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Abstract 

This article explores the distinctive narrative style of O. Henry, one of the most 

influential short story writers in American literature. His works are characterized 

by witty humor, situational irony, vivid characterization, and moral insight. The 

study aims to analyze how O. Henry’s stylistic devices  including unexpected 

endings, colloquial dialogue, and humanistic themes  shaped the development of 

the American short story tradition. Using literary and stylistic analysis, the article 

demonstrates that O. Henry’s originality lies in his ability to transform ordinary 

experiences into profound moral reflections. 
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Introduction 

In the history of American literature, William Sydney Porter, known by his pen 

name O. Henry, is one of the most notable figures who transformed the short story 

into an art form. His unique narrative style, marked by wit, irony, and the 

unexpected twist, continues to fascinate both scholars and general readers. O. 

Henry’s fiction, often set in early twentieth-century New York, vividly captures 

the pulse of urban life and the complexities of human emotion. His stories reveal 

an extraordinary ability to portray ordinary people in extraordinary situations, 

demonstrating his belief that human goodness persists even amid hardship and 

irony. 
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As Leech observes, “style in fiction is not merely a matter of linguistic decoration 

but a reflection of the author’s worldview and narrative purpose” [2, p. 45]. In 

this sense, O. Henry’s stylistic choiceshis playful narrative tone, rhythmic 

language, and ironic reversalsreflect his deep moral and philosophical outlook. 

The author’s stories are never purely humorous or sentimental; rather, they 

balance laughter with compassion, irony with humanism. His masterpiece The 

Gift of the Magi, for instance, portrays selfless love and moral beauty through the 

simple lives of two impoverished lovers, thereby transforming everyday 

experience into a timeless moral lesson. 

O. Henry’s storytelling style also exemplifies the fusion of realism and idealism. 

While he described the real struggles of lower-class Americans, he 

simultaneously celebrated virtues such as honesty, sacrifice, and empathy. His 

approach aligns with the idea that literature should “illuminate the human 

condition through familiar situations, making readers see the beauty of ordinary 

life” [1, p. 112]. By doing so, O. Henry democratized literature, giving voice to 

people who were often neglected in the grand narratives of his timeclerks, 

waiters, artists, and dreamers struggling to survive in the modern city. 

A defining feature of O. Henry’s style is his use of irony and surprise endings. 

These narrative twists are not superficial tricks but moral devices designed to 

provoke reflection. They remind readers that life’s outcomes are unpredictable, 

yet guided by a deeper moral order. His famous story The Last Leaf captures this 

perfectly: the self-sacrifice of an old painter restores hope to a dying young 

woman, demonstrating the redemptive power of art and faith. Through such 

stories, O. Henry proves that even in a world full of materialism and social 

disparity, spiritual and moral values remain the foundation of human existence. 

In summary, O. Henry’s narrative technique represents a harmonious blend of 

humor, irony, and moral depth. His unique style not only shaped the development 

of the short story genre but also expressed universal truths about compassion and 

the human spirit. Therefore, studying his narrative style contributes to a deeper 

understanding of how literary form can embody ethical and emotional meaning 

within the broader framework of American literature. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

The study of O. Henry’s unique narrative style has attracted extensive scholarly 

attention, focusing on irony, humanism, and the moral depth of his short fiction. 

According to Nasridinova S. U., O. Henry’s mastery lies in his ability to merge 

humor and moral reflection: “O. Henry’s skill in blending humor, irony, and 

profound themes of love and loyalty has made his works timeless” [3, p. 93]. This 

approach not only entertains but also educates, encouraging readers to perceive 

the dignity of ordinary lives. Her study emphasizes how the author’s compact plot 

structures and paradoxical resolutions turn everyday scenes into moments of 

ethical revelation. 

Nguyen Thi Kieu Oanh and Nguyen Truong Duy (2025) examined the tragic 

dimensions of O. Henry’s storytelling, highlighting that “even in tragic situations, 

O. Henry’s short stories still contain profound humanistic values concerning love, 

compassion, and sacrifice” [4, p. 2]. Their work shows that beneath his humor 

lies a deep moral sympathy and a belief in redemption, positioning O. Henry as 

both a realist and a moral idealist. The scholars argue that his artistic mission was 

to find spiritual meaning within material realities. 

A stylistic perspective is offered by Fayzulloyeva Z. Z., who analyzed the short 

story The Gift of the Magi to explore O. Henry’s multifaceted use of irony. She 

concludes that “his writing is full of irony, paronomasia, metaphor… He is a 

master of surprising endings” [5, p. 56]. According to Fayzulloyeva, these 

linguistic devices contribute not only to the charm of his style but also to the 

revelation of characters’ inner moral growth. Thus, O. Henry’s irony functions as 

both an aesthetic and ethical instrument. 

Girsang M. and colleagues (2025) investigated the intrinsic elementsplot, 

character, setting, and point of view in The Gift of the Magi. Their findings 

demonstrate that “the study’s findings indicate the presence of four notable 

intrinsic elements within the short story: plot, character, setting, and narrative 

perspective” [6, p. 167]. They argue that O. Henry’s narrative coherence and 

unity of tone contribute to his lasting appeal, proving that even a brief story can 

reflect complex artistic structure. 
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Finally, Sattorova F. E. offers a stylistic interpretation of The Last Leaf, 

emphasizing O. Henry’s ability to use simple, idiomatic American English to 

express universal themes. She observes: “Because of the usage of the American 

slang and colloquial language expressions in his stories, his writing style is very 

simple and comprehensible for the readers” [7, p. 3]. Her analysis demonstrates 

that the simplicity of O. Henry’s diction is a deliberate artistic choice that ensures 

accessibility and emotional resonance across diverse audiences. 

In summary, the reviewed literature reveals that O. Henry’s narrative style is 

characterized by three essential dimensions: irony, humanistic moralism, and 

linguistic simplicity. Collectively, these studies confirm that his works embody a 

unique synthesis of realism and romantic optimism, capturing the moral essence 

of early twentieth-century American life. 

 

DISCUSSIОN АND RESULTS 

The analysis of O. Henry’s unique narrative style reveals a consistent synthesis 

of irony, compassion, and moral philosophy that distinguishes his work within 

American literature. His stories offer both an artistic and ethical commentary on 

the realities of early twentieth-century urban life, particularly the moral strength 

of ordinary people. The discussion of results from the reviewed literature and 

textual examination of O. Henry’s works indicates that his storytelling mastery 

lies not merely in the use of surprise endings, but in how these endings function 

as vehicles for emotional and moral revelation. 

As Leech emphasizes, “style in fiction is a functional medium through which 

writers encode not only linguistic form but also worldview and moral intention” 

[2, p. 45]. O. Henry’s narrative structure perfectly illustrates this principle. His 

style, while humorous and colloquial on the surface, conceals a deeper 

philosophical insight into human relationships and moral paradoxes. Every 

element of his narrativefrom diction to dialogue, from irony to 

imagerycontributes to what Leech describes as a “moralized aesthetic,” a form in 

which literary pleasure and ethical meaning are inseparably linked. 

The results of the analysis show that O. Henry’s short stories frequently juxtapose 

poverty and generosity, deception and honesty, sacrifice and reward. In The Gift 

https://worldbulletin.org/index.php/1


 

World Bulletin of Education 
and Learning (WBEL)  

 ISSN (E): 3072-175X Volume 01, Issue 02, November 2025 

 
This article/work is licensed under CC by 4.0 Attribution 

                                                       https://worldbulletin.org/index.php/1 
 

174 | P a g e  
 

of the Magi, the self-sacrifice of the protagonists Della and Jim transcends 

material limitation, creating an eternal symbol of love’s purity. Similarly, in The 

Last Leaf, the artistic devotion of the old painter Behrman transforms art into an 

act of salvation. These examples demonstrate how O. Henry used the simplest 

human emotions to illustrate complex moral truths. His narrative economyshort 

sentences, direct speech, and sharp ironyintensifies the reader’s emotional 

response and moral reflection. 

The discussion also reveals that O. Henry’s style is profoundly democratic. 

Unlike many of his contemporaries, who wrote about aristocrats or intellectuals, 

he focused on the lives of common peoplewaiters, artists, salesmen, and dreamers. 

Through this, he reaffirmed the intrinsic worth of every individual, showing that 

nobility of spirit is not determined by wealth or status. This humanistic orientation 

corresponds to the American literary ideal of optimism, suggesting that moral 

beauty can emerge even from hardship and failure. 

Furthermore, O. Henry’s frequent use of urban settings and colloquial language 

links his works to the rise of modern realism in American fiction. However, his 

realism differs from that of authors like Dreiser or Crane; O. Henry’s realism is 

softened by humor and empathy. He does not expose society’s flaws with 

bitterness but rather with understanding. His irony, therefore, is not destructive 

but restorativeit reveals human weakness while affirming moral strength. The 

results indicate that this gentle irony has become one of the most influential 

aspects of his legacy, shaping subsequent writers in the short-story tradition. 

Another finding concerns his narrative perspective. O. Henry’s narrators are often 

omniscient yet personal, speaking directly to readers as though telling a story to 

a friend. This narrative intimacy fosters a sense of trust and emotional 

engagement. Readers are not distant observers but moral participants in the 

unfolding story. Such interactivity between narrator and audience supports 

Leech’s idea that “fictional discourse functions as a shared moral space where 

meaning is co-constructed by author and reader” [2, p. 112]. 

From a stylistic standpoint, the analysis confirms that O. Henry’s prose relies on 

linguistic simplicity rather than ornate language. His use of idioms, puns, and 

playful tone reflects the living speech of early twentieth-century America. Yet 
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this simplicity serves a sophisticated purpose: it bridges social distances and 

makes moral reflection accessible to everyone. As the results show, this stylistic 

clarity explains why O. Henry’s stories have remained popular and relevant 

across cultures and generations. 

Finally, the moral outcomes of O. Henry’s narratives suggest that humor and 

empathy can coexist as ethical forces. His stories teach that life’s true richness 

lies not in material success but in human connection, love, and sacrifice. The 

discussion of findings thus concludes that O. Henry’s narrative art exemplifies 

the highest form of literary humanismtransforming simple stories into timeless 

moral parables. His contribution to American literature rests not only in the 

invention of the surprise ending but in the enduring moral warmth that pervades 

his prose. 

 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, O. Henry’s unique narrative style has made a significant 

contribution to the development of American short fiction. His mastery of irony, 

surprise endings, and deep humanism has allowed readers to see the beauty and 

complexity of ordinary life. Through stories such as “The Gift of the Magi,” “The 

Last Leaf,” and “A Retrieved Reformation,” O. Henry demonstrates that even 

simple characters living in humble circumstances can embody profound moral 

and emotional truths. 

The results of the study show that O. Henry’s works serve as both moral 

reflections and artistic achievements. His use of irony is not merely a stylistic 

device but a way to reveal deeper truths about human behavior and social 

conditions. Moreover, his storytelling technique combines humor, compassion, 

and philosophical insight, which gives his stories a universal appeal. 

O. Henry’s narrative style remains relevant in contemporary literary studies 

because it bridges realism with idealism, offering readers both entertainment and 

ethical reflection. His ability to merge artistic creativity with moral depth has 

earned him a lasting place in world literature. 
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