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What environment would promote irony interpretation? What contextual
information would trigger or invite an ironic utterance? Is there a proto-
typical environment that would render irony interpretation preferable (see
Utsumi 2000, 2004)? According to Gibbs (2002: 462), it is a context that
sets up an "ironic situation" through contrast between w!Iat is expected
and the reality that frustrates it that would facilitate irony interpretation:

The reason why people might find the ironic remark This sure is an exciting life
as easy to process as when this same sentence was seen in a literal context (e.g.,
where the speaker said something truthful about the exciting life he was lead-
ing) is because the context itself sets up an "ironic situation" ,through the
contrast between what Gus expected when hejoined the Navy and the reality of
it being rather boring. Because people conceive of many situations ironically
(Gibbs 1994; Lucariello 1994), they can subsequently understand someone's
ironic, or sarcastic, comment without having to engage in the additional com-
putation that may be required when ironic remarks are seen in situations that
are inherently less ironic.

Inspired by Gibbs' (2002) view that a context featuring an "ironic situ-
ation" should facilitate ironic interpretation, we set out to investigate the
nature of such contextual information.! The aim of this study is twofold.
We first test the assumption that contexts that feature some contrast be-
tween what is expected and the reality that frustrates it would favor an
ironic description of that situation compared to contexts in which no
contrast is established between what is expected and the reality in which
this expectation is realized (Experiment 1). To do that, we presented par-
ticipants with two types of context. In one, the protagonist, say Gus, ex-
pects to experience adventures in the Navy but eventually has to deal with

I. Note that "ironic situation" and "situational irony" are two unrelated notions.
For information on "situational irony", see Gibbs (1994); Littman and Mey
(1991); Shelley (2001).
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