Irony and Satire Lesson

Foundation Level

Objectives:

To practice detecting different kinds of irony in life, literature, and film

To distinguish among the different types of irony

To use technology to convey information

To use speech and rhetoric to convince and to entertain

Irony is a term that is used to describe those situations in life that weirdly turn out to be exactly the opposite of what might reasonably be expected.  Since life is, in fact, full of these situations, intelligent, observant people can spot irony in life, as well as in literature.  However, professional writers, those keen-eyed, symbol-making meaning-spotters, observe or think of something ironic and then give it fictional or poetic form, or perhaps they merely choose to write down true examples of irony for their readers to ponder.  When human beings perceive irony, their feelings usually range from wry laughter (“Isn’t life weird?”) to resigned annoyance to outright rage at the perversity of the mineral, vegetable, human, and cosmic paradoxes of life.  A perception of irony requires, however, a certain detachment; an intellectual step back from the situation in order to appreciate its exquisite upside-down-ness.  This ability to view the world through our “irony detectors” is a protection against excessive emotional involvement and tragic disintegration.  It’s a way of dealing with the strange vicissitudes of life.

There are really three different kinds of irony:  verbal, situational, and dramatic.

Verbal Irony

One type is verbal irony, when speakers or writers use language to express a meaning quite opposite from the supposed intent of their words.  For example, some people think it’s funny to nickname a stocky, seven-foot tall football player “Tiny,” or to call a petite, manicured, dainty little poodle “Killer.”  When a teenager eats a huge meal at the table and then goes straight to the pantry to get a bag of potato chips to snack on, his mother is more than likely to remark ironically, “Gee, I’m glad you weren’t hungry tonight.”  When a teacher announces that a test has been postponed, her students might ironically call out—“Oh, no; too bad—we were so looking forward to it!”  Often, verbal irony lies both in the situation (we know the students didn’t want to take the test) and in the emphasis, or inflection, given to certain words.

Situational Irony

Situational irony is the opposite of serendipity—a fortunate chance in which things turn out just as they were meant to despite all obstacles and mishaps.  In situational irony, the opposite happens—what you might reasonably expect to go well in fact, goes awry despite all which seems to be in its favor.  What if, for example, a famous rodeo rider survived years of physical danger in the ring unscathed, only to break his leg while riding on his daughter’s gentle little pony?  What if  a young woman borrowed a diamond necklace from a friend, lost it, and spent years working to earn the money to buy an expensive necklace to replace it, only to find out later that the diamonds were imitations in the first place?  In one “Foxtrot” cartoon, the father of the family goes out early in the morning to get the paper because he is eager to read the news and slips on the icy sidewalk.  As it turns out, the headline in the paper he has risked his neck to read warns of the icy conditions outside. It was ironic that the supposedly “unsinkable” ship, The Titanic, became one of the most celebrated disasters in maritime history. Often, situational irony is strangely appropriate, though unexpected.

Dramatic Irony

Dramatic irony occurs when the audience knows something that the people in the fiction or drama do not.   For example, what if a short story had a character in it who was contemplating suicide, and the readers are aware that the character is traveling on the ocean liner named The Titanic?  The reader is aware that this ship will be wrecked on an iceberg, with hundreds of lives lost, while the character, wrapped up in his own troubles, is unaware that a larger tragedy looms.  

Activity: Irony Scavenger Hunt

In teams, find examples of the three kinds of irony in the following situations:

At school


Verbal


Situational


Dramatic

Sports


Verbal


Situational


Dramatic

Advertisements


Verbal


Situational


Dramatic

In the arts


Verbal


Situational


Dramatic

In fiction


Verbal


Situational


Dramatic

In biography or history


Verbal (“Let them eat cake!”)


Situational


Dramatic

At the supermarket


Verbal


Situational


Dramatic

In a film


Verbal


Situational


Dramatic

In traffic 


Verbal


Situational


Dramatic

At a meal or social occasion


Verbal


Situational


Dramatic

In a poem


Verbal


Situational


Dramatic

The winning team will amass the best examples of irony in each category, to be voted on by the class.  Each team will present their irony scavenger hunt results in an oral format reinforced by a  PowerPoint presentation.

