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Every Man In His Humour As A Social
Satire

Every man in his humour as a social satire William Shakespeare’s play Every Man in His Humour stands as a
compelling mirror reflecting the societal mores, follies, and pretensions of Elizabethan England. At its core, the play
uses humor not merely for entertainment but as a sharp tool to critique the social fabric of the time. By examining
the characters’ exaggerated traits and their interactions, Shakespeare exposes the hypocrisies, vanities, and
absurdities prevalent in his society. This article explores how Every Man in His Humour functions as a social satire,
dissecting its characters, themes, and theatrical techniques that underscore its satirical intent.

Understanding the Context of Every Man in His Humour

Historical and Cultural Background
To appreciate the satirical elements of the play, it’s important to understand the context of late 16th-century
England. The Elizabethan era was marked by rapid social change, burgeoning urbanization, and a complex class
hierarchy. These transformations often led to social tensions, rigid hierarchies, and a rising middle class eager to
emulate aristocratic manners. Shakespeare’s time also saw the proliferation of comedy that often mocked societal
pretensions. The use of satire became a means to criticize the vices and follies that threatened social stability.
Every Man in His Humour, written around 1598, fits within this tradition, offering a humorous yet pointed critique of
contemporary society.

Shakespeare’s Style and Use of Humour
Unlike modern satire, which often employs irony and subtlety, Shakespeare’s humor is characterized by its
exaggeration, caricature, and lively language. He employs stock characters representing societal roles—such as the
foolish merchant, the pretentious scholar, or the hypocritical authority—to highlight human follies. The play’s
structure is a comedy of manners, emphasizing individual traits exaggerated to absurdity. These characters serve
as archetypes, making their flaws instantly recognizable and thereby reinforcing the satirical message.

Characters as Caricatures and Satirical Devices

The Excessively Pretentious Characters
Many characters embody societal pretensions, often pretending to virtues or statuses they do not possess.

Captain Lucius: A braggart soldier whose inflated sense of heroism and bravado mock the military class’s1.
vanity.
Sir Epicure Mammon: A wealthy gourmand obsessed with luxury and indulgence, representing the greed and2.
materialism of the rising merchant class.
Justice Frutefrute: A hypocritical authority figure who pretends to uphold justice but is driven by personal gain.3.

These characters serve to satirize the societal obsession with status, wealth, and appearance, exposing the
emptiness behind their facades.



The Comic Understatement and Irony
Shakespeare masterfully employs irony to underscore the satirical critique. - For example, the character of the
foolish merchant who prides himself on his wit, only to be outwitted by a clever servant, highlights the foolishness
of social pretensions. - The play's dialogue often contains irony, where characters’ self-image sharply contrasts with
their actual worth or intelligence.

Stock Characters and Their Roles
The use of stock characters simplifies societal critique: - The naïve young lover, representing youthful folly. - The
hypocritical clergyman, exposing religious pretensions. - The miserly old man, criticizing greed and avarice. These
characters embody societal archetypes, making their vices and follies instantly recognizable, thus reinforcing the
satirical message.

Thematic Analysis: Society, Morality, and Human Folly

Critique of Social Hierarchies and Class Pretensions
Shakespeare’s characters often aspire to social superiority or pretentiously uphold social norms, which the play
ridicules. - The play portrays characters who are obsessed with appearances and status, often at the expense of
genuine virtue. - This critique extends to the absurdity of social stratification, where superficial distinctions are
valued over integrity.

The Hypocrisy of Morality and Authority
Every Man in His Humour satirizes the discrepancy between societal morality and individual behavior. - Characters
like Justice Frutefrute pretend to uphold justice, but their actions reveal corruption. - The clergy and legal
authorities are depicted as hypocrites, emphasizing the moral decay beneath societal veneers.

The Human Condition and Foolishness
The play underscores the universal nature of human folly. - Each character’s exaggerated traits highlight common
human weaknesses—vanity, greed, hypocrisy. - Shakespeare suggests that these follies are inherent in human
nature, making the play a timeless satire of human society.

Shakespeare’s Use of Language and Dramatic Techniques
as Satirical Tools

Humor, Wordplay, and Exaggeration
Shakespeare employs witty wordplay and humorous dialogue to amplify the satire. - Puns, double entendres, and
comic exaggeration serve to ridicule societal norms. - For example, characters’ inflated self-importance is ridiculed
through humorous monologues and dialogues.
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Comic Devices and Stagecraft
The play’s staging amplifies its satirical tone: - Rapid exchanges and slapstick comedy highlight societal absurdities.
- The use of masks and exaggerated costumes visually emphasize caricatured traits.

Irony and Satirical Juxtaposition
Shakespeare employs irony to deepen the social critique: - Situations where characters’ ambitions or pretensions
are thwarted expose the futility of social climbing. - Juxtaposition of characters’ self-perception with their actual
social standing underscores societal hypocrisy.

Impact and Relevance of Every Man in His Humour as a
Social Satire

Contemporary Significance
Though rooted in Elizabethan society, the play’s themes remain relevant. - The critique of vanity, greed, and
hypocrisy resonates with modern audiences. - It encourages reflection on how societal pretensions persist across
eras.

Influence on Later Satirical Works
Every Man in His Humour paved the way for satirical literature and theatre. - Its caricatured characters and social
critique influenced subsequent dramatists and writers. - The play exemplifies how comedy can serve as a mirror to
society, prompting self-examination.

Conclusion: The Enduring Power of Every Man in His Humour
William Shakespeare’s Every Man in His Humour remains a quintessential example of social satire through comedy.
Its vivid characters, sharp dialogue, and thematic depth expose the follies and pretensions of Elizabethan society,
inviting audiences to reflect on human nature and societal values. The play’s humor acts as a lens through which
societal hypocrisies are magnified, making it not just a work of entertainment but a serious critique of social mores.
Its enduring relevance underscores the timeless power of satire to challenge, entertain, and provoke thought about
the human condition and societal structures. In essence, Shakespeare’s Every Man in His Humour functions as a
social satire by exposing societal pretensions, mocking human follies, and employing theatrical techniques that
amplify its critique—remaining a mirror held up to society that continues to reflect its absurdities across centuries.

Every Man in His Humour as a Social Satire: An Investigation into Ben Jonson’s Wit and Its Reflection of 17th-
Century Society Ben Jonson’s Every Man in His Humour, first performed in 1598, stands as a landmark in English
theatre, not only for its inventive use of comedy but also for its incisive social critique. While often celebrated as a
lively comedy of manners and character, the play’s enduring significance lies in its layered satirical commentary on
the social, political, and cultural fabric of late 16th-century England. This article delves into the play’s structure,
themes, and characterizations to explore how Every Man in His Humour functions as a sophisticated social satire,
revealing the hypocrisies, pretensions, and absurdities of its time.



Contextual Background: The Socio-Political Landscape of
Late Elizabethan England
Understanding Jonson’s satire requires a grasp of the societal tensions and cultural contradictions of Elizabethan
England. The period was marked by rapid urbanization, burgeoning commerce, and complex class dynamics.
London, as the heart of this transformation, became a melting pot of social classes, occupations, and moralities,
often leading to a clash between appearance and reality. - Class and Status: The rigid stratification of society was
both observed and challenged in theatrical portrayals. - Moral and Ethical Tensions: Religious reform, political
intrigue, and personal ambition created a climate ripe for satire. - The Role of Theatre: As a popular entertainment,
theatre was both a mirror and a critic of society, often pushing boundaries to comment on social mores. Jonson, a
playwright known for his sharp wit and keen social observations, employed comedy not just for entertainment but
as a mirror held up to societal flaws.

The Structure and Characterization of Every Man in His
Humour
The play is structured as a series of interconnected vignettes centered around a diverse cast of characters, each
embodying a particular social type or eccentricity. Jonson’s use of “humours”—a concept borrowed from medical
theory—serves as a metaphor for the various social masks and foibles.

The Humours and Their Social Significance
Each character’s humour reflects a particular social vice or folly, often exaggerated for comedic and satirical effect:
- Sir Anthony Absolute – The pompous, self-important knight, embodying social pretension. - Captain Bobadill – The
boastful soldier, caricaturing military bravado and vanity. - Fastidious (or Know-it-all) Bishop – The hypocritical
religious figure, satirizing religious hypocrisy. - Miserly Old Man (Wellbred) – Representing greed and miserliness,
highlighting materialism. - Sogliardo – The naive, simple-minded character, exposing the foolishness of ignorance.
This ensemble approach allows Jonson to critique a broad spectrum of social types, exposing their absurdities and
hypocrisies through sharp dialogue and comic situations.

Core Themes: Social Satire in Every Man in His Humour
The play’s satire is not merely for comic relief; it functions as a serious commentary on societal flaws. Several core
themes emerge:

Hypocrisy and Pretension
Many characters wear masks of virtue or importance that conceal their true motives. For example, Sir Anthony’s
inflated sense of status masks his insecurity, while Bishop’s religious pretensions hide personal corruption. Jonson
exposes these facades, suggesting that societal appearances often conceal moral vacuity.

Class and Social Climbing
The play comments on the fluidity, or lack thereof, within social hierarchies. Characters like Sogliardo, who aspires
to be a gentleman, highlight the absurdity of social mobility based solely on superficial qualities. Jonson’s satire
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underscores the pretensions associated with class and the artificiality of social distinctions.

Folly and Human Nature
Rooted in classical ideas, Jonson’s satire emphasizes human folly— arrogance, greed, vanity—as universal and
persistent. The exaggerated traits of characters serve as comic embodiments of these vice, inviting audiences to
reflect on their own follies.

Corruption and Moral Decay
Characters often engage in deceit, manipulation, or moral compromise, reflecting a society grappling with integrity.
Jonson’s portrayal suggests that such corruption is endemic and often accepted, revealing the moral ambiguities of
the time.

The Play’s Techniques as Satirical Devices
Jonson employs a variety of theatrical techniques to enhance his satire:

Character Caricature
Exaggeration amplifies the flaws of each type, making their folly unmistakable. For example, Sir Anthony’s
pomposity is played up to comic extremes, exposing the emptiness of social self-importance.

Language and Wit
Sharp, witty dialogue reveals character pretensions and societal hypocrisies. Jonson’s use of puns, double
entendres, and epigrams often serve satirical purposes, ridiculing the characters’ shortcomings.

Interplay of Social Types
The humorous interactions among characters from different social strata create a microcosm of societal dynamics,
highlighting the contradictions and absurdities inherent in social roles.

Meta-Theatre and Self-Referentiality
The play’s acknowledgment of its theatricality and the characters’ awareness of their roles serve to heighten the
satire, blurring the lines between fiction and reality, and prompting reflection on societal masks.

The Play’s Reception and Its Enduring Relevance
At the time of its premiere, Every Man in His Humour was both celebrated and condemned. Its sharp critique of
societal pretensions challenged audiences and authorities alike, leading to accusations of satire that bordered on
satire of the powerful. Over centuries, the play has been appreciated for its keen insights into human nature and
societal hypocrisy. In modern contexts, Every Man in His Humour remains relevant as a mirror to contemporary
social absurdities—whether in politics, social media personas, or cultural pretensions. Its humor and critique
continue to resonate, demonstrating Jonson’s mastery in blending comedy with incisive social commentary.



Conclusion: Every Man in His Humour as a Mirror of
Society
Ben Jonson’s Every Man in His Humour stands as a masterful social satire that employs humor, character, and
theatrical innovation to scrutinize the human follies and societal pretensions of Elizabethan England. Its layered
portrayal of social types serves as both comic entertainment and a pointed critique of societal masks and
hypocrisies. The play’s enduring power lies in its universality—its ability to expose the persistent absurdities of
human nature and social structures across ages. By dissecting the “humours” that dominate individual behaviors
and social roles, Jonson invites audiences to reflect on the superficiality, corruption, and pretensions that continue
to shape human society. In sum, Every Man in His Humour is not merely a comedy but a vital social commentary, a
mirror held up to the society of its time—and, indeed, to all times—challenging us to recognize and perhaps rectify
the follies that reside in us all.

Questions & Answers About every man in his humour as a
social satire

No Question Answer

1 How does 'Every Man in His Humour'
serve as a social satire of Elizabethan
society?

'Every Man in His Humour' uses exaggerated characters and
humorous situations to critique social pretensions, hypocrisy, and
the diverse follies of different social classes, highlighting the
absurdities of Elizabethan societal norms.

2 In what ways does Ben Jonson's play
reflect the tensions between
individual identity and societal
expectations?

The play portrays characters who are often exaggerated or
caricatured, revealing the gap between genuine personal traits and
the masks people adopt to conform to social roles, thereby
satirizing societal pressures and the lack of authenticity.

3 What role does humor play in
delivering social critique in 'Every Man
in His Humour'?

Humor acts as a tool to expose societal flaws in a manner that is
entertaining yet pointed, allowing audiences to reflect on social
vices such as greed, hypocrisy, and foolishness without direct
confrontation.

4 How does Jonson's depiction of
characters in 'Every Man in His
Humour' critique the concept of
personal 'humours' or temperaments?

Jonson exaggerates each character's 'humour'—their specific
temperamental flaw—to satirize how personal traits can influence
social behavior, often leading to comic yet insightful commentary
on human nature and societal roles.

5 In what ways is 'Every Man in His
Humour' still relevant as a social
satire today?

The play's themes of social pretension, hypocrisy, and human folly
remain relevant, as modern audiences can relate to the critique of
societal masks and the absurdity of social stereotypes, making it a
timeless reflection on human behavior.

Shakespeare, comedy, social critique, satire, Elizabethan theatre, character analysis, human folly, societal norms,
humor, theatrical satire


	Every Man In His Humour As A Social Satire
	Understanding the Context of Every Man in His Humour
	Historical and Cultural Background
	Shakespeare’s Style and Use of Humour

	Characters as Caricatures and Satirical Devices
	The Excessively Pretentious Characters
	The Comic Understatement and Irony
	Stock Characters and Their Roles

	Thematic Analysis: Society, Morality, and Human Folly
	Critique of Social Hierarchies and Class Pretensions
	The Hypocrisy of Morality and Authority
	The Human Condition and Foolishness

	Shakespeare’s Use of Language and Dramatic Techniques as Satirical Tools
	Humor, Wordplay, and Exaggeration
	Comic Devices and Stagecraft
	Irony and Satirical Juxtaposition

	Impact and Relevance of Every Man in His Humour as a Social Satire
	Contemporary Signiﬁcance
	Inﬂuence on Later Satirical Works
	Conclusion: The Enduring Power of Every Man in His Humour

	Contextual Background: The Socio-Political Landscape of Late Elizabethan England
	The Structure and Characterization of Every Man in His Humour
	The Humours and Their Social Signiﬁcance

	Core Themes: Social Satire in Every Man in His Humour
	Hypocrisy and Pretension
	Class and Social Climbing
	Folly and Human Nature
	Corruption and Moral Decay

	The Play’s Techniques as Satirical Devices
	Character Caricature
	Language and Wit
	Interplay of Social Types
	Meta-Theatre and Self-Referentiality

	The Play’s Reception and Its Enduring Relevance
	Conclusion: Every Man in His Humour as a Mirror of Society
	Questions & Answers About every man in his humour as a social satire


