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Irony comprehension in schizophrenia 

Dorota Jaworska, Anna Cieślicka and Karolina Rataj (Adam Mickiewicz University, Poznań) 

Schizophrenia is a common and debilitating mental illness (Frith – Cahill 2001). One of the diverse 

eficits that are associated with the psychosis is the language disorder, which is characterised by a wide 

array of disturbances that occur at various levels of language. Classic analyses of the phenomenon 

have tended to focus on the traditional linguistic levels, such as phonology, morphology, syntax and 

semantics (Chaika 1974; Covington et al. 2005). However, schizophrenic patients have been 

demonstrated to exhibit deficits that extend beyond the domains of formal linguistics. More recent 

research into the processing of language by schizophrenics has shown that they experience 

considerable difficulty in comprehending nonliteral forms of discourse (Cieślicka – Rataj), such as 

idioms, similes, proverbs, metaphors and metonymies (Brüne and Bodenstein 2004; Sponheim et al. 

2003; Rapp et al. 2008). Furthermore, such patients have also been reported to have problems 

understanding what is believed to be the most difficult and the least predictable type of figurative 

language, that is, irony; Thoma and Daum (2006) mention two experiments (Cutting and Murphy 

1990; Drury et al. 1998), in which schizophrenic patients tended to provide literal rather than 

figurative interpretations of ironic remarks.  

The aim of the present study was to check whether schizophrenic patients do indeed experience 

difficulty comprehending ironic utterances, and – if so – whether they would exhibit a bias towards the 

literal interpretation, as is suggested by the results obtained by Cutting and Murphy (1990) and Drury 

et al. (1998). In order to test this prediction, two complementary questionnaires were created, each 

consisting of thirteen literal and thirteen ironic dialogues. Ten male patients diagnosed with ICD-10 

paranoid schizophrenia were asked to provide the most appropriate interpretation of each target 

dialogue by choosing among a literal, ironic and unrelated paraphrase.  

The results corroborate the hypothesis that irony comprehension in schizophrenia is disordered. As 

compared with a matched contol group, patients exhibited the predicted bias towards the literal 

interpretation. 
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