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Satire: The History of a Genre 

 
Course Description: 
Satire is among the most durable and constant of Western genres in literature and other modern 
media, raising important questions about the power of language and images to change society. We will 
consider many varieties of satire from the great age of British and French satire, the eighteenth 
century, to modern times with the following questions in mind.  Do satirists seriously believe that they 
will change events, or is satire more often an expression of the hopeless absurdity of a given society or 
even the human condition? Is the position of the satirist more often that of the conservative 
authoritarian or the marginal outsider? What are the characteristic textual or linguistic features of 
satire? Does satire actually work in changing the attitudes of its audience? How has satire changed 
over the centuries? Finally, while I hope that we will have many chances to laugh in this seminar, we 
should probably address the following question: “Is satire always, or even usually, just funny?”  This 
seminar will cross the genres of fiction, poetry, drama and film, culminating with discussion of more 
recent satire on war, commercialism, and “political correctness.” 
 
Required texts: 

 Jonathan Swift, Gulliver’s Travels 
 Alexander Pope, The Rape of the Lock 
 Voltaire, Candide 
 Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest 
 G.B. Shaw,  Major Barbara 
 Evelyn Waugh, The Loved One 
 Berthold Brecht, The Resistible Rise of Arturo Ui 
 Hunter S. Thompson, Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas 
 Stanley Kubrick, Dr. Strangelove (film) 
 Terry Southern, The Magic Christian 
 Anthony Burgess,  A Clockwork Orange 
 Joseph Heller, Catch-22 
 Christopher Buckley, Thank you for Smoking 

 


