Short Story Notes

Short stories are a fundamental part of literature. They are designed and written in a specific style to accommodate their purposes. While short story writers may have more than one purpose when writing their stories, the purpose of a short story, in general, is to entertain. Of course, not every short story will be entertaining for every reader; a short story's audience will vary.
There are five primary elements to a story: 

· Setting 

· Plot 

· Point of View 

· Character 

· Theme 

Read "Descriptive Writing" on page 113-116 in Reference Points. 

Short stories can also be divided into one of four different types, depending on the focus of the story.
· [image: image1.png]


Plot stories are focused around the events and the action that take place. The stories usually stray away from presenting or developing deep characters and put the focus on what the characters do rather than who they are.  Much escape fiction focuses mainly on plot.  Many action movies are plot stories.
  

· Character stories are focused around the people involved, how they react to situations they are placed in and why. Who they are, how they became the people they are, and what motivates them are instrumental in character stories.
  

· Theme stories center around a central message that the story presents to the reader. The message is strong and the theme is the reason the story was written. Note: theme is NOT the story's subject/topic or the issue dealt with in the story; theme is what is suggested about the subject, topic, or issue. 
  

· Setting stories are more affected by the setting than the characters. Stories where the action and reactions are controlled by the circumstances are setting stories.
How can you tell which is which?  First of all, remember that these categories are not "bins" into which specific stories can be placed.  Rather, you should consider which elements are most important in the story.  If you can place the characters in a different setting, but still have the same basic story, the element of character is probably most important.  Here is an example:
A young man and a young woman fall in love.  However, their families or friends don't approve of their relationship, and one or both of the lovers die as a result.
Set in Verona:  Romeo and Juliet
Set in Ancient Babylon:  Pyramis and Thisbe  (Greek mythology)
Set in 1950s America: West Side Story
In this story, setting is not the most important element, because we can move the story to many different settings, but not lose the impact.
Stories where the main conflict is man vs. the environment (nature) tend to be setting stories.
When reading a short story, consider which elements are crucial to the story and consider the impact of each element.
Setting
The setting of a story or a novel is the time (time period, time of year), place, and environment/context (political, social) of the story.  A story always has a setting.  Usually, the setting is established at the beginning of the story.  The author does not normally tell the reader outright what the setting is.  Instead, he or she adds details and description that [image: image2.png]


help to establish the setting.  A well-known cliché is to begin a story like this: 

It was a dark and stormy night.
Many people laugh at this expression, because it is considered to be an unimaginative way to begin a story.  However, in just a few words, it does begin to establish both the setting and the mood (Mood will be discussed later).  Right away, the reader knows something about the time of the story, and a mood of suspense or horror is created.
Environment/Context
This aspect involves the social climate of the setting. For example, a story set in wartime or during the Great Depression will be different than a story set in modern times.    As another example, a story set in Nazi Germany will be strongly influenced by the political situation of that time and place.
The Significance of Setting
While setting may have little effect in some stories, in many it significantly affects the plot, theme, and characters.  In some instances, the setting itself takes on the role of a character (e.g., the antagonist).  Considering which aspects of setting are significant in determining the fate of the protagonist is frequently a clue to the underlying meaning of a story.  If the time or place of the story changes, consider how those changes alter the outcome of the story.
The setting of a story may influence or highlight:
· the prevailing atmosphere or mood of the literature.  

· internal and external conflicts 

· potential contrasts between characters or ideas.1 

Setting is important because,
The physical details of the setting are linked with the values, ideals, and attitudes of a place in different times. 

Setting can add an important dimension of meaning, reflecting character and embodying theme. 

The details of the setting can provide, for example, the clues for solving a murder and it can illuminate the deeper meaning of a story.2
When you read a story, you should consider the setting and its impact on the story.

1 Nada AbiSamra, "Teaching Literature: Setting" in Nada's ESL Island  (April 11, 1999/Sept. 4, 2000) <http://meltingpot.fortunecity.com/zaire/131/literature-setting.html>.
2 Ibid.

Mood and Tone
The mood is the feeling or atmosphere that the author establishes.  In movies, music often helps to create the mood.  Think about the sort of music that plays during a suspenseful scene or a romantic scene, for example.  In novels and stories, the author must use words to establish the mood. Mood is the prevailing feeling or frame of mind created for readers to experience. 
Tone has to do with the style of writing.  It is the "manner of expression" that the author uses to express his attitude toward the subject, the work, the characters, etc.  Tone is the author's perspective on the issue and/or the situation presented in the story presented through the author's choice of words and syntactical structure. For example, the tone may be formal, serious, humorous, informal, lighthearted, earnest, ironic, satirical, or poignant. 
Note: Do not confuse a character's tone with the author's tone. Although the author can and often will use characters to convey personal ideas, the characters' views are not necessarily the author's. An author will very often create characters based on types of people about whom he wishes to make a statement or suggest ideas. 
Remember: mood and tone are not the same. Mood is created for the reader to feel; tone is what the author feels, the author's position on the topic. 
The Significance of Mood and Tone
Tone and mood are significant in that,
[i]nterpretive fiction presents the reader with significant insights into life and into human nature. Such truths take a greater hold when they are conveyed through our feelings as well as through our intellect.
· Identifying the tone or mood is often an important clue to help the
reader discover literary themes. 
· Considering how a writer creates a certain tone or mood helps the
reader appreciate the author's style.2
In other words, an author establishes a particular tone and mood for a purpose.  Determining that purpose can help the reader to determine the theme or message of a piece of literature.
Setting, tone, and mood are all very important elements in the creation of a story.  Often, they are very specific choices made by the author to help convey a point.  Though many of the story's issues traverse across different times and places, the author chose to place the story in one setting above all others.

Plot
Every story has a plot.  The plot is made up of the events in the story.  There are several steps or stages in a plot.
· Introduction
The introduction usually presents the antecedent action (events that have taken place before the story actually begins), the setting, the mood, and the characters. This helps provide context for the story and its characters. 
· Initial Incident
The initial incident usually starts the conflict in the story.  Some writers put the initial incident first to get the reader interested.  Then they introduce the other elements. 
· Rising Action
The rising action consists of all the events that happen after the initial incident and before the climax.  During this section of the story, the events "build" toward the climax. The story becomes more suspenseful or exciting as events in the rising action cast further doubt on the protagonist's ability to resolve the conflict introduced by the initial incident.  The conflict or tension between the protagonist and antagonist increases.  The reader becomes more aware that something is going to happen and is probably making predictions about that something. 

· Climax
The climax is often the most exciting or interesting point in the story.  At this point, the conflict in the story reaches its peak and is resolved.  The problem is solved, or the protagonist makes an important decision.  The protagonist either solves the conflict/reaches the goal or fails to solve the conflict/reach the goal.  Occasionally, a story will stop at this point to let the reader decide the outcome (indeterminate ending). 

· Falling Action
This is also known as the dénouement.  This is where any loose ends in the story are wrapped up. 
Conflict
An important element of every story or novel is conflict.  Without it, there really is no story.  Oh, sure.  The writer could tell the story, but how interesting would it be?  How much would the readers care about the characters or about the outcome?  Even simple stories, such as fairy tales, have some sort of conflict.
Opposing Forces
When there is conflict, there must be two opposing forces.  In literature, these forces are known as the protagonist and the antagonist. 
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The protagonist is the main character who attempts to reach a goal or solve a conflict.  

The antagonist is the character or force that opposes the protagonist or causes difficulty for the protagonist, casting doubt on the protagonist's ability to reach the goal or solve the conflict.
Note:  The protagonist is not always the narrator.  Sometimes, there will be a narrator who tells a story about someone else.  Also, the protagonist is not always the 'good guy'.  Sometimes, a protagonist can be evil. As well, the antagonist is not necessarily a "bad guy" or an evil force.

Types of Conflict

There are three main types of conflict: 

· man vs. man 

· man vs. himself 

· man vs. environment (which may include nature and/or society) 

Sometimes, the protagonist may face more than one type of conflict.  Many stories are complex, and there are a number of conflicts occurring.  However, one of these conflicts can usually be identified as the main conflict between the protagonist and the antagonist. The main conflict in a short story is usually introduced by the initial incident. 

Conflict in "The Shining Houses"
The story "The Shining Houses" has many different conflict within it, but all stories have one main conflict.  There are hints available to you to try to determine the conflict of any story. 

· Often, the point of view is selected with the conflict in mind to best show the conflict. 

· A story concludes after the conflict has been resolved.  Sometimes, the solution is not permanent, but some type of resolution must be obtained. 

In looking at "The Shining Houses", we can see the point of view is limited omniscient, from the view of Mary.  Likely (but not always), the conflict will involve Mary. 

Second, we need to look at what conflicts are resolved.  There are many conflicts in the story, typically identified as:
	Conflict
	State 
	Details

	Mary vs. neighbors
	unresolved
	how to handle Mrs. Fullerton

	Neighbors vs. Mrs. Fullerton
	unresolved
	Mrs. Fullerton moving, cleaning up her yard

	Neighbors vs. the city
	unresolved
	back lane, the state of Mrs. Fullerton's house

	Mary vs. herself
	resolved
	which side of the Neighbors vs. Mrs. Fullerton she supports 


Because the last conflict is resolved and is prevalent through the entire course of the story, this is identified as the main conflict of the story.
Happily Ever After? 

Does the story, "The Shining Houses," have a happy ending?  To answer such a question, you would have to look at what makes up a "happy ending". There are two ways to look at this: emotional and technical.  Emotional is easy. If you, as the reader, care about what the characters are doing, and there is an emotional bond between reader and character, then the emotional aspect is individual. With this story, since the group decided to fight together against Mrs. Fullerton,  many readers may secretly "cheer" for Mrs. Fullerton, and therefore Mary's standing against the group. Since the decision overrides Mary's desires, the reader may feel this ending is not 'happy'.

However, on a technical level, a story is set up with a protagonist facing a conflict or challenge, as you saw on the previous page.  Should the character overcome this challenge, the success would then imply a technical 'happy ending'.  Whether the reader is satisfied with the results or not (like the 'bad guy' winning), it would be a resolution of conflict, and therefore, a technically 'happy ending'.
In other words, an emotional "happy" ending leaves readers felling pleased with the story's ending; a technical "happy" ending has the protagonist solving the story's conflict, regardless of readers' feelings about the ending. 
Read about character on page 146 of the text Reference Points. 

There are three different main types of characters in short stories.  You should be familiar with these terms and be able to use them when describing characters. 

· Dynamic:  Dynamic characters change as a result of addressing the story's conflict.  The change is shown as a learning experience, something which leaves the character different, so that he or she may behave differently in the future.   

· Static: Static characters do not change through the course of the story, despite having been exposed to a conflict and the potential for growth and change. They may be complex characters, but do not show growth or learning. 

· Stock: also known as a stereotype. Stock characters fit societal stereotypes. They are not developed characters, show no depth of character, and do not change. They must fit an instantly recognizable stereotype, such as the dastardly villain with the twirling mustache or the nutty neighbor character seen on many television sitcoms. 

With some practice, you should be able to consider the main characters in any given story and determine which type of character they are.
Character is revealed both directly, by the narrator telling the reader information about the character, and indirectly.  The character is revealed indirectly by what the character says, what the character does, and what other characters say about him or her.
How much the reader learns about a character also depends on the narrative point of view. 

Point of View
There are four basic points of view an author can use to tell their story.  They are:
· Omniscient: The omniscient point of view is told using the third person (he, she, they) with the reader getting insight into all or most of the characters' thoughts and emotions.  This is not simply description; rather, the author gives the reader a window into multiple characters' minds. Note: omniscient point of view does not have to reveal ALL characters' minds, just more than one. 

· Limited Omniscient: This also uses the third person.  However, the limited omniscient point of view allows the reader into only one character's mind. All other characters are described only by what can be observed.  

· First Person: The first person (I, me) implies that the reader views the story through the eyes of one of the characters involved. The reader experiences the story as a character. As such, the reader is given access to one of the character's minds, but no more.  The reader knows only what that character knows.  Note that the narrator of the story is not necessarily the protagonist or even one of the main characters. 

· Objective: The objective point of view is the most distant. The reader sees into no minds; only an outside description of the action/reaction is given. The reader is then left to infer his or her own assumptions/reactions to the action. The narrator reports on the action that occurs but does not provide judgment or personal bias. 
For more on point of view, you should read page 153 in Reference Points.
Point of view is one of the ways authors create voice.  Authors create characters through many devices; one of the most significant is the creation of voice.  We, the readers, get to know the characters by what and how they speak, or in some cases, what and how they think.  This can be a great tool in the creation of characters.
Theme 

Good literature should help you understand life and society a little more.  It should make you think about important issues.  Stories and novels do this through their themes.
Theme is one of the elements in literature that seems to give students the most difficulty.  Therefore, it is important to have a good understanding of what theme is and what it is not.

· Theme is the suggestion/comment made about humanity or the human condition. 

· A theme is not just a word or a phrase.  For example, "being a friend" or "loneliness", cannot be a theme. Theme is not a subject or an issue; theme is what is suggested about the subject or the issue. You need to think about what the author is trying to show the readers about friendship or about loneliness.  Theme is expressed as a complete sentence.  (That sentence does not start "The theme of this story is..." 

· A theme is an idea that the author wants to convey.  Usually, this is an idea about people, society, or life in general.  It is not a lesson or moral.  Sometimes the theme can raise more questions than it answers.  The theme is something that the author has been thinking about and wants the readers to think about, too. 

· A theme is the piece of fiction's controlling idea or its central insight. It is the unifying generalization about life stated or implied by the story. 

· The theme of a piece of fiction is its view about life and how people behave.  In fiction, the theme is not intended to teach or preach.  In fact, it is not stated or presented directly at all. We extract it from the characters, action, and setting that make up the story. In other words, we must figure out the theme ourselves.1 

Therefore, to find the theme of a short story or a novel, you must think about the author's purpose.  Why did the author write this?  What is he or she trying to say about life? 

1 Nada AbiSamra, "Teaching Literature: Theme" in Nada's ESL Island  (April 11, 1999/Sept. 7, 2000) <http://members.fortunecity.com/nadabs/literature-theme.html>

Finding the Theme

To help find the theme of a story or novel, try asking yourself the following questions.
· Why did the author select this particular title?  The title might give you a clue as to the theme. 

· What do the repeating symbols and motifs show?  These can direct you to the theme. 

· What is the outcome of the conflict or conflicts in the story?  These can reveal a lot about the author's ideas of life. 

· What does the protagonist learn?  Does the protagonist change in some way?  Thinking about these ideas can help you to find the theme, but don't present a "moral" or a cliche. 

A complex story may offer several insights.  However, short stories usually have one main theme.  A novel may have several themes, although, again, there will usually be one that stands out.  On the other hand, not all stories convey a theme.  Some escape fiction may not have a theme at all.

Remember:  

· "The purpose of a story is not to state a theme, but rather to verify it and bring it to life. By appealing to our intellect, emotions, senses, and imagination, authors help us discover and explore the themes within their stories." 1  

· It is not necessary for the reader to agree with a theme in order to identify it. 

Read theme, as it applies to drama, on page 195 of Reference Points.
1 Nada AbiSamra, "Teaching Literature: Theme" in Nada's ESL Island  (April 11, 1999/Sept. 7, 2000) <http://members.fortunecity.com/nadabs/literature-theme.html>

Creating a Theme 

You will be responsible for presenting themes which follow all six of the rules for creating a theme.1
	Theme must be expressible in the form of a statement with a subject and predicate.  It is insufficient to say that the theme of a story is 'motherhood' or 'loyalty to country'.  Motherhood and loyalty are simply subjects.  Theme must be a statement about the subject.  For instance, "Loyalty to country often inspires heroic self-sacrifice."  If we express the theme in the form of a phrase, the phrase must be convertible to sentence form.  A phrase such as "the futility of envy," for instance, maybe if converted to the statement "Envy is futile" it may serve as a statement of theme.

	2.  The theme must be stated as a generalization about life.  In stating there, we do not use the names of the characters in the story, for to do so is to make a specific rather than a general statement.  The theme of "The Little Business Man" is not that "Luke learns how to deal with his uncle, a man with a very practical approach to life."  Rather, it is something like this:  "Practical people, through their precise and exact attitude toward life, are capable of destroying things of great value."  

	3.  We must be careful not to make the generalization larger than is justified by the terms of the story.  Terms like every, all, always, should be used very cautiously; terms like some, sometimes, may, are often more accurate.  The theme of "E Equals MC Squared" is not that "Evil actions will always be punished," for we are presented with only the one instance of retribution in the story.  Furthermore, there are no evil qualities in Matt Colby that warrant his grisly death, and his death, therefore, would undermine such a theme.  The theme of this story may be expressed thus: "Even an apparently passive and harmless individual may sometimes react with calculated and irreversible revenge."  Notice that we have said may sometimes, not will always.  Only occasionally will the theme of a story be expressible as a universal generalization.  In "Youth," we may well accept the theme of this story as having, if not universal, at least widespread application.

	4.  Theme is the central and unifying concept of the story.  Therefore, (a) it must account for all the major details of the story. If we cannot explain the bearing of an important incident or character on the theme, either in exemplifying it or modifying it in some way, it is probable that our interpretation is partial and incomplete, that at best we have hold only of a sub-theme.  Another alternative, though it must be used with caution, is that the story itself is imperfectly constructed and lacks unity.  (b) The theme must not be contradicted by any detail of the story.  If we have to overlook or blink at or "force" the meaning of some significant detail in order to frame our statement, we may be sure that out statement is defective.  (c) The theme must not rely upon supposed facts -- facts not actually stated or clearly implied by the story.  The theme must exist inside, not outside the story.  It must be based on the data of the story itself, not on assumptions supplied from our own experience.

	5.  There is no one way of stating the theme of a story.  The story is not a guessing game or an acrostic which is supposed to yield some magic verbal formula which won't work if a syllable is changed.  It merely presents a view on life, and, as long as the above conditions are fulfilled, that view may surely be stated in more ways than one.  Here, for instance, are three possible ways of stating the theme of "Horses of the Night."  

a. Sensitivity and creativity are often not appreciated by those whose main goal in life is to make a living or win a war. 

b. Those who are sensitive and creative may lose their sanity as a result of the pressures of society. 

c. A sensitive, creative individual frequently finds it difficult, often impossible, to cope with the realities of a mundane, pragmatic, sometimes cruel society; as a result, complete withdrawal may be the only solution. 

The third of these statements is fuller and therefore more precise than the first two, but each is a valid formulation. 

	6.  We should avoid any statement which reduces the theme to some familiar saying that we have heard all of our lives, such as "You can't judge a book by its cover" or "A stitch in time saves nine."  Although such statements may express the theme accurately, too often it is simply a lazy short cut which impoverishes the essential meaning of the story in order to save mental effort.  When a reader forces every new experience into an old formula, he loses the chance for a fresh perception.  Instead of letting the story expand his knowledge and awareness of the world, he falls back dully on cliché.  To come out with "Honesty is the best policy" as the theme for "I'm a Fool" is almost to lose the whole value of the story.  If the impulse arises to express the meaning of a story in a ready-made phrase, it should be suppressed.


1 Perrine, Lawrence.  Story and Structure. Canadian Ed. Toronto: Harcourt Brace Canada, 1987.  pg 112-114.

Create a Theme 

In determining the theme of this story, think again about some of the questions that were posed in a previous lesson:
· Who is the focus of the story?  What is the conflict?  How is the conflict resolved? 

· Think about the title.  Why did the author choose this title?  
· Think about the setting, particularly the time in which it's set.  What is its importance?  
· Consider the mood and tone of the story.  
These are the types of questions you should ask yourself when you are creating a statement of theme.
What is a Symbol? 

A symbol is something that represents something else.  It means more than what it is. It has a literal meaning but suggests or represents other meanings as well. Symbols are prevalent in our everyday lives.[image: image4.png]


 

For example, a dove carrying an olive branch is a symbol.  It represents peace.  The cross is a symbol of Christianity.  A heart is the symbol of love.  Cupid is a symbol of Valentine's Day.  There are standard symbols that represent Canada, holidays, such as Christmas and Thanksgiving, as well as proofreading symbols that indicate changes that should be implemented before a final draft is presented. Symbols may also be represented graphically . We become so conditioned to standard symbols that we sometimes forget that they are indeed symbolic.

Symbols are like a shorthand way of conveying a message.  When we encounter a symbol, as long as we have enough background knowledge about the subject it represents, we get a lot of meaning from that simple representation.
Symbols and Other Devices
Sometimes, students have difficulty distinguishing among image, metaphor, and symbol.  We will be studying image and metaphor in greater detail, later in this course.  However, for now, here is a brief explanation of how the three differ:
[A]n image means only what it is; a metaphor means something other than what it is; and a symbol means what it is and something more, too.   If I say that a shaggy brown dog was rubbing its back against a white picket fence, I am talking about nothing but a dog and am therefore presenting an image; if I say, 'Some dirty dog stole my wallet at the party,' I am not talking about a dog at all, and am therefore using a metaphor; but if I say, "You can't teach an old dog new tricks,' I am talking not only about dogs but about living creatures of any species, and am therefore speaking symbolically." 1
1  Laurence Perrine,  Sound and Sense,  An Introduction to Poetry. (Canada:  Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1963) 69-70.

Common Symbols
In literature there are many standard symbols. For example:
Symbol = Symbolic Meaning
an open window = freedom
white = purity
bathing = purification
island = isolation
ocean = universal life
Read the short story "Outside Edges" on page 48 of ViewPoints.
As you read, try to identify a symbol(s) from the story.  Identifying the symbols may be easy, as one is very prevalent; discovering the meaning of the symbol may prove more difficult.  Also, try to discover the theme. 

Irony
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Irony has a wide range of meanings. At its simplest, irony is a form of expression that implies something different or even opposite to what is actually said.  It involves a contradiction in which one term of contrast in some way mocks the other term. Irony should not be confused with sarcasm which is a remark made with the intention of hurting someone's feelings by taunting, ridiculing, or mocking.  Sarcastic remarks are often ironical, since they say one thing but mean another, and sarcasm is an aspect of verbal irony but it is not all that irony is.  When a supervisor reprimands her subordinate for a bad job and says "What a brilliant piece of work, my fine fellow. You'll go far in this company." she is using sarcasm.  As used here, sarcasm is a caustic and heavy use of apparent praise for actual dispraise.

Though sarcasm and irony are related, sarcasm is often called the ordinary man's irony because it is so obvious.  Irony as used in literature is more subtle and, unlike sarcasm, does not normally depend upon the speaker's tone of voice for its effectiveness. Lacking the tone of voice, sarcasm loses its bite and may often pass unnoticed in writing. Irony, because of its subtle nuances, challenges the reader' s intelligence. By using irony in his writing, the author offers an implicit compliment to the intelligence of the reader, who is assumed to be one the knowing minority that is not taken in by the literal meaning.

Types of Irony
Though there are many kinds of irony and a variety of terms depicting these many forms as used in literature, we will consider only three types in this class. In literature, irony is a matter of concealment, and it is this concealment which distinguishes one type of irony from another.
	The most common form of irony is VERBAL IRONY in which the real meaning is concealed or contradicted by words. In verbal irony, the intended meaning is concealed from the reader or from a character in the story. This type of irony is also called rhetorical irony or irony of words, of statement, of meaning, or of comment. It occurs when one thing is said but another is meant. 

	In DRAMATIC IRONY the meaning of a statement or set of circumstances is concealed from one of the characters in the story, but is obvious to the reader. There is a contrast between what a character says or thinks and what the reader knows to be true. Dramatic irony, also called tragic irony, is applied to the words and actions of characters who confidently expect the opposite of what fate holds in store or who say something that anticipates the tragic outcome, but in a sense which is very different from the one they intended.

	IRONY OF SITUATION or SITUATIONAL IRONY, which is usually the most important kind for short story writers, exists when the true meaning is concealed from both the reader and the characters.  The true meaning of a set of circumstances is not revealed until the outcome of the circumstances is obvious, and then a contradiction in expected outcome is present.  In other words, there is incongruity between the anticipated outcome and the actual outcome.  Irony of situation is also called irony of outcome, of happenings, of events, or of result. Situational irony occurs when one works toward or expects a particular outcome but receives the opposite. This is usually the type of irony we are using in everyday life when we refer to an occurence as being ironic. 


Why Irony? 

Why use irony?  Irony is an effective way to engage the reader.
When we share secrets with the writer or one of the characters, it helps us to feel closer to them, and we share their view of what's going on. We're insiders. When we know more than other characters, we have a wider view than they do, understand more than they do, and see them more from the outside. This separates us from them and makes us less intimate with them, though it can help us to understand their predicaments, too. 1

1  ESF English Departments: Writing a Story  (March 16, 1999/Sept. 11, 2000)  <http://www.esf.edu.hk/Appendix/MartinA/short-story-structure-31.htm>
Thus, irony can help the reader view the characters more objectively, which can increase the understanding of the author's message.   It can be used to convey character.  Also, irony helps to prevent stories from becoming too predictable.  Finally, irony is an effective way to convey an idea, theme, or criticism.

Irony and Satire 

Satire is a form of writing that relies heavily on irony.
Satire. A manner of writing that mixes a critical attitude with wit and humor in an effort to improve mankind and human institutions.  Ridicule, irony, exaggeration, and several other techniques are almost always present. The satirist may insert serious statements of value or desired behavior, but most often he relies on an implicit moral code, understood by his audience and paid lip service by them. The satirist's goal is to point out the hypocrisy of his target in the hope that either the target or the audience will return to a real following of the code. Thus, satire is inescapably moral even when no explicit values are promoted in the work, for the satirist works within the framework of a widely spread value system. Many of the techniques of satire are devices of comparison, to show the similarity or contrast between two things.2
2 Robert Harris, A Glossary of Literary Terms  (Vanguard University: May 27, 1997/Sept. 11, 2000) <http://www.vanguard.edu/rharris/litterms.htm>

However, it differs from irony in that it intentionally ridicules.  It differs from sarcasm, though, in that satire does not seek to wound, but to bring about change.  It mocks vice or foolishness.  The comedic programs, "This Hour Has 22 Minutes" and "Royal Canadian Air Farce" are both shows that rely heavily on political satire.  The political cartoon on the editorial pages of major newspapers also frequently employ satire A satirist identifies some aspect of human vice or foolishness and, often using irony, hyperbole, and other devices, ridicules the vice/foolishness for the purpose of suggesting change. Although humor may be used in or derived from the satire, humor is not the point of satire, nor must satire be expected to be funny.

Read about irony in Reference Points on page 158.
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