
Irony 

(Simplified from A Glossary of Literary Terms) 

 

Definition and Etymology 

 

The word "irony" has an interesting origin in Greek comedy. There was a stock 

character type called the eiron, a "dissembler" (someone who hides their true self or 

opinion). The eiron typically pretended to be less clever than he actually was, and 

understated things rather than boasting. He was contrasted with another stock 

character, the alazon, a boastful, self-deceiving braggart. In these old comedies, the 

modest, sly eiron would consistently outsmart the loud, foolish alazon. 

 

Most modern uses of "irony" still keep this basic root idea: hiding what is actually 

true, but importantly, not in order to deceive anyone maliciously. Instead, irony is 

used to create a particular artistic or rhetorical effect, often humor, sometimes 

tragedy, sometimes sharp criticism. 

 

Verbal Irony 

 

Verbal irony happens when what someone says is different from, and often the 

opposite of, what they actually mean. 

 

A clear, simple example: In Alexander Pope's poem The Rape of the Lock, a character 

replies to someone with, "It grieves me much... Who speaks so well should ever 

speak in vain." From the story leading up to this line, we already know the speaker is 

not actually grieved at all, and doesn't think the other person spoke well either. The 

gap between what's said and what's true is obvious, and that gap is the irony. 

 

A more subtle example: The opening line of Jane Austen's Pride and Prejudice reads: 

"It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good 

fortune, must be in want of a wife." This sentence sounds like a serious, formal 

statement of fact. But part of the joke is that Austen is relying on the reader to 

understand an unstated, opposite truth: that actually, a single woman is (arguably 

even more) in need of a wealthy husband, in the social world of the novel. The humor 

comes from the gap between the confident, formal tone and the slightly absurd, 

self-interested reality underneath it. 

 

Structural Irony 

 

Sometimes irony isn't just one clever sentence, it's built into the entire structure of a 

work. This is called structural irony. 

 

A common way authors create structural irony is through a naive narrator or hero, a 

character whose limited understanding causes them to consistently misinterpret 



events. The reader, who understands more than the character does, has to keep 

mentally "correcting" what the naive character believes, throughout the whole story. 

 

Examples: 

 

In Jonathan Swift's essay "A Modest Proposal," the narrator calmly and "reasonably" 

suggests that poor families in Ireland could solve their poverty problem by selling 

their children as food. The narrator sounds completely sincere and logical, but the 

reader understands that Swift, the real author, is using this monstrous, calm 

proposal to satirize the callous way wealthy people actually talked about the poor. 

 

In Gulliver's Travels, Gulliver himself is often too trusting and naive to fully 

understand the societies he visits, but the reader, standing outside the story with 

Swift, often sees the deeper satire that Gulliver misses. 

 

A closely related idea is the unreliable narrator: a narrator who isn't necessarily 

foolish or naive, but who still shows some kind of bias, blind spot, or limited insight, 

which means we as readers can't fully trust everything they tell us. We have to read 

carefully, watching for clues that the narrator's version of events might not be the full 

or accurate truth. 

 

Stable Irony vs. Unstable Irony 

 

Critic Wayne Booth made a useful distinction in his book A Rhetoric of Irony (1974): 

Stable irony gives the reader a clear, firm alternative meaning to hold onto. Once you 

"get" the irony, you know what the "real," true meaning is supposed to be. Unstable 

irony offers no fixed, trustworthy meaning at all. Everything keeps being undercut, 

layer after layer, with no final, stable truth to land on. This kind of irony is especially 

common in absurdist literature. For example, in the plays of Samuel Beckett, where 

meaning itself seems to keep dissolving the moment you try to grasp it. 

 

Irony vs. Sarcasm 

 

People often use "irony" and "sarcasm" as if they mean the same thing, but literary 

critics usually keep them separate. Sarcasm is a cruder, more obvious form of irony, 

usually involving exaggerated "praise" that clearly means the opposite, often 

delivered with an obvious mocking tone (think: "Oh wow, you're SUCH a genius" 

said in an exaggerated voice after someone makes a mistake). Irony is generally 

subtler, and doesn't require an obvious vocal cue to be understood. It relies more on 

context and careful reading. 

 

 

 

 



Other Types of Irony 

 

Socratic irony: Named after the philosopher Socrates, who would pretend to be 

ignorant and ask innocent-seeming questions, only for his questioning to gradually 

reveal that the other person's opinions were actually confused, contradictory, or 

poorly thought through. 

 

Dramatic irony: This happens when the audience knows something important 

that a character does not know. The classic example is Oedipus the King: the 

audience already knows (or gradually realizes) that Oedipus himself is the murderer 

he's hunting for, long before Oedipus figures this out himself. This creates a painful, 

tense feeling as we watch him get closer and closer to a truth we already understand. 

 

Cosmic irony (also called "irony of fate"): This occurs when fate, destiny, or a god 

seems to be almost cruelly toying with a character, raising their hopes, only to crush 

them. Thomas Hardy is famous for this kind of irony in his novels, especially Tess of 

the D'Urbervilles, where the heroine's life seems to be repeatedly and unfairly 

destroyed by terrible coincidences and cruel twists of fate. 

 

Romantic irony: This happens when an author deliberately breaks the illusion of 

their own story, reminding the reader that they, the author, are completely in control 

of this fictional world, and could change it at any moment if they wanted to. 

Laurence Sterne's novel Tristram Shandy is the classic example, a novel that 

constantly interrupts itself, jokes about its own structure, and reminds you that 

you're reading a made-up story. 


