronger when the context is not biasing towards 

a literal or ironical interpretation of the target statements, thus suggesting that social 

information plays a crucial role in the absence of other cues of speaker intent (e.g., contextual 

incongruity). Furthermore, the attribution of specific traits, such as personality traits, appears 

to modulate the understanding and processing of irony. For instance, Pexman et al. (2006) 

showed that 5- to 8-year-olds’ understanding of irony was influenced by whether the speaker 

was described as “nice” or “mean”. Specifically, in the case of so-called ironical criticisms, 

comprehension accuracy was higher for “mean” speakers than for “nice” ones, but the opposite 

was true in the case of ironical compliments. Interestingly, several studies employing online 

comprehension measures revealed that the processing of irony is affected by speaker 

characteristics well beyond childhood (for a discussion, see Katz et al. 2004). For instance, the 

ERP study by Regel et al. (2010) showed that the speaker communicative style (operationalized 

as their past use of distinct proportions of ironical vs. literal statements) can affect language 

processing as early as 200 ms. Moreover, there is evidence that factors such as speaker gender 

and age modulate the reading times of ironical statements. In Jared and Pandolfo (2021), for 

instance, first-pass reading times of ironical statements in young adults were faster when the 

speaker was a peer than when the speaker was an older adult. This body of work indicates that 

social information plays an important role in understanding and processing verbal irony, thus 

pointing to the relevance of speaker identity to infer ironical intent. This conclusion fits well 

with the idea that irony cannot be reduced to saying the opposite of what one means, but 

fundamentally involves the expression of the speaker’s attitude. The extent to which socio-

cultural stereotypes align with the expression of a dissociative attitude in a given context should 

thus facilitate (or impede) irony understanding.  

The second set of studies providing indirect support to the thesis that irony involves a 

dissociative attitude includes those experiments that manipulated the presence/absence of an 

antecedent whose content the ironical speaker dissociates from (e.g., a previous statement, an 

explicit norm, etc.). The seminal work of Jorgensen et al. (1984) showed that participants were 

more likely to perceive a statement that is incongruent with the context as ironical if this was 

preceded by an antecedent. For instance, they were more likely to perceive the statement “We 

are definitely lost!” uttered by a speaker who found her way around if this was preceded by the 

statement “We are getting lost!” earlier in the story. In line with this finding, Gibbs (1986) 

demonstrated that the ease of processing and recall for ironical statements depends on the 

presence of an antecedent in the story contexts (see also Kreuz and Glucksberg 1989; Turcan 



and Filik 2017). Similarly, the presence of the antecedent appears to enhance irony 

comprehension in children, especially in the absence of other cues, such as prosody (Keenan 

and Quingley 1999). Drawing on these results, it can be argued that irony understanding is 

supported whenever the context makes the thought or the individual with which the ironical 

speaker disagrees more salient. This, in turn, is likely to facilitate the recognition that the 

speaker intends to convey some kind of disapproval via their statement.  

In sum, consistently with linguistic accounts, the available empirical data point to the 

centrality of attitude expression and recognition in verbal irony. In what follows, we argue that 

an adequate account of the cognitive requirements for irony understanding should address the 

question of which socio-cognitive skills are involved in attributing implicitly dissociative 

attitudes.  

 

3. The cognitive requirements for verbal irony  

The last two decades have seen flourishing literature on the question of which cognitive 

capacities make irony understanding possible. This question has been tackled via distinct, and 

complementary, perspectives: clinical, neuropsychological as well as developmental. This 

broad literature converges on some cognitive requirements, among which Theory of Mind 

appears to play a crucial role. Theory of Mind (ToM) is the capacity to predict and explain 

behaviours by attributing relevant mental states (beliefs, intentions, desires). Since Happé 

(1993), research in clinical pragmatics has repeatedly shown that individuals with impairments 

in higher-order ToM (such as, understanding beliefs about beliefs) display systematic 

difficulties in understanding irony (but, see, e.g., Panzeri et al. 2020). This holds notably for 

individuals with autism spectrum disorder (Martin and McDonald 2004), schizophrenia 

(Langdon et al. 2002; Li et al. 2017) and acquired brain injuries (for a review, see Rowley et 

al. 2017). Furthermore, neuropsychological data reveal that the ToM neural network, which 

includes the right and left temporal parietal junction, the medial prefrontal cortex and the 

precuneus, is activated during the processing of irony (Spotorno et al. 2012).2 Finally, from a 

developmental perspective, several studies confirm that the development of irony 

understanding goes hand-in-hand with the emergence of higher-order ToM skills. For instance, 

 
2 While Sportorno et al. (2012) revealed an extensive activation of the ToM neural network during irony 

processing, previous literature reported mixed findings (see, e.g., Rapp et al. 2010; Shibata et al. 2010; Uchiyama 

et al. 2006, 2012; Wakusawa et al. 2007). As Spotorno and colleagues discuss at length, this is arguably due to 

some methodological limitations of previous fMRI studies, including i) lack of contextual support for the ironical 

interpretation, ii) high predictability of the ironical statements (which may have led to short-circuited mentalizing), 

and iii) absence of a direct comparison between ironical and literal statements (for a discussion, see Spotorno et 

al. 2012: 26-27).  



Filippova and Astington’s (2008) study with 5-, 7- and 9-year-olds reported a large correlation 

between success in a second-order false belief task and irony understanding, and second-order 

false belief task was found to be a significant predictor even when age, memory, attunement to 

prosody and receptive vocabulary were controlled for.  

As with any correlational data, the established correlation between irony understanding 

and second-order ToM requires interpretation: why would success on a given ToM task (often, 

second-order false-belief attribution) be correlated with irony understanding? As Matthews et 

al. (2018) have pointed out, “[t]o date, the vast majority of research has focused on false-belief 

understanding. Yet, for many pragmatic tasks it is not always clear why this would be called 

upon” (p. 7). When it comes to irony and success in second-order false belief attribution, a few 

alternative explanations have been presented.  

Early accounts, such as Winner and Leekam (1991), argued for an explanation based on 

the structural similarity in terms of metarepresentational requirements. That is, they suggested 

that second-order intentions and second-order beliefs are structurally similar as they concern 

intentions or beliefs about someone else’s beliefs. Understanding second-order intentions 

involves judging the speaker’s intention to affect someone’s belief, and irony requires 

understanding that the speaker intends the addressee to know that the proposition literally 

expressed is false (e.g., understanding that when Nausicaa utters “The food is really succulent!” 

she wants Richard to know that the food is tasteless). According to Winner and Leekham 

(1991), the capacity to attribute second-order intentions allows the addressee to discriminate 

irony from (white) lies, the latter requiring the understanding that the speaker does not want the 

addressee to know that the proposition literally expressed is false. For instance, if Nausicaa was 

trying to be polite with Diana, she could insincerely utter “The food was really succulent!”, 

intending Diana not to know that the food was actually tasteless.  

In a similar vein, Sullivan et al. (1995) suggested that understanding irony requires the 

attribution of second-order knowledge since it involves recognizing that the speaker knows that 

the listener knows the truth. When telling Richard that “The food is really succulent!”, Nausicaa 

knows that he knows that the food is tasteless.3 In contrast with this, to recognize a (failed) lie, 

one needs to attribute second-order ignorance to the speaker: the speaker does not know that 

the listener knows, thus explaining her intention to deceive.  

 
3 It is worth noting that while many instances of verbal irony involve the speaker’s second-order knowledge, this 

does not seem to be a necessary requirement. Verbal irony can be expressed, and recognized, even in the absence 

of second-order knowledge. Nausicaa could ironically utter “The food was really succulent!” to Diana, who 

strongly believes that the food served at the restaurant is very good. If helped by further extra linguistic cues (tone 

of voice, facial expression), Diana could recognize the dissociative attitude implicitly expressed via the statement.  



Crucially, these proposals focus on the role of second-order attributions of intentions or 

knowledge as a requirement to distinguish between verbal irony and deception, as both typically 

involve the intentional expression of a literal falsehood.  This opens up the question, though, of 

why other figurative uses of language that also involve expressing a literal falsehood do not 

correlate with second-order ToM (Happé 1993). Like verbal irony, metaphor often relies on 

literally false statements. In a broadly Gricean view, for instance, irony and metaphor involve 

flouting of the maxim of Quality (“Do not say what you believe to be false”). In both cases, the 

overt violation triggers the recovery of the intended figurative meaning. Nausicaa could utter a 

blatantly false metaphorical statement like “The restaurant was a trap”, knowing that Richard 

knows that the restaurant is not an enclosure designed to catch animals, and without wanting 

him to form such a belief. Thus, the reason why irony understanding, but not metaphor 

comprehension, should correlate with success in second-order ToM tasks is not clear.4 

Further accounts have tried to explain the correlation between irony understanding and 

success in second-order ToM tasks by appealing to features of verbal irony that make it distinct 

from other figurative uses of language. For instance, drawing on the Echoic account of verbal 

irony, Happé (1993) suggested that it is the attributive nature of verbal irony – that is, the fact 

that it involves a thought about an attributed thought (Nausicaa’s thought about the thought that 

the food is really succulent, which is attributed to Diana) – that allows us to make sense of it 

going hand in hand with success in second-order false belief tasks. This feature, which irony 

shares with attributive uses of language, such as free indirect reports, crucially distinguishes it 

from other figurative uses of language, such as metaphor, as the former but not the latter convey 

a thought that is implicitly attributed to someone else rather than the speaker at the present time. 

As a result, it is to be expected that irony, but not metaphor, correlates with second-order false 

belief attribution. 

Despite their important differences, all the proposals described so far have something in 

common: they attempt to explain the correlation between irony understanding and second-order 

belief or ignorance tasks by appealing to the intuitive idea that they both rely, in one way or 

another, on the exercise of second-order ToM. This classical mindreading explanation is widely 

accepted in the pragmatics and psychology literature. However, this explanation is 

unsatisfactory for two main reasons. First, it includes no more than hand-waving to a structural 

similarity based on orders of metarepresentation involving epistemic and/or intentional mental 

 
4 This difference is predicted by post-Gricean pragmatic accounts, like Relevance theory, which conceive of 

metaphor as a case of loose use of language, involving a process of lexical modulation (see e.g., Wilson and 

Carston 2007). 



states. Second, it does not provide us with any insights on the actual interpretative process 

through which addressees get to the ironical interpretation.  

In her 2009 paper “Irony and metarepresentation”, Deirdre Wilson put forth a new 

proposal on how to think of the correlation between irony understanding and success in second-

order false belief tasks. According to Wilson (2009), they both involve not only a mindreading 

component (entertaining a thought about a thought), but also an epistemic component 

(evaluating the veracity and evidential status of a thought about a thought). The latter 

component, rather than the former, would be responsible for the established correlation. 

Specifically, Wilson suggests that irony understanding, as well as standard second-order false-

belief tasks, involve orders of the metalogical ability to metarepresent propositions in the 

abstract and assess their truth or falsity, evidential status and relations to other propositions.  

In a standard first-order false belief task5, like the classical Sally-Anne task (Baron-

Cohen, Leslie and Frith 1985), success is measured as a function of participants’ ability to 

predict the agent’s behaviour (e.g., Where will Sally look for her marble?) based on her false 

belief (e.g., the false belief that the marble is in the basket, held in a context in which, 

unbeknownst to Sally, the marble has been displaced into a box). Crucially, according to Wilson 

(2009), this task involves not only the ability to attribute a thought to Sally about the location 

of her marble (first-order ToM), but also the ability to assess the truth or falsity of this thought 

about a state of affairs and draw appropriate inferences (e.g., Sally wrongly beliefs that the 

marble is in the basket, and will thus look for it in the wrong location). In a similar vein, classical 

second-order false belief tasks, such as the ice-cream task (Perner and Wimmer 1985) require 

both a second-order ToM ability to attribute a thought about a thought and the metalogical 

ability to assess its truth or falsity and draw appropriate inferences (e.g., John wrongly thinks 

that Mary thinks that the ice-cream van is at the park, and will thus wrongly look for Mary 

there). 

But why would metalogical abilities be relevant to verbal irony? Wilson (2009) suggests 

that irony understanding involves both a mindreading and an epistemic component. As for all 

attributive uses of language, it involves representing a thought about a thought (thus, relying 

on second-order ToM). Furthermore, the recognition of the ironical attitude requires grasping 

its dissociative nature, which amounts to realizing that the speaker thinks that the attributed 

 
5 ‘First-order false belief tasks’ are called this way as they target the ability to judge X’s beliefs, which requires 

entertaining a first-order metarepresentation of the form ‘X (falsely) believes that p’. Following the same logic, 

‘second-order false belief tasks’ involve judging X’s beliefs about Y’s beliefs, which requires entertaining a 

second-order metarepresentation of the form ‘X (falsely) believes that Y believes that p’ (see Perner & Wimmer, 

1985).  



thought is false or grossly irrelevant and intends to communicate this epistemic stance. To 

interpret the ironical statement “The food is really succulent!”, Richard would need to 

understand that Nausicaa is expressing a thought about Diana’s thought that the food is really 

succulent, and intends to convey a dissociative attitude towards it: “Irony comprehension […] 

not only exploits the epistemic or metalogical abilities required for filtering out false or 

misleading information, but brings them within the scope of the communicator’s intentions” 

(Wilson 2009: 38).  

There are two important implications of this proposal. First, the idea that the study of 

the cognitive requirements for irony understanding cannot ignore the centrality of the 

dissociative attitude in verbal irony and that a full-fledged account of what it takes to understand 

irony should provide an answer to the question of how one recognizes the attitude expressed by 

the ironical speaker. Second, the suggestion that irony understanding involves the interplay of 

several cognitive capacities, including those related to the assessment of the epistemic status of 

relevant propositions, that are typically involved in assessing the risk of misinformation: 

“[i]rony comprehension should therefore involve an interaction among all three 

metarepresentational abilities: the pragmatic ability, the mindreading ability, and the capacity 

for epistemic vigilance” (Wilson 2009: 38).  

In what follows, we build on these two elements to provide a detailed account of the 

role played in verbal irony by several mechanisms of epistemic vigilance, including – but not 

limited to – those underpinning the metalogical ability. 

 

4. Epistemic vigilance and irony understanding 

 ‘Epistemic vigilance’ is typically employed as an umbrella term to refer to a suite of cognitive 

mechanisms that are targeted towards the risk of accidental or intentional misinformation 

(Sperber et al. 2010). To minimize this risk, humans routinely assess the reliability of the source 

of information (‘epistemic vigilance towards the source’) and the believability of the 

communicated content (‘epistemic vigilance towards the content’ or ‘metalogical ability’). 

Research so far has focused on what we call ‘first-order’ epistemic vigilance. First-order 

epistemic vigilance towards the source concerns the capacity to produce reliability judgement 

about a source of information based on a variety of cues (e.g., past accuracy, expertise, relevant 

perceptual access, epistemic autonomy, cooperative intent, and many others) and adjust one’s 

trust choices and learning behaviours accordingly (for a review, see Harris et al. 2018). First-

order epistemic vigilance towards the content involves the ability to evaluate the believability 

of a claim based on its internal coherence as well as its coherence with information coming 



through other channels, such as memory (e.g., previously held information) or perception (e.g., 

visual information) (for a discussion, see Mercier 2012). Arguably, though, epistemic vigilance 

goes beyond these first-order vigilance assessments of one’s informant and their claims. We 

suggest that an advanced capacity to prevent misinformation comprises the ability to assess 

others’ epistemic vigilance – that is, ‘second-order’ epistemic vigilance. The distinction 

between first- and second-order epistemic vigilance is orthogonal to that between epistemic 

vigilance towards the source and epistemic vigilance towards the content. Indeed, each order 

of epistemic vigilance (first and second) can be directed toward either (or both) components 

(source and content).  

Higher-order epistemic vigilance represents an unexplored domain of social cognition. 

However, this capacity appears to be adaptive to the social ecology of human communication, 

which is characterized by information transmission chains. For instance, as one cannot directly 

check the reliability of the sources of information all along the chain, one shall rely on others’ 

ability to filter out misinformation at every stage. For this reason, the human capacity for 

epistemic vigilance should track others’ ability to acquire and propagate reliable information.  

While it is well established that the emergence of first- and second-order Theory of 

Mind has important implications on the child’s pragmatic development, and that deficits in 

Theory of Mind can affect the pragmatic profile of clinical populations, the role of first- and 

second-order vigilance in pragmatic interpretation is still underinvestigated (but see Mazzarella 

and Pouscoulous 2020). In what follows, we explore its contribution to irony understanding. 

We argue that irony understanding relies on the exercise of full-fledged epistemic vigilance and 

spell out the distinctive role of each component.  

 

4.1 First-order epistemic vigilance towards the source 

As suggested by Sperber et al. (2010), misinformation can be either accidental or intentional. 

In the first case, false or irrelevant information is transmitted unintentionally, or in bona fide. 

For instance, a mistaken individual can communicate an inaccurate piece of information while 

believing it to be true. In the second case, misinformation is deliberate: the speaker 

communicates information that is believed to be false (or whose epistemic status is disregarded, 

as in ‘bullshit’, see Frankfurt 2005). As a result, first-order vigilance involves the evaluation of 

two reliability components: an epistemic one (is the informant competent?) and a moral one (is 

the informant honest?).  

 Epistemic and moral reliability judgements appear to play an important role in 

understanding irony. The ironical speaker expresses a proposition that is false or irrelevant, 



without believing it to be true (contrary to a mistaken informant) and without intending the 

audience to believe it (contrary to a dishonest informant). For this reason, in order to distinguish 

irony from mistakes and lies, the addressee may need to assess the speaker’s epistemic status 

(thus establishing that she does not believe the literally expressed proposition to be true) and 

intentional states (thus ruling out the possibility of deception).  

 Does this imply that, in order to understand irony, the addressee needs to first exclude 

possible literal interpretations of the ironical statement as mistakes or lies? We want to resist 

such a conclusion, which appears to endorse a “two-stage” model of utterance interpretation, 

involving a first mandatory literal stage and no possibility to retrieve the ironical interpretation 

directly (for a discussion, see Gibbs 2002). It is plausible to assume that when the 

trustworthiness of the speaker is well established, or when some extra-linguistic cues to the 

ironical interpretation are particularly salient (facial expression, tone of voice, etc.), irony can 

be directly recognized. However, it is worth noting that, from a developmental perspective, the 

acquisition of first-order epistemic vigilance typically precedes the emergence of irony 

understanding (which is a later achievement) and appears to explain the way in which younger 

children misinterpret ironical statements. A few studies in the developmental literature suggest 

a systematic pattern of miscomprehension: children first mistake irony for an error, then for a 

lie, and only subsequently do they learn to recognize the ironical intention of the speaker. Faced 

with ironical utterances, younger children tend to interpret them as errors or mistakes. When 

the utterance is incongruent with the situational facts, they tend to override their awareness of 

the speaker’s competence about the facts and interpret the utterance as wrong but sincere 

(Ackerman 1981; Demorest et al. 1983). Older children are able to understand deliberate 

falsehoods as such and to make sense of the incongruity between utterances and facts. Yet, 

Demorest et al. (1984) showed that even 9 years old tend to interpret ironical utterances as lies 

and that the capacity to distinguish irony from cases of deceptive communication is not reliable 

until 13 years of age. The emergence of first-order epistemic vigilance towards deception 

starting from the age of 4 (Mascaro and Morin 2014; Mascaro et al. 2017) provides children 

with an easier way to interpret a deliberate falsehood. As suggested by Matsui (2019), “it is 

easier to interpret the speaker who communicates false information as lying than to interpret 

that speaker as wanting the hearer to acknowledge the falsity of the information” (Matsui 2009: 

236).  

This intriguing developmental trajectory suggests that children need to be able to 

actively assess the honesty of the ironical speaker and rule out the possibility of deception in 

order to understand the relevance of deliberately expressing a false or irrelevant proposition, 



without any intention to induce a false belief in the addressee, as in verbal irony (Mazzarella 

and Pouscoulous 2020). First-order epistemic vigilance towards the source thus contributes to 

irony understanding by providing reliability judgment about the competence and the honesty 

of the communicator. An ironical speaker can be both competent and honest, while stating an 

intentional falsehood. In order to understand the ironical intent, though, addressee need to grasp 

the speaker’s dissociative attitude. As we will argue below, this extra step requires going 

beyond first-order reliability judgements, and is made possible by second-order vigilance. 

Before turning to this, however, let us explore the contribution of first-order vigilance towards 

the content to irony understanding. 

 

4.2 First-order epistemic vigilance towards the content  

Epistemic vigilance towards the content, or the ‘metalogical ability’, involves the capacity to 

assess the believability of a piece of information, independently of its source. This requires 

assessing the quality of the information – notably, its truthfulness and relevance (Altay and 

Mercier 2020). This kind of epistemic vigilance typically involves a process of coherence 

checking, to establish whether the incoming information is consistent with one’s beliefs 

(Mercier 2012; Sperber et al. 2010) or argument evaluation, to assess the force of the arguments 

that support a given conclusion (Mercier and Sperber 2017). 

 Ironical speakers typically express a blatantly false or irrelevant proposition in order to 

communicate their epistemic stance towards it (their ironical, dissociative, attitude). As a result, 

it is plausible to assume that recognizing the falsehood or irrelevance of the proposition literally 

expressed should contribute to irony understanding. This assumption appears to be supported 

by much experimental evidence showing that ‘contextual incongruity’ is a strong cue for irony 

understanding. That is, when the target statement is inconsistent with the contextual information 

available to the participants, verbal irony is more easily detected (see, e.g., Deliens et al. 2018a; 

Rivière et al. 2018, among others).  

 It follows that first-order epistemic vigilance towards the content can enhance the 

understanding of verbal irony whenever the epistemic status of the proposition literally 

expressed is directly evaluable by the addressee. It is worth noting, though, that irony can be 

expressed and recognized even in situations in which the addressee has no information about 

the actual context (i.e., does not hold any previous belief that is contradicted by the proposition 

literally expressed by the ironical speaker). Thus, first-order epistemic vigilance may not 

always be required. Moreover, interlocutors may have conflicting beliefs about the truth of a 

proposition. Diana may believe that The food at restaurantx is succulent is true, and Nausicaa 



may believe it to be false (i.e. a case of so-called ‘faultless disagreement’, typical of evaluative 

discourse). This disagreement could be expressed via an ironical statement. For instance, 

Nausicaa could ironically state “The food was really succulent!” to Diana, and intend her to 

recognize that she is expressing a dissociative attitude. If further cues are available (facial 

expression, ironical tone of voice, etc.), Diana would recognize Nausicaa’s ironical intent, 

without previously sharing her epistemic stance towards the proposition literally expressed (and 

without ending up updating her belief about it).6 In this case, while first-order epistemic 

vigilance may fail to detect a contextual incongruency, this should not lead Diana to interpret 

Nausicaa’s statement literally. Alternatively, if Diana uttered “The food was really succulent!” 

to Nausicaa, the perceived contextual incongruity should not lead Nausicaa to interpret Diana’s 

statement as ironical.  

To sum up, the detection of contextual incongruency, which is underpinned by first-

order epistemic vigilance towards the content, is neither sufficient nor necessary for irony 

understanding. While it can facilitate the recognition of the ironical intent under certain 

circumstances, irony understanding crucially involves the recognition of the attitude expressed 

by the speaker, which may – but need not – be shared or endorsed by the addressee. For this, 

we argue, one needs to exercise second-order epistemic vigilance.  

 

4.3 Second-order epistemic vigilance  

While first-order epistemic vigilance involves the assessment of the reliability of an informant 

and the believability of a piece of information, second-order epistemic vigilance refers to the 

capacity to evaluate others’ epistemic vigilance towards the source and the content of the 

information and to behave accordingly. In other terms, second-order epistemic vigilance targets 

others’ ability to assess the reliability of an informant and the believability of a piece of 

information. Let us illustrate this capacity with an example. Suppose that Diana’s friend, Giulio, 

is a fervent reader of a tabloid famous for its sensationalist style and poor fact-checking. Diana 

and Giulio have regular discussions on several current issues, and on more than one occasion, 

Giulio reported sensationalistic stories and failed to recognize their blatant falsehood (thus 

failing to be epistemically vigilant towards the content of the information). Furthermore, when 

pressed by Diana, Giulio insisted on the accuracy of the stories by attributing them to the tabloid 

at issue (thus failing to be epistemically vigilant towards the source of information). As a result, 

 
6 For a discussion of the distinction between ‘interpretation’ and ‘epistemic acceptance’ in pragmatic inference, 

see Mazzarella (2015).  



Diana’s second-order vigilance will lead her to question Giulio’s vigilance towards 

misinformation and be less inclined to trust him in future conversations on other current issues 

discussed in the news. The capacity to assess the epistemic vigilance of one’s interlocutor has 

not yet been investigated in the psychological literature. Arguably, though, this has important 

implications for the study of pragmatic interpretation. In what follows, we argue for its 

centrality in the study of verbal irony.  

In verbal irony, the expression of an attitude of the dissociative range (derogatory, 

scornful, mocking, etc.) makes manifest to the addressee the speaker’s epistemic stance towards 

the proposition literally expressed (which is judged as blatantly false or irrelevant). According 

to the Echoic account, this attitude targets the thought echoed by the proposition literally 

expressed and attributed to someone other than the speaker at the present time (the ironical 

source). According to the Pretence account, the dissociative attitude targets the statement itself 

and the people who might express or accept it. Crucially, though, both theories call for an 

explanation of the cognitive requirements for understanding the expression of such a 

dissociative attitude.  

Second-order epistemic vigilance appears to be the relevant kind of socio-cognitive 

capacity. To recognize a speaker’s intention to implicitly communicate some dissociative 

stance, the addressee needs first and foremost to attribute to the speaker the capacity to be 

epistemically vigilant towards the content at issue and/or its source. This is because the 

expression of a dissociative attitude is typically warranted by the epistemic evaluation of a 

content that is found to be false or irrelevant or the assessment of a source that is judged 

unreliable. As a result, it is only by assuming that a speaker has gone through these types of 

epistemic assessment, and has taken their output as a reason to express a dissociative stance, 

that the addressee can interpret the speaker as ironical. Thus, it is this second-order vigilance 

that allows the addressee to infer that the relevance of the speaker’s statement lies in the 

expression of the dissociative attitude, which is key to understanding irony.  

Following Sperber (1984), it is worth noting that the “[a]bsurdity of propositions per se 

is irrelevant. The absurdity, or even the mere inappropriateness, of human thoughts, on the other 

hand, is often worth remarking on, making fun of, being ironic about” (Sperber 1984: 131). For 

this reason, ironical statements achieve relevance by communicating a dissociative attitude 

towards a thought that is attributed to someone, who has expressed or entertained (or might 

express or entertain) it. When this ‘ironical source’ is clearly identifiable and corresponds to a 

specific person (e.g., Diana, in the bad restaurant example), priors about the source unreliability, 

or contextual cues that make it salient, may facilitate irony understanding. For instance, if Diana 



had a reputation for appreciating poor quality restaurants, Nausicaa’s statement “The food is 

really succulent!” may be more promptly interpreted as ironical by Richard (even before tasting 

any dish). In this circumstance, Richard’s second-order vigilance towards Nausicaa’s 

assessment of Diana’s reliability as a source of information in this specific domain (restaurant 

recommendations) may play a crucial role. On the other hand, when the source does not 

correspond to a specific individual or group of people, as the ironical attitude targets thoughts, 

norms, hopes or expectations that are universally shared, second-order vigilance towards their 

content will be decisive to recognize the speaker’s dissociative attitude.  

Whether it relies on the evaluation of the ironical speaker’s vigilance towards a source 

of information or towards a certain content (or both), inferring the dissociative attitude 

implicitly communicated by any ironical speaker appears to require second-order epistemic 

vigilance. This capacity, together with first-order vigilance towards the source and the content, 

is arguably part of the cognitive repertoire that supports irony understanding. This cognitive 

repertoire is thus richer than the one implicated in the interpretation of most pragmatic 

phenomena, such as metaphor understanding or implicature derivation. On the one hand, by 

including second-order epistemic vigilance, it requires the mastering of additional orders of 

metarepresentations. On the other hand, by relying on multiple mechanisms of first- and 

second-order epistemic vigilance (towards the source and/or the content), it requires the ability 

to successfully integrate their outputs. These two requirements are thus likely to add some extra 

complexity and may result in enhanced comprehension and processing difficulties. 

 In light of this, our proposal can shed new light on the available experimental literature 

on irony understanding. Much evidence coming from developmental, clinical and 

neuropsychological studies on verbal irony points to the conclusion that irony is particularly 

challenging for distinct types of populations. First, irony emerges later than other figurative 

uses of language. While by the age of 3, children understand figurative uses of language, such 

as metaphor (Pouscoulous and Tomasello 2020), hyperbole (Deamer 2013) and metonymy 

(Falkum et al. 2017), irony understanding emerges only around the age of 6 and continues to 

develop during late childhood and adolescence (see, e.g., Falkum and Köder 2020).7 In our 

view, this delay can be (at least partly) explained by the unique contribution of second-order 

vigilance to irony understanding. It is expected that children will not be able to understand irony 

 
7 Similarly, irony understanding comes later than the ability to interpret other types of non-literal uses of language, 

such as non-conventional indirect requests (Carrell 1981; Reeder, 1987; Shatz 1978), which appears to have its 

roots in infancy (on the understanding of non-verbal requests, see Grosse et al. 2010). 



before acquiring this relevant cognitive repertoire and mastering the metarepresentational 

complexity and integration issues it brings about.  

Second, these very same requirements may contribute to explaining why verbal irony is 

often impaired in clinical populations that can otherwise master well other types of pragmatic 

phenomena (e.g., display an understanding of scalar implicatures or metaphors in line with their 

general linguistic abilities: Bühler et al. 2018; Chevallier et al. 2010; Gernsbacher and Pripas-

Kapit 2012; Kalandadze et al. 2016; Katsos et al. 2011; Pijnacker et al. 2009). For instance, 

highly-verbal individuals on the autistic spectrum display this type of selective pragmatic 

profile (see, e.g., Deliens et al. 2018b). In line with this, irony understanding appears to be 

compromised in populations with executive dysfunctions (such as children with ADHD, 

Caillies et al. 2014; or patients with schizophrenia, Li et al. 2017), and executive functions are 

expected to be called upon by the complexity of the (meta-)representations involved in first- 

and second-order vigilance and their integration. Finally, this proposal can shed light on why 

irony is typically effortful to process even for neurotypical adults (Spotorno and Noveck 2014), 

and why its processing cost can be modulated by social information (Pexman 2005), such as 

information about the speaker occupation, gender or age, that may be actively exploited in the 

assessment of the speaker’s epistemic vigilance. 

 

5. Conclusion 

Verbal irony represents an interesting challenge for cognitively oriented pragmatic theories. 

The centrality of attitude expression and recognition in verbal irony makes it very different 

from other figurative and non-literal uses of language. This difference is well reflected by 

experimental data showing that the acquisition, comprehension and processing of irony come 

with additional demands: irony understanding is acquired later in development, it is often 

impaired in clinical populations and is effortful from a processing perspective. This opens up 

the question of which unique capacities are part of the cognitive repertoire for irony 

understanding. Drawing on Wilson (2009), we suggested going beyond the established 

mindreading explanation, as this fails to specify how second-order Theory of Mind per se would 

get the hearer to infer the dissociative attitude implicitly communicated by the speaker. We 

argued that epistemic vigilance plays a crucial role in recognizing the speaker’s ironical intent 

and inferring her attitude. More specifically, we suggested that first- and second-order 

epistemic vigilance contribute to distinct aspects of irony understanding. First-order epistemic 

vigilance towards the source allows the hearer to assess the reliability of the ironical speaker 

and avoid interpreting the ironical statement as a mistake (due to the speaker’s incompetence) 



or a lie (due to the speaker’s dishonesty). First-order epistemic vigilance towards the content 

may facilitate irony understanding by detecting the incongruency (or irrelevance) of the literal 

content of the statement against the contextual assumptions held by the addressee. Finally, and 

most importantly, by assessing the speaker’s capacity to be vigilant, the hearer displays second-

order epistemic vigilance. This capacity makes it possible to recognize that the speaker is 

expressing a dissociative attitude by distancing herself from a source that she judges unreliable 

and/or a content that she takes to be false or irrelevant. All in all, ironic speakers need vigilant 

hearers.  
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