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AP Language Multiple Choice: The Art of Satire by John Dryden is a critical
topic for students preparing for advanced placement exams. Understanding
Dryden’s satirical techniques is essential for interpreting literature and
enhancing literary analysis skills. This article delves into the nuances of
Dryden's satire, exploring its historical context, key themes, techniques,
and its lasting impact on literature, particularly in the AP Language and
Composition curriculum.

Understanding Satire in Literature

Satire is a literary technique used to expose and criticize foolishness and
corruption in individuals, organizations, or society through humor, irony,
exaggeration, or ridicule. It serves both to entertain and provoke thought,
often aiming to instigate change. John Dryden, a prominent figure in 17th-
century literature, masterfully employed satire in his works, making them
rich subjects for examination in AP Language courses.

The Historical Context of John Dryden

John Dryden (1631-1700) was a leading poet, critic, and playwright during the
Restoration period in England. After the tumultuous years of the English
Civil War and the Commonwealth, Dryden's works reflect a society grappling
with issues of morality, politics, and human nature. His satirical writings
were influenced by the political upheaval of his time, including:

The Restoration of the monarchy in 1660

The rise of political factions and the tension between royalists and
parliamentarians

Religious conflicts, particularly between Anglicans and Catholics

These elements are crucial for understanding the themes and techniques found
in Dryden's satire.



Key Themes in Dryden's Satire

Dryden's satirical works often revolve around several core themes:

1. Human Folly: Dryden frequently highlights the absurdities of human
behavior, showcasing how pride, ambition, and ignorance lead to folly.

2. Political Corruption: His critiques of politicians and their actions
expose the moral decay within the government and society at large.

3. Religious Hypocrisy: Dryden often addresses the contradictions present in
religious practices and beliefs, particularly in the context of his own
Catholic faith amid a predominantly Anglican society.

4. Social Critique: Through his satire, Dryden comments on social norms and
expectations, often challenging the status quo.

Techniques of Satire in Dryden’s Works

To effectively convey his themes, Dryden employs a variety of satirical
techniques, including:

Irony

Irony is a powerful tool in Dryden's satirical arsenal. He often presents
situations where the outcome is contrary to what one expects, forcing readers
to confront the absurdity of reality. For example, in his poem “Absalom and
Achitophel,” Dryden uses irony to criticize political figures by drawing
parallels between biblical characters and contemporary politicians.

Exaggeration

Dryden frequently exaggerates certain traits or behaviors to emphasize their
ridiculousness. This method serves to magnify the flaws of his subjects,
making it easier for readers to identify and critique them. His use of
hyperbole can be seen in works like “The Medal,” where he amplifies the vices
of his opponents to absurd levels.

Parody

Parody involves imitating the style of a particular genre or work to create a
humorous effect. Dryden showcases his talent for parody in “MacFlecknoe,”



where he mocks the literary pretensions of a rival poet, T.S. Eliot. By
mimicking the conventions of epic poetry, Dryden exposes the banality of his
subject, effectively ridiculing both the individual and the genre.

Allusion

Dryden’s work is rich with allusions to classical literature, biblical texts,
and contemporary events. These references add layers of meaning and foster a
deeper understanding of his satire. For instance, his use of biblical
allusions in “Absalom and Achitophel” not only critiques political figures
but also evokes the moral implications of their actions.

The Impact of Dryden's Satire on Literature and
AP Language Curriculum

John Dryden's contributions to satire have influenced countless writers and
remain relevant in the study of literature today. His ability to weave
complex themes with sharp wit provides invaluable lessons for students,
especially those preparing for the AP Language exam.

Relevance in the AP Language and Composition
Curriculum

In the AP Language and Composition curriculum, understanding satire is
crucial for analyzing texts across genres. Students are encouraged to:

Identify and explain satirical techniques in various texts.

Analyze how these techniques contribute to the overall message or theme.

Discuss the historical and cultural context of satirical works,
enhancing their comprehension and appreciation of literature.

By studying Dryden’s works, students not only improve their literary analysis
skills but also develop critical thinking abilities that are essential for
effective communication and argumentation.

Lasting Influence on Modern Satire



Dryden's legacy endures in modern literature and media. His techniques can be
seen in the works of contemporary satirists, from Jonathan Swift to modern
political cartoons and television shows. The essential elements of Dryden's
satire—humor, irony, and social critique—continue to resonate, making his
insights timeless.

Conclusion

In conclusion, AP Language Multiple Choice: The Art of Satire by John Dryden
is a rich subject that offers students a deep exploration of literary
techniques and societal critique. By understanding Dryden's historical
context, key themes, and satirical methods, students can enhance their
literary analysis skills and appreciate the enduring power of satire in
shaping public discourse. As they engage with Dryden’s works, they not only
prepare for their exams but also cultivate a deeper understanding of the
complexities of human nature and society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary purpose of satire in John
Dryden's work?
The primary purpose of satire in John Dryden's work is to criticize and
expose the vices and follies of individuals and society, often using humor
and irony to provoke thought and inspire change.

How does Dryden utilize literary devices to enhance
his satire?
Dryden employs a variety of literary devices such as irony, hyperbole, and
parody to enhance his satire, making his critiques more impactful and
engaging for the reader.

What are some common themes found in Dryden's
satirical works?
Common themes in Dryden's satirical works include corruption in politics, the
absurdity of social norms, and the flaws of human nature, all of which he
addresses with wit and sharp observation.

In what ways does Dryden's satire reflect the
political climate of his time?
Dryden's satire reflects the political climate of his time by addressing the



conflicts between royalist and parliamentary factions, the moral decay of
leaders, and the consequences of political intrigue, making his work relevant
to contemporary issues.

What role does irony play in Dryden's satirical
approach?
Irony plays a crucial role in Dryden's satirical approach, as it allows him
to present a contrast between appearance and reality, highlighting the
absurdities and contradictions in human behavior and societal norms.

How does Dryden's background influence his satirical
style?
Dryden's background as a poet, critic, and playwright in the Restoration
period influences his satirical style by providing him with a unique
perspective on the cultural and political dynamics of his time, which he
critiques through a sophisticated use of language and form.

What impact did Dryden's satire have on subsequent
writers and satirists?
Dryden's satire had a significant impact on subsequent writers and satirists
by setting a standard for using wit and irony to critique society,
influencing figures like Jonathan Swift and Alexander Pope in their own
satirical works.
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