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Abstract 

The aim of this paper is to look at the prose style of Mark Twain especially in the non-

fictional prose by examining his four selected essays that appeared as newspaper articles or 

collected in different anthologies. Mark twain is known for the diverse portrayal of the American 

society in his novels. His witty nature gets reflected in his other prose writings where he subtly 

attacks the nature of human being where the readers find amusement in those writings. The paper 

tries to look at the humorous style of Mark Twain and his employment of irony and wit as 

literary devices in his essays and to examine the prose style of Twain four of his essays of 

different length and aspects are taken into account. The paper tries to trace the common literary 

devices used in the essays and the treatment of the subject chosen. The essays chosen are-. “The 

Lowest Animal”, “Advice to Youth”, “Advice to Funeral” and “A Presidential Candidate” 
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Nonfictional prose is a literary genre comprising prose that are not fictional but based on 

reality. According to Henri Peyre nonfictional prose is "any literary work that is based mainly on 

fact, even though it may contain fictional elements." (Peyre 1) The genre covers variety of 

themes and assumes many shapes. It includes political and polemical writings, biographical and 

autobiographical writings, religious writings as well as philosophical writings. As Peyre explains 

this kind of literature cannot be characterized as having any "unity of intent, or of technique, or 
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of style." (Peyre 2) Nonfictional prose is assumed to have to be treated with real facts rather than 

adding imagination into the writing and supposed to be impersonal in nature but there are 

instances where there is a tint of imaginative and fictive writing acquire the space in nonfictional 

prose. The autobiographies and letters are often to be decorated with personal feelings.  The 

authorial presence is often seen in the nonfictional prose which “endows their work with a 

personal and haunting force that challenges, converts, or repels, but hardly ever leaves the reader 

indifferent.” (Peyre 3) There are also essays and prose works which are rather descriptive and 

holds a subjective narration creating a familiar tone for the reader but there are essays which are 

quite expository and argumentative in nature. Like George Orwell’s prose and Kamala Das’s 

prose hold that familiar tone which helps the readers to engage in the text.              

Samuel Langhorne Clemens, popularly known as Mark Twain, is one of the prolific 

American writers and best known for his novels. He was regarded as The Father of American 

Literature by William Faulkner. Starting his career as a journalist at the newspaper “The 

Hannibal Journal” previously engaged in many odd jobs. His popular writer's voice is said to be 

attained from his experience of working as river boat pilot. He got introduced to different types 

of characters like slave dealers, riverboat travelers and gamblers while living in Hannibal which 

reflected in his later works especially in his novels like The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and 

Jin is such a character and his style of writing marks the end of Romanticism and beginning of 

Realism in American Literature.  

Humor according to Merriam-Webster dictionary is the quality which appeals to a sense 

of the ludicrous or absurdly incongruous. Humor is an important characteristic of Twain’s 

writing. Twain’s narrative writing style belongs to what is regarded as Southern humour, a 

regional style of writing comprised of earthy language, which is sometimes crude humour and 

have doses of cruelty as well as stock characters and situations in which the trickster eventually 

triumphs. (Wilson 2-3) In his novels his narratives a much looser narrative where the dialogues 

of the characters sounded like real speech and each character sounds differently and his 

introduction of vernacular into writing is what makes him special. 

Twain’s description of the characters, dialogues and events are done with the selection 

peculiar words where he does not tell the things bluntly but told in a fashion using witty words 

where the readers is amused. His playful use of words describes the plight of human life in his 
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different genres of writing where he addresses the sensitive and important issues of the society. 

The presence of the satirical tone in his essays as well as in his novels makes the writings of 

Twain unique. Satire is another technique used by the writers to expose or ridicule the weakness 

and hypocrisy, foolishness or corruption of an individual or society by using humor, wit, irony 

and sarcasm. Mark Twain also has used satire in his writings to address the controversial issues 

or taboos that afflicted the American society.  Twain with his pervasive ironic sense emphasizes 

“the absurdity of human illusions which actually conceals self-deception and desolation.” 

(Sengupta 94)        

 “The Lowest Animal”   

In his essay, “The Lowest Animals” Twain uses satire and make people notice the dark side 

of human nature and while laughing at the weaknesses of humanity, continually attempting to 

improve the world. In the essay he compares humans to all other animals.  He focuses on the 

faults and traits like greed, vanity, cruelty, jealousy which are possessed by humans but not by 

other animals. One of the most famous quotes from the essay is: 

Indecency, vulgarity, obscenity—these are strictly 

confined to man; he invented them. Among the 

higher animals there is no trace of them. They hide 

nothing; they are not ashamed. Man, with his soiled 

mind, covers himself. He will not even enter a 

drawing room with his breast and back naked, so 

alive are he and his mates to indecent suggestion. 

Man is “The Animal That Laughs.” But so does the 

monkey, as Mr. Darwin pointed out; and so does the 

Australian bird that is called the laughing jackass. 

No—Man is the Animal that Blushes. He is the only 

one that does it—or has occasion to. (Twain 2) 

The harshness of the statement tries to stress at the human traits and shows how human beings 

create the traits themselves and struggles with it.  
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In the essay “The Lowest Animal” Twain highlight the aspect of generalization of human 

versus animal existence by using an analogy. Beginnings by pointing out one scenario Twain 

makes it general to the whole world at large. He begins the argument by describing the 

“thrilling” sport where hunters kill 72 buffalos to entertain the English Earl. They eat a part of it 

and let the other killed animals rot. He compares this act to anaconda’s hunting where it kills for 

food and it does not kill more than what is necessary for survival. Twain here using the 

overgeneralization technique make this particular situation to represent universal conditions 

which is a one sided approach as the text might not have the purpose to appeal to readers who 

prefer neutrality in any piece of literature. Twain uses this one-sided approach to reality on the 

ground. The essay includes the worst practices of human beings like killing for pleasure, racism, 

slavery and cruelty where Twain attacks the human beings for being cruel.    

 Sarcasm and Irony are the definite techniques used in the essay. The whole text is a twist 

of the irony of life. The article’s opening remarks are full of sarcasm. “Did today’s newspaper 

contain a headline about people (Irish, Lebanese, Chilean) fighting somewhere in the world? 

Most likely, it did” (Twain 1) He tries to appeal to the reader using sarcastic language from the 

beginning and continues for the rest of his essay. He uses the anaconda-earl analogy; ant-man 

example and the zoo experiment which are used in a sarcastic manner to serve the aim of the 

essay. The essay ironically addresses man as the “supreme being” who thinks that he has the 

ultimate authority to shape nature in the way he thinks best. The ecocritical view of Twain is 

well reflected in the essay. He dedicates the last few paragraphs describing the fundamentals of 

human existence to strengthen his argument. He argues that man is seen as the only reasoning 

animal but by a measure of his acts compared to all other animals, he is the unreasoning animal. 

“All his acts of cruelty, brutality and slavery can make him come out as the unreasoning animal. 

By all standards, he ranks bottom.” (Twain 1) 

“Advice to Youth”  

"Advice to Youth" essay uses sarcasm to attack the way the youth were being brought up. In 

the beginning of the essay, Twain makes it clear that he has been asked to write something 

"suitable" for young people, some sort of "advice" or instruction for younger readers. According 

to him, this presents him an opportunity to pass down some of the valuable lessons that he has 
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learned in life. Twain uses humor and sarcasm to turn the expectation of the readers to be at fault 

where the readers expect some moral lesson or life lesson from the essay. His first piece of 

advice, for instance, is “to obey your parents but only when they are present." (Twain 1) In other 

words, wants the youth to make their parents think that they are everything what parents expect 

and hope because; in the long run, it will make their life much easier. Similarly, on the issue of 

telling lies, he tells his readers to only tell a lie once they have mastered the "art" of not getting 

caught instead of preaching about honesty. The goal of Twain’s essay is to guide and instruct on 

the surface level but not in the manner older readers expect it to be.  

 Mark Twain’s “Advice to Youth” is an example of Juvenalian Satire. It is a form of satire 

which is “bitter and ironic criticism of contemporary persons and institutions that is filled with 

personal invective, angry moral indignation, and pessimism” (Britannica 1) It is highly 

contemptuous and uses extreme exaggeration to make the target of the satire seem easily 

dismissed. In the essay, talking about the aspects of obedience, respect and lying, he is trying to 

speak out against the “learned behaviors” that adults abide by in the name of culture. This is 

evident in the choice of language. For example, he says “[parents] think they know better than 

you.”(Twain 1) Here it is important to note that he does not say that the parents do know better, 

but only that they think they do. Twain states that youth should not lie because they are not yet 

capable of lying “perfectly” and telling “a lie well told.” He is not talking about absolute 

morality but detailing the moral hypocrisy of the process of socialization instead. It can be 

argued that the intent of Twain’s essay is to prepare youth for an adult life on the surface, but it 

is far more likely that his purpose is instead to improve the adults. Twain criticizes the adults in 

the essay for the ways they behave and wants them to change for better. It is ironic where 

Twain’s writing on the surface level says something and intends something.   

 “Advice to Funeral”  

“Advice to Funeral” is a short essay written by Mark Twain where he takes an unorthodox 

way to ridicule the norms, surrounding the processions of a funeral. He utilizes satire and diction 

in order to diffuse the situation and advance his arguments. He propagated the idea that the 

funerals no longer retain their significance, cluttered by the social norms that blur out the true 

meaning of a funeral and created unnecessary formalities in the procession. Twain leads us 
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through a procession, giving us small tips, how to conduct ourselves during a funeral. He makes 

sure to inform the reader that the procession is held in the favor of the deceased, and the attendee 

should not be criticizing of the event.  He used humorous notes into his writing and discusses a 

heavily morbid topic and does not burden the reader with emotional weight of the scene. As his 

use of diction makes him able to create a satirical piece and adds a light-hearted comedy to the 

important topic to the essence of the funeral. He begins by referring to the funeral as an 

“entertainment” in the honour of the person. He carefully avoids mentioning any terms relating 

to funerals, and refers to the coffin as “equipment”. He is able to deliver his ideas in a comical 

way and manages to remove the heavy depressing nature of the context while accurately 

conveying his ideas.    

After explaining directions on funeral etiquette to the reader, Twain ends his piece with the 

unexpected obviousness with his use of humorous attitude as he advice the guests to “Do not 

bring your dog.” To the reader this piece of advice seems obvious but it can be a reference to his 

novel The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn where Huck runs with the stolen money and hides it 

inside Peter Wilks’s coffin and a funeral takes place which is disturbed a dog. It can also be 

inspired by his personal experience. Twain remarks the fact of funerals and wishes to eliminate 

the atmosphere with a sense of humor that completely changes the outlook of funerals with a 

new comical light. Twain’s forms of satirization of the social norms of funerals are conveyed 

with powerful satire, specific physical detail and use of the unpredictable. 

“A Presidential Candidate”  

In "A Presidential Candidate," Twain evokes a sarcastic tone in order to mock Presidential 

Candidates by using diction, selection of detail, and irony. Twain uses diction to mock the 

presidential candidate. Twain talks about how the Congressional committee that "prowl" around 

the candidate's biography in hope of discovering any kind of corruption. Twain is mocking how 

even though a presidential candidate looks clean, there is always people waiting to dig up dirt on 

him. While talking about him shooting his grandfather, he states he did it with "heartless 

brutality".(Twain 1-2) This is a statement about how even though all the candidates seem 

courteous towards people and deep inside they all want to win with a feeling of heartless 

brutality. Twain compares the Presidential candidates fight with a "Napoleonic" grandeur. 
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Napoleon was a bold yet foolish man who was a violent man and always believed that he can 

win. Similarly, the presidential candidates think themselves to be bold yet they are foolish at 

times and believe themselves to be invincible. 

Twain uses the essay to emphasize the type of person the presidential candidates are. Twain 

first admits shooting his "rheumatic grandfather." This is a very sinful deed with a really tragic 

yet comical ending. It is also ironic how Mark Twain says he is a “safe man” but he admits to 

killing his grandfather which is not as "safe" as it is said. Twain mocks the candidates for being 

soulless human beings who will destroy anything that gets in their way. When Twain admits 

burying his dead aunt under grape vines he comically stated that the "vine needed fertilizing." 

(Twain 2) Twain mocks the Presidential Candidates on how they will give out any stupid 

excuses to convince people to win the elections.  

In conclusion it can be said that Twain's work was characteristic of the period in which 

he wrote and it becomes necessary to examine the individual themes in order to gain a sense of 

his motives and convictions. As a Realist, he was strongly attracted to the mundane elements of 

American life. His portrayal of the commonplace was both vivid and detailed, and it is often the 

characters, as opposed to the plot, which capture the reader. Twain did address certain 

components of American culture in a manner which undermined the sacred institutions that exist 

in the society. In so doing, he assumed the role of social critic. Twain may have realized that in 

order to make his brand of brazen independence and pessimistic outlook palatable, he must 

assume a position of familiarity and humor.  Twain's dedication to his personal beliefs was given 

precedence over established social norms, as evidenced by his position on slavery following the 

Civil War. Like his novels, his essays are also harsh critique of the society and their norms. With 

the use of humor and wit he attract the reader to his work and the mocking tone of the prose 

pieces make people laugh and criticize the society along with it. The ironical tone to his essays 

and the use of analogies make the essays interesting for the readers and often seems to conform 

to Emerson’s figure of a “humorist who in a good deal of rattle had a grain or two of sense.” 

(Sengupta 94) 
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