
Overview of Satire 

Satire, persuasion through humor, is the literary art of diminishing a subject by making it look ridiculous and 

evoking toward it attitudes of amusement, contempt, indignation, or scorn. It differs from the comic in that 

comedy evokes laughter as an end in itself, while satire derides, i.e. it uses laughter as a weapon. Traditionally, 

satirists have said that their aim is to improve the targeted person, group, or institution by holding its faults up to 

ridicule. Satirists perform an important function in society when they expose errors and absurdities that we no 

longer notice because custom and familiarity have blinded us to them. Satire may be just an incidental part of a 

work, or it may permeate the whole work as it does in Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn or 

Voltaire’s Candide or Jonathan Swift’s ―A Modest Proposal.‖  

 

Types of Satire: 
Juvenalian- biting, bitter, angry; it points with contempt and indignation to the corruption of human beings and  

 institutions 

 

Horatian- gentle, urbane (sophisticated), smiling; it aims to correct through broadly sympathetic laughter 

 

Devices of Satire: 

TERM DEFINITION/ 

DESCRIPTION 

RELATED TERMS EXAMPLE(S) 

1. mockery Making fun of 

something 

incongruity ―Man is the only animal that blushes—

or needs to.‖ –Mark Twain 

2. sarcasm Harsh, personally 

directed comment; 

using praise to mock 

someone; usually 

aims to hurt 

ad hominem 

 

invective 

To refer to a 98-pound weakling as a 

―real he-man‖ 

2. overstatement Saying more than is 

meant 

exaggeration 

 

hyperbole 

From Macbeth: ―No; this my hand will 

rather/ The multitudinous seas 

incarnadine,/ Making the green one 

red.‖ 

3. understatement Saying less than is 

meant 

litotes Swift refers to people who might think 

his ―modest‖ proposal ―a little 

bordering upon cruelty.‖ 

Or ―He’s not the brightest man in the 

world.‖ (litotes) 

4. parody A composition 

imitating another, 

usually serious, 

piece; it is designed 

to ridicule a work or 

its style or author 

burlesque 

 

mock-heroic  

     (or mock-epic) 

 

farce 

 

caricature 

―The garbage man, tall and strong, 

lifted his glittering can of rubbish, as if 

it were a feather, and with the strength 

of Thor, hurled it into the dumpster.‖ 

Or Voltaire’s parody of popular novels 

of his time in Candide: ―At first they 

could express themselves only in 

broken accents; their questions and 

answers were alternately interrupted 

with sighs, tears, and exclamations.‖ 

5. irony The recognition of a 

reality different 

from appearance 

verbal irony 

 

dramatic irony 

 

situational irony 

 

Antony’s insistence, in his oration over 

the dead Caesar, that ―Brutus is an 

honorable man.‖ 



6. bathos The effect resulting 

from the 

unsuccessful effort 

to achieve dignity or 

sublimity of style; 

an unintentional 

anticlimax, 

dropping from the 

sublime to the 

ridiculous 

anticlimax ―Advance the fringed curtains of they 

eyes,/ And tell me who comes yonder.‖ 

–Pope 

(anticlimax resulting from the effort to 

treat poetically a commonplace idea) 

Or ―I love my country, my wife, my 

job, and chocolate candy.‖ 

7. loaded words Words that have 

strong connotations 

used to create a 

harsh effect 

connotation Swift’s use of words such as 

―breeders,‖ ―savages,‖ and ―carcasses‖ 

to refer to people in ―A Modest 

Proposal‖ 

 

Guidelines for Understanding Satire 
 
Some Subjects of Satire      Inappropriate Subjects of Satire    

 Conflict between the ideal and the practical  Innocent weakness 

 Human faults      Suffering 

 Hypocrisy      Misfortune 

 Institutions 

 Politics 

 Religion 

 

Purpose of Satire 

 To reform  

 To analyze 

 To strip away false ―facts‖ 

 To critique society 

 To raise awareness 

 

Types of Satire 

 Horatian – mild, amused, and sophisticated 

 Juvenalian – harsh, indignant, vitriolic (spiteful) 

 

Techniques 

 Hyperbole (exaggeration) 

Understatement (litotes) 

 Incongruity (something is out of place in context) 

 Comparison/ contrast 

 Metaphors and analogies 

 Irony (verbal, situational, dramatic) 

 Parody (imitation) 

 Reversal (climactic or anti-climactic) 

 Symbolism 

 Understatement (litotes) 

 

Tone 

 Mocking Ironic  Playful   Wry            Witty 

 Ridiculing Sardonic Flippant  Bemused           Droll 

 Serious  Sarcastic Self-deprecating Lugubrious           Clever 

 Caustic  Sly  Tongue-in-cheek Incongruous           Scathing 


