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Types of Irony

Irony is a literary device that can create humor, highlight contrast, or reveal deeper meaning in
writing. Understanding irony can help you understand literature. Some of the most common types of
irony include situational, dramatic, verbal, and Socratic.

Situational Irony
Situational irony happens when there’s a surprising twist between what is expected and what actually
occurs. It's often used in storytelling to create surprise or shock.

Examples:

e A fire station burns down.

e A professional cake decorator ruins their own birthday cake.

Identifying Situational Irony in Literature
Situational Irony can be identified when there is a stark contrast between what is expected to happen
and what actually occurs.
Example from Literature:
e In Shirley Jackson’s “The Lottery,” readers expect the town’s annual lottery to be a positive
community event. However, it ends with the ritualistic stoning of a villager, subverting readers’

expectations and highlighting the horror of blind tradition.

Dramatic Irony
In dramatic irony, the audience knows something that the characters do not. This creates tension,
suspense, or humor.
Examples:
e In a horror film, a character goes down to the basement, unaware of the killer that the
audience has seen hiding there.
e In a sitcom, a character overhears only part of a conversation and believes someone is
attracted to him when the other characters were talking about someone else.

Identifying Dramatic Irony in Literature
To spot dramatic irony, look for moments where the audience has crucial information the characters
lack. This often leads to characters making misguided decisions.

Example from Literature:

e In “The Story of an Hour,” when Mrs. Mallard drops dead at the sight of her husband, who was
supposed to have been killed in a train accident, the doctors conclude that she died “of joy that
kills”; however, the readers know that she had looked forward to a new life, free of her
husband, and felt anything but joy when she saw him alive.



Verbal Irony
Verbal irony occurs when someone says something but means the opposite. It's often employed for
sarcasm, humor, or subtle criticism.

Examples:

e During a thunderstorm, a person says, “Great weather we’re having today!”

e A student looks at a failing test grade and says, “Well, | really nailed that one.”

Identifying Verbal Irony in Literature

Verbal irony is marked by overt contradiction or hyperbole. Because we can’t hear the speaker’s tone
or inflection as we would in real-life conversation, identifying verbal irony in literature can be
challenging sometimes as it relies on context, word choice, and the reactions of other characters.

Example from Literature:

e In Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, Mark Antony repeatedly refers to Brutus as “an honorable
man” during Caesar’s funeral speech. While the words appear complimentary, Antony
contradicts his own claim with evidence he gives of Caesar’'s generosity and Brutus'’s betrayal.
The contradiction between his words and his actual message reveals verbal irony.

Socratic Irony
Socratic irony is when someone pretends to be ignorant or asks innocent questions in order to
expose someone else's ignorance or contradictions.
Examples:
e A teacher asks, “What happens if we divide by zero?” knowing it's undefined, to prompt
discussion.
e Socrates pretends not to understand justice to draw out flawed definitions from others.

Identifying Socratic Irony in Literature
Socratic irony can be identified when a character pretends to be ignorant in order to expose someone
else’s ignorance or flawed logic.
Example from Literature:
e In Plato’s Euthyphro, Socrates pretends not to understand the concept of piety and asks
Euthyphro a series of probing questions. His feigned ignorance leads Euthyphro to contradict
himself and reveals the weakness in his argument.
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