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In this piece we will get to see as how Mark Twain has used satire, irony and humour 
as his weapon in his various works to expose people’s failings and stupidity. Satire, 
Irony and humor are technically distinct elements of literature. They have different 
origins. They are used in different ways with distinct aims. The literary works have 
different modes. Each of them evokes different kind of fun and sense of pleasure. 
Each of them has generated new kinds of genres. However, they have some 
interrelations and people often mention them as synonyms. 

 In his books, stories, and essays, how Mark Twain took aim at what he saw as the 
stupidity and hypocrisy around him, ridiculing close- minded small towns, religious 
hypocrites, and dishonest politicians as well as attacking practices such as slavery and 
imperialism will be discussed. 
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Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary defines the term satire ‘’ as a way of 
criticizing a person, an idea, or an institution in which we use humour to show their 
faults or weaknessess’’1 

he word satire comes from the Latin word Satur and the subsequent phrase lanx 
Satura. Satur mean ‘full’ but the juxtaposition with lanx shifted the meaning to ‘ 
miscellany or medley’: the expression lanx Satura literally means  a full dish of 
various kinds of fruits  2 

Pinning down a beginning to satire is not a simple exercise. Undoubtedly satire 
existed well before it was formalized. Both the Greeks and Romans formalized the 
use of satire in one form or another. Roman satire tended to be presented as poetry 
while Greek satire would be presented in plays and performances. One of the earliest 
Greek records of satire can be traced to around 500 B.C. Early Greek satires were in 
essence comedy plays, usually fairly bawdy, and often involved men dressed as Satyrs 
( clearly the root of the word Satyric). Satyrs were mythological creatures with the 
upper half of a man and the bottom half of a goat or horse. ‘Satyr’ was one of three 
forms of Athenian drama, nestling comfortably as a new genre alongside tragedy and 
comedy. Satyr was quickly developed between the writers Pratinas, Aristcas, and 
Aeschylus. These new ‘Satyrs’ didn’t begin life as fully developed feature- they were 
instead used as interval pieces to relieve the seriousness of tragic plays. These come 
pieces counterpointing and parodying the tragedy, became extremely popular devices 
and let to the extension of the form. 

Abstract 
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There is only one existing Greek Satyr play written by Euripides and called Cyclops. 
However many of the common elements in satire can be seen in the works of Greek 
comedy plays by Sophocles. 

Satire is a form of writing or of speech or behavior that has both delighted and 
repelled men throughout history. In some periods of history it has flourished; in others 
it has been subdued or forced into disguise or driven underground. In primitive times, 
satire involved mockery and ridicule and was connected with ritual and magic, as in 
the rites of fertility and Dionysian revelry.  As civilization developed, it became a 
literary form used by poets and dramatists and essayists. The Greek practiced it; the 
Romans defined and in a sense refined it. Horace and another Roman, Juvenal, who 
lived a hundred years later, have exerted a tremendous influence on the development 
of western satire; in fact, many literary historians classify all satire into two traditions: 
the embittered Juvenalian and the cheerful Horatian. 

Satire appeals to certain deep- laid elements of human personality- to anger and 
contempt to the love and mockery and of laughter; but wit and intellect are also 
directly and strongly involved.3 

Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary defines the term Irony as ‘’ the amusing or 
strange aspect of a situation that is very different from what you expect’’4.  Irony is 
the use of words to convey a meaning that is the opposite of its literal meaning. It is a 
technique of indicating, as through character or plot development, an intention or 
attitude opposite to what which is actually or ostensibly stated. 

Satire is the use of irony, sarcasm, ridicule, or the like, in exposing, denouncing, or 
deriding vice, folly, etc. It is a literally composition, in verse or prose, in which 
human folly and vice are held up to scorn, derision, or ridicule. 

Synonyms of satire are usually irony, burlesque, caricature, parody etc. Satire refers to 
literary forms in which vices or follies are ridiculed. It is a general term, which often 
emphasizes the weakness more than the weak person, and usually implies moral 
judgment and corrective purpose. Swift’s satire of human pettiness and bestiality. 
Irony, sarcasm and satire indicate mockery of something or someone. 

Humour means the quality of being funny. It refers to an ability to perceive and 
express a sense of the clever or amusing thing. Oxford Advanced Learner’s 
Dictionary defines Humour as ‘’ the quality in something that makes it funny or 
amusing; the ability to laugh at things that are amusing.’’5 

Humour, satire and irony are closely related, but there are important distinction 
between the three. As a form of criticism, satire uses humour to achieve its aims. One 
technique that satire uses is irony. Irony focuses on the descriptions between what is 
said or seen and what is actually meant; simply satire and irony are strongly related 
because one, satire, often uses the other, irony. Just as a comedy uses jokes to make 
people laugh or an action moves uses explosions to excite the audience, satire uses 
irony to make a humorous criticism. There are several types of irony, but all base their 
humour in selective, often intentional ignorance. Using words in an opposite way in 
which they are intended is perhaps the simplest form of irony. 

Satire cannot functions without a standard against which readers can compare its 
subject. We praise with delight what we admire, enjoy, or profit from, and we censure 
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with indignation the despicable or what causes ill because we have an acquired sense 
off what the world should or might be. There are two types of satire, which are as 
follows: 

1.  Horatian Satire : Horatian Satire is tolerant, funny, sophisticated witty, wise, self-   
effacting and aims to correct throughout the use of humour. The name relates to the 
Roman Satirist from the Augustan Period in Rome Horace, playfully criticizes some 
social vice through gentle, mild, and light- hearted humour. It directs wit, 
exaggeration, and self- deprecating humour toward what is identifies as folly, rather 
than evil. Horatian Satire’s sympathetic tone is common in modern society. 

2.  Juvenalian Satire: Juvenalian satire is angry, caustic, personal, relentless, bitter and 
serious. Named after Augustan period’s Roman Satirist Juvenal, this type of satire is 
more contemptuous and abrasive than the Horatian. Juvenalian satire provokes a 
darker kind of laughter; addresses social evil and points with contempt to the 
corruption of men and institutions through scorn, outrage, and savage ridicule This 
form is often pessimistic, characterized by irony, sarcasm, moral indignation and 
personal invective, with less emphasis on humour. 

In his famous The Celebrated Jumping Frog at Calaveras Country (1865), which has 
also been published under its original title Jim Smiley and His Jumping Frog and The 
Notorious Jumping Frog at Calaveras Country, Twain experiments with early versions 
of  meta- fiction, embedding a story within a story. Furthermore, the story relies on 
local colour humour and regional dialect as well as featuring an outsider entering a 
new place, a staple in Twain’s work. In Roughing It (1872) , which details Twain’s 
travels out west from 1861- 1867. Twain’s details many adventures visiting with 
outlaws and other strange characters, as well as encounters with notable figure of the 
age, such as Brigham Young and Horace Greeley. Furthermore, Roughing It  
provided descriptions of the frontier from Nevada to San Francisco to Hawaii to an 
audience largely unfamiliar with the area. Although he claimed it to be a work of non- 
fiction , Roughing It features many fantastic stories of Twain’s travels in the West, 
several of which were exaggerated or untrue. In The War Prayer, a satire of the 
Spanish- American War (1898), Twain proves to be a master of irony. The story 
which was originally rejected during Twain’s lifetime, begins as a prayer for America 
soldiers and, as it continues, highlights many of the horrors of war. 

Irony , as it is employed by Mark Twain, appears in different guises. Sometimes, 
irony is seen operating on the unconscious level. Huck Finn observes life without 
blinkers: his innocence and his obstinate testing of the statements of the adults in the 
light of personal experience enable him frequently to measure the wide gap that 
separates illusion from reality, falsehood from truth. Once Twain wrote that it is easy 
to find fault, if one has that disposition. There was once a man who, not being able to 
find any other fault with his cool, complained that there were too many prehistoric 
toads in it. Twain made use of double irony: not only is he saying the reverse of what 
he means about his country, he also insists that his story is not all a romance by his 
patently ironic claim to be writing as ‘fanciful’ or ‘ ideal’. His irony suggests that he 
is not concerned with the atmosphere of romance, but seemingly, only with the 
transcription of reality in as realistic a way as possible . 

Mark Twain was promoted as the Wild Humorist of the Pacific Slope, when in 1867 
he invaded the East, he stood in companionable terms to frontier comedy. Soon, it 



Online International Interdisciplinary Research Journal, {Bi-Monthly}, ISSN 2249-9598, Volume-09, Issue-01, Jan-Feb 2019 Issue 

 

 

w w w . o i i r j . o r g                      I S S N  2 2 4 9 - 9 5 9 8 
 

Page 291 

was possible for the second term of his works to identity grander objects; he could be 
considered equal to the spirit of the West and the spirit of the West with America. No 
other author has been so widely association with the nation, so wonderfully a forming 
part of its myth. 

Twain is rightly considered, the Wild humorist of the plains. For in his works humour 
enters quite spontaneously and he always did his best to present the chief traits of 
American humour. He was the most representative humorist of America in the 
nineteenth century. The essence of his humour lies in the conditions of the West 
which because the source of inspiration to several other writers, too like Petroleum V. 
Twain became the progenitor of a new form, distinctly American and incarnating the 
experiences of a frontier boy seen in squalor and brutality. Clemen’s humour has 
distinct traits. In fact, humour was the very atmosphere of his mind. His jokes are 
often brief, as once he says, about a club, ‘’ it always had more clergymen in it than 
good people.’’6 

Twain’s uncovering of the corruptible, smug self satisfaction inflating the nation’s 
village elities, in The Man Who Corrupted Hadleyburg and his ridicule of mankind’s 
pretensions to godliness, in The Mysterious Stranger reflect the maturity of his 
artistry. He had a skill of making  people laugh at themselves.  

The kind of expression which clearly fulfils these requirements occurs in his works 
like Roughing It and The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn,  the life of the west turned 
many writers humorists. Mark Twain, Orpheus C. Keer, Petroleum V. Nasby and Bret 
Harte came forward as great humorists of America and the life cycle of the West 
became the subject matter of their creative works. Humour became a device for them  
by which they could easily bring all the vices, hypocrisy, pretences and falseness of 
the society into lime- light. Mark  Twain’s humour, although it was original, but in 
some mysterious way he took his creative support from the south- western narrative 
mode which was popularized by Artemus Ward and other frontier humorists of tall 
tale which grew out of hard conditions in Nevada. It was the West which provided 
him new horizons of success among American writers and generated in him a kind of 
greatness that American Literature had no where achieved. Like Fredrick Jackson 
Turner, Devoto also believed that settled frontier qualities are essentially the 
American qualities. 

Mark Twain was basically a humorist of the frontier, an improviser. The chief source 
of Twain’s humour lies in the humour of that particular region i.e. South West of the 
United States to which he belonged as a young man. The energy delights in every 
aspect and the humour of the frontier laid a foundation of his literary mind. He heard 
it in Hannibal where he resided as a boy on the river Mississippi steam boats. It was 
the very frame work of his books whether they were travelogues or fiction or his 
disillusioned or image breaking treatment of history. To Devoto, enamored as he was 
of a myth of the frontier, Twain was astonishingly an extraordinary American, the 
archetypal westerner. Voto noticed Twain as ‘’ proceeding from shining post.’’7 

Hannibal was an idyll and a cosmo- Florida and Hannibal were delightfully agrarian 
communities. In the beginning the people of the South- West poked fun at rigor, 
danger, loneliness and crudity of their life- style as a means of whistling in the dark, at 
laughing away the terror and depression. By altering the conditions of life, they left 
reality behind. They showed boastfully before the cultured European and Eastern 
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travelers who supposed to find brutality and vulgarity but these people provided them 
a bit more than they expected for.  

Twain using the materials and surroundings of his Southwestern literary progenitors, 
throws into doubt a reader’s complacent evaluation of common sense as applied first 
to daily human behaviour, and finally to man’s role in the universe. The 
characteristics of Southwestern humour are those of realism in content and 
epistemology. Even the satirical intentions, behind the humour, call upon the reader to 
agree to the existence of clearly defined standards identically visible to all thinking 
men when he started observing or speaking, inevitably he took the humorous point of 
view. But he was very serious at heart like many great humorists. Very often his 
humour was pictorial and fantastic. In general Twain’s humour can be divided into 
two streams: Childish and innocent humour and Witty and sober humour. 

This is because it is quite difficult to classify Twain’s humour under any one 
category. Twain laughs, certainly, at an abuse, at ill manners, at conceit, and his 
readers laughs with him. His humour is simple and direct in form. Mark Twain was 
the first to make humour pure and harmless. He added more bulk to harmless pleasure 
than any other humorist. Though there is nearly always sense in his nonsense, yet he 
is the master of pure drollery. His humour often appears to be child- like. When he is 
not telling a joke, he is insufferably tedious. His humour is as innocent as that of a 
child, to amuses grown- up people too. It is impossible for Twain to be serious for 
more than two minutes at once about anything. He cracks jokes and tells comic stories 
yet a self- styled misanthrope, Mark Twain rants tirelessly against the damned race of 
humanity through his humour. It was his temperament which drove him irresistibly to 
romanticism , besides, he never tried to search originality in this case. In his matter 
and technique , he followed some limits to the well- established traditions of the 
Western humorists. Several of his comic incidents were often current, that whatever 
technique he might choose, such as the macabre, Mark Twain was following his 
predecessors. He rendered simply his great strength of writing, his energetic and 
cheerful laugh, high spirits and his superior handling of language. But his humour is 
close to heart, the rough, clear laughter of the West, which is very often verbal, 
sometimes it is short- lived even then pleasing. He had youth of spirit and youth of 
humour and played almost to the end.  

Twain uses exaggeration as a tool to provide ‘comic- relief’ in the most serious parts 
of his novels. His humour saves his novels from lapsing into hysterical denunciation 
of humanity itself. But Twain never supported his comic vision throughout his writing 
career. It would not be enough to say of him that his humour consisted in 
exaggerations. His complete art consisted in that, and his only art. Indeed his 
exaggerations were regarded as ‘ symptoms of mental alienation’. Twain was required 
by the society to maintain its psychic equilibrium.  Mr. Paine has attributed it to the 
environment that the battle with the frontier. The fight was so desperate, to take it 
seriously was to surrender. Women laughed that they might not weep. Mark Twain 
found life in Nevada discordant and remarked that Nevada was a place where ‘’ devil 
would feel homesick.’’8 Thus, exaggeration became a favourite mode of expression of 
this frontier humorist. The art of narration and the employment of colloquial 
expressions are several types of dialects, Twain learnt from Artemus Ward who was 
also a lecturer like Twain. But Twain employed these devices better than Ward. Being 
guided by Ward he also adopted pseudonym, made extensive use of puns and mis- 
spellings. Twain is superior to his brethren , being possibly the leading humorist 
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whom the United States has produced in any century, but his favourites plays 
understatement, black dialect, exaggeration, burlesque, incongruity, deadpan 
vernacular and others. 

Twain made an enormous use of humour and satire with a view to improve the follies 
of the society. His satire is without malice or vengeance. It just meant to ridicule and 
not to abuse. His social satires are more popular than his personal satires. They expose 
the follies and vices of their era of the contemporary institutions. Thus, he cannot be 
regarded as mere a phunny phellow but he can be regarded as a social- reformer 
behind the mask of fun. Twain never allowed himself to be taken merely as a ‘’funny- 
man’’. His sincere love of justice and his wide sympathy forced recognition of other 
phases of his works than his fun making saved him from being considered merely as a 
comedian. 

Twain made the best use of humour in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and 
humour is spread throughout the novel and often it becomes satirical in tone. Here in 
this novel humour attains several dimensions of range and character. Twain’s comic 
vision is filled with humanitarianism and broad sympathy. Twain indicated his 
fondness for using Negroes for sexual comedy by reporting a supposedly overheard 
conversation on board ship between two black laundresses. 

Walter Scott welcomed Twain as the king of humorists who knew how to transmute 
all earthly stuff, such as the Negro Jim and the street Arab, Huckleberry Finn into the 
gold of pure literature. Laughter has often been a medium for social critique, and the 
comical note that Twain strikes can go very far in that direction, though satire is only 
one of its aspect, for Huck’s verbal mimicry, conveyed through the rhythms of a 
colorful dialect, is delightful comedy for its own sake. Twain used the style which 
was most suited to the American ethos. He used comic jargon and dialect as a 
powerful literary weapon and it was quite natural, too. Though, apparently simple but 
it needed deep understanding. Roughing It was the first book which Clemens set out 
to write as a book and finished. It was a kind of literary manifesto for him and 
provides the clearest introduction to his per formative mode and to the function of 
humorous and comic devices in controlling audience and subject matter. 

Roughing It denies intellectual seriousness by asserting that the book is merely a 
personal narrative, not history or philosophy. Its aim is to while away an idle hour. In 
the novel embedded tale of the Syrian Camel eating Twain’s over- coat signifies, the 
material value of verbal material. The comical Hyde- Morgan land provides Twain an 
excuse for his usual attacks on juries and the judicial process. The subsequent story of 
Ned Blakely’s vigilante justice, moreover, provides a dubious alternative to an 
imperfect jury system. 

Mark Twain, while profiting from The Gilded Age wrote of it with a fierce 
undercurrent of savage criticism. Twain uses parody and burlesque to undercut the 
conventional social values conventionally supported by conventional romance.  When 
Laura disappoints a young lady- a friend by referring to the dinner menu instead of 
weeping over a lost love, the parody and burlesque of a traditionally romantic 
situation reassure the reader that life can be lived without the props of romantic 
melodrama if romantic meaning is lost, another sort of meaning is gained. Twain uses 
parodies and burlesque satirically.  
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In the novel Colonel Sellers is the most innocent or otherworldly character Twain 
created, yet the good Colonel proposes schemes that would oppress millions of people 
and assumes that climate has always been a ready source of income, no what who 
suffered. Adam’s self mockery drives each reader farther into isolation; there can be 
no common ground of security when even as Adam is lost. Twain’ use of humour to 
meet the chaos has an effect opposite to that Adam’s mocking humour. Twain uses 
humour and satire to unite his readers and himself against the threatening world. 

Satire is more alive today than ever before, finding outlets in literature, television, the 
internet, comics and cartoons. Message that would be ignored or punished if overtly 
declared are reaching millions of people in satirical form, and making a real 
difference. It may be the most powerful tool that critics have to get their opinions out 
into the world. 

The entity of Mark Twain both in his lifetime and today, is a household name 
associated with rich, picaresque humour of the nineteenth century boyhood 
experience, traveling, emerging technology, cultural criticism, and unwavering wit. 
That said, Mark Twain is also one of the most frequently misquoted personas in the 
American literary canon. It seems even in the contemporary world of search engines 
and extensive archives, any witticism that evokes a self- deprecating humanity is 
attributed to the humorist. Such false history bespeaks the extensive apotheosizing 
that has occurred since his death. But it remains pertinent that even to this day, Mark 
Twain also remains one of the most controversial nineteenth century writers. Today, 
scholars, readers, critics, activists, and students argue over the antiquated lexicon and 
historical racism that saturates the author’s prose. In his own day, Twain was both 
ridiculed and lauded for the progressive commentary that he continuously unleashed 
onto his society. 

The nineteenth century is remembered as a turning point in American society, in large 
part because of the art created by the like of Twain. His innovativeness, both 
stylistically and thematically, led directly into the twentieth century modernism 
literary era. Twain’s satire works mostly in subversive modes of cultural criticism, 
and while there was no determined name for American philosophy at the time, Twain 
was explicitly aware of his concurrent implication in and disdain for a particular 
attitude that saturated his cultural moment. The genteel tradition, a term coined by 
Harvard philosopher George Santayana in 1911, only a year after Twain’s death, is a 
habit of philosophical disjointedness in American society. 

Mark Twain continued the theme of reconciling the rough and the refined in much of 
his literature. But he retained this platform only insofar as he employed the syntactical 
and moralizing vocabulary deemed acceptable by his so called peers. Soon after his 
fame became a stable force, Twain became increasingly experimental, taking stylistic 
and comedic risks. To occupy the outsider’s perspective for example, the first person 
vernacular syntax of Huckleberry Finn- is to defy those who granted Mark Twain the 
permission to exercise his talent upon a welcoming audience. Twain’s catalogue 
qualifies him as both and insider and an outsider, able to straddle the society the 
society’s circle and propose awareness of that which is particularly ridiculous about 
the American social psyche. Read in its historical context, through the lens of 
Santayana’s cultural criticism of 19th century America, Twain’s literature becomes a 
trove of incredible progressivism, prejudice, and poignancy. H.L Mencken, in his 
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essay Puritanism as a Literary Force, focuses throughout on the misconception of 
Twain as a mere humorist : 

This conviction that human life is a seeking without a finding, that its purpose is 
impenetrable, that joy and sorrow are alike meaningless, you will see written largely 
in the work of most great creative artists. It is obviously the final message, if any 
message is genuinely to be found there, of the nine symphonies of Ludwig van 
Beethoven, or, at any rate, of the three which show any intellect content at all. Mark 
Twain, superficially a humourist and hence an optimist, was haunted by it in secret.9 

Indeed, for all Twain’s self- censorship, his subtle wit and irony as an author allowed 
the more oblivious reader to remain unaware of his implication in cultural hypocrisy, 
bigotry, and discrimination, seen in almost every facet of genteel and liberal 
complacency. Santayana’s charge to American society to self- reflect is in many 
exemplified (or ironically undone) by the characters in Twain’s literature; yet their 
age, race, and literacy saw them only amounting to entertainment of their audience. 
Twain characterizes with depth and sincerity the impious, the underdog, and the 
subservient, bringing to light a history which concurrently recognizes contradicts and 
turns inward that of the American white middle- and upper- classes. By looking at the 
life of Sam Clemens leading to his literary success, we see the ways in which his 
upbringing and the personal connections he made lead him to create some of the most 
revered characters and novels in the American canon. 

In this way we can see that how Mark Twain stands as a prototype for many other 
American works in its use of dialect, powerful point of view, and exposure of 
American issues. And, in the use of these literary tools, Twain’s satire, irony and 
humour is profuse. He was well versed in literary devices, and used them to great 
effect. 
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