
"Boys and Girls" by Alice Munro - Irony 

"Irony" plays a significant role in Alice Munro's "Boys and Girls," contributing to the complexity of 

the narrative and the exploration of gender roles. Here are several instances of irony within the 

story: 

1. Title Irony: 

 The title itself, "Boys and Girls," carries irony. While seemingly straightforward, it 

sets up expectations about the traditional roles of boys and girls in society. 

However, the story unfolds as a subversion of these expectations, revealing the 

limitations and challenges imposed by societal norms on the protagonist. 

2. Narrator's Initial Enthusiasm: 

 In the beginning, the narrator expresses enthusiasm for the more physically 

demanding and traditionally male tasks on the farm. There is a sense of pride in 

being associated with the more esteemed "boys' work." However, as the story 

progresses, this enthusiasm gives way to a realization of the societal constraints that 

come with gender expectations, adding an ironic layer to her initial excitement. 

3. The Horse as a Symbol of Freedom: 

 The horse, a powerful symbol of freedom and rebellion, becomes ironically symbolic 

of the limitations imposed by societal expectations. The narrator's joy in riding the 

horse represents a brief escape from traditional gender roles. However, the 

realization that she cannot keep the horse mirrors the inevitability of conforming to 

societal norms, marking an ironic twist in her pursuit of freedom. 

4. The Foxes' Escape: 

 The escape of the foxes from their domesticated life is ironic in its symbolism. The 

foxes, confined to cages on the farm, represent the societal constraints on the 

narrator. Their escape mirrors the narrator's desire for freedom but also 

foreshadows the challenges and consequences of breaking away from prescribed 

gender roles. 

5. The Pelt-Cutting Scene: 

 The scene where the father and Laird cut pelts serves as a moment of irony. The 

narrator's initial excitement to participate in what she considers "boys' work" turns 

ironic when she is excluded from the actual cutting. This scene highlights the rigid 

gender roles in the family and society, undercutting the narrator's earlier 

expectations of equality. 

6. Winter as a Metaphor: 

 The arrival of winter, often associated with harshness and coldness, serves as a 

metaphor for the societal expectations that become more stringent as the story 



progresses. The irony lies in the juxtaposition of the narrator's internal warmth, 

symbolized by her desire for freedom, against the external coldness of societal 

norms. 

7. The Mother's Unspoken Resignation: 

 The mother's adherence to traditional female roles, though not explicitly stated, is 

ironic in its silent resignation. Her acceptance of her prescribed role contrasts with 

the narrator's initial rebellion, emphasizing the generational perpetuation of gender 

expectations and the limitations imposed on women. 

8. Laird's Conformity: 

 The transformation of Laird, the narrator's younger brother, from a playful ally in 

subverting gender norms to a conforming embodiment of societal expectations is 

ironic. The shift in his behavior underlines the inevitability of succumbing to 

traditional roles, a fate that the narrator herself struggles against. 

 


