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Irony in Literature
Def'n: Irony involves a difference or contrast between appearance and reality - that is a discrepancy between what appears to be true and what really is true.    

I. Irony exposes and underscores a contrast between:  

A. what is and what seems to be  

B. what is and what ought to be  

C. what is and what one wishes to be 

D. what is and what one expects to be

II. There are three common types of irony in literature:   

A. Verbal irony occurs when people say the opposite of what they mean. This is perhaps the most common type of irony.     

· The reader knows that a statement is ironic because of familiarity with the situation or a description of voice, facial, or bodily expressions which show the discrepancy.

· There are two kinds of verbal irony : 

· Understatement occurs when one minimizes the nature of something. 

· Overstatement occurs when one exaggerates the nature of something.

· Irony is often more emphatic that a point-blank statement of the truth. The opposite is shown as a point of comparison. 

· Verbal irony in its most bitter and destructive form becomes sarcasm . 

· Someone is condemned by a speaker pretending to praise him or her. 

	Here are some of the examples of verbal irony examples that you will find in literature. 

· In Mark Twain's Tom Sawyer, Huckleberry Finn says "But Tom Sawyer he hunted me up and said he was going to start a band of robbers, and I might join if I would go back to the widow and be respectable." Joining a band of robbers is not 'respectful'. Thus the irony is pretty apparent.

· In William Shakespeare's Romeo and Juliet the prologue goes "Two households, both alike in dignity, . . .". As the story progresses we realize that neither household is dignified. Thus the writer employs irony to bring forth the situation.

· In Romeo and Juliet, Juliet says to her nurse "Go ask his name: If he be married. My grave is like to be my wedding bed." This is ironic because she does die because she marries Romeo.




  B. • In situational irony , the situation is different from what common sense indicates it is, will be, or ought to be. 

· Situational irony is often used to expose hypocrisy and injustice. 

	Examples of Situational Irony in Literature

Here are some of these irony examples explained perfectly through O. Henry's works: 

· In the Gift of the Magi, The husband and wife both sell off prized possessions to get the other a gift, only to find that the other has done exactly the same thing and now, neither of them can use the gifts.

· In After Twenty Years, two friends who had made a pact with the other to meet after twenty years, find that one of them is a robber and the other a cop. So in spite of being friends, the cop has to arrest the robber that night, there is situational irony.

· In The Cop and The Anthem, the main character who is a petty thief lies on a bench one lazy day and finally decides that he will turn over a new leaf. Only to find in the next instant to have a cop arrest him for loitering about.

Irony brings about some added meaning to any situation. Irony in literature makes a work of literature more interesting and forces one to think. No wonder then that irony is so commonly used by authors and in conversations as well.


C. Dramatic irony occurs when a character states something that they believe to be true but that the reader knows is not true.     

· The key to dramatic irony is the reader's foreknowledge of coming events.

· Second readings of stories often increases dramatic irony because of knowledge that was not present in the first reading. 

	Dramatic Irony Examples in Literature

There are many dramatic irony examples in many works of literature. Listed below are a few examples of dramatic irony 

· In Oedipus Rex (also Oedipus the King), a Greek tragedy by Sophocles, Oedipus desperately tries to fish out the murderer of King Thebes, whereas he is unaware that he is the one who has murdered the king.

· Hester Prynne in The Scarlet Letter, by Nathaniel Hawthorne, charged with adultery and sentenced to prison seeks the help of Reverend Dimmesdale to support her position and see to it that her daughter Pearl is not taken away from her. The reader here is aware that both Hester and Dimmesdale are partners in sin and that they have shared an illicit relationship but the characters themselves are ignorant to this situation.

· The climax of The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain is one of the best serious comic dramatic irony examples, where Huck Finn decides to rescue and free Jim, a runaway slave, who was sold to 'the King' and 'the Duke', the two con men whom they met on the way.

· Arthur Miller has used dramatic irony in many of his plays, specially in The Crucible, where the Puritans, supposed to be representatives of strength and are responsible for spreading good in the society are involved in enmity with each other.

· In Shakespeare's Twelfth Night, there are two instances of dramatic irony. One instance is where the captain of the ship in which Viola, disguised as a boy, is traveling gets attracted to her without knowing she is a woman. And in the second case, Malvolio is tricked into reading a letter (which is actually written by the servants to play a joke on him), which he thinks is written by Lady Olivia. The letter instructs Malvolio to dress up in the fashion, that Olivia hates, and go and meet her. The audience and the servants have fun at the expense of Malvolio's foolishness.

· In another of Shakespeare's play, Othello, Othello doubts his wife Desdemona of infidelity, whereas the audience knows that Iago is scheming against her.

Dramatic Irony Examples in Romeo and Juliet

Romeo and Juliet is one of the most romantic and tragic plays of Shakespeare that has many dramatic irony examples. The reader is aware that both Romeo and Juliet belong to rival families but the characters are ignorant of this fact. There are many instances in the play where dramatic irony is beautifully portrayed. Romeo and Juliet are secretly married but her parents insist that she should marry Paris. And when Juliet is grieving for Romeo, the others think that she is mourning her cousin Tybalt's death. The climax scene is loaded with dramatic irony. Juliet becomes unconscious after drinking the sleeping potion given by Friar Lawrence. Romeo thinks that Juliet is dead, not knowing that she is merely unconscious. He consumes poison and kills himself. Meanwhile Juliet wakes up from slumber and asks Friar Lawrence where Romeo is. To which Lawrence replies he is unaware of Romeo's whereabouts when actually the audience knows that he was present when Romeo kills himself.

Dramatic Irony Examples in Macbeth

The play Macbeth is full of dramatic irony examples, like in the first scene when Macbeth meets the three witches, he is made to believe that he is the king when actually he is not. The audience is aware that king Duncan is being betrayed by Macbeth but still the king talks about the treachery of the Thane of Cawdor. Another example of dramatic irony can be seen in the scene when Macbeth plots to murder the king. Lady Macbeth insists her husband kill the king so that he can rule Scotland. Macbeth is hesitant to carry out the plot, so Lady Macbeth herself goes into the king's chamber to murder him. In the chamber, she cannot gather enough courage to strike the king, as she feels that the sleeping king resembles her father. She leaves the room but the king is murdered by Macbeth and the blood covered knife is planted on the king's servants. After the murder, Macbeth is crowned as the king of Scotland. In order to destroy evidence, Macbeth kills Macduff and his family. Lady Macbeth feels guilty of the crimes that she and her husband have committed and frets about and walks in her sleep. She also washes her hands in her sleep thinking that she is washing off the blood stains from her hands. In the end, it is shown that Macbeth becomes obsessed with power and ambition, which changes his lifestyle completely and finally leads to his downfall.

The beauty of the English language is that the literary works are full of variety and floweriness with various plots and suitable endings. Dramatic irony makes a story interesting and keeps the reader engrossed till the end. I hope this article has helped you understand dramatic irony examples in a simple way. Enjoy guessing the fate of the characters in any literary work or movie.


Questions about irony 

I. There are two general areas of questioning: 

A. What are the most obvious ironies in the work? 

B. B. What are their implications?

II. Verbal Irony:     

· If characters constantly use verbal irony, why?

· What do we learn about their attitudes toward the world?

· Does their verbal irony usually take the form of sarcasm?

· Are they, then, bitter, disappointed people or simply realistic?

· Does their disappointment stem from selfishness or altruistic idealism? 

II. Situational Irony:     

· Do the situational ironies result from fate or human actions?

· Are the characters aware of the situational ironies?

· At what point do they become aware of them?

· What is the author trying to illustrate by pointing out the irony?

· Should the characters be blamed for creating the situational ironies or not understanding them?

· Are the readers supposed to do something about the ironic situations - to reform society and ourselves?

III. Dramatic Irony:     

· What do the readers know about coming events or past events that the characters do not know?

· When and what do they say that creates the disparity?

· What does the author want us to think of them when they say these things?

· Are the readers supposed to sympathize with them, or blame them for not being farsighted?

· Are the ironies funny, painful, or serious? 

