Definition of Irony

Excerpted from Ross Murfin and Supriyia M. Ray, The Bedford Glossary of Critical and Literary Terms.  Boston: Bedford, 1997.

Irony:  A contradiction or incongruity between appearance or expectation and reality.  This disparity may be manifested in a variety of ways.  A discrepancy may exist between what someone says and what he or she actually means, between what someone expects to happen and what really does happen, or between what appears to be true and what actually is true.  Furthermore, the terms irony may be applied to events, situations, and even structural elements of a work, not just to statements. Irony is commonly employed as a “wink” that the listener or reader is expected to notice so that he or she may be “in on the secret.”  An irony that goes unnoticed, after all, fails to achieve its effect.  Speakers and authors may even use irony as a mode of expression rather than make discrete ironic statements.  In this sense, one might describe an author’s very tone as ironic.


Irony comes from the Greek eiron, which itself derives from eironeia, meaning “dissembling.”  In Greek drama, the eiron was a character who, although weaker than his opponent, the braggart alazon, nevertheless defeated him by misrepresenting himself in some way.  The eiron often acted foolish or stupid, for instance, in order to fool the truly foolish and stupid alazon.  Meiosis, or understatement, was perhaps the eiron’s most potent—and, to the audience, humorous—weapon.  To this day, irony often depends on understatement, which requires the audience to recognize that the author, speaker, or character has purposely described something in a way that minimizes its evident significance.


Irony often gives the impression of deliberate restraint.  Instead of flatly stating a point, the ironist’s speech is often tongue-in-cheek, deliberately polished and refined.  The ironist’s approach to his or her subject may even seem unemotional, a wry illustration of his or her point.  For this reason, irony has often been called the subtlest rhetorical form, for the success of an ironic statement or passage depends upon the audience’s recognition of the discrepancy at issue.  The ironist wears a mask that must at certain points be perceived as a mask.  Irony’s paradoxical nature makes it one of the most difficult forms to master.  


Irony has also been called the subtlest comic form.  Although understatement may give rise to raised eyebrows or even outright laughter, irony that evokes these reactions is more likely to be achieved through the use of hyperbole, or overstatement, which involves deliberate exaggeration.  For instance, a speaker who ultimately sought to show up another’s wartime record as inferior to his own might actually downplay his own Purple Heart even as he wildly extols his rival’s promotion from private to corporal.


Irony should not be confused with either sarcasm or satire; although both sarcasm and satire frequently employ irony, the terms are all distinguishable.  Sarcasm, which often involves an exaggerated form of irony, is at once more obvious, blunt, and nastier; a sarcastic remark is typically directed toward a specific person, with the intent to wound and to ridicule; even when directed toward a person, irony generally lacks a hurtful aim.  Furthermore, whereas sarcasm typically operates by heaping crude—and unfelt—praise on the individual, irony often employs blame.  Irony must also be distinguished from satire, which ridicules human weaknesses in an effort to spur reform.  The satirist derides humanity primarily in an effort to better it.  Satire may involve irony, but irony typically lacks satire’s ameliorative intent.


Several types of irony exist, all of which may be classified under one of three broad headings: verbal irony, situational irony, and structural irony.  


Verbal irony, also called rhetorical irony, is the most common kind of irony.  Verbal irony is characterized by a discrepancy between what a speaker or writer says and what he or she believes to be true.  More specifically, a speaker or writer using verbal irony will say the opposite of what he or she actually means.  For instance, imagine that you have come home after a day on which you failed a test, wrecked your car, and had a fight with your best friend.  If your roommate were to ask you how your day went and you replied, “Great day.  Best ever,” you would be using verbal irony.  Usually, however, the clues are not quite so obvious, as when the narrator of Charles Dickens’s Oliver Twist (1837) says that “the parish authorities magnanimously and humanely resolved that Oliver should be ‘farmed,’ or, in other words, dispatched to a branch workhouse some three miles off.”


Verbal irony is sometimes viewed as one of the tropes, which are figures of speech, since it is a rhetorical device that involves saying one thing but meaning the opposite.  Verbal irony can be the most difficult rhetorical device to master, since successful usage requires recognition by the reader or audience, even as it may demand authorial subtlety.  Missing a verbal irony may lead the reader or audience to adopt a belief opposite to the one intended by the author.  Tone probably keys the listener in to the irony more than any other element, but knowledge of the circumstances surrounding the statement may also spur recognition of the speaker’s true meaning.  The roommate from the aforementioned example might, for instance, pick up on the irony either via the speaker’s tone or because he or she knew that the speaker had suffered one or more calamities that day.  Since readers do not have the benefit of hearing a particular speaker’s tone, knowledge and the general tone of the work play a greater role in accurately identifying ironic statements.


Situational irony, also called irony of situation, derives primarily from events or situations themselves, as opposed to statements made by any individual, whether or not that individual understands the situation as ironic.  It typically involves a discrepancy between expectation and reality.  For instance, situational irony existed when college-bound men in the Vietnam War era celebrated their avoidance of the draft, unaware that their exemption as college students was about to be revoked by Congress.  Situational irony continued to exist even after the men learned about the revocation, provided that their college applications had been motivated solely by a desire to avoid the draft, the exemption was revoked after they went through the trouble of applying, and they actually got drafted.  The scenarios described by Alanis Morrisette in her song “Ironic” (1995) also exemplify situational irony: dying the day after you win the lottery; working up the courage to take your first airplane flight and then crashing; finding the man of your dreams only to discover that he has a beautiful wife; and so forth.


Literary examples of situational irony include O. Henry’s “The Gift of the Magi” and the mythic story of King Midas.  In “Gift of the Magi,” both husband and wife give up their most prized possessions in order to give something to complement the other’s most prized possession.  The woman sells her beautiful long hair to buy a platinum fob chain for the man’s watch; the man sells his watch to buy the woman tortoiseshell combs to hold up her hair.  In the story of King Midas, Bacchus grants the king’s wish that everything he touch be turned to gold; much to his chagrin, the king finds that  this power does anything but enhance his true wealth when he hugs his beloved daughter, thereby (inadvertently) turning her to gold as well.  A poetric example of situation irony is Percy Bysshe Shelley’s “Ozymandias” (1818), in which “a traveller from an ancient land” tells of coming upon a ruined state, the pedestal of which reads “My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings, Look on my Works, ye Mighty, and despair!”


Three types of irony—dramatic irony, tragic irony, and Socratic irony—can be classified as situational irony.  The term dramatic irony may be used to refer to a situation in which the character’s own words come back to haunt him or her.  However, it usually involves a discrepancy between a character’s perception and what the reader or audience knows to be true.  The reader or audience possesses some material information that the character lacks, and it is the character’s imperfect information that motivates or explains his or her discordant response.  The character may respond to a statement or situation in three ways: by making a statement; forming an expectation; or taking some action.  A verbal response involves dramatic irony when a character fails to recognize the true import of his or her words; characters with partial information may thus assign meanings to their words that differ from the meanings assigned by the reader or audience.  Expectation and action involve dramatic irony when they are inappropriate under the circumstances that actually exist.  Characters may even accurately assess a situation without realizing it, attributing to someone or something a truth that they do not recognize as such. 


Dramatic irony has often been used synonymously with tragic irony, but this usage is incorrect.  Dramatic irony occurs in a wide variety of works, ranging from the comic to the tragic.  Tragic irony is a type of dramatic irony marked by a sense of foreboding.  As with all dramatic irony, tragic irony involves imperfect information, but the consequences of this ignorance are catastrophic, leading to the character’s tragic downfall. The reader or audience experiences a sense of foreboding while anticipating this downfall.  In Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex (430 B.C.E.), for instance, Oedipus, the King of Thebes, vows to find the murderer of the prior king, only to find out something the audience knew all along:  that Oedipus himself is the guilty party.  Incidentally, neither dramatic nor tragic irony is limited to plays;  both types of irony may appear in novels, movies and other literary forms.


Socratic irony, also called dialectical irony, is, loosely speaking, situational in nature.  The term stems from Plato’s depiction of Socrates.  In his early fourth century B.C.E. dialogues, Plato recounts Socrates’s habitual practice of acting foolish or naïve when questioning his fellow citizens.  Having assumed the role of the eiron, Socrates successfully forced his “opponents” to recognize the irrationality or preposterous implications of their positions by using their own responses against them.  For instance, when Euthyphro, a citizen of Athens who is about to turn his father in for murder, says that this is obviously the right thing to do, Socrates pretends to be really impressed by Euthyphro’s moral certainty.  He subsequently asks naive-seeming questions demonstrating not that Euthyphro is wrong to turn his father in, but rather that  his grounds for doing so are irrational and self-contradictory.


The third major category of irony is structural irony.  Works that exhibit structural irony contain an internal feature that creates or promotes a discrepancy that typically operates throughout the entire work.  Some element of the work’s structure (or perhaps even its form), unrelated to the plot per se, invites the audience or reader to probe beneath surface statement or appearances.  Authors most commonly use narration to tip off the reader or audience. For instance, the author may employ a naïve or otherwise unreliable narrator whose flaw the audience or reader readily recognizes.  A naïve narrator means what he or she says, but having recognized the narrator’s flaw, the audience or reader mistrusts that narrator’s perceptions or version of events.  The reader or audience thus searches for and derives a different meaning that reflects the author’s intention.  For instance, the reader of Jonathan Swift’s “A Modest Proposal” (1729) quickly recognizes that its narrator—an economist who advocates cannibalism, specifically, selling poor Irish infants to the wealthier English to solve Ireland’s perpetual, cyclic problems of poverty, overpopulation, and starvation—is fallible.  Since no reasonable reader would take this work at face value, discovering Swift’s true view and purpose in using a fallible narrator becomes the reader’s task.  Swift’s title is itself ironic, though this can be viewed as irony of a verbal rather than situational nature; calling such a proposal “modest” involves understatement, to say the least.


Structural irony should not be confused with situational irony.  The former involves some sustained feature that makes up part of the very frame of the work, whereas the latter involves an event or comment keyed to the plot rather than to the work’s structure.  Granted, this difference sometimes seems more one of degree than an absolute difference, as in the case where a plot element underlines the entire work.  In Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest (1895), a misunderstanding about identity serves as the basis of the comic plot and pervades the work.  Similarly, in Oedipus Rex, Oedipus’s ignorance that a man he murdered in the past was the prior king of Thebes underlies the plot and leads to his tragic fall from grace.  Although both of these works are based on their protagonists’ lack of crucial knowledge, both involve situational rather than structural irony, for the ironic discrepancies arise from the story line rather than the structure or form of the work itself.  

Two types of irony—cosmic irony and romantic irony—can be classified as structural irony. Cosmic irony, also called irony of fate, arises from the disparity  between a character’s (incorrect) belief in his or her ability to shape his or her destiny and the audience’s recognition that an external, supernatural force has the power to manipulate or even control that character’s fate.  Just as the unreliable narrator serves as a structural device giving rise to structural irony, so the supernatural force of cosmic irony makes the irony structural rather than situational in nature.  The use of cosmic irony is more than a matter of plot.


Cosmic irony is characterized by four elements. First, it typically involves some powerful deity (or, sometimes, fate itself) with the ability and the desire to manipulate or even control events in a character’s life. Second, the character subject to this irony believes—erroneously—in free will. Whether or not the character acknowledges the deity’s existence, he or she persists in attempting to control or at least affect events. Third, the deity toys with the character much as a cat might with a mouse; the outcome is clear to the disinterested observer, but the mouse hopes desperately for escape. The deity may permit—or even encourage—the character to believe in self-determination, thereby raising false hopes that the audience knows or at least suspects will be dashed. Fourth, cosmic irony inevitably involves a tragic outcome. Ultimately, the character’s struggle against destiny will be for naught; he or she will have to succumb to forces larger than him- or herself. Cosmic irony is notably apparent in Thomas Hardy’s Tess of the d’Urbervilles (1891), the last chapter of which contains the statement “the President of the Immortals…had ended his sport with Tess.”


Romantic irony, as defined by nineteenth-century German philosopher Friedrich Schlegel, is present in poems and prose works whose authors or speakers at some point reveal their narration to be the capricious fabrication of an idiosyncratic and highly self-conscious creator. Romantic ironists typically “give up the game” only after they have carefully constructed some vision of “reality”, however. They may reveal their narrator to be a liar, for instance, or they may speak directly to the reader as an author. As a result, they wreak havoc with the reader’s or audience’s usual suspension of disbelief, debunking as illusion the normal operating assumption that the narration is a believable representation of reality. Romantic ironists want their readers or audiences to “see through” them, i.e., to appreciate the manipulative nature of their art and the slightly comic quality of even their most serious artistic endeavors. Authors as different as Geoffrey Chaucer, Miguel de Cervantes, George Gordon, Lord Byron, Luigi Pirandello, and Vladimir Nabokov have been called romantic ironists. A modern example of romantic irony is Nabokov’s Pale Fire (1961), a novel thinly disguised as a nine hundred and ninety-nine-line poem composed by a fictional poet named John Francis Shade, with a foreword, two hundred page commentary, and index by an equally fictional friend named Charles Kinbote. (“Kinbote” gives away Nabokov’s game in the foreword, where he writes that although his commentary and index, “in conformity with custom, come after the poem, the reader is advised to consult them first”, since “without my notes Shade’s text simply has no human reality at all.”) Referring to Pale Fire in a review, novelist Mary McCarthy wrote:  “Pretending to be a curio, it cannot disguise the fact that it is one of the very great works of art of this century, the modern novel that everyone thought dead and that was only playing possum.”  


More recent examples of romantic irony include Steven Millhouser’s Edwin Mullhouse:  The Life and Death of an American Writer, 1943-1954, by Jeffrey Cartwright  (1972)—the fictional biography of a cartoon-crazy preadolescent supposedly written by his best friend—and David Leavitt’s The Term Paper Artist (1997) , a novella that disguises fiction as autobiography insofar as its protagonist is the author of books bearing the same titles as Leavitt’s own works.


FURTHER EXAMPLES:  Sometimes several types of irony come into play at once.  The following passage from Euripides’ Iphigenia at Aulis  (c. 405 B.C.E.) illustrates both dramatic irony and rhetorical irony.  Agamemnon has brought his daughter Iphigenia to Aulis to be sacrificed to the gods:  Iphegenia thinks a marriage has been arranged for her at Aulis with Achilles.  Agamemnon’s comments exemplify rhetorical irony: there is a discrepancy between his literal words and what he really means—and this discrepancy is readily perceived by the audience.  Dramatic irony is exemplified by Iphigenia’s failure to understand the true import of her words:


Ighigenia:  It’s a long journey then, and you’re leaving me behind!


Agamemnon:  Yours is a long journey too, like mine.


Ighigenia:  We could travel together then.  You could arrange it.


Agamemnon:  No, your journey is different.  You must remember me.


Iphigenia:  Will my mother sail with me?  Or must I travel alone?


Agamemnon:  You’ll sail alone…without father or mother.


Iphigenia:  Have you found me a new home, Father?  Where is it?


Agamemnon:  That’s enough…There are some things young girls shouldn’t know.


Iphigenia:  Sort of Phrygians out quickly, Daddy, and come back to me.


Agamemnon:  I must perform a sacrifice, before I go.


Iphigenia:  Of course you must! The right sacred rituals.


Agamemnon:  You’ll be there too.  By the holy water


Iphigenia:  Shall I be part of the ceremonies at the altar?


In Thomas Hardy’s Tess of the d’Urbervilles (1891), cosmic and situational irony coexist in the scene in which Angel Clare confesses to his new bride Tess that he once "lunged into eight-and-forty hours dissipation with a stranger."  This confession prompts Tess, who incorrectly believes that Angel knows about her own past from a letter she slipped under his door (but which he did not receive because that letter also slid under his rug), to allude reassuringly to the child she had out of wedlock.  Upon hearing about Tess’s past for the first time, Angel subsequently announces that he cannot possibly live with her because “the woman I have been loving is not you.”  We can say that both cosmic and situational irony operate in this scene because, although the newlyweds’ conversation grows out of the tragic situation created when a letter slipped under a rug as well as a door, the situation somehow seems fated.  Hardy’s novel, after all, describes earth as a “blighted star” (Phase the First), Tess as being “doomed to receive” a dark stain for reasons unintelligible to “analytical philosophy” or our “sense of order” (Phase the Second), and “The President of the Immortals” as “sport[ing] with Tess” (Phase the Seventh).

