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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

Humour is the greatest virtue that the Almighty has bestowed on mankind. 

Humour is a universal trait common to the homoriden, man, the only laughing animal. 

Humour transcends all barriers and reigns supreme as a consoler and comforter of 

mankind. Amidst chaos and confusion, humour alone offers solace to troubled minds. 

It radiates warmth and helps in the progress of mankind. Humour emanates from a 

person who loves his fellow beings. A humorist is an asset to the nation and is to be 

saluted for all the efforts he exercises to make people laugh, forgetting their worries. 

Humour springs from a clear conscience and tries to embrace the human race. A 

humorist is a blessed person, who by laughing at the foibles of the society in a lighter 

vein proves that he is a humanist as well. Humour is as vast as the ocean wherein 

psychologists, anthropologists and socialists have tried to dive deep to unfold the 

mysteries. Researchers in these fields have been constantly trying to explain the 

different concepts, varieties and functions of humour. Though humour is treated with 

less seriousness, it is indeed a complex and challenging phenomenon to deal with. 

Evidently, none can deny the fact that abundant aesthetic experience is offered by 

humour to bring solace and comfort to mankind. 

Humanism is yet another factor that is of immense importance to the society. 

It is a system that exercises a devotion towards human interests, dealing solely with 

human affairs. Man is highlighted as a responsible and progressive intellectual being 

whose needs are catered to with utmost care and perfection. A humanist seeks to 

promote humari welfare, embracing him with all his follies and foibles. The doctrine 

of humanism is divine as it focuses its attention on man, the supreme being and a 



humanist advocates or promotes human welfare by recognizing each other's 

potentialities and making life better for all humans. His aim is not mere moral 

refinement but an acceptance of his fellow beings in spite of their weaknesses. His 

ultimate goal is to promote kindly relationship and to leave the world a better place 

for the next generation. 

Humour can be traced back to the paleolithic man's crude amusement over 

striking hard at his enemy. Humour has deep historical roots and its primitive source 

is undoubtedly the ancient cave drawings, which were caricatures of exaggeration. 

Evidences of humour are also possibly found in ancient Sumerian proverbs and 

adages and also in Egyptian papyrus writings. In the field of literature, humour can 

be detected in Hebrew and Greek literature. Above all, the Old Testament itself is a 

source of traces of humour. Presumably, with the emergence of the theories of Plato 

in his Poetics and that of Aristotle in Republic, an interest in the field of humour 

would have started to dawn in the midst of people. A gradual shift in the emphasis 

from the ritualistic interests to focusing attention on the human foibles and 

incongruities marked the budding stage of humour. The Greek master of comedy, 

Aristophanes and the Roman writers, Plautus and Terence were largely responsible 

for sowing the seeds of humour in literature. The Elizabethan concept of humour was 

based on classical medicine. Originally, it corresponded exactly to the French word 

"humour" and gained a firm footing in every day use with its derivatives, "humorous" 

and "humorist". Only after the year 1660, humour was used in the modem sense of 

the term. Shadwell considers humour as the "bias of the mind" (qtd. in Nicoll, 192). 

To Dry den, humour meant "some extravagant habit, passion or affection, if used 



properly would produce a malicious pleasure in the audience which is testified by 

laughter" (qtd. in Cazamian, 397). 

Addison talks about his targets which he attacks in a humorous manner thus: 

For my own part I have endeavoured to make nothing ridiculous that is 

not in some measure criminal. I have set up the immoral man as the 

object of derision: in short, if I have not formed a new weapon against 

vice and irreligion, I have at least shown how that weapon may be put 

to a right use which has so often fought the battles of impiety and 

profaneness. {The Spectator, No. 445) 

The life style and the manners of the English reveal two remarkable traits, 

namely, a supple sense of the actualities of things and a command of one's own 

reactions. Humour is deeprooted in the very being of the English and has been carried 

over to overseas settlements from the British soil. The history of English humour can 

be roughly categorised into three phases ~ from the early days to the Renaissance, 

from the mid sixteenth century to the end of eighteenth century and from the 

beginning of the eighteenth century till date. The remnants of Anglo Saxon literature 

are deficient in humour. The great scholar Klaeber remarks, "In such a gloomy 

atmosphere there can be no room for levity, fun, or humour. Passages which to 

modem readers might seem to be humorous were certainly not so meant by the Anglo 

- Saxon author" (qtd. in Cazamian, 1930,12). 

Riddles have always been a popular pastime and a refined form of wit, 

concentrating on rustic themes that are enriched with humorous flavour. When the 



"joculatores" or "jongleurs", the heirs of Latin mimes slowly crept in from fun-loving 

France through the channel, the church protested and prohibited the heathenish 

amusements. The Anglo-Saxons were unable to cope with the changing trend and 

were indeed handicapped in terms of humorous thinking. Despite their inability to 

produce and appreciate good humour, they laid the foundation to humour with their 

sadness and hesitation, which are close to real humour than light heartedness that 

leads to the path of mirth. Obviously, the Anglo-Saxons were learning to shake off 

their inhibitions to come out of their shell. 

Though French humour has enormous quantity of wit, drollery and satire in 

abundance to raise laughter and extract admiration, the fun in it is explicit and self-

conscious. The Mediaeval French church acknowledged mirth and gaeity by 

celebrating festivals and giving room to familiar episodes. The "fabliaux" or oral 

traditions were enacted by comic performances such as "jeux", "soties" or "farces". 

Such a kind of humour was coarse, mischievous and unrepressed and hence gave vent 

to the pent up feelings rather very crudely. The very fact that a nation is merry doesn't 

necessarily mean that it is rich in humour for "the jester has a thousand occasions to 

chew the cud of bitterness" (39). 

Humour is not merely a sudden outburst of animal spirits but is on a higher 

plane, an artistic and intellectual expansion with a broader view towards life. Release 

coupled with restraint paves way to real good humour that is everlasting. 



Edwin Muir points out: 

In primitive humour there is something outrageous, and the humorist 

not only discloses the foibles and indecencies of his audience, but 

flaunts his own, piling them up in a mountain and squatting upon it.... 

It was a great emotional and intellectual release .... Later came the 

comic artist who in making his audience laugh retained a sober 

countenance, admitting no fellowship with the frailties and lusts which 

in describing he satirized or excused. (40) 

Great humorists like Chaucer, Cervantes, Rabelais, Sterne, Lamb and 

Shakespeare insisted on "refinement" in humorous writings. "Merry England" came 

into being only after the Norman conquest, producing delight and joy, which kept 

vanishing from time to time due to the supremacy of Puritanism. Humour indeed was 

a gift from the invaders — rather a fusion of the austerity of the Saxons and the gaeity 

of the Normans. Chaucer, undoubtedly reigned supreme in the history of English 

literature as a humorist. As a pioneer, he has an eye of a surveyor, inspecting the 

absurdities and discrepancies of the world around him and easily detecting the other 

side of things ~ teasing in mirth and smiling in misery. "Man" becomes his subject 

and his intellectuality and curiosity provide him with fresh and novel happpenings of 

the day4o-day life, which he philosophises with tolerance and gentleness. 

Shakespeare is yet another master of humour who was capable of keeping Elizabethan 

England under his spell during the sixteenth century. Emerson says: "The English are 

a nation of humorists" (qtd. in Suddard, 206). 



Since the Americans are a new set of people, away and aloof to traditions, they 

are entitled to take a highly objective view of European ideas and institutions so as to 

enable them to spot out the various discrepancies that had escaped the European eye. 

Such an attitude leads to a typical Yankee humour of Franklin, Major Downing, Sam 

Slick and Hosea Biglow. Artemus Ward and Edgar Wilson Nye are revered for their 

simplicity in humour. Leacock himself attempts to explain the essential nature of 

American humour in his work Essays and Literary Studies. He writes "."A strange 

hybrid indeed", said an English writer half a century ago, "did circumstance beget in 

the new world upon the old Puritan stock, and the earth never before saw such mystic 

practicalism, such niggard geniality, such calculating fanaticism, such cast - iron 

enthusiasm, such sour - faced humour, such close - fisted generosity" (95). 

Leacock sadly admits the fact that liberty leads to crudity and coarseness and 

unfortunately even the works of the best American humorists are marred by cheap 

vulgarity, thus bringing disgrace to the literature they belong to. Unless held in 

check, they may deteriote and degenerate from the high pedestal of elevated national 

literature. Leacock refers to the Turkish bath in Pilgrims' Progress and Mark Twain's 

Cannibalism in the Cars. 

It is interesting to trace the development of humour in Canadian literature. 

During the twentieth century, Canada too experienced turmoils like other western 

countries. Utter chaos spread everywhere including economic and financial troubles 

coupled with natural calamities and a poor cultivation. Apart from woman's 

suffragism, labour problems, city malaise and family disruptions and above all, the 

First World War, worsened the situation. But it is intriguing to note the fact that the 



literature in Canada between 1900 and 1914 was totally oblivious to this commotion. 

Northern life, boasting of being puritanical was crude and harsh, allowing little or no 

laxity in convention and thus leading to satire. Obviously, Canadian literature has 

been rich in satire — the parody of Sam Slick's Yankee sharpness by a Tory loyalist, 

the extravaganzas of the town life of Stephen Leacock and the prairie rural life of 

Paull Hiebert bear witness to this fact. 

Canadian literature shares its affinities with Scottish and Icelandic literature as 

well. Canadian writers have gained universal significance as they fill the gap between 

profession and performance. They do not follow rigid, crude standards in their 

writings. Canadian political and satirical caricature too is grounded on the same 

satiric footing. Moreover, Canadian regionalist art possesses enormous fascinating 

qualities ~ the first and foremost being accuracy of tone. It is interesting to note that 

Canadian life is portrayed as must gayer and nobler than it really is. Even when the 

local community appeared in less charming colour, Canadian writers continued to 

accept regional realism as a major objective. The lay of the land, the mountains, the 

valleys, the local architecture, the folkways, the religious festivals and the political 

rituals continue to be recorded with documentary note. "Leacock's greatest talent was 

as a master of the short sketch or extended anecdote and his work has a strong oral 

flavour". (Ousby, The Cambridge Guide to Literature in English, 568). 

A number of Canadian poets have written humorous poems that deserve 

mentioning. John Hunter - Duvar, Robert Kirkland Kemighan and Robert Service are 

some of the poets whose poems contain a rich vein of humour. Canadian dramatists 

too introduced incidental humour practically in all plays. Women writers of fiction 
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such as Sarah Jeannette, Everald Coates and R.W. Mc Clung are also remembered for 

their writings, loaded with humour. The first Canadian author to establish himself 

primarily as a humorist was Thomas Chandler Haliburton whose humorous, 

unplotted, fictitious narratives constituted the "Slick Series" which was very much 

popular. Apart from the usage of various literary devices such as malapropisms, 

aphorisms, figures of speech and narration of anecdotes, the series was popular 

because of its depiction of the native environment. 

The writings of these pre-Confederation writers including Susanna Moodie, 

James De Mille and Joseph Howe marked the begirming of the tradition of Canadian 

humour. Frye believes that Mc Culloch was the founder of genuine Canadian humour 

based on a vision of the society. His famous work Letters of Mephiboseth Strepsure, 

consisting of a series of sixteen letters and William Dunlop's experiences of war were 

humorous writings that drew the attention of the readers. Peter McArthur wrote 

humorous works on Canadian farm life. 

The opinion of R.E.Watters is work quoting here. 

He describes Canadian humour thus: 

... a humour in which one sees himself as others see him but without 

any admission that this outer man is a true portrait than the inner - a 

humour based on the incongruity between the real and the ideal, in 

which the ideal is repeatedly thwarted by the real but never quite 

annihilated. Such humour is Canadian. (26) 



Watters also feels that there ought to be something special in the soil or 

environment of Canada that is favourable to humour. Canadian humour is valued 

universally for its uniqueness, for a special tang is attached to it, which could never be 

obtained from any other source. It is surprising to note that in spite of all the 

calamities that prevailed and in the worse geographic conditions, humour could spring 

out with such ease. The Oxford Companion to Canadian Literature notes that : 

"Because satire has long been a mainstay of Canadian literature, it is fair to say that 

an important part of Canadian literary imagination is critical, ironic, and mockingly 

humorous" (554). 

A study on humour necessitates a discussion on various theories related to it. 

With the advent of psychology and the popularity of Freud and Bergson, numerous 

theories were devised to explain the complex nature of humour. Though researchers 

tried to define humour in different ways they were able to explain it only partially. It 

is quite clear that no theory provides a clear-cut definition for humour. The Evolution 

theories of humour observe that humour is an inborn potential. It refers to the 

primitive barbaric quality of man who finds immense pleasure in seeing something 

demolished or out of shape. 

Superiority theory holds ridicule and mockery as elements of malice and states 

that a sense of superiority is achieved by laughing at the misfortunes of others. 

Thomas Hobbes who advocated this theory feels that laughter arises due to superiority 

over others. The Incongruity theory is based on disharmony or inappropriateness or 

disjointed pairing of words. To Hazlitt, the essence of humour is "the incongruous, 

the discormecting of one idea from another, or the jostling of one feeling against 
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another" (qtd. in Sully 7). He also believes that "man is the only animal that laughs 

and weeps; for he is the only animal that is struck with the difference between what 

things are and what they ought to be" (5). The Incongruity theory shifts its attention 

from giving importance to feelings, to the cognitive or the thinking side. According 

to this theory, humour has nothing to do with the heart but is supposed to be an 

intellectual reaction. Herbert Spencer lays stress on two types of incongruities ~ the 

descending and the ascending. The former is caused when the consciousness is 

transferred from great things to small without one's knowledge and the latter is caused 

when the order is reversed. 

Arthur Koestler is of the view that humour depends mainly on the surprise 

effect, "bisociative shocks" as he names it, which in turn produces cognitive 

discharges. Freudian psychoanalytic theory observes that humour is the result of 

one's suppressed feelings against society, which is embedded, in the deep comers of 

the unconscious mind ~ a sudden release of aggression or a vent to anger. Creativity 

- change theories suggest that humour serves as a creative outlet to facilitate change 

by exposing the follies, thus aiming at removing evils. Bergson writes: "In laughter 

we always find an avowed intention to hiimiliate and consequently to correct our 

neighbour, if not in his will, at least in his deed" (66). Though Ambivalence theory is 

similar to incongruity theory, the former stresses feelings and emotions and the latter, 

ideas or perception. 

Configurational theory states that we experience humour when elements 

unrelated suddenly fall into a place all on a sudden. Though this theory appears 
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similar to incongruity theory there lays a main difference. Tlie former stresses on 

"disjointedness" and the latter on a sudden "insight" at elements that arouse laughter. 

Relief and Release Theories explain that the main function of humour is to 

afford release from excess of strain and tension. Herbert Spencer feels that excess of 

energy finds it outlet through a course which we term as laughter. Humour is a 

complex phenomenon to deal with, each theory emphasizing the importance of a 

particular element. Leacock had a different pattern to follow, stressing the importance 

of kindly humour without malice. He records his observations and technical devices 

in two of his theoretical works ~ Humour: Its Theory and Technique and Humour 

and Humanity: An Introduction to the Study of Humour. 

The tabular column given below, an extract from Fowler's Dictionary of 

Modern English Usage, revised by Sir Ernest Gowers, distinguishes and specifies the 

characteristics of humour and also the other terms related to it. 

Humour 

Wh 

Satire 

Sarcasm 

Invective 

MOTIVE OR 
AIM 

Discovery 

Throwing Light 

Amendment 

Inflicting Pain 

Discredit 

PROVINCE 

Human Nature 

Words And 

Ideas 

Morals and 

Manners 

Faults and 

Foibles 

Misconduct 

METHOD OF 
MEANS 

Observation 

Surprise 

Accentuation 

Inversion 

Direct 

Statement 

AUDIENCE 

The sympathetic 

The Intelligent 

The Self Satisfied 

Victims and 

Bystander 

The Public 
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Irony 

Cynicism 

The 

Sardonic 

Exclusiveness 

Self-Justification 

Self Relief 

Statement of 

Facts 

Morals 

Adversity 

— . .. _ . 

Mystification 

Exposure of 

Nakedness 

Pessimism 

An Irmer Circle 

The Respectable 

Self 

(253). 

Evidently, "humour" tops the list with its primary aim being sympathy towards 

mankind and a discovery of human nature. 

Nicoll presents humour thus: 

... a form of mellow, refined and intellectual laughter; it is caused by 

incongruity, and presented in comedy through the media of character, 

situations, words or maimers. It is a medium also of securing a spirit 

which harmonises scene and character; it is of a peculiarly meditative, 

fanciful and kindly sort, romantic in essence.(qtd. in Bhattacharyya, 5). 

Wit is the expression of an intellectual who engages himself in playing with 

his fancies for the enjoyment of himself and that of others. Wit is always a conscious 

expression, which appeals to the brilliant and cultured class. It gives a sudden 

intellectual pleasure by combining or contrasting the previously unconnected ideas or 

expressions. Satire, on the other hand is a less amusing species of laughter that 

ridicules without showing pity, kindliness or magnanimity. The primary concern of 

satire is not to extract a smile, but to ridicule. Unable to accept life and nature with a 

good sense, it condemns human nature and hence becomes cynical. It derived from 

the Latin word "satura" meaning, the miscellany. In literature it is exposure of vice or 
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folly without sympathy. Prompted by indignation, satire ranges from a lofty 

denunciation of the cruelties of an age to scorning of the defects of an individual. 

Though it claims to be didactic in nature, it is devoid of pity and magnanimity, and is 

full of destructive criticism. Sarcasm takes its origin from the Greek word 

"Sarkasmos" and it refers to the bitter wounding remarks made by a person with little 

or no concern for others. It neither cares nor pays attention to the feelings of the 

human race. 

Invective refers to a sudden, violent, unexpected attack with words. It belongs 

to the category of abusive and detestable oratory. Irony usually has an irmer hidden 

meaning for a privileged audience and an outer meaning for the persons concerned. It 

uses a laudatory tone for purposes of ridicule and it can also be categorised as a subtle 

form of sarcasm. Cynicism is marked by sneering at human goodness and it is also an 

ostentatious contempt for pleasure. It also doubts human sincerity. "The Sardonic" is 

scornful and mocks bitterly at the concerned person. It has etymologically bloomed 

from the Greek word "Sardanios". 

Freud believes that humour is one of the greatest psychical achievements and 

that it has certain redeeming features and hence is considered as the greatest gift of 

humanity. Humour becomes a means of obtaining pleasure in spite of the distressing 

effects that interfere with it. According to Plato, laughter is a mixture of pleasure and 

pain. Aristotle too felt that, to make a joke, a man is to vilify him. To Cicero, the 

ridiculous springs from baseness and deformity. 
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John Harrington believes that comedies make men look at their own faults 

Hobbes' definition of laughter is quite interesting because he discovers the aggressive 

element in it. "Laughter", he says, "is nothing else but sudden glory arising from a 

sudden conception of some eminency in ourselves, by comparison with the infirmity 

of others, or with our own formerly" (qtd. in Mikes, 9). Hegel, on the other hand, 

believes that laughter is an expression of the incongruity between a concept and a real 

object. Paul Canus feels that we laugh only at petty triumphs. Bergson notices the 

fact that laughter is always a corrective. To Lessing, comedy corrects by laughter and 

not by derision.. 

Dr. Martin Grotjahn, in his book Beyond Laughter records a number of 

manifestations of humour. Starting to define the term "kidding" he says that it means 

to treat someone like a kid, or to assume a superior attitude towards him. He considers 

wit to be a disguised form of insult, and further it is hostile with a skilful sophisticated 

meanness and viciousness. He also feels that a witty person is a man who plays with 

sparks but never lights a warming fire. Talking about a cynic he supposes that a cynic 

finds immense pleasure in pulling down things from their lofty pedestal or trying to 

discover a mean motive behind a noble act. It hurts and so has an element of 

cowardice in it. A satirist is a man who wants to be regarded superior and hence 

humiliates. But he deserves to be appreciated, for he is courageous and uses his pen 

as a mighty weapon to fight kings, tyrants and political systems. 

As regards humour, it may seem a bit aggressive, but a fair amount of 

aggression is healthy and human. It is an effective weapon that serves for a good 

cause and having aimed at the right target it can serve as a corrective or as a great 
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benefactor. The savage who cracked his enemy over the head with an axe and 

shouted "Ha ... ha ...!" was the first humorist. A man with a sense of humour laughs 

at himself. George Mikes observes that bloodthirsty tyrants like Hitler and Stalin 

were completely humourless. Whereas great democratic leaders like Churchill and 

Kennedy were witty and cruel about themselves. A sense of humour could have very 

well put an end to wars and feuds. 

Mikes writes: 

Only a sense of humour can make man see (more or less) his proper 

place in the world. Certainty and cocksureness are incompatible with a 

sense of humour. Humour means scepticism and doubt in everything: 

in all established values, virtues, habits, sacred dogmas and even facts; 

and first of all in oneself It is scepticism and doubt, which have been 

mostly responsible for progress. A sense of humanity is maturity and 

wisdom; and there is no maturity and no wisdom without a sense of 

humour. (22) 

Good quality highbrow humour would strive to make us roar with laughter. 

Laughter is a sign of strength, freedom, health, beauty, youth and happiness. To 

some, laughter may mean superiority, to others incongruity and to others a relief from 

tension. Humour has a dual principle of ambiguity and incongruity and also between 

appearance and reality. Leacock believes that the essence of humour is kindliness and 

wit departs far away and "there is a sort of chill to it" {HH, 60). George Meredith 

believes that humour gives a balance and proportion to life and also the strength to 

rise above disillusionments in a philosophical and good - natured manner. 
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Theresa Ford observes: 

While we all individually insist that we have a marvellous sense of 

humour, humour is a facet of our personalities that varies tremendously 

from person to person. This is due to the diverse internal and external 

influences on our lives including the cultural and social styles to which 

we have been subjected. ("Introduction", Themes in Canadian 

Literature, Canadian Humour and Satire, 1) 

Satirical writing was an obsession with Canadian writers right from the 

budding stage. Even in Leacock's writings we experience a tremble between humour 

and satire. A primary distinction is a necessity and may be imperative for a better 

understanding of Leacock's works. Though humour is an integral part of satire, the 

ultimate goals of the satirist and a humorist are quite different. Satire aims at 

eradicating the wrongs of the society rather crudely. "Satire is militant irony", writes 

Frye: "Its moral norms are relatively clear and it assumes standards against which the 

grotesque and absurd are measured" (qtd. in Lynch, 122). On the other hand, humour 

aims at reconciliation, pointing out at follies in a kindly and sympathetic maimer. A 

satirist demands hasty action and visualizes himself as a reformer of mankind. 

Whereas the humorist tries to embrace his fellow beings magnanimously, accepting 

their follies. 

Humour is marked by sensibility and mellowness. It is assuredly enjoyable 

and intoxicating, with laughter as a predominant factor. A social norm or an ideal 

standard is used to judge human nature in an enlightened worldview. It is a flavour, 

an essence and simply a way of looking at things. Like beauty, humour too is in the 



17 

eye of the beholder. In his article entitled "Who Makes the Jokes?" George Mikes 

observes that: 

The majority of the funny things described by humorists in the first 

person singular have, in fact, happened to their friends, bank managers, 

business connections, who never noticed anything funny at the time... 

The only essential difference between the ordinary non-humorous 

person and the humorist is that the latter notices the humour in all 

situations while the other misses it. (40) 

Before discussing the salient features of Leacock's humour, it is necessary to 

have a bird's eye view of the writer's life and works. Stephen Butler Leacock was 

bom in Swanmore, Hampshire, England on 30 December 1869. His parents migrated 

to Canada, settling at a farm at Egypt, Ontario, near the south shore of Lake Simcoe. 

Discovering the inadequacies of the country school, Leacock's mother, a woman who 

had been brought up in a Victorian background, with a love and appreciation for 

literature, decided to teach the children herself with a set of her old English 

schoolbooks. She also appointed Mr. Park as the family tutor. An avid reader, as 

Leacock was, he devoured the works of Charles Dickens, Mark Twain and Jules 

Verne. His love for reading and his commitment to work were mainly due to the 

result of his mother's influence, whom he admired ardently throughout his life. With 

an kresponsible father who left behind a brood of eleven children whom the mother 

had to take care of all alone, the family had to face "... the hard times of Ontario 

farming, with mortgages falling due like snowflakes" (TBLB, 46). As a young child 

Leacock did not have much of pleasant memories to cherish. 
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Later, Leacock w.as sent to Upper Canada College, Toronto, and entered the 

University of Toronto to study mod(;rn and classical languages and literature. 

Leacock says: "I look back to the education I received in those years and I find in it 

plenty to think about"(86). He had a splendid classical education, which formed a 

strong basic foundation for all his later literary works of reputation. 

Leacock took to school teaching, which proved to be a bitter experience for 

him. It was the only trade that needed neither experience nor intellect and he 

considered it as "... the most dreary, the most thankless, and the worst paid profession 

in the world" ( "Preface", SS, 1922, vi). Giving up school teaching, Leacock joined 

the University of Chicago to study Economics and Political Science and was awarded 

Ph.D., for his thesis entitled "The Doctrine of Laissez Faire" in the year 1903 and was 

appointed full-time assistant Professor of Economics and Political Science at Mc Gill 

University. He was made Chairman of the Department of Economics and Political 

Science in 1908 and stayed there until his retirement in 1936. 

In 1900 Leacock married Beatrix Hamilton whom he had met at a tennis game 

at Orillia. His only child was bom in the year 1915 who had an affliction that 

impaired his growth. Beatrix died of cancer in 1925, certainly a blow to Leacock 

who had adored her all his life. A wistfiil passage in his Last Leaves records the 

following lines: "The real adoring husband overtalks his wife, over-dominates her, 

pays with unexpected presents for easy forgiveness of his ill temper, and never knows 

that he adored her till it is too late, because now she cannot hear it" (qtd. in Curry, 

169). In 1944, Leacock died of cancer of the throat in his seventy-fifth year. Even 
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while he was struggling for his last breath, his eyes twinkled and he smiled up at the 

radiologist and said huskily, "Did I behave pretty well? Was I a good boy?" (331). 

Probably, Leacock's first publication could have been "The Vision of Mirza" 

which appeared in the school's magazine, of which he was the editor. While at the 

University of Toronto, he was associate editor of The Varsity, for which he was a 

frequent contributor under the pseudonym "The Sanctum Philosopher". As a 

schoolteacher at Upper Canada College too he had contributed some of his best 

humorous pieces, which were published in Truth and Life. He made his debut as a 

professional humorist in Grip, a noted humorous magazine of his days. A one-page 

sketch called "The Ridiculous War in the East" earned him a magnanimous sum of 

two dollars. Leacock's professional publications were in the form of comic sketches, 

his most popular form of writing, and most of them were included in his first book of 

humour. Literary Lapses. Leacock had a restless thirst for pursuing new challenges 

and was constantly experimenting with school teaching, comic writing, scholarly 

research and numerous other pursuits. 

He writes: 

According to all the legends and storybooks, the principal factor in 

success is perseverance. Personally, I think there is nothing in it .... 

There is an old motto that runs, "If at first you don't succeed, try, try 

again". This is nonsense. It ought to read, "If at first you don't 

succeed, quit, quit, at once". 

If you can't do a thing, more or less, the first time you try, you will 

never do it. Try something else while there is yet time. {FF, 132) 
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During his career as a teacher at Mc Gill University, he realized the fact that 

there was no acceptable textbook for the introductory political science courses. 

Sensing the need of the hour, Leacock published his Elements of Political Science in 

1906, which became a standard textbook for thirty-five universities in the United 

States and also for universities throughout the world. It was the first such textbook 

used in China and it was translated into nineteen languages, including Urdu for its use 

in the Mohammedan College of Hyderabad. It was Leacock's biggest money - maker 

that cut the Gordian knot of his difficulties. 

Encouraged by the success of his text book on Political Science, Leacock 

sorted out a few of his comic sketches, gathered them and sent them to the same 

publishers who were not much interested in light literature. Attempting self-

publication, Leacock found that his Literary Lapses (1910) was an immediate 

success, the public clamouring for more. More important is the happy incident of 

John Lane, the British Publisher, who casually picked up a copy at a news stand to 

serve as a light reading and was much impressed to publish a trade edition in England. 

Thereafter it was habitual for Leacock to collect his sketches and articles at random at 

the end of every year and publish them during Christmas time. 

The very next year Leacock's second book. Nonsense Novels was published 

and it featured parodies of popular sentimental and melodramatic Victorian fiction 

with everlasting qualities of humour. For the third consecutive year, Leacock wrote 

one more best seller, Sunshine Sketches of a Little Town, a charming record of a 

series of stories and sketches, proving himself as a prolific writer. Ultimately, it was 

Leacock's most popular book, a typical one of the local colour fiction, which was the 
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turn of the century. It is reflective of a typical Canadian town, in setting, tone and 

theme. Behind the Beyond pubUshed in 1913 is a parody of problem plays and 

modem institutions and customs. Arcadian Adventures with the Idle Rich, published 

in 1914 was a companion volume of Sunshine Sketches of a Little Town. It is a 

satirical outlook at the upper class circles of the North American cities contrasting to 

the portrayal of simple middle-class life in the Canadian town, Mariposa. 

Leacock's other works of humour, to name a few are. Moon beams from the 

Larger Lunacy (1915), Further Foolishness (1916}, Frenzied Fiction (1918), 

Winsome Winnie and other Nonsense Novels (1920), Over the Foot Lights (1923), 

College Days (1923), The Garden of Folly (1924), Winnowed Wisdom (1926), My 

Remarkable Uncle and other sketches (1942 and Last Leaves (1945) which was 

published posthumously. Mark Twain (1932) and Charles Dickens: His Life and 

Work (1933) are Leacock's biographies on the two great humorists whom he admired. 

The notes and speeches from his month - long journey in British Columbia was 

published as a book entitled My Discovery of the West (1937). Of the sixty-one odd 

books that he wrote on various topics, more than half of them are humorous writings. 

Leacock wrote two books to explain his theories on humour, namely. Humour: Its 

Theory and Technique (1935) and Humour and Humanity (1937). How to Write 

(1943) deals vdth writing about humour and also nostalgic tributes to some of his 

favourite authors like Harry Graham and Gelett Burgess. However, these books are 

not critical studies on humour but merely a record of Stephen Leacock's opinions and 

reflections. 
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His miscellaneous subjects include history, economics, political science and 

criticism. He also attempted an unfinished autobiography entitled The Boy I Left 

Behind Me (1946). Furthermore, Leacock's successful scholarly publications 

themselves are proof of his worldwide reputation. With a fascinating total of sixty-

one books on various fields, he certainly holds a distinctive place in the history of 

Canadian literature. His bibliography would include thirty-five books on humour, six 

volumes on social science, two in economics, nine in history, one in the field of 

professional education, five books on criticism, two biographies and his 

autobiography. Apart from these remarkable volumes, he also wrote about eighty-

eight articles in reputed periodicals of his day. He was not contended in producing 

scholarly articles in economics and political science alone. Apart from contributing 

thirty-eight articles in political science and twenty-one in economics, he also wrote 

six articles in history and six in education, two biographical sketches, twelve on 

criticism and three on geography. 

The crude amusements of the ancient man can be stamped as the beginning of 

humour. Leacock traces humour back to the Stone Age when man, the primitive 

barbarian derived immense pleasure from gaining victory over his enemy. 

In Humour: Its Theory and Technique, he observes: "the savage who cracked his 

enemy over the head with a tomahawk and shouted "Ha! Ha!" was the first humorist. 

Here began, so to speak, "the merry ha! ha!" "the oldest and the most primitive form 

of humour" (9), Though man still possesses a certain amount of cruelty of this kind in 

him, gradually he has also learnt to compromise and tolerate the vices and follies of 

his fellow beings. 
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Arthur Koestler in his work, The Act of Creation writes; 

As laughter emerges with man from the mists of antiquity it seems to 

hold a dagger in its hand. There is enough brutal triumph, enough 

contempt, enough striking down from superiority in the records of 

antiquity and its estimates of laughter to presume that original laughter 

may have been wholly animosity. (52) 

Leacock feels that classical humour is nothing but poor stuff. To him, "... the 

medieval scholar's humour is simply silly: the medieval people's humour is primitive" 

(HH, 14). Shakespeare, Cervantes and Moliere are exceptions. He supposes that 

shedding off all its primitive cruelty, humour has gradually risen to a higher plane by 

readily coming forward to sympathize with mankind. Mankind has come a long way 

from that initial stage and is able to identify with each other, laughing off the vices 

and embracing one another. Kindliness, coupled with sympathy enables him to be a 

humanist as well. To Leacock, Dickens, Mark Twain, and O. Henry along with other 

writers like Lewis Carroll, Bret Harte and Artemes Ward are the spokesmen of 

humour of the highest order. Though Leacock was a Professor of Economics and 

Political Science and more than half of his writings had a serious note, the public 

demanded a comic mask and at times his real serious tone was drowned in a flood of 

mirth and gaiety. Undoubtedly, his reputation as a political economist was 

overshadowed by his renown as a celebrated humorist. 

The following lines are interesting to read: 

'Do not ever try to be funny', Stephen Leacock once told a young 

friend, 'it is a tenible curse. Here is a world going to pieces and I am 
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worried. Yet when I stand up before an audience to deliver my serious 

thoughts they begin laughing. I have been advertised to them as funny 

and they refuse to accept me as anything else', (qtd. in Bowker, 

"Introduction," UR, ix) 

Leacock established himself as one of the best platform orators of the day. He 

could dazzle the audience with much ease with his resonant voice, which moulded his 

language. He made his first professional lecture tour in 1921. Following its great 

success, his speaking engagements multiplied quite rapidly and very soon he was 

addressing diverse groups very frequently. Though he spoke free of charge in 

Canada, he accepted payment in the United States. He was of great demand in 

England as the London Times called him "a master of satire" (qtd. in Curry, 149). 

Certainly, his lectures too had tinges of humour in them and he was a renowned 

public speaker who was much sought after by the audience. 

Furthermore, Leacock's successful scholarly publications, humorous sketches 

and scintillating lectures were clarion calls to his people to live a peaceful life, devoid 

of malice and contempt towards the human race. He too was a spokesman for the 

Canadian settlers along with his contemporary artists who were in search of an 

identity. 

Lister Sinclair, in his essay entitled "The Canadian Idiom" observes: 

We are beginning to realize our position in the world, and it is 

precarious. We lie between the greatest and grimmest of the Grim 

Great Powers ... and in the middle of the night we sometimes dream of 
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hot breath quickly playing on the backs of our necks ... We are very 

small in population ... (yet) we wish to be influential, we have a small 

voice, but we wish to be heard, (qtd. in Watters, 25) 

Leacock feels that: "The idea of contrast, incongruity, of the false semblance 

between the correct and the incorrect, becomes the basic principle of the ludicrous" 

{ELS, 91). During the second stage of development appears the mode of humour 

called wit. To Professor Bain, wit is a sudden and unexpected form of humour that 

involves a play of words. To Walter Pater, it is the unreal transitory form of mirth 

and to Lilly it consists of incongruities in the province of understanding. The final 

stage is the pinnacle wherein amusement arises from a single humorous idea or plan 

but results from the incongruities of human life. According to Leacock, the American 

humorists are known for their Exaggeration. Monstrous exaggerations had been 

applauded since the days of Homer and the writers of the New Foundland are no 

exception. 

Leacock expresses his disagreement to unrestrained similies, forced 

comparisons and use of ellipses. Bad spelling is yet another curse to American 

humour. He feels that the writings of Nathaniel Hawthorne, Mark Twain and 

O.Henry contain the universal elements of humour and hence they are exceptional. 

Leacock feels that, though the Americans are not a literary people, they produce 

humorous writings due to their humorous perception of things. The British, on the 

other hand, produce high form of himiorous literature because of their literary spirit, 

although their humorous perception is lower. For the Americans, humour forces 

literature and for the British, literature forces humour. 
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Leacock states that all humorous characters in literature are portrayed through 

a medium of kindliness. Shakespeare's Falstaff and Dickens' Pickwick are classic 

examples. Such characters have a unique personality and their odd actions remind us 

of the incongruities of human lives out of which humour arises. Though they are 

packed with vices and follies to the maximum extent, we do not exercise hatred 

towards them or despise them for what they are. We have a natural tendency to 

accept them as they are, irrespective of their background. Humanism is another trait 

that Leacock wishes to combine with his gifted sense of humour. Judgement of 

fellowmen ought to spring from a human concern. Humour has marched forward 

through all these ages and has reached such great heights only after it combined itself 

with the divine quality of humanism. 

The highest form of humour is that which focuses its attention on the human 

character. Incident and setting become secondary and the main concern is on the 

character. A humorous character exhibits uniqueness and odd and peculiar actions 

make us feel that humour arises out of follies and foibles witnessed in the society. 

The qualities of a humorous character are described by Leacock thus: 

A humorous character must be a person whose essential nature is 

pleasant to contemplate, with a minimum of malice, so small and 

ineffective as to be harmless, a minimum of hate, or else a hate so 

gigantic and so futile as to be laughable. Such a character must, by his 

own outlook, live in a kindly world. To this may be added some little 

oddities of speech and gesture, little touches of absent - mindedness, 
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and an odd incapacity for simple things. Such characters as a rule must 

ripen with age. {HTW, 254) 

Though Leacock had considerable mastery, intelligence and capability, he 

produced only humorous sketches and not novels. Two of his books, Sunshine 

Sketches of a Little Town and Arcadian Adventures with the Idle Rich came nearest 

but they cannot be categorised as ftill-length novels. Peter McArthur blames the 

publishers and the public for the detriment of his growth as a novelist. 

He scornfully remarks: 

If the publishers and the public could get over their hysterical demand 

for comedy and read Stephen Leacock's writings with discernment, 

they would soon realize that his power of pathos is never less 

artistically sure than his command of laughter, (qtd. in Cameron, 

"Stephen Leacock: The Novelist Who Never Was", The Dalhousie 

Review, 16) 

None of Leacock's books are novels because the narrative itself exists for the 

sake of humour. To him, the humour was more important than the story. Though 

Leacock possessed all the essential qualities of a novelist, he did not attempt writing 

novels. Instead he held the sceptre of humour as a supreme commander in the realm 

of humorous writings. The novelist creates a number of characters that are fictitious, 

whereas Leacock in his non-fictional writings records facts and real characters from 

life, recalled from memory, and highlights their atrocities. Experiences from real life 

are naturally far more better to read and enjoy than fictitious characters. In most of 
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his works, Leacock brings back memories of his nostalgic past, people whom he had 

met in life and also incidents that had affected him much. Since he is a lover of 

mankind he is much interested in dealing with subjects related to man and to laugh at 

the incongruities with natural ease. 

Leacock's Sunshine Sketches of a Little Town consists of eleven sketches, 

each having its own comic resolution that brings the narrative to an abrupt halt and 

the narrator has to start all over again. It is a book where separate blocks are woven 

together into a massive whole by the interlocking of characters. Immense joy can be 

derived out of Leacock's short humorous sketches that deal with familiar incidents and 

situations. Every human being would identify himself with the narrator in most of the 

incidents that he wishes to convey to his readers in a lighter vein. Familiar incidents 

such as paying a visit to the dentist or to a photographer, or visiting a bank, or his 

reflections as we come across in "My Lost Dollar" are amusing sketches of universal 

interest. Indeed, there seems to be no subject that Leacock did not touch upon. 

Interestingly, he dealt with a wide range of subjects ~ Dickens, Mark Twain, College 

life, Montreal, McGill, the British Empire, Canada, boyhood, Oxford, and the like. 

He could easily laugh at an irreverent list of things such as travel, geology, 

anthropology, theology, fishing, the Bible, classics, etc., 

For Leacock, the writing of humour was more important than a mere 

knowledge of the tricks of verbal humour. He was not a humorist who concentrated 

on the technical aspects of humour. His style was that of a conversationalist, 

appealing more to the audience and maintaining a relationship of intimacy. Reading 

Leacock's works gives one a feeling that he speaks from the remote past. He was a 
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master in burlesquing personal experiences and self-humiliation is yet another trait 

that we find in his works. His early sketches contain an axiomatic style that is akin to 

that of Lewis CaroU. "Boarding-House Geometry" is a good example for this style. 

Talking about his style Sedge wick remarks: 

For one thing, he created a manner of his own - a manner which is 

recognizable as distinct from any other, the "Leacockian vein" ... The 

style was consciously undistinguished, slippered, loose-buttoned, the 

very original of the fireside chat. He 'talked to' a world. (25) 

Leacock extracted his new material from the men and matters around him. He 

preferred situations rather than characters. He is not quite serious about his humorous 

self and pleads the reader not to be serious either. He believed that sounds and 

syllables too carry an under current of meaning and he was crazy about his titles being 

decided in an alliterative style ~ Sunshine Sketches, Winnowed Wisdom, Frenzied 

Fiction, Literary Lapses etc., Leacock could easily collect his unpublished essays, 

arrange them into chapters of related subjects with the skill of a magician, and publish 

them in the form of books. He humorously remarks: "My own opinion is that the 

more words in a 'funny' book the better. People buy them by the pound and look to 

see if there's enough" ("Afterword" by Barbara Niramo, MRU, 241) 

Leacock's remarkable views on various topics bear witness to the fact that this 

fascinating humorist is a keen observer. Humour gushes out from him like a fountain 

of crystal clear waters, sparkling and enchanting. Barbara Nimmo, Leacock's niece, 

who did secretarial work for him noted that "It was a bit like living beside a volcano: 
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There was nothing dull or routine in life" ("Stephen Leacock: A Personal Note", 

TBLB, 7). The humorist was bubbling with enthusiasm all his life, experimenting one 

thing or the other, with a thirst for creation. This quality gets transformed through his 

humorous writings to the readers, who in turn get infected with the same kind of 

gusto. With the moral standards of a Victorian gentleman, Leacock's writings are 

marked by purity, with no traces of vulgarity. Pointing out at mistakes is his only 

concern, which he does in a kindly manner, without malice. Leacock does not make 

use of the wild, exuberant and ingenious language of the American humorists. His 

nonsense is rather controlled and he does not indulge in the free use of totally absurd 

language. But prefers the rational irrationality of misused terms and the 

misapplication of language. 

Even his so-called fiction contains abundance of humour in it to be cherished. 

Leacock tickles us to laughter by depicting the peculiar life style of the aristocratic 

class of Plutoria in his Arcadian Adventures with the Idle Rich. One of the 

characters. Miss. Dulphemia Rasselyer Brown admires the "splendid rudeness" of her 

chauffeur who slams the door of the car and imagines him to be a gentleman in 

disguise who meant to elope with her. She sits back luxuriously "wishing and 

expecting the elopement to begin" (82). 

Leacock also mocks tongue-in-cheek at the members of the Yahi-Bahi Society 

among whom Mr. Sikleigh Snoop is elected leader for having spent six weeks in India 

and hence knew the whole country. Mrs.Buncomhearst was made President for she 

had been President for various organisations and had thrown herself into outside 

activities after she had lost her third husband by way of divorce. The supreme goal of 
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Boohooism was control of self and it clearly stressed the importance of meditation 

and fasting by "... living solely on fish, fruit, wine, and meat" (86). Leacock 

remarkably traces the dissolution of the Yahi-Bahi society that faces disintegration. 

The bulla buUoo ends when some of them cease to attend meetings, others no longer 

read even the pamphlets and the rest do not even pay their subscriptions. 

Nonsense frees itself from the restraints of reason, violating a given order and 

bringing together two things, which are logically incompatible, designed mainly to 

afford pleasure of the highest order. Freud believes that such kind of absurdity is a 

perfect example of relief theory, for it releases one from inhibitions. Obviously, 

power radiates from a mind, which is free from obstacles. With sparkling wit, the 

humorist turns life's hypocrisies and stupidities to enchanting laughter. 

Bergson distinguishes irony from humour in the following manner: 

Sometimes we state what ought to be done and pretend to believe that 

this is just what is actually being done; then we have irony. 

Sometimes, on the contrary, we describe with scrupulous minuteness 

what is being done, and pretend to believe that this is just what ought 

to be done; such is often the method of humour. Humour, thus 

defined, is the counterpart of irony. Both are forms of satire, but irony 

is oratorical in nature, whilst humour partakes of the scientific. (142-

43) 

Leacock makes fun of several aspects of Canadian life such as, business, 

educational institutions, health maniacs, routine life and above all, high class people. 
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His distrust with business enterprises and institutions and his fear regarding the speed 

with which the world progresses are perfectly recorded in most of his works. Though 

Leacock admitted the fact that his intention was to make money, he was always 

worried about people's mentality in the modem world in amassing wealth, at any cost. 

He fears that mankind may lose all human values and end up in destruction if such a 

trend of pursuing wealth continues. The expansion of the Canadian West brought 

with it new settlers and large capital which paved way for a commercial civilization 

which was ruining the socio-cultural activities. 

Leacock, the reputed humorist in the English - speaking world has a monopoly 

on humour as he uses every device related to humour, ranging from mental slapstick 

to brilliant wit. Any literary form is used to convey the literary communication of 

moods. Hence humour and satire, though two separate entities, are interdependent. 

Desmond Pacey feels that"... the satire ..., of course, cuts more than one way, and it 

is a good example of the subtlety with which Leacock's seemingly inconsequential 

fooling is often conducted" (103). Leacock saw no reason as to why wisdom could not 

be combined with wit, and hence dispensed a masterful blend of both the qualities in 

his writings. Humour in itself would be entertaining and attractive but when fused 

with humanism becomes all the more fascinating. Leacock, the master of inspired 

nonsense knew the trick of combining both the traits with artistic skill in order to 

enable the readers to relish his writings. 

Apart from scholarly publications that appeared in periodicals, eighty-eight 

articles were published in divergent subjects, testifying his qualifications as a 

philomath. Leacock, the scholar, was also a frequent contributor of reference works. 
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He wrote eleven divisions of the Encyclopedia Britannica and was author of six 

articles in Encyclopedia Americana and also wrote for Compton's Encyclopedia and 

the Dictionary of American Biography. Even while he reached the highest pinnacle in 

his writings of humour and became a highly paid humorist, he did not neglect his 

academic profession and continuously wrote his scholarly articles based on various 

other subjects. 

Robertson Davies quotes: 

... he had an addicted public which would buy any book which had his 

name on it, and which seemed never to tire of fun which was in his 

vein, whether of the first sprightly running, or of the mere dregs. 

Every popular humorist has these uncritical readers; they are attracted 

to a writer by the special quality of his work, and they want that special 

thing repeated, even when it has grown forced or stale, (qtd. in 

Stephen Leacock: Canadian Writers, 294) 

The present study attempts to discuss humour and humanism in Leacock's 

writings, with special focus on his select non-fictional works. Evidently, Leacock 

was a writer who was much interested in recording facts, situations and incidents 

rather than creating fictional characters. Leacock, the man appears quite frequently in 

the bulk of his writings and much information could be gathered by reading through 

his literary production. One could easily select material from his publications to make 

an adequate record of his life. Leacock was a man who was skilful in illuminating 

facts with lively allusions. Hence his non-fictional writings have left an indelible 

mark in the minds of his readers and he keeps whispering to them from a remote past, 
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making them chuckle all the while. His writings have a universal appeal and are also 

a perennial source of energy for readers of all generations. Noted for their liveliness 

and charm, his humorous writings as well as his scholarly publications in various 

subjects would remain evergreen in the minds and hearts of the people and Leacock 

would continue to be the undisputed monarch in the realm of humour. 

William Zinsser observes: 

... non fiction is the place where much of the best writing of the day is 

being done. Yet many writers and teachers of writing continue to feel 

vaguely guilty if they prefer it to fiction - non fiction is the slightly 

disreputable younger brother in the royal house of literature. No such 

guilt is necessary. While the keepers of the temple weren't looking, 

non-fiction crept in and occupied the throne, (qtd. in "Modem Non 

Fiction", Elements of Literature, 984) 

The researcher has chosen to make a study of Leacock's select non-fictional 

works with a view to bring out the two most important qualities that mankind needs 

very badly — humour and humanism, which are found in abundance in Leacock's 

writings. Though his writings sparkle with humour, humanism also is dominant in his 

whole bibliography. Not only in his literary works but also in history and political 

science, people were important for him rather than facts and figures. His observations 

and comments are woven around man, the dignified creature. Quite willingly, he 

compromises with his fellow beings whose faults he is ready to forgive. We 

experience immense joy and pleasure in travelling with him in the wacky world of 

humour. 
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The first chapter Introduction focuses on the characteristics of humour, its 

various theories and definitions and also the salient features of the British, French, 

American and Canadian humour. It is also a survey on the various ingredients and 

elements that form the basis for good humour. The universality of humour is 

highlighted, with special focus on Leacock's humour. Canadian humour is an 

inseparable part of Canadian identity. Accepting a moral code, which is not harsh, 

rude or vituperative, he displays a tolerant and sympathetic attitude towards the 

foibles of the society. Leacock's urge to write and his predilection for humorous 

writing are extensions of his personality. His humour exhibits kindliness and wide 

charity of mind and his messages and palatable, meaning no harm to our dispositions. 

This chapter also presents a brief list of Leacock's life and achievements. The salient 

features of his humour is also analysed. His sympathy towards mankind is yet 

another remarkable aspect which is highlighted. His interest in non-fictional writings 

is dealt with vividly. 

The second chapter entitled Leacock the humorist attempts to highlight all the 

qualities that mark him out as a remarkable humorist. Humour is the core of 

Leacock's writings and it operates as the central theme, appealing to the genially 

comic in man's disposition along with a sympathetic and positive approach to life ~ 

the intention being projection of the ridiculous side of man's nature. Leacock's 

opinions and observations on humour are discussed. His works are an embodiment of 

reflections, furmy stories, parodies, anecdotes and essays on a variety of topics — all 

rich in humour. Making humour is not an easy task and hence Leacock's humour is 

also bom out of hard labour and hence is meritorious and dignified. His ability to 

make his readers chuckle along with him and good humour that springs in abimdance 
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from a noble heart, are dealt with. It is observed that he excels in practice rather than 

in his academic theories. 

The third chapter Leacock the humanist throws light on Leacock's humanistic 

attitude. He was a spokesman of the early twentieth century who brought to light, the 

social anxieties of man. Attempts are made to prove the fact that he mocks at the 

perplexities of human life with a laugh, and not with a scorn. This chapter highlights 

the fact that Leacock satirizes the social, educational, political, financial and religious 

affairs in his comic sketches, with exuberant nonsense, always checking them from 

violence and obviously packing them with fun. 

The fourth chapter Fusion of humour and humanism brings to the limelight 

the fact that Leacock's writings are a blend of both these divine qualities. The 

researcher attempts to show that Leacock is revered because he is an indefatigably 

good-natured man who has great concern for the human race. The clever skill of the 

man who could tackle worldly problems in a light-hearted vein and also be a serious 

social critic at the same time, are discussed. This chapter adores the humorist for 

treating the human race with sympathy and also appreciates his all-embracing vision 

of life. His sketches and essays are analysed to show that he blends humour and 

humanism in the most effective manner to attract the attention of his readers. 

The fifth chapter Humour and Humanism as Panacea examines the factors 

that serve as panacea for all human maladies. Sympathising with the victims of an 

indifferent hostile world, Leacock offers an intoxicating remedy through his 

humorous writings. This chapter aims at portraying the fact that humour and 
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humanism serve as a palliative to all the ills that mankind is unable to cure. This 

chapter also underscores the necessity for an immediate antidote for all the 

complexities. It is examined as to how peace and tranquillity are offered by a 

humanist who shows the path of tolerance. He teaches us to compromise with follies 

and foibles and comes to reconciliation with them. 

The concluding chapter Summation sums up Leacock's achievements as a 

humorist and a humanist with particular reference to his select non-fictional writings. 

The effectiveness of his language and the characters drawn from real life that 

resemble portrait caricatures, are discussed. The researcher records her findings on 

human values of love, faith, hope and humanistic inter-relationships that are found in 

abundance in Leacock's non-fictional writings. The study ends with a note of his 

achievements and an appreciation for the universal appeal that he has made through 

his humour and salutes his humanistic attitude. Such a humanist as Stephen Leacock, 

with his humour, stands conspicuous among writers which forms the nucleus of the 

next chapter. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LEACOCK THE HUMORIST 

Elizabethan medical theory propounded that man was governed by four 

humours, viz., black bile, yellow bile (or choler), phlegm and blood. A person was 

considered 'good - humoured' if he stayed balanced with all these hiraiours mixed up 

in the right proportion. Excess in any one of them would result in an imbalance, 

leading to temperamental oddity. The term 'humour' corresponds exactly to the 

French word 'humeur' and has gained a firm footing in current speech as well as 

writing, with its derivatives, 'humorous', and 'humorist'. Humour is as old as 

civilization. Max Eastman believes that humour is the most philosophic of all 

emotions and it is a recognition in our instinctive nature of what our minds in their 

purest contemplation can inform us, that pleasure and pain are, except for the 

incidental purpose of preserving us, indifferent and failure is just as interesting as 

success. 

Any character, event or utterance that is designed by the author to amuse or 

excite mirth in the reader so as to work laughter can be termed as 'humour'. The 

humorist is primarily a man whose sole interest lies in the potential fun of life. One of 

the prime conditions of humour is a kind of mastery over one's feelings — a 

combination of a negative repression and positive virtues that enable the humorist to 

view the actual paradoxes from two different planes with agility and competence. 

Such an experience is aesthetic in nature and is transferred to the readers most 

skilfully. A humorist does not consciously try to make us chuckle. Rather it is simply 

the way he looks at the world that makes us get tuned into its absurdity, 

unconsciously. Some quality of humour can be superadded to almost every subject on 
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earth. But humour is at its best when apphed to themes which insist on the comic 

element in them, that lead to laughter. 

Stephen Leacock, one of the founding parents of Canadian letters and 

literature, is a staunch representative of a typical Canadian humour archetype. 

Revered as the world's best-known humorist between 1915 and 1925, this reputed 

humorist and political economist appealed to the largest audience, not narrowed down 

within the boundaries of Canada, but spreading worldwide. His humorous writings 

have withstood the test of time and his 'kindly' jokes can evoke laughter even today. 

With his mastery over inspired nonsense and specialization in pointed elegance and 

wit he makes us laugh aloud, hilariously. Leacock wins the hearts of his readers with 

his elegant, lucid and intimate prose. His works are an embodiment of humorous 

reflections, funny stories, parodies, anecdotes and essays on a variety of topics. His 

'exuberant nonsense' is akin to that of Lewis Carroll. Of British books, along with the 

works of Charles Dickens, Leacock admired the comic narratives of Jerome K. 

Jerome, especially his^Three Men in a Boat. 

Among American writers, Leacock was influenced by Mark Twain, O.Henry, 

Ambrose Bierce and fellow Canadian Peter Mc Arthur. But Leacock was seldom an 

imitator. One fails to find any close resemblance to these writers. His style was 

unique ~ too tolerant to the quirks and blemishes, very much amiable and enduring to 

human follies and weaknesses. With his inspired nonsense of the incongruous this 

gifted author has been entertaining generations of readers with a variety of humorous 

sketches. Peter Thomson notes that the ideal reader of Leacock must be willing to be 

silly and be ready to indulge in a chuckle. As Leacock himself records: "Yet these 
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works are of so humorous a character that for many years it was found impossible to 

print them. Tlie compositors fell back from their task suffocated with laughter and 

gasping for air" ("Preface", SS, 1922, ix). 

Unmindful of harming his scholarly reputation, Leacock collected the 

occasional pieces of humour he had written for magazines and published them as 

Literary Lapses in 1910. Overwhelmed by its immediate success, Leacock followed 

it with Nonsense Novels in 1911 and a third book of humour. Sunshine Sketches of a 

Little Town in 1912, which was a 'regional idyll', a dominant literary form of the day 

and a companion volume to it in 1914 which he named as Arcadian Adventures of 

the Idle Rich. 

Leacock also attempted writing on the theory of humour in The Greatest 

Pages of American Humour (1916), along with two biographies, Mark Twain (1932) 

and Charles Dickens (1933). Humour : Its Theory and Technique (1935) and yln 

Introduction to the Study of Humour (1937) also contain his ideas about humorous 

writing. However, his views about humour cannot be treated as theories. 

Leacock disagrees with the English anecdote that deals with persons of the 

Royal blood. He calls this type of humour as 'absolutely pointless'. It is nothing but 

sheer pretence at the silly jokes of a person belonging to the aristocratic class. 

Leacock also feels that story - telling, as a mode of amusing others is an art, which 

has its own strict limits and needs, the right words in their proper places. Moreover, 

the fun of story telling is totally lost if the narrator is haunted by the idea that one has 

heard that story before. 
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To him "making humour" is a Herculean task and hence cannot be under

estimated. Humour is hard, meritorious and dignified. The fact that the product is 

ecstatic and light does not necessarily mean that the process is also the same. In his 

essay, 'Humour As I See It' in The Leacock Round About Leacock calls the world's 

greatest humour as 'the highest product of our civilization', and 'it illuminates and 

elevates our literature' (8). Presenting exalted pictures of insignificant objects, 

magnifying trivial matters with utmost perfection, commenting on institutions tongue-

in-cheek, portraying caricatures of human beings by highlighting the oddness in them, 

and most of all laughing at himself ~ all these characteristics mark him out as a 

humorist of worldwide reputation. Blessed is the man who has the capacity to laugh 

his misfortunes away. 

Robert Nichols tells us that the function of humour is "to twitch the self-

elected by the sleeve, shake its bells, hold up its mirror at an awkward angle, and ask 

his master how he likes his image..." (qtd. in Lee, 20). The reader is unable to resist 

laughing when Leacock mocks at the rich who make much ado about nothing. 

Leacock seems to enjoy their fussy behaviour wondering at their peculiar chemical 

attitude towards their food. In Arcadian Adventures of the Idle Rich he writes the 

following about the members of the Mausoleum club in Plutoria Avenue. 

One often sees a member suddenly call the head waiter at breakfast to 

tell him that there is too much ammonia in the bacon; and another one 

protest at the amount of glucose in the olive oil; and another that there 

is too high a percentage of nitrogen in the anchovy. (11) 
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Leacock exposes the stupidity of the moneyed class who were members of the 

Yahi-Bahi Orientel Society. They are portrayed as highly pretentious and 

hypocritical, thronging in huge numbers to visit Mr.Yahi Bahi and his assistant Ram 

Spudd who come to preach the doctrine of Boohooism. 

Leacock writes: 

"Such exquisite tact! "said one. Such delicacy! As I was about to go I 

laid a five-dollar gold piece on the edge of the little table. Mr.Spudd 

scarcely seemed to see it. He murmured, 'Osiris help you!' and pointed 

to the ceiling. I raised my eyes instinctively, and when I lowered them 

the money had disappeared. I think he must have caused it to vanish". 

(82) 

Sense of humour is a quality which mankind shares in common. But the 

extent to which an individual responds depends upon a number of relative variables 

such as geographic location, level of education, maturity and the context. Leacock's 

humour is thought-provoking, free from malice, cracks the readers up, makes them 

gag — enriching and exhilarating all the while, entertaining them effectively from a 

remote past. A journey through his wacky world of humour nourishes the mind, 

teaches the readers to tackle mind boggling situations in a light-hearted vein, 

promotes sympathy towards fellow beings and above all gives vent to the pent up 

feelings. 

The strong oral flavour that adds beauty to Leacock's short sketches and 

extended anecdotes belongs to the tradition of North American humorists such as 
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Artemus Ward and Mark Twain, and in Canada, Thomas Cliandler Haliburton. As 

Ralph Curry records it, Agnes Leacock, Leacock's mother was a woman of high 

humour, hearty laughter and joyous nature. Naturally, the humorist would have 

inherited these traits from her. The introductory speech delivered by Sir Owen 

Seaman during Leacock's first London lecture is quite interesting. 

He spoke thus: 

Now Mr.Leacock's humour is British by heredity, but he has caught 

something of the spirit of American humour by force of association ... 

But the truth is that his humour contains all that is best in the humour 

of both hemispheres, (qtd. in Curry, 152-53) 

Leacock's collection of short and humorous sketches which he named Literary 

Lapses is yet another milestone in the history of humorous writing. It is richly 

humorous and sparkles with freshness and a personal touch, crediting Leacock not 

only as a humorist but as a benefactor as well. Leacock is a national asset of whom 

every Canadian has to be proud of The readers worldwide are comfortable in the 

company of a cultured person who was capable of dealing with a variety of 

foolishness. 

In his sketch "My Financial Career" Leacock confesses the fact that he gets 

rattled and becomes 'an irresponsible idiot' at the very sight of a bank. His whimsical 

experiences are nevertheless sidesplitting and many a reader is sure to identify himself 

with the author, his nonsensical pranks are sure to ring a bell in their minds. Humour 

glows throughout the narrative wherein Leacock portrays the incongruities between 
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appearance and reality. Along with his true identity, there is mistaken identity, 

assumed identity and apparent identity. The most attractive feature that one notices is 

the fact that all the while Leacock remains undisturbed, despite all entanglements. 

The manager mistakes him for a Baron, not aware of the fact that he had come to 

deposit a meagre fifty-six dollars. The manager's reaction makes him jittery. 

Thoroughly baffled, he opens and closes the account in two minutes. Echoes of 

laughter that rent the welkin is proof of his absurdity. Determined, Leacock takes a 

staunch decision. He concludes: "Since then I bank no more. I keep my money in 

cash in my trousers pocket and my savings in silver dollars in a sock" {LL, 10). 

Incongruous juxtaposition is yet another trait in which Leacock excelled. 

Such a technique is likely to produce a kind of intellectual nonsense. Strange 

dissimilation with silly ideas and high-sounding language is interesting to witness. In 

his wonderful sketch "Back to the Bush". Leacock writes: 

The limpid waters of Lake Owatawetness ...abound with every known 

variety of fish. Near to its surface, so close that the angler may reach 

out his hand and stroke them, schools of pike, pickerel, mackerel, 

doggerel, and chickerel jostle one another in the water. They rise 

instantaneously to the bait and swim gratefully ashore holding it in 

their mouths. In the middle depth ofthe waters of the lake, the sardine, 

the lobster, the kippered herring, the anchovy and other tinned varieties 

of fish disport themselves with evident gratification, while even lower 

in the pellucid depths the dog-fish, the hog-fish, the log-fish and the 

sword-fish whirl about in never-ending circles. (123) 
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Leacock's language of humour is fascinating. His phrases are quite simple, 

loaded with naturalness and hence Sandwell feels that he was more successful as a 

talker than as a writer. Elizabeth Kimball writes: "Critics of my uncle's writings 

remarked that Stephen Leacock's humour is "talk" humour. He writes as if he were 

talking, and you will find his stories five times as amusing if you read them aloud to 

someone else" (95). 

She rightly points out the fact that her uncle "spoke" his stories first and then 

wrote them or he mentally told the story to a live audience as he wrote it. Her warmly 

written book recaptures a carefree bygone way of life that she had spent with her 

uncle and family. She considers her uncle George, Leacock's brother as the best 

possible critic of Leacock's woks. In fact, uncle George had a quick appreciation of 

humour in everyday situations than Leacock and very often Stephen's stories were 

borrowed from George. Even if the story was his, Leacock would go over it with 

George and the two of them went on refining and perfecting it until Stephen was 

satisfied. Thomas Masson, in "Our American Humorists" records the fact that 

Leacock had "an astounding gift in the use of words and images that compel laughter" 

(qtd. in Curry, 243). 

Leacock could be humorous even in the most serious of situations. Writing a 

letter to the Principal Mr. John Parkin for a rise in the salary, towards the end of the 

first page he wrote, "... unless I am given an increase in salary, I shall be compelled 

to" and then continued in the next page thus: "continue in my present capacity at the 

present salary" (qtd. in Davies, Stephen Leacock: Canadian Writers, 11). In his 

humorous sketch entitled "Eating Air" Leacock presents a funny picture of eating 
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outdoors. He recommends eating outside, for ordinary indoor air is filled with dust, 

feathers, dried ink, powdered leather and so on. He mockingly remarks that letting 

out a streak of sunlight would show what the air in it contains. 

Commenting on taking 'a man' along to eat out he remarks: 

I am sure that everybody knows that rather perplexing use of the word 

"man". You've often heard a woman say that for such and such a thing 

round the house that her husband couldn't do, she had to get a "man". 

Every married woman knows that a husband goes so far. After that 

you have to get a "man". (MRU, 100) 

Interestingly, Leacock, the legend with inexhaustible vitality had the capacity 

to attract the attention of his students. His lectures were frequented by students of 

other faculties and also visiting debate teams and football squads who swarmed the 

lecture hall where the genius dispensed his masterly blend of wisdom and wit. The 

same charm was carried on to his public audience also. Ralph Curry feels that: "His 

speeches sold his books just as his books sold his speeches" (163). Leacock's writings 

are light-hearted and one would be disappointed to hunt for a serious note. 

Robertson Davies observes: 

Leacock had a substantial vanity controlled by the upbringing of a 

Victorian gentleman and a man of classical learning, but he wrote for 

the largest mass audience he could command and he would have 

laughed at a critic who grew too serious about his work. (qtd. in FOS, 

2) 
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Leacock wrote " carelessly, his works abounding in misquotations, 

misattributions and repetitions. He was a self-plagiarist as well. Though he was an 

admirer of hard labour and industry, his best works are not a result of these qualities. 

Rather they are the result of the outpounng of his genius. But his modesty did not let 

him consider himself as a genius or even as a writer of distinction. He neither cared 

to weed nor select and repress the writings that were not up to the mark. Though 

Leacock bitterly criticized classical education and stressed the importance of scientific 

and technical education that would lead to the betterment of civilization, his 

intellectual tastes were based on the foundation of the classics. The tension that 

prevailed between intellect and emotion, theory and experience would probably have 

made him a notable humorist. Tension needs an outlet and may cause ill temper in 

common man. But for a person of Leacock's calibre, accepting contradictions without 

making attempts for reconciliation comes with ease. 

In his essay "Have the English any Sense of Humour?" Leacock remarks: 

A peculiar interest always attaches to humour. There is no quality of 

the human mind about which its possessor is most sensitive than the 

sense of humour. A man will freely confess that he has no ear for 

music, or no taste for fiction, or even no interest in religion. But I have 

yet to see the man who announces that he has no sense of humour. 

(MDE, 184) 

"How to live to be 200" is an amusing piece wherein Leacock makes fun of 

those who are ridden by the 'Health Mania'. His wonderful descriptions of these 
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health mongers are recorded with utmost perfection. Though exaggerated, Leacock's 

ideas successfully drive home the point. 

He writes: 

They get up at impossible hours. They go out in silly little suits and 

run Marathon heats before breakfast. They chase around barefoot to 

get the dew on their feet. They hunt for ozone. They bother about 

pepsin. They won't eat meat because it has too much nitrogen. They 

won't eat fruit because it hasn't any. They prefer albumen and starch 

and nitrogen to huckleberry pie and doughnuts. They won't drink 

water out of a tap. They won't eat sardines out of a can. They won't 

use oysters out of a pail. They won't drink milk out of a glass. They 

are afraid of alcohol in any shape. Yes, sir, afraid. "Cowards". (LL, 

28) 

Leacock cleverly concludes his humorous sketch by pointing out the fact that 

these health maniacs, after all their fuss incur some simple old-fashioned illness and 

die like anybody else. He wonders at these people who are capable of opening and 

closing their pores at will and advises them to eat a bag of starch, drink glue and a 

spoonful of Portland cement to keep them strong and solid. He demands appreciation 

from his readers when he comments:" ... hire other people to play baseball for you and 

run races and do gymnastics when you sit in the shade and smoke and watch them 

- great heavens, what more do you want?" (31). 
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Credit goes to Leacock for making humour a serious and esteemed art. His 

humour is unique and he is an unchallengeable master in this special kind of 

entertainment. His is a perfect blend of the British and the American traditions. He 

praises E.V.Lucas, Charles Graves and Owen Seaman and also appreciates the 

English audience who are capable of more laughter. Leacock humorously remarks 

that most of the American lecture audiences are organized by woman's clubs and 

people only want to 'see' the lecturer. Once Lord Haldan preceded Leacock's lecture 

and spoke on Einstein's Theory of Relativity. Leacock exclaimed: "Surely this kind 

of audience couldn't understand a lecture like that!" Haldan replied, "No", "... they 

didn't understand it, but they all enjoyed it" ("Have the English any Sense of 

Humour?" Mi)£', 189). 

Contrastingly, in England he observes that humour has a much sterner footing. 

Audiences throng the lecture halls and wait to be 'fed' on information, tossing in a sea 

of laughter, generously and whole-heartedly. The ripple of applause and the charming 

faces encourage the speaker. According to Leacock, to the man belonging to the 

educated class, the sense of humour is buried deep within and if his intellectual 

jealousy is shed off he roars with laughter, sides shaking as if he was converted by 

magic into a merry clever little schoolboy. To the illiterate, such a process is 

impossible. Certain form of fun appeals to all alike ~ for instance, the antics of 

Charlie Chaplin. 

In his fascinating book The Act of Creation Arthur Koestler writes: "Humour 

is the only domain of creative activity where a stimulus on a high level of complexity 

produces a massive and sharply defined response on the level of physiological 
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reflexes" (31). Man, the homoriden expresses his amusement in a feigned or 

suppressed manner with a chuckle or roar, with a smile, a simper, a grin or smirk, 

ranging from a hearty laugh to a melancholic smile or a lascivious grin. Laughter is 

tension - relieving and liberating too. 

"Insurance up to Date" is an interesting sketch that makes fun of the insurance 

policies. A sheet of questions is spread before the author to ensure his eligibility for 

insurance. 

The final question is: 

Q - Are you aware of any habits or tendencies which might be 

expected to shorten your life? 

A - I am aware. I drink, I smoke, I take morphine and Vaseline. I 

swallow grape seeds and I hate exercise . . . 

I was a good deal surprised a few days later to receive the following 

letter from the company: 

"Dear Sir, - We beg to acknowledge your letter of application and 

cheque for fifteen dollars. After a careful comparison of your case 

with the average modern standard, we are pleased to accept you as a 

first-class risk". {LL, 94) 

Sedgewick observes that Leacock's humour is the product of creative effort. 

His comic genius was at its best when he delivered speeches as a University lecturer 

and as a unique platform performer. In his essay "From Humour to Discovery" 

Arthur Koestler describes the humorist's technique as "Originality or unexpectedness; 
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emphasis through selection, exaggeration and simplification and economy or 

implicitness which calls for extrapolation, interpolation and transposition" (96). 

Leacock feels that pun-making, bad spelling, comic dialect and so on, along 

with the oddity of sound and sense, and incongruity of verbal forms go hand in hand 

in making good humour. Burlesque writing, amusing episodes, presentation of 

characters, and above all, sublime humour that reflects the incongruities of life 

through scene or character are to be graded as good humour. Humour reaches the 

pinnacle of its glory when actual conversation is reproduced with no comment and 

explanation by the humorist. It is amazingly good art when well done and looks damn 

simple as if doing it were nothing. Leacock, the social scientist richly deserves 

Robertson Davies' description "A great countryman of ours; a man to thank God for" 

("Introduction". UR, xl). 

"To get the best out of a joke", Leacock once declared with an unapologetic 

allusion to his own fondness for recycling comic material, "it must be used over and 

over again" (qtd. in Doyle, 14). His humorous works as well as his essays on 

economics and political science abound in repetition, imitating his own works as well 

as the works of comic writers whom he admired. Of course, he does it deliberately, 

admitting the fact that he is a self-plagiarist. For a writer who deals with a rarity of 

subjects and for a man who is much concerned about humanity, the readers would 

readily forgive him of his flaw, which is not a very serious problem. Leacock's 

humour is one where he sees himself as others see him, the outer man being a true 

portrait than the inner. His is a humour based on the incongruity between the real and 

the ideal. Humorist and critic Will Cuppy, in his preface to Laugh with Leacock says 
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that Leacock "is the real" grand-daddy of the best ones of the day" (qtd. in Legate, 

175). Though Leacock was an ardent admirer of the classics, he pokes fun at them. 

In his essay "Homer and Humbug" he observes that: "The classics are only primitive 

literature. They belong to the same class as primitive machinery and primitive music 

and primitive medicine" (BB, 125). 

The various elements that lead to humour can be traced thus: 

... The essence of humour lies in two ingredientsj the relevance factor 

and the surprise factor. First something familiar (or relevant) to the 

audience is presented. (However, the relevant situation may be so 

familiar to the audience that it doesn't always have to be presented, as 

occurs in absurd humour, for example). From there, they may think 

they know the natural follow through thoughts or conclusion. The next 

principal ingredient is the presentation of something different from the 

audiences' expectations, or else the natural result of mterpreting the 

original situation in a different, less common way ... 

(www.google, com) 

In the same vein, Ralph L.Curry believes that Leacock exercised superior skill 

as a parodist. His Nonsense Novels is akin to Bret Harte's Condensed Novels and 

contains ten short parodies. "Maddened by Mystery or the Defective Detective" is a 

parody of Conan Doyle. "The Man in Asbestos; an Allegory of the Future", a parody 

on Edward Bellamy's Looking Backward and "Gertrude the Governess; or, Simple 

Seventeen" is a parody of Robert W. Chambers' historical works. He also parodied 

Marie Bashkirtseff, Sir Walter Scott and Upton Sinclair. 

http://www.google
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Curry continues to say: 

As a parodist, Stephen Leacock showed himself to be an astute student 

of literature. He copied structure; he copied style; he copied 

mannerism of character. With a practiced eye he picked the 

weaknesses in a style or genre, and these weak points became the 

strong points of his humor. Leacock used no new techniques of 

parody; almost all parody depends on exaggeration of weaknesses or 

improbabilities for its success. (91-92) 

Following the footsteps of Bret Harte and Mark Twain, parody has become an 

essential part of the repertoire of Leacock. He parodied almost every form of writing 

that was possible. He even parodies a mathematical theorem in "Boarding-House 

Geometry". 

He writes: 

If there be two boarders on the same flat, and the amount of side of the 

one be equal to the amount of side of the other, each to each, and the 

wrangle between one boarder and the landlady be equal to the wrangle 

between the landlady and the other, then shall the weekly bills of the 

two boarders be equal also, each to each. 

For if not, let one bill be the greater. 

Then the other bill is less than it might have been - which is absurd. 

{LL, 17-8) 
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In his humorous sketch "The Business OutUne of Astronomy" Leacock hints at 

man's greed towards establishing business worldwide. He talks about the possibilities 

of mankind extending business relationships outside the universe. He dismisses the 

idea of occupying the stars, for owing to their distance they would not be of any 

commercial value. Leacock humorously remarks that residing in the sun is also 

unthinkable because an American businessman would consider his invention of the 

electric bulb as superior to the sun. The idea of inhabiting the moon is also cancelled 

because it is not in good shape and rather emits inferior light. The fmal decision is to 

acquire business contacts in Mars and Leacock mockingly remarks that it has been 

proposed to send signals to Mars in "six languages" (WW, 11). For Leacock, scornful 

laughter is simply, like Milton's "grim laughter", "the speediest way to see the truth 

indicated" (qtd. in Lynch, 103). 

Leacock does not fail to comment on Darwin's Theory of Evolution. Hinting 

on his scientific theory that man descended from monkeys, Leacock writes: "All the 

animals are descended from one another. The horse is really a bird, and is the same 

animal as the crow... If a crow had two more feet and no feathers it would be a horse 

except for its size" (WW, 8). Leacock's attention is also drawn towards the queer use 

of the English language in a fashionable modem world. He feels that the whole of our 

life, thoughts and deeds are restated in terms of moving things, electricity and all the 

crackling apparatus of the world we live in. "A book is said to_be arresting, gripping, 

compelling... A preacher has got to be vital, dynamic; he must put his sermon over;" 

(46). 
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Leacock's humorous sketch "With the Photographer" records his unhappy 

experience with the professional photographer whose endless torture makes him 

almost mad with fury. 

He yells: 

I came here for a photograph, a picture,... I wanted something that 

would depict my face as Heaven gave it to me, humble though the gift 

may have been. I wanted something that my friends might keep after 

my death, to reconcile them to my loss. It seems that I was mistaken... 

Go on, then with your brutal work. Take your negative, or whatever it 

is you call it, dip it in sulphide, bromide, oxide, cowhide - anything 

you like; remove the eyes, correct the mouth, adjust the face, restore 

the lips, reanimate the necktie and reconstruct the waistcoat .... Then 

when you have done all that, keep it for yourself and your friends. 

They may value it. To me it is but a worthless bauble". (BB, 45) 

Leacock's Literary Lapses was tailored for the popular funny weeklies of his 

day and it opened up new vistas for the facile master of the absurd. Nonsense Novels 

enjoyed great success and Theodore Roosevelt, in one of his political speeches quoted 

from "Gertrude the Governess; or, Simple Seventeen" the particular line where Lord 

Ronald "... flung himself from the room, flung himself upon the horse and rode madly 

off in all directions"(iViV, 63). 

Sedgewick considers humour as a by - product of a creative effort and is not 

the chief end which the creator had in mind: He says: "Humour, when it is Greatest, 

alights upon some created structure like a will o' the wisp that glows through a surface 
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like the lustre of an oriental vase; or else it is only one part of a larger design" (22). 

Though Leacock follows the tradition of Mark Twain, his humour is different from 

that of Leacock's humour. 

Mark Twain's humour was a brawling, lusty river, often spilling over 

its banks. Leacock's was a more tranquil stream watering a more 

limited country - side. Both came, however, from the same source: the 

shared imaginings of common people where, in strange 

correspondence, the possible lives in contrast to the usual and the 

incongruous weighs against the decorous, (qtd. in O'Hagan, 137) 

"Making" humour is a strenuous job and cannot be taken for granted. Most 

people think it lightly as though it were the product of a writer's idle moments, 

something that had been jotted down between drinks or between acts at the theatre. 

Leacock was not only a writer of humour but he was a spokesman for it too. The 

reader of Leacock feels that the humorist is saved the trouble of imagining, for his 

inspiration is kindled from everything under the sun and every situation in day-to-day 

life is painted with humour with utmost ease in order to capture the attention of the 

readers instantaneously. 

A very interesting incident that tickles us to laughter is worth quoting here. 

After getting his Ph.D., Leacock signed his name on a ship's passenger list as 

Dr.Leacock. Htimour is at its peak when he narrates the incident in his own style. 
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He writes: 

I was just settling down in my cabin when the steward rapped, opened 

the door, and announced: "Dr.Leacock? The Captain's compUments, 

doctor, will you please conie and have a look at the second stewardess' 

knee?" I was off like a shot. But I was of no use. Another fellow got 

there ahead of me. He was a Doctor of Divinity, (qtd. in Legate, 35) 

In his personal document entitled "My Remarkable Uncle" he gives a candid 

picture of his uncle E.P. and while introducing him to the readers, he says that: "His 

character was so exceptional that it needs nothing but plain narration. It was so 

exaggerated already that you couldn't exaggerate it" (9). In his sketches such as" Are 

the Rich Happy?" and "Self Made Men" he makes the rich destroy themselves. He 

blended humour with a subtle refined seasoning, providing a feast not only to the 

entire western world but to the whole universe. As a popular Professor, humour 

sparkles in almost all his activities too. He would announce to his class at the 

beginning of a term that there was only one good book in political science, which was 

his own product, "'The Elements of Political Science". Since he was making 

seventeen cents off each copy he would autograph it and give them each seventeen 

cents, as he did not want to make money off his own students. Not only with such 

refined buffoonery but also with his dedicated teaching he became one of their 

lovable professors. The glorious tribute paid to Leacock in the Christian Science 

Monitor on his death is worth quoting. 
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It reads like this: 

On the train this morning we saw a man chuckling - chuckUng as he 

might not have done if Stephen Leacock had not just passed on. [His] 

... passing ... caused the newspapers to reprint some of his remarks ... It 

is all that a man can ask that his fellows should be unable to remember 

him without a smile, that laughter should be the ultimate expression of 

their love. (qtd. in Curry, 350) 

Leacock feels that the basic principles of the ludicrous are contrast, 

incongmity and a false resemblance between the correct and the incorrect. At this 

stage, a mere appearance evokes laughter and hence is purely physiological. Herbert 

Spencer, a philosopher also remarks that: "the thing called a laugh is a sort of 

explosion of nervous energy, disappointed in its expected path, and therefore 

attacking the muscles of the face" (qtd. in ELS, 91). During the secondary stage of 

development, the mode of humour termed as wit is a sudden and unexpected form of 

humour that involves a play upon words. To Walter Pater it is the " . . . unreal and 

transitory form of mirth, which is like the crackling of thorns under a pot" (92) and to 

Lilly it consists of incongruities in the province of understanding. The final stage of 

the development of humour is when amusement reaches its pinnacle from a simple 

humorous idea or fun that results from the incongruities of human life. 

By humour we do not necessarily mean all the aspects and characteristics of 

the comic but we tend to appreciate and pay glorious tribute to that province that lies 

within that glorious empire. A humorist expresses his ideas with a twist, a queer 

reserve, an inappropriateness as if it were done unconsciously. The artist and the 
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humorist join hands and labour hard to sliow a kaleidoscopic view of the laughable in 

the universe to the audience and lead them towards the path of a fresh new world. He 

demands our cooperation for aesthetic enjoyment and also unfurls the hidden flavour 

gradually and reaps the benefit through his artistic skill. 

Leacock humorously pinpoints the craze of the American writers in 

exaggerating everything that comes their way. He quotes a wonderful example from 

one of the American newspapers: 

This is a glorious country. It has longer rivers and more of them, and 

they are muddier and deeper and run faster, and rise higher and make 

more noise and fall lower and do more damage than anybody else's 

rivers. It has more lakes and they are bigger and deeper and clearer 

and wetter than those of any other country. Our railway cars are bigger 

and run faster and pitch off the track oftener, and kill more people than 

all other railway cars in any other country. Our steamboats carry 

bigger loads, are longer and broader, burst their boilers oftener and 

send up their passengers higher, and the captains swear harder than 

captains in any other country. Our men are bigger and longer and 

thicker; can fight harder and faster, drink more mean whisky, chew 

more tobacco than in every other country, (qtd. in ELS, 105) 

But the American writers definitely had a strong impact on Canadian culture. 

Though the early budding writers strove hard to create an "American" literature by 

using native characters, settings and themes in their writings, the turn of the century 

provided a wider scope for American humour. But Canada was not producing 
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anything worthwhile. Her tradition was a mixture of the British, the French the 

American and the Canadian -- all in one. During the middle of the nineteenth century 

Canada was almost becoming a dimmer version of American life. Gradually, the 

American "fun" was creeping into the borders of Canada and with the publication of 

magazines on humour such as Grip, The Moon and Grin Chuckle, the Victorian grim 

standards of life was slowly replaced by a new kind of humour. Bob Edward's 

Calgary Eye Opener was indeed the real first eye opener to the Canadians, as regards 

humour. The twentieth century Canada was blessed to enjoy the nonsensical pranks 

of Canada's ambassador of laughs for the New Millineum — Stephen Butler Leacock. 

Leacock proves quite a number of times that he can make humour out of 

trivial things and day-to-day happenings. He also had the capacity to mock in a gentle 

manner so as not to hurt the concerned person. Furthermore, his experiences are quite 

similar to that of the experiences of the entire mankind. 

In "My Lost Dollar" he writes: 

... I know that I shall remember all my life that Todd owes me a dollar. 

It will make no difference, I trust, to our friendship, but I shall never 

be able to forget it. I don't know how it is with other people; but if any 

man borrows a dollar from me I carry the recollection of it to the 

grave. (TLRA, 216) 

In fact, every one of us would have had a similar experience, remembering 

always something that a person owes us and comfortably forgetting what we 

borrowed from others. The voice of the educated Professor is heard in a majority of 
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his volumes and he voices forth the feelings of every individual. Though he looks at 

trivial matters through a magnifying glass, there is a perfect truth that underlies in 

them. He is a master in recording his ideas with no inhibitions or restraints. "Who 

Canonizes the Classics?" is one of the funny pieces wherein Leacock sneers at the 

academic class for assuming superiority over the area of art, music and literature and 

for taking away the pleasure and enjoyment from common man. He feels that 

Professors neither take a lead nor create. Instead they merely follow and are more 

interested in post mortem. 

Leacock writes: 

In other words the cart doesn't go before the horse. Not at all. The 

horse, the mass of human intelligence, draws along the cart of history 

in which stands the professor, looking backward and explaining the 

scenery. This is not said unkindly. If he looked forward he wouldn't 

see any more than the horse does; and the horse sees nothing. (MRU, 

61) 

Leacock mocks at the inefficiency of the scholarly lot who canonize the 

classics. Talking about Shakespeare he says that he was an unknown person who 

knew the trick of converting old stories into plays for a nation, which was crying, "tell 

me a story" (68). With his extraordinary gift of language the playwright narrated the 

story well and all ears listened to it. Leacock supposes that the classics are held in 

high esteem because they are above the reach of common understanding just as 

children are enthralled with things that they cannot understand. It is akin to a 

clergyman's love for sea-stories and more like sea captains reading theology. 
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In his thought - provoking humorous writing "How to Make a Million Dollars" 

Leacock presents a perfect picture of the affluent class and how much they contribute 

in the strengthening of the society. 

He writes: 

To be a millionaire you need champagne, lots of it and all the time. 

That and Scotch whisky and soda: You have to sit up nearly all night 

and drink buckets of it. This is what clears the brain for business next 

day. I've seen some of these men with their brains so clear in the 

morning, that their faces look positively boiled. {LL, 25) 

We travel along with Leacock into a land of fun and mirth when we read in 

detail about the Parisian world of fashion in his work, "The Simple Life in Paris". He 

records all minute details about the Parisian fashionable world and gives a hilarious 

account of the comfortable life the dogs lived in the Metropolis. Conspicuously, the 

dog craze was certainly a sign and sample of the growth of fashionable luxury in 

Paris. Leacock records his experience of lunching with a dog and its mistress at a 

hotel in Paris. 

He records: 

I was having merely a plain omelette, from motives of economy, and 

the dog had a little dish of entrecote d' agneau aux asperges maitre 

d'hotel. I took some of it while the lady was speaking to the waiter and 

found it excellent. You may believe it or not, but the entry of a dog 

into a French restaurant and his being seated at a table and having his 
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food ordered creates not the slightest sensation. To bring a child into a 

really good restaurant would, I imagine, be looked upon as rather a 

serious affair. (BB, 84) 

In "Mathematics Versus Puzzles" Leacock introduces his readers to a large 

and cheerful joker called Donald Armour who practises a clever trick on the 

Mathematics master, Mr.Brown. We laugh along with Leacock and his classmates 

when Armour supplies him with a tough question to be worked out and when the class 

relaxed into easy conversation, Armour throws paper darts with pins at Mr.Brown. 

Leacock, the master of inspired nonsense had enjoyed such humorous situations even 

when he was a child and recollects it with the same freshnesss. The reader too travels 

back into his colourful world of reminiscence. 

Leacock. the master of the absurd was well versed in writing about anything 

that came his way. It is the little trifles of every day life that interested him and this 

proves his love for the human race. The success of his Literary Lapses was 

immensely responsible for the nurturing of such an attitude in him. Life is loaded 

with immense material and one need not even take the pains of imagining things, 

racking the brains. Leacock does not fail to give a piece of advice to the budding 

literary artists. 

He writes: 

Mo matter how restricted your life is (I am speaking to them now 

personally), there is plenty of material in it and around you to write 

about. Your father, for instance, couldn't you do something with him? 
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... or, if not your father, then, at any rate, Uncle Joe, because 

everybody says he's a regular character...("Preface", HTW, vii) 

In "The Struggle to Make us Gentlemen" Leacock gives a fantastic record of 

his life at the boarding school—the Upper Canada College which had left an indelible 

mark in his mind. In it he writes about his perplexity in arriving at a definition for the 

word "gentleman", which was a mind - boggling business. 

Leacock asks: 

For example, can a clergyman be a gentleman? Certainly, if he keeps 

off religion. Or, for example, would a gentleman steal? He would and 

he wouldn't. If you left a handful of money right on a table near him, 

with no one in sight, no one to find out, he wouldn't steal it. Of course 

not; it's not the kind of a thing a gentleman does. But if you left it in a 

bank account, he might have a go at it; but, of course, that's not exactly 

stealing, that's embezzlement. Gentlemen embezzle but don't steal. 

{MRU, 27) 

Leacock mocks at the so-called gentlemen who are an embodiment of all 

vices, but still are held in high esteem in the society. Speaking about Leacock's role 

Alan Bowker says: "Like Diogenes, he shines his lantern into every dark comer 

seeking honesty and finding only corruption and hypocrisy" ("Introduction", UR, 

xxxii). In "A Lecture on Walking" Leacock discusses with his students the exercise 

called "walking", delineating the techniques, usefulness and the pleasure it offers. 
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He ends up the essay with his usual humorous punch to create laughter: 

But how much better to get that comfortably tired feeling, to eat that 

marvellous dinner, and after it to sit down in front of a good fire, with 

a pipe of tobacco and a book of Ancient History, and a decanter in 

sight out of the comer of your eye-and then, in less than no time, off 

you drowse to sleep- the book, the decanter, the pipe, all forgotten-and 

stay asleep till bed time... 

That's what walking will do: and that is why it has lasted a million 

years. 

But, gentlemen, I hear your motor cars outside. Your chauffeurs are 

getting impatient. The class is dismissed. (TLRA, 158) 

Robertson Davies divides Leacock's entire bulk of writing into three 

categories. His short humorous sketches such as"A, B, and C", "My Financial 

Career" and "Boarding - House Geometry" form the first category. Of course, 

Sunshine Sketches of a little Town and Aracadian Adventures with the Idle Rich 

are the cream of Leacock. To the second category belong his books like Discovery of 

England and Too much College which are not only humorous but convey his 

valuable opinions which spring from the depth of his intelligence. The third category 

consists of "funny pieces" which he wrote rapidly and carelessly for the Christmas 

trade which were bought by his addicted audience. 

Sigmund Freud believes that in the mind of a humorist, tension calls for a 

discharge and "this tension had its origin in a sense of the intolerability of things as 
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they appear and a desire to present them in another light. The light the humorist seeks 

to shed is nothing less than the light of truth" (Davies, "Introduction", FOS, 41). 

According to Freud, the world of the humorist is akin to that of a child's. When he 

felt that something was stupid or unimportant he had the courage to say so, unmindful 

of what the adults thought. At times even trivial matters would interest him of which 

adults would be disinterested and would term him as "childish". Only an intellectual 

observer would discover that the humorist is a man who speaks the truth, unmindful 

of criticism. 

Leacock's humorous record on "When Men Retire" is a fantastic recollection 

about Professor Dim who was working on Homer's Odyssey, day in and day out. 

Leacock says "then that he was doing a book on Homer's Odyssey, and then that he 

had nearly done it, and only needed time to complete it. And all the time he hadn't 

started. Professors are like that" {TLRA, 228). Leacock humorously remarks that he 

wouldn't live to finish the work, for he hasn't started yet. Leacock's views about 

Professor Dim could be applied to most of the professors and there is an underlying 

current of truth in his remarks. 

In "The Makers of Canadian Literature" series Peter Mc Arthur blames the 

publishers and the public for their hysterical demand for comedy and their 

unwillingness to read his writings with discerrmient. But to Leacock, humour was 

always his cup of tea. Throughout his literary career he was experimenting with 

humour, which was a natural gift. He defines the basis of humour thus: 

Humour cannot exist along side of eager ambition, brisk success, and 

absorption in the game of life. Humour comes best to those who are 
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down and out, or who have at least discovered their Umitations and 

their failures. Humour is essentially a comforter, reconciling us to 

things as they are in contrast to things as they might be... (qtd. in 

Curry, 164) 

Certainly, his fun was neither low nor condescending, but it was meant for 

everyone and he found immense pleasure in working on it. Whatever may be the 

allegations, the whole world was laughing with him which itself is a proof to his 

mastery over the skill. In spite of his desire and disappointment at Leacock not 

attempting to write a novel, Robertson Davies comments: 

Do you know the characteristic wine of Madeira? Some of it is dry, 

and not unlike a heavy sherry; some of it is sweet, and rivals port as a 

fine dessert wine. But all of it has a curious after taste, much 

appreciated by cormoisseurs, which is like brimstone, and is caused by 

the volcanic soil of the island... I enjoy Madeira greatly, and I never 

drink it without thinking of Leacock, who was sometimes dry, 

sometimes sweet, but who always leaves upon the tongue a hint of 

brimstone, (qtd. in Davies, Stephen Leacock: Canadian Writers, 5) 

Leacock's primary intention was to amuse, create a stir in the minds of human 

beings by highlighting their incongruities without malice and to propel them into 

action. As he himself admits, the secret of humour is not joy, but sorrow, his life 

itself a fine illustration of the fact. He deserves appreciation for the bright facade-

the spontaneous outbursts of a humorist, which hid his melancholic aspects of life. 

His humour was not always a product of a blithe spirit. He touched lightly on this and 
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said that if a man has a genuine sense of humour he is apt to take a somewhat 

melancholic, or at least a disillusioned view of life. Humour and disillusionment are 

twin sisters with whom he lived his entire life. 

"The Outline of Shakespeare" is a humorous picture of an article "Designed to 

make research students in fifteen minutes". A Ph.D., degree granted immediately 

after reading it". Shakespeare's name is spelt "Shicksper", "Shakespere", "Shagsper" 

and "Shakesber" and it is a fun packed thesis, demanding laughter from the readers. 

Emphasizing the importance of Shakespeare's tragedies, Leacock writes: 

Hamlet (not to be confused with Omelette which was written by 

Voltaire). Hamlet, prince of Denmark, lived among priceless scenery 

... Either because he was mad or because he was not, Hamlet killed his 

uncle and destroyed various other people whose names one does not 

recall in the end Hamlet killed Laertes and himself, and others 

leaped into his grave until it was quite full when the play ends. {WW, 

5-6) 

Talking about the recent advancement in science, especially those designed for 

women's culture clubs, Leacock writes: "Members of clubs meeting Sir Ernest should 

remember that he won the Nobel Prize and that it is not awarded for character but is 

spelled differently" (13). Hinting on interviews, Leacock feels that it is not the 

fashion of the day to interview people about their ovm particular line of life, but 

something that are not. "A vaudeville comedian gives his impressions of French 
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politics and an English bishop gives his views on women's skirts. The result is a 

freshness and a charm which lends a new attraction to our newspapers..." (31 - 2). 

In his essay "The Crossword Puzzle Craze" Leacock talks about the 

crossworld puzzle mania that has assumed international dimensions. He could see 

that people were mad after solving these puzzles, which had become the fashion of 

the day. Mockingly, Leacock says that he is satisfied, for in a way it brightens up the 

language, bringing back words forgotten for more than five hundred years. In "Old 

Proverbs Made New" he states that the national proverbs are to be re-written, for they 

are out-dated and are precisely the converse of existing facts. For instance, birds of a 

feather do not flock together. They try to keep away from their species except during 

necessity. Referring to people he says: "Tall men fall in love with little women. A 

girl with a beautiful fair skin and red hair marries a man who looks like a reformed 

orang-outang" (59). Commenting on the proverb "A rolling stone gathers no moss" 

he says that it is the ambitious boy who goes to the city, leaving his elder brother 

behind, to make a fortune. While he grows rich his elder brother is still in the old 

farm with three cows and a couple of pigs. Regarding the proverb "Charity Begins at 

Home" he writes: "Perfectly ridiculous. Watch any modem city householder when a 

beggar comes to his door" (61). Leacock applies humour to all situations and here 

again he soimds fascinating with his desire to make changes in the Nation's proverbs. 

It is worth quoting Louis Cazamian at this context in order to give a vivid picture of 

Leacock's humour: 

Thus the surprise of humorous treatment rejuvenates the common 

places of actuality, and from its mere fun there tends to radiate the 
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suggestion of a topsy - turvy universe. Now topsy - turviness for its 

own sake is one of the most profound desires, as it is one of the most 

soothing values of art and thought; it has always been longed for by 

mankind, driven and vexed under the iron laws of things; there is a 

delicious release in its extravagance; and the deepest poetry or 

philosophy are thus gradually involved in the modest method of 

inverted presentment; they have an affinity with it, and flourish upon 

it. (7) 

With all his exuberant humour Leacock attempts a study on Charles Dickens 

and Mark Twain. He has devoted an entire chapter in Humour: Its Theory and 

Technique to discuss their art of humour. Leacock is greatly interested in Pickwick 

who "walks through life conveying with him the contrast between life as it might be 

and life as it is" (114). Dickens' humour is a humour of character, which is 

exemplified in his various characters. Dickens' characters are part of a wider scheme. 

Whereas Mark Twain's funny characters have a unique personality and they can 

survive alone. Leacock feels that "this humour of personal discomfiture, written in 

the first person, is one of the things that absolutely distinguished the work of Mark 

Twain from that of Charles Dickens" (129) Dickens mocks at others and Twain makes 

fun of himself and his own family. Leacock too evokes laughter by making fun of 

himself Praising O.Henry for his remarkable works, Leacock writes in one of his 

essays entitled "The Amazing Genius of O.Henry" that "Since his death, his fame in 

America has grown greater and greater with every year. The laurel wreath that should 

have crowned his brow is exchanged for the garland laid upon his grave" (ELS, 217). 
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But critics like Robertson Davies are unhappy about the fact that Leacock was 

dazzled by O.Henry. 

Though Leacock was fascinated by these humorists, he had a distinct style of 

his own and is a monarch in the realm of humour. He admits the fact that he is 

commercial and likes money. The annual income derived from books, royalties from 

early works and speech - making earned him an income of forty thousand dollars in 

the year 1923 ~ a sum nearly trebled of that of the income of the Prime Minister of 

Canada which itself is proof of the fact that he was such a popular humorist, at the 

pinnacle of glory. 

Leacock's portrayal of characters from real life is fascinating. E.P. or Edward 

Philip Leacock, his father's brother is portrayed humorously in his brilliant sketches. 

He describes the characteristics of his uncle thus: 

His activities were wide. He was president of a bank (that never 

opened), head of a brewery (for brewing the Red River) and, above all, 

secretary - treasurer of the Wirmipeg Hudson Bay and Arctic Ocean 

Railway that had a charter authorizing it to build a road to the Arctic 

Ocean, when it got ready. They had no track, but they printed 

stationery and passes, and in return E.P. received passes over all North 

America. (M/?t/, 11) 

Leacock also says that "his character was so exceptional that it needs nothing 

but plain narration. It was so exaggerated that you couldn't exaggerate it further. Alan 

Bowker states that: "The finest of Leacock's htmiour transcends the ideas it expresses. 
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just as it goes beyond prosaic analyses of his characterizations, his use of satire and 

irony, or the construction of his books, to become a profound expression of the human 

condition" ("A Postscript", UR, ii). 

Leacock, the humorist who is also a Professor was interested in making 

reforms in the field of education. In one of his essays entitled "The Lot of the 

Schoolmaster" he mocks at the way of the world. He feels that parents are not 

bothered about the high rate of fees and rather take pride of the fact that they can 

afford it. 

Leacock remarks: 

In this imperfect world people really appreciate only the things that 

they can't afford. That is what gives real pleasure. A motor - car... 

that may be removed from the house at any moment, an encyclopaedia 

with payments reaching beyond the grave - these are the true luxuries 

of life. (£'15,52-3) 

On reading Leacock one may feel that humour is a spontaneous flow and is 

much easier to create. Leacock, the humorist bubbles with enthusiasm, loading his 

lines with humour. But he feels that "making humour" is a Herculean task and 

requires lot of brain work. As an economist he has contributed serious writings too 

and he knew the difference between writing a sketch of a lighter vein and working on 

a serious subject dealing with facts and figures. 
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His oft-quoted statement is; 

The writing of solid, instructive stuff fortified by facts and figures is 

easy enougli. There is no trouble in writing a scientific treatise ... But 

to write something out of one's own mind, worth reading for its own 

sake, is an arduous contrivance only to be achieved in fortunate 

moments, few and far between, (qtd. in Curry, 177) 

Though Leacock pours out his feelings regarding the strenuousness of creating 

humour, to the readers his humour always seemed spontaneous. Since Behind the 

Beyond, his humour seems to be waning and the reason might have been the loss of 

companionship of his wife which he found difficult to accept. But, taking into 

account Leacock's voluminous writings on humour, one recalls Robertson Davies' 

observation. 

Davies writes: 

His humor was plenteous and bountiful, flowing in the greatest 

tradition, not of wit, not of irony or sarcasm, but of true and deep 

humor, the full and joyous recognition of the Comic Spirit at work in 

life. If a name must be attached to it, we may perhaps call it nonsense, 

that sudden upward flight from sobriety and fact, which delights and 

illuminates. The word which occurs over and over again in 

contemporary references to his work and descriptions of his public 

lectures is "fun". It is a word which is somewhat out of favor at 

present, for in our nervous age fun is not well understood or valued. 

But the quality with which Leacock delighted his hearers and 
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convulsed "his readers ... call it nonsense or fun ... resists any accurate 

analysis, (qtd. in Stephen Leacock: Canadian Writers, 292) 

Humour occupies a larger territory in Leacock's writings though he was a 

writer of serious issues in the field of political science. He is a lover of human beings, 

every character he comes across in life is interesting and he is capable of embracing 

them in spite of their shortcomings. Leacock wishes to write the biography of an 

ordinary common man in "The Life of John Smith". Lives of eminent men are 

infinitely interesting, but the common man's life too deserves analysis. 

Talking about John Smith, the commoner's choice of profession Leacock records: 

He didn't want to be a lawyer, because you have to know law. He 

didn't want to be a doctor, because you have to know medicine. He 

didn't want to be a business - man, because you have to know business, 

and he didn't want to be a school-teacher, because he had seen too 

many of them. As far as he had any choice, it lay between Robinson 

Crusoe and being the Prince of Wales. His father refused him both and 

put him into a dry goods establishment. (LL, 83 - 4) 

In yet another humorous piece entitled "The Doctor and the Contraption" 

Leacock talks about the up-to-date doctor who experiments with the body of his 

patients. Though Leacock exaggerates beyond imagination permits us, he certainly 

demands hilarious laughter. He visualizes a comicality in what the doctor tries to do 

to his patient. He sees something different from what all others see. 
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Leacock writes: 

... he sees a collection of tubes, feed-pipes, conduits, joints, levers and 

food and water tanks. He sees thirty - five feet of internal elastic 

piping, a hundred and ten feet of wiring, together with a pound and a 

half of brain, arrayed behind a couple of optical lenses set in gimbals. 

In other words, what he sees is not a man at all but a complicated 

machine contraption, probably running very badly, wheezing in the 

pipes and clogged in the carburetor. Naturally he wants to get at it, just 

as a garage man longs to tear a motor to pieces. (TLRA, 393) 

Leacock stresses on the importance of simplicity to convey humorous ideas to 

the mass. He believes that ideas could be conveyed in a better way only if the writer 

has the trick of imparting his views to the readers as interesting as possible in order to 

make them glad when they happen to hear or read them. Hence language is an 

important source to carry the message. 

Leacock writes: 

... people may sputter and gurgle in a highly interesting way but 

without the full equipment of acquired language their sputters won't 

carry far. This, then, is what is meant by writing - to have thoughts, 

which are of interest to other people, and to put them into language 

which reveals the thoughts. These thoughts may come in part from 

native originality, in part from deliberate search and reflection. 

(HTW, 4) 
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Leacock's humour is anecdotal in nature. He had the characteristics of an 

effective "story teller". Malcolm Ross observes that Leacock's voice "encircles other 

voices like a heard halo. It is the voice in which irony, wisdom, and an iron 

compassion are fused in a golden humanity ... It is a voice out of the very marrow of 

the man's inner life and sensibility (127). Barbara Nimmo says that it was a great joy 

to hear him read aloud, full of enthusiasm and she could never read a Leacock piece 

without forming a picture of him talking to her in person. She writes: "I can always 

hear his rich and full-toned voice as I read anything he has written, feel the pauses for 

emphasis, and hear the laughter that followed" (11). 

Life would be monotonous without the beauty of humour which brings real 

cheer and happiness in this world. Humour teaches us the motto of selflessness, 

giving us comfort and solace, a charm and a cheer, leading us to efficiency and 

success. In one of his essays entitled "Politics in England" Leacock makes a 

comparison between the politics of America and that of England in his own style. 

Having experimented with every possible subject, Leacock turns to the subject of 

politics which gives much room for mockery. His views are noteworthy and worth 

quoting. 

He writes: 

Unlike ours, English politics - one hears it on every hand - are pure. 

Ours, unfortunately, are known to be not so. The difference seems to 

be that our politicians will do anything for money, and the English 

politicians won't; they just take the money, and won't do a thing for it. 

(MDE, 59) 
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In his essay "We Have With Us To-night" Leacock records his experiences as 

a lecturer, with a tone of humour. He presents a wonderful picture of the audience 

who throng the lecture halls. He talks about people who get tired of a lecture in ten 

minutes and clever people who did it in five and sensible people who never go to 

lectures at all. 

Regarding the response to his tour in England Leacock observes: 

... by dividing up the money that I received by the average number of 

people present to hear me I have calculated that they paid thirteen cents 

each. And my lectures are evidently worth thirteen cents. But at home 

in Canada I have very often tried the fatal experiment of lecturing for 

nothing, and in that case the audience simply won't come. A man will 

turn out at night when he knows he is going to hear a first-class 

thirteen-cent lecture; but when the thing is given for nothing, why go 

to it? (161) 

Leacock also notes that the Chairman of such meetings tries to put a special 

distinction or cachet on the gathering that consists of a very poor turn over, by reading 

out telegrams from people who excused themselves for not being able to attend. 

Leacock funnily remarks that: "There was a great clapping of hands and enthusiasm, 

after which the meeting was called to order with a very distinct and palpable feeling 

that it is one of the most distinguished audiences ever gathered in the hall" (167). 

Another incident that Leacock records, deals with the tight comer that he was put in 

by the authorities of the church when they assigned him the job of delivering a 

humorous lecture. The Chairman gives a very interesting introduction when he says: 
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"when we think of the noble object for which the professor appears to-night we may 

be assured that the Lord will forgive anyone who will laugh at the professor" (168). 

Leacock also quotes another incident where the chairman forgot to introduce Leacock 

as a humorist and "The audience, for want of guidance, remained very silent and 

decorous and well-behaved during my talk" (169). Humour reaches its pinnacle when 

the chairman, to cover up his error, tries all kinds of tricks to introduce Leacock as a 

humorist, in his vote of thanks. He also assures the speaker that during his next visit 

they would guarantee him a capacity audience. 

Leacock staunchly believes that telling a story is quite difficult. He writes: 

We insist, rightly enough, that every taxi-driver must have a licence, 

and the same principle should apply to anybody who proposes to act as 

a raconteur. Telling a story is a difficult thing - quite as difficult as 

driving a taxi. And the risks of failure and accident and the 

unfortunate consequences of such to the public, if not exactly identical, 

are, at any rate, analogous. (204) 

Leacock pays special attention to the choice of words and construction of 

sentences in order to make his language appealing. He chooses words with an artistic 

skill and is determined to evoke laughter through them in the greatest possible 

manner. In his essay on "Laws of Grammar and Free Speech" he feels that: 

A first requisite and a constant aid to good writing is the cultivation of 

a feeling towards the words we use, an appreciation of their 

significance, of the distinctions of their meanings and of the peculiar 
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colour, the shades of meaning, that surround so many of them. This 

last is the most important of all. {HTW, 47) 

Leacock feels that the best descriptions would be short but very effective. 

Admiring and lingering on others' works also helps one to enhance his vocabulary and 

style. He found Shakespeare "admiring this man's work and that man's scope", there 

is no doubt that the process helped to make him Shakespeare" (25). 

Though one may accuse Leacock for his repetitiousness of subjects, phrases 

and facts, he could not be blamed because he was encouraged by the public who were 

unmindful of his repetition. 

As he himself states: 

The wise child, after the lemonade jug is empty, takes the lemons from 

the bottom of it and squeezes them into a still brew. So does the 

sagacious author, after having sold his material to magazines and been 

paid for it, clap it into book - covers and give it another squeeze, (qtd. 

in Legate, 84) 

Legate, commenting on Leacock's theories about humour writes: 

Humor: Its Theory and Technique approached its uncrystallized 

subject with high aplomb. From the primitive to the present, the author 

ranged over the history of mankind's desire for laughter and the various 

methods which had been devised to produce it. As the arch absurdist, 

for the most part he left himself out. The examples and samples cited 
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involved the work of others, principally Twain and Dickens, on whom 

he was prepared to lavish praise ad nauseam. But as J.B. Priestley 

would note in The Bodley Head Leacock about Leacock's books on 

humor, his practice was better than his theory: "his own humor was so 

much superior to his account of other men's" (206) 

To Leacock. his book How To Write is a favourite child, for as he himself 

confesses, he wrote it purely for his own satisfaction, with no editors, sales or public 

in mind. He asserts the fact that he is unmindful of its failure, and he would love it all 

the more "as the feeble child is to the fond parent" (242). 

Humour carmot share its ground with cruelty. It depends on human freedom 

and kindliness. It is no longer the savage exultation of the primitive man. Leacock 

feels that the subjects for humour have remained the same for centuries together, only 

with some modem inclusions. 

In his essay "Laughing Off Our History" he writes: 

Mankind laughs at its troubles and jests at its oppressors. Children 

make fun of a father, school-boys laugh at their teacher, students at 

their professors and prisoners at their guards and turn keys. Laughter 

is the last refuge of son'ow or oppression. Our new oppressions of the 

moment - Industrial Collapse, the War Danger and such - only stepped 

into the place of the old ones. {MRU, 118) 



81 

Furthermore, Leacock observes the fact that "in reality when tragedy steps in, 

humour moves out. It is too soft a plant, too soft a blossom for such a soil. Humour 

springs best from happiness, bubbles forth with the champagne around the festive 

board" (108). 

As George Mikes observes: "Humour... is in the beholder's eye and whether 

two people watching the same event will both find it funny, does not solely depend on 

their sense of humour but on many other circumstances, including their natural 

disposition" (12). He also records the fact that people love laughing, for it is a sign of 

strength, freedom, health, beauty, youth and happiness. Even inferior quality humour 

is loved by people. Though high brows talk about the aesthetic sense it provides, 

condemning belly — laughs, there are people who crave for them. A joke is nothing 

but the hidden similarities which become unexpectly apparent. "Joking is the 

disguised priest who weds every couple" (53). Mikes also feels that humour may 

evade, explode, release tension in punch - lines, but it always has the natural tendency 

to run away from reality. Though this may seem to be a cowardly action,"... there is 

also something infinitely wise. A coward is, as a rule, wiser than a reckless, 

undaunted hero" (82). Leacock's vision is all - encompassing and his humour in quite 

evident in the following lines, which were uttered by him when he was awarded his 

Ph.D. , 

He writes: 

The meaning of this degree is that the recipient of instruction is 

examined for the last time in his life, and is pronounced completely 
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full. After this no new idea can be imparted to him. (qtd. in Doyle, 

37) 

Having analysed the qualities of Leacock, the humorist, the next chapter 

would attempt to establish Stephen Leacock as a humanist who was greatly interested 

in the progress and development of mankind. 



CHAPTER THREE 

LEACOCK THE 
HUMANIST 
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CHAPTER THREE 

LEACOCK THE HUMANIST 

During the sixteenth century, the word "humanist" referred to a person who 

taught or worked in the studio humanitatis — the fields of grammar, rhetoric, history, 

poetry, moral, philosophy, mathematics, natural philosophy and theology. Whereas in 

the nineteenth century the term "humanism" was applied to the views of human 

nature, general values and educational ideas. Later on, humanism assumed dignity 

and prestige as the humanists began to stress on the need for all round development of 

an individual's diverse powers — physical, mental, artistic and the moral as opposed to 

mere technical or specialized training in one particular field. "... the term "humanist" 

often connotes those thinkers who base truth on human experience and reason and 

base values on human nature and culture, as distinct from those who regard religious 

revelation as the warrant for all truth and values" (Abrams, 117). 

In the early Middle Ages, all kinds of learning were associated with Theology 

and most of the learned were priests and monks. The humanists, on the contrary, 

made attempts to rediscover pre - Christian literature focusing on their attention to the 

mere human achievements of Greek and Roman poets, philosphers, historians and 

orators. Hence they can be termed as "classical scholars" as opposed to the divines. 

Erwin Panofsky defines humanism as "an attitude which can be defined as the 

conviction of the dignity of man, based on both the insistence of human values 

(rationality and freedom) and the acceptance of human limitations (fallibility and 

frailty); from these postulates results - responsibility and tolerance" (qtd. in Lynch, 

4). 
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A humanist is a sceptic, an agnostic or a free-thinker because he engages 

himself in loosening the clutches of the church upon men's beliefs. He is a Comtuist 

as well because he follows the Religion of Humanity that was practised by Comte, the 

Pragmatist or Positivist. 

The characteristics of humanism can be summed up thus: 

Humanism is a broad category of ethical philosophies that affirm the 

dignity of work of all people, based on the ability to determine right 

and wrong by appeal to universal human qualities - particularly, 

rationality. It is a component of a variety of more specific 

philosophical systems and is incorporated into several religious schools 

of thought. Humanism entails a commitment to the search for truth 

and morality through human means in support of human interests. 

(wikipedia. org) 

Priestley observes that Leacock is essentially a Canadian humorist whose 

anger reflects no anger, whose wit is sharp but without a sting. His genius shines in 

the warmth and humanism that he displayed. He portrays human vicissitudes and 

pretentions with a humanistic approach. His sketches are anecdotal and have a direct 

plunge into the matter. Being a tory humanist, Leacock had a strong belief in 

progress. In his book entitled The Unsolved Riddle of Social Justice he states that 

every child has the right to be clothed and fed and trained towards the path of social 

progress. He also argues that the goverrunent ought to provide work and pay for the 

unemployed, maintenance to the infirm and the aged and education and opportunity 

for children. In Our Heritage of Liberty he argues in favour of the tenants and also 
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advocates a government subsidised housing system. He also stresses on the need for 

regulation of business, practices of monopoly and unfair competition. 

Though Leacock admits the fact that democracy is the best form of 

government, he proposes to shift the burden of misfortunes from the shoulder of the 

individual to the society at large. He argues that if the society demands the individual 

to die for it, it must in turn be prepared to provide security to the individual. The 

essence of Leacock's tory humanism sparkles when he recommends the vigilant spirit 

of good will for the alleviation of social justice and preservation of liberty. 

Leacock, the political scientist, explained, "Socialism won't work 

except in Heaven where they don't need it and in Hell where they 

already have it". Leacock, the humorist, believed quite seriously that 

"the very essence of good humour is that it must be without harm and 

malice". These statements suggest that Leacock proves to be, one who 

believed with Pope that "the proper study of mankind is man" (qtd. in 

Curry, 8) 

Leacock, the philanthropist is an embodiment of all the aforesaid qualities 

which he mixes with plenty of humour to win the hearts of his readers. As a humanist 

he constantly reminds his readers to be sympathetic towards mankind. In Arcadian 

Adventures of the Idle Rich Leacock presents a vivid picture of the humdrum of the 

aristocratic class as juxtaposed to the slums that are choked and crowded. 
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He describes the place thus: 

In fact, if you were to mount the roof of the Mausoleum Club itself on 

Plutoria Avenue you could almost see the slums from there. But why 

should you? And on the other hand, if you never went up on the roof, 

but only dined inside among the palm-trees, you would never know 

that the slums existed - which is much better. (8) 

In Sunshine Sketches of a Little Town Leacock describes the new edifice as 

"... a large church with a great sweep of pohshed cedar beams inside, for the special 

glorification of the All Powerful, and with imported tiles on the roof for the greater 

glory of Heaven and with stained - glass windows for the exaltation of the All 

Seeing..." (78). Malcolm Ross also shares his views about similar importation of the 

Anglican architectural practices thus: "To stain a window was perhaps to stain a soul" 

{Stephen Leacock: A Reappraisal, 89). 

A humanist studies mankind and is kindly or humane towards his fellow 

beings. Instead of rebelling against the evils in the existing society, Leacock's 

intimidated characters live in fear of conventions, trying to observe them, resulting in 

hilarious laughter. Leacock believes that he has a supreme sense of duty and a sense 

of tolerance towards mankind. According to him, time is too short and there is no time 

for anger or hatred. Leacock's humour does not expect his readers to rebel. Instead, it 

demands a humanistic attitude, ready to forgive and forget. Leacock advocates the 

Christian philosophy of "Love Thy Neighbour as Thyself. Rebellion is alien to his 

ideology and he is content to point out the mistakes of a repressed society in which he 

was bom. 
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"How We Kept Mother's Day" is a touching record of the irksome burden 

shouldered by women, even on a day of celebration. The egotism and self-indulgence 

of the family members is brought to light along with a tribute to the fortitude and 

selflessness of mothers, in general. Having decided to have a special celebration, they 

would repay the mother back for her efforts and sacrifice. But we are astonished to 

see that it is the mother who does all her regular household chores and is even 

dropped out, as there isn't enough room in the car. 

Leacock writes: 

The dinner lasted a long while, and was great fun, and when it was 

o\'er all of us wanted to help clear the things up and wash the dishes, 

only Mother said that she would really much rather do it, and so we let 

her, because we wanted just for once to humour her. (TLRA, 35) 

An incident that occured in Leacock's life is worth mentioning at this context 

because it illuminates the fact that he was a kindly man. When Gladstones Murray, 

Leacock's student had just landed on McGill University, with a woebegone look, 

having exhausted all his funds, Leacock handled him ten dollars though he himself 

was not rich at that time, for his really successful book would not be published until 

the next year. For Leacock, charity began at home. Elizabeth Kimball, Leacock's 

niece records her personal experiences in her highly informative book entitled My 

Uncle, Stephen Leacock. In one of the chapters named My "not most remarkable" 

Uncle she shares her views about her "remarkable uncle". She seems to be an ardent 

admirer of Leacock and pays glorious tribute to him. 
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Cataloguing her uncle's superiorities, she states: 

... and he listened to me when I spoke to him - and really seemed to be 

interested in what I had to say. 

... and he was kind and generous and loved us all. Not only was he 

generous, but he always seemed to know exactly what would most 

please the particular person to whom he was giving. This talent was, T 

later realized, one more evidence of his dedication to the belief that 

man, the individual, was the most important thing in the world. (30) 

Elizabeth Kimball also remembers to place on record her uncle's generosity 

and is grateful to him for his X'mas munificence. After a financial disaster met by her 

father, Leacock used to send twenty five dollars for Christmas shopping and also a 

huge gift hamper which she recalls with gratitude. Leacock, the humanist was 

addicted to his family and always rendered a helping hand while in distress. Howard 

0' Hagan, Leacock's student, in his essay entitled "Stephie" remarks that Leacock was 

a humorist by inspiration and profession, but before that he was one of God's most 

precious creations: a kindly man" (143). Hagan has wondered at the kindliness of 

Leacock when he witnessed him go out of his way to help a student. When the idea 

of starting a literary magazine cropped up, Leacock was eager to contribute to it, and 

assured that he would write for it for nothing. 

The growth of Industrialization produced an aristocratic class and along with it 

slums, urban blight and alienation. Leacock, the humanist concentrated on the 

problems of materialism and urbanism and was also much concerned about the altered 

social structure. In "L' Envoi. The Train to Mariposa" of Sunshine Sketches of A 
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Little Town Leacock talks about a plutocrat who dreams of returning a wealthy man 

from the city, planning to build a farm house in his native place. Instead he built a 

house in the costlier part of the city, forgetting his small town. 

Alan Bowker compiles Leacock's feelings thus: 

... they suppress all values non - essential to money - making, and 

identify themselves with what they make and do. In the process they 

cut themselves off from their own pasts, and from history in general. 

Life becomes an eternal 'now', dynamic, fluid, in which everyone and 

everything is judged by present worth and utility, and discarded when 

these are gone. ("Introduction", VR, xxx) 

Leacock, the humanist is so worried about a society which perpetuated 

injustice, heading towards moral breakdown and social catastrophe. In "The Devil 

and the Deep Sea" Leacock observes that during the Middle Ages, man feared the 

Devil and was compelled to do good. Later, when science explained the fact that the 

Devil was a superstition, the society brushed aside old dogmas and began 

concentrating on materialistic aspects and aiming at success, however achieved. 

Leacock staunchly believes that such Faustian arrogance would lead to chaos and 

utter destruction. 

The following lines bring to limelight the fact that the primary motive of humanism is 

to live and let others live. 

Humanism features an optimistic attitude about the capacity of people, 

but it does not involve believing that human nature is purely good or 
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that each and every person is capable of living up to the humanist 

ideals of rationality and morality. If anything, there is the recognition 

that living up to one's potential is hard work and requires the help of 

others. The ultimate goal is human flourishing; making life better for 

all humans, and as the most conscious species, also promoting concern 

for the welfare of other sentient beings. The focus is on doing good 

and living well in the here and now, and leaving the world better for 

those who come after, (wikipedia. org) 

Ralph Curry, while discussing Leacock's kindliness says that though Leacock 

was temperamental he was magnanimous too. Once he fired at his servants, and on 

seeing that they were unwilling to leave him, Leacock increased their wages. He even 

employed seven members from the family of Tina Kelly his cook and even lent them 

his car and paid her fares to visit her mother. The irmate kindness and graciousness of 

Leacock is reflected through his practice of sending an autographed copy of one of his 

books to the host. His token of love records his humanistic attitude. Of course, a 

humanist studies mankind and is kindly or humane towards his fellow beings. 

But reading between the lines in Leacock's autobiographical work The Boy I 

Left Behind Me one can witness his feelings towards his elder brothers Jim and Dick 

who shirked family responsibilities. But he did not carry much of a bitterness or 

despair in his heart. Yet towards the man against whom one might have expected 

Leacock to feel the greatest bitterness ~ his father ~ to whom he was surprisingly 

tolerant. It is true that he was not able to bring himself to see him again. 

Nevertheless, in his writings, and in his private references, he tried to joke about him. 
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Rather, he tried to understand, which might have been very hard indeed for a boy who 

saw his beloved mother and little brothers and sisters suffer in the drunkard's hands. 

Another person whom Leacock never forgave in his life was Principal Morgan who 

enforced the retirement rule, not only on Leacock but on thirteen other faculty 

members who were men of distinction and outshone him. Teaching was Leacock's 

passion, writing, only secondary. He says: "During all my thirty - five years of 

college teaching I always felt that there was no profession in the world for which I 

would have exchanged my own" (qtd. in Curry, 256). 

Leacock has been stamped as anti-feminist because of his views regarding 

women. For instance, in his essay "On the Need for a Quiet college" he says: "... 

men can't study when women are around" (TLRA, 328). In another essay entitled "A 

Lecture on Walking" he writes: "Have nothing to do with going for walks with a 

woman" (156-7). In "Oxford As I See It" he says that he learnt Greek language 

"alongside of a bevy of beauty ... that mashed up the irregular verbs for us very badly. 

Incidentally, those girls are all married long since, and all the Greek they knew now 

you could put under a thimble" (310). In "The Woman Question" he writes: "It is 

quite impossible for women - the average and ordinary women - to go in for having a 

career. Nature has forbidden it" (ELS, 127). But we cannot deny the fact that he has 

a soft comer for women and also voices forth their plight. He feels that women are 

underpaid and considers it as social injustice. He advises them not to compete with 

men because the "home" would be passing out of existence if they are not there to 

take care. He writes with utmost care and affection: "... perhaps in the modem age it 

is not the increased freedom of woman that is needed but the increased recognition of 

their independence" (131). His niece, Barbara Nimmo remembers him as a himianist 
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who encouraged women to develop their talents and also motivated them to reach 

their goals. He was an ardent admirer of his sister Rosamond, the first woman 

physician in Canada. He was particularly keen in promoting the interests of women 

students and was generous in giving them letters of recommendation. He even wrote 

to the daughter of one of his friends who was in distress thus : "Remember if one 

thing fails, the next one doesn't and that for people who have brains and energy and 

youth, the world is still wide open" (qtd. in "Afterword", by Barbara Nimmo, MRU, 

242). 

Most of all, Leacock loved his mother very dearly and most of the qualities of 

the Victorian standards were inherited from her which he thoroughly enjoyed 

throughout his life. He also argues in his essay "Oxford As I See It" that: "... men 

and women are different creatures, with different minds and different aptitudes and 

different paths in life. There is no need to raise here the question of which is superior 

and which is inferior ..." {TLRA, 310). 

In "The Man in Asbestos: An Allegory of the Future" there is this moving passage: 

I always had been, I still am, a passionate student of social problems. 

The world of to-day with its roaring machinery, the unceasing toil of 

its working classes, its strife, its poverty, its war, its cruelty, appals me 

as I look at it. I love to think of the time that must come some day 

when man will have conquered nature, and the toil-worn human race 

enter upon an era of peace. {NN, 171) 
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Such was the attitude of a humanist who had a deep concern for the human 

race. In most of his writings he stresses the need for humanism which will help us to 

progress in life. 

In "War - time Santa Claus" he writes: 

... I'll tell Santa Claus that I don't want any new presents, ... Give me 

back, will you, that pretty little framed certificate called Belief in 

Humanity... 

Bring us back the World We Had, and didn't value at its worth - the 

Universal Peace, the Good Will Towards Men - all that we had and 

couldn't use and broke and threw away. (MRU, 146) 

Throughout his writings Leacock gives a clarion call for unity and peace in the 

universe and his voice still echoes from the remote past. He is afraid that the world 

may be shattered to pieces due to war. To him, man is the supreme being around 

whom all the activities of the universe are woven. During the Renaissance period, 

scholars who learnt the Greek and Roman texts alone were deemed to be humanists. 

They espoused an optimism about human achievements. But towards the twentieth 

century, views largely changed and being a humanist implied an antithetical attitude 

towards religious institutions and moral beliefs. In Key Concepts in Cultural Theory 

Edgar and Sedgewick suppose that: "a humanist, ... is someone who presupposes that 

there are essential properties (e.g.autonomy, freedom, intentionality, the ability to use 

language for the purpose of producing meaningful propositions, rationality) which 

define what it is to be human" (180). 
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Though Leacock dealt with a variety of topics, there was unusual consistency 

in his works and "humanism" was the predominant trait that held them together. A 

lover of companionship, he loved to be in the midst of people. To him, history was 

nothing but the story of eminent personalities. He was more interested in people who 

made history and not the doctrines and systems related to it. Even in the field of 

Political Science and Economics, Leacock was concerned about people and not 

figures and through his professional field he advocated humanism. 

Ralph. L. Curry observes: 

A depression was not just an interesting economic problem to him; it 

meant someone was going without food. Totalitarianism was not 

merely a political structure to him; it meant someone was going 

without freedom. His own Empire was a brotherhood more than a 

form of government. Both economics and political science were, for 

Stephen Leacock, tools to serve mankind. When they became 

intellectual playthings for learned minds, he grew disgusted with them. 

(347) 

In his essay entitled "The School Is the Lever" Leacock feels that "the school" 

is a lever with which we can move the whole world. In order to transform the vast 

mechanism of death called "war' into a peaceful maintenance of life on earth, children 

ought to be taught about the evils of war, right from their childhood. Apart from 

teaching, they should be given medical aid, exercise, leisure and entertainment so that 

they learn better. Leacock says: "I would supply school meals, of which one, the 

midday meal, would be eaten, by custom, in common by the rich and the poor" (LAL, 
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104). Leacock's humanism flows in abundance and his sympathy towards mankind 

and concern for the poor are revealed. 

At times, Leacock is harsh while pointing out at social evils that corrupt the 

society. In his essay "An Apology for the British Empire" he hints at the practice of 

"untouchability" that he witnessed in India. He writes: "All through Hindu India are 

the cast-out people, the "un-touchables", the 60,000,000 people that the rest won't eat 

with, from whose hands they will not even take water. Are they to be slaves? You 

can't talk freedom to men who treat 60,000,000 others as dogs" (TBLB, 199). 

It is surprising as to how much concern Leacock had towards these 

"untouchables", Evidently, Leacock's humanism knew no boundaries and he was 

courageous to voice forth the sufferings of the outcasts in a far away Nation. 

Brotherhood being his motto, the humanist deserves to be saluted for his human 

concern. In his fantastic sketch "To Every Child" Leacock writes: "Try to buy 

happiness, by the quart or by the yard, and you never find it, Motion it away from you 

while you turn to Duty and you will find it waiting beside your chair. So with Good 

Will on Earth. Cannons frighten it. Treaties fetter it. The Spirit brings it" (LAL, 

107). 

He teaches the philosophy of love to the human race through his thought-

provoking words and as a philanthropist tries to embrace the whole of mankind with 

his soothing words. He whispers the secret of success to humanity which needs to 

lend an eager ear to listen to him and to follow his path of humaneness. A man with a 

good sense of humour can laugh at himself Such an attitude does not mean that he is 
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inferior, rather it is an act of accepting oneself as erratic and foolish and bungling like 

his fellow-creatures. Self-denigration and acceptance of one's own weaknesses, 

foibles, silliness and vanity is the true test of humour. Accepting one's own faults 

makes one tolerant of others faults as well. Leacock's world is always pleasant, 

devoid of malice and pretence. 

Worried about the perils of war, Leacock records his feelings effectively in his 

fascinating piece entitled "The New Chemical Terror". The chemist declares: "In the 

Next War we expect to make a generous use of poison. Our poison factories are 

developing methods whereby we can poison the crops in the ground a hundred miles 

away. If our present efforts reach a happy conclusion, we shall be able to poison the 

livestock of an entire country" (WW, 20). Leacock, the humanist is worried about the 

world that is gradually drifting into destruction. Expecting his fellow men to join 

hands with him he asks: "Can we manage my dear people, to do something to stir up 

a little brotherly love all around?" (20). Humanism abounds in Leacock in such great 

measures that he enjoys being a spokesman for his fellow human beings. His 

emotions are not only that of an individual but he is a representative of the entire 

human race. 

Leacock's views regarding the aristocratic society is evident from what he wrote of his 

friend. Sir Andrew Macphail. He says: 

I am certain that he never quite knew what he believed and what he 

didn't; but underneath it was a deep - seated feeling that the real virtue 

of a nation is bred in the country, that the city is an unnatural product. 

From this point of view Andrew, though frequenting the rich in his 
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daily walk of life, was never quite satisfied of their right to be. 

Towards plutocrats, bankers, manufacturers and such, he felt a little bit 

as a rough country dog feels towards a city cat. He didn't quite accept 

them. (TBHL, 346) 

Though Leacock has the qualities of a humanist, at times he can be identified 

with the aforesaid qualities of his friend. Though he admits the fact that he valued 

money and was happy about his income gained through his writings, he is not quite at 

ease with the aristocratic society, of which he often makes fun. 

For the most part of his life, Leacock was interested in human beings. His 

main concern was the common man who was pressed beyond limits by life's 

numerous frustrations. Since he himself once belonged to the downtrodden class, he 

could easily identify himself with them and fight against authority, pomposity and 

injustice. As a man of wide interests, extensive knowledge and with a love for 

travelling, Leacock the humanist was deeply immersed in the problems of the 

contemporary society and always championed the cause of the Canadians. Being a 

Victorian conservative, Leacock was afraid of the speed with which the modem world 

was accelerating. His distrust against larger institutions of the modern civilization is 

found in Arcadian Adventures with the Idle Rich. In one of the chapters entitled 

"The Great Fight for Clean Government" the titled class consider the government as 

"absolutely rotten", "corrupt", "full of graft" and "tyrarmy". These aristocrats are not 

bothered about others and keep blaming everyone. Leacock chides them for their 

irresponsibility and mocks at their useless conversation. In Plutoria Avenue 

conversation would be: "Have you heard the new Presbyterian minister?" but "Have 
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you seen his daughter? You haven't!" (148). Leacock laughs at the mentality of the 

rich people who are not interested in the affairs of the society. Sunshine Sketches of 

a Little Town is Leacock's masterpiece which describes the happenings of a small 

Canadian town, Mariposa. Both the books deal with important features of daily life 

such as business, religion, election, romance etc., Leacock describes them in an 

impeccable and humorous manner. Each book is a series of loosely interrelated 

sketches comprising a prose satire. 

Leacock makes fun of the rubbish heap of meaningless knowledge that is 

imparted to the scholars by the bureaucratized universities which have cut up learning 

into departments, subjects, electives and education which is nothing but assorted bits 

of knowledge. This humanist has much concern for the student community as well. 

In his essays "Oxford As I See it" and "On the Need for a Quiet College" he expresses 

his desire for good education that is to be imparted to the students. 

His ideal college would be a place like this: 

My professors would never be fmdable at any fixed place except when 

they were actually giving lectures. Men of thought have no business in 

an office. Learning runs away from "committee". There would be no 

"check up" on the time of the professors: there would be no "hire and 

fire" or "judge by results" or "standards" or "norms" of work for them: 

or any fixed number of hours. {TLRA, 323) 

He wanted colleges to be resistant to co-education, for in his opinion co

education was not commendable because a woman's intellect was quite different from 
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that of a man. The differences are fascinating to witness and none is inferior, for the 

world needs both. 

Comparing Oxford with other American Universities, Leacock mockingly writes: 

Of all the various reforms that we talked of at Oxford and of all the 

imitations of American methods that are suggested, the only one 

worthwhile, to my thinking, is to capture a few millionaires, give them 

honorary degrees at a million pounds sterling apiece, and till them to 

imagine that they are Henry VIII, (315) 

Leacock observes that there are lot of discrepancies between education and 

life. He feels that "general education" occupies most of students' lives and the 

journey of education is too long, expensive and tiresome. They wander in the 

wilderness, arriving nowhere. After having completed their education, they have to 

start all over again. For most of the students, their only aim would be "to get done 

with it". 

Leacock writes: 

There comes a glad time in his life when he has "finished" 

mathematics, a happy day when he has done philosophy, an 

exhilarating hour when he realizes that he is finished with "compulsory 

English". Then at last his four years are out, his sentence expired, and 

he steps out of college a free man, without a stain on his character ... 

and not much on his mind ... (295) 
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Leacock denounces the method of education that fails to impart practical 

knowledge to the student community. He writes that "modem scholarship has poked 

and pried in so many directions, has set itself to be so ultra rational, so hypersceptical, 

that now it knows nothing at all" {ELS, 26). Leacock craves for a university which 

would encourage teachers who wanted to teach and students who wanted to learn, 

where the sons of the rich had no entry and the brilliant pauper found no barrier. 

Commenting on the activities in colleges, Leacock feels that there are too 

many clubs and societies and activities and even an average student is expected to 

follow at least half a dozen activities Leacock feels that such an attitude came rushing 

in like a rising tide which has now turned into a tidal wave. 

Leacock writes: 

There would be no great harm done if each one student followed only 

one activity; if he staggered home late from his class club but was at his 

books early in the morning; if he blew his whole face into his trombone 

from four to six but was at his desk in the evening, if he wrote a brilliant 

article on "The World's Awakening", in the Student's Daily and then fell 

asleep over his trignometry. (TMC, 161) 

Towards the end, Leacock arrives at a reconciliation when he says: "... the 

college goes on, maintained, as far as its soul is concerned, by the men who work in 

it, and not by the bricks and mortar that house their labours" (163 - 4). His views on 

college life and education are valuable and his great concern for the student 

community, voicing forth their difficulties with the existing system of education are 
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admirable. A reputed scholar and a loveble Professor who had spent most of his life 

time with the students, Leacock knew their grievances as well as the methods to 

enhance the quality of education. His great involvement in matters concerning 

education has triggered him to make a comparative study of the Oxford and the other 

American Universities and his valuable information is recorded in his essay 'Oxford 

As I See It". 

In his essay entitled "Teaching The Unteachable" he writes: 

Consider education. By this is meant not the body of knowledge itself, 

but the manner and mechanism of imparting it. Schools of education 

constantly forget this little distinction, and keep themselves well 

nourished by stealing over the fence. Kept within its own fields, the 

diet is pretty scanty. The notion that a student must spend one fifth of 

all his college life, one fifth of all his parents' college money in 

learning ... is just a sham and a fraud. (TMC,\43) 

Leacock repeatedly wrote on the problems of education both seriously as well 

as humorously. In matters concerning education he exercises an authority of his ovm 

for he had been a school teacher for ten years and a renowned Professor at McGill for 

thirty-five years. His humanistic attitude is highlighted when he argues in favour of 

the school master in his essay "The Lot of the Schoolmaster". He insists that their 

status as well as salary ought to be increased. But he also adds: 

I do not mean to argue for a moment that a mere increase of salaries 

will at once transform the teaching profession. It cannot. You cannot 

make an incompetent man any better by merely raising his pay. ... Nine 
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out of ten of the present teachers ought not to be school masters at all. 

{ELS, 148-9) 

It is interesting to note that Leacock was a keen observer of men and manners. 

David M.Legate observes that Leacock was neither an originator nor an innovator. 

"Leacock was, rather, an acute observer of the passing scene, and especially of 

character. He looked about him, kept abreast of the news of the day, recorded what 

he saw and heard and then molded it as he saw fit" (62). 

Variety and quality go hand in hand in his refreshing pieces, catapulating him 

to the limelight. Love for mankind enables him to probe into minute details and share 

the burden of mankind. "My Tailor" is a wonderful sketch about a tailor who "always 

stands there - and has stood these thirty years - in the back part of his shop, his tape 

woven about his neck, a smile of welcome on his face, waiting to greet me" (TLRA, 

230). The sketch has two parts, out of which, the first deals with the conversation 

between the tailor and the narrator, sparkling with Leacock's humour. Whereas the 

latter half throws light on the narrator's reflections about the tailor's death. He feels 

sorry for having been unaware of the details of his personal life. Leacock, the 

humanist, certainly hints at our lack of communication with our fellow human beings 

and he also insists the need of the hour to improve human relationships. We are 

ashamed to know how indifferent we are towards others with whom we share this 

universe. Leacock's sympathy towards mankind and his repentance are evident 

through his reflections. 
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Edward Philip Leacock, known to ever so many people as E.P. is yet another 

fascinating character whom Leacock mentions in his work "My Remarkable Uncle". 

Uncle Edward is forced to play his impressive tricks with a marvellous talent for 

flattery and make - believe. Hard times with farming and mortgages which fell like 

snow flakes, he is compelled to play his tactics. He appears in My Discovery of the 

West as well where he is described as "an adventurous spirit, as visionary as Tartarin, 

as loud as Falstaff, bearded and jovial as a plantagenet" (48). Leacock traces the life 

history of uncle E.P. right from the time of his arrival in Canada and taking a trip to 

the West and coming back to England, all broke. We pity him along with Leacock 

when times grow hard with him and he is almost in the verge of extinction. We are 

happy again then as a sort of poetic - justice he is given a chance of fortune to spend 

the rest of his life as a business manager of a monastry. Though Leacock does not fail 

to pinpoint his uncle's pranks, he also has a soft comer for him, unlike his attitude 

towards his father. 

Another incident in Leacock's life proves that he is a gentle man to the core 

and his humanistic attitude also can be witnessed. When he was suggested to lead a 

team of scholars to discuss issues regarding political science, Leacock turned down 

the suggestion, recommending Professor Mavor, as the right person to lead the study. 

Professor Mavor had once rejected Leacock's application for a job. Curry observes: 

"But Leacock was too competent a scholar not to recognize Mavor's worth and too big 

a man to allow personal feelings to influence a professional decision" (106). 

Leacock's voluminous writings contain the thoughts and feelings of a humanist 

who has a tolerance towards human fallibility and acceptance of social 
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responsibilities. He is determined to expose the dangers prevailing in the modem 

world in his own humanistic manner. His chuckle cannot be taken as less serious, for 

he mocks at matters of much serious concern. In one of his humorous writings "The 

Doctor and the Contraption" he expresses his fear regarding the medical profession. 

He compares the medical treatment administered during the past with that of modem 

days. Those were good old days when everything seemed quite simple when a sick 

man who went to the doctor began to feel much better as soon as he saw the medicine 

being mixed by the doctor himself 

Leacock observes: 

Such medicine, of course, was hopelessly unscientific, hopelessly 

limited. Death could beat it round every comer. But it was human, 

gracious, kindly. To-day it is replaced by "machine medicine" with the 

mechanical test, the scientific diagnosis, the hospital, the X-ray. All 

this is marvellous. But no one has yet combined it with the Art of 

Healing {TLRA, 395). 

Leacock's Sunshine Sketches of a Little Town makes fun of the vanities and 

idiosyncrasies of the inhabitants of Mariposa, a fictional town, but easily identifiable 

as Leacock's town, Ontario. Though the book outraged many Orillians, it was a 

source of bountiful delight for his intimate readers. It consists of twelve sketches with 

a number of characters appearing and reappearing. Gerald Lynch observes: "There 

are in the sketches repeated movements of appearances towards reality ... Moreover 

there are repeated manipulation of appearances by the prefacer, by the narrator of the 

sketches, by the Envoi narrator, and by characters in the sketches" (58). The narrow -
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mindedness, selfishness, gullibility and hypocritical attitude of the Mariposans are 

ridiculed by the author. The corrupting influence of modem industrialism is also dealt 

with. Leacock presents a Mariposa which is booming with energy, the whole place a 

perfect babel of cheering with meetings taking part in the campaign for raising money 

for one of the Universities. 

Leacock writes: 

... a good many of the Wliirlwind committee found that they had just 

time to hurry down and snatched their lunch and get back again. Still, 

they came, and snatched it. As long as the lunches lasted, they came. 

Even if they had simply to rush it and grab something to eat and drink 

without time to talk to anybody, they came. (SS, 1952, 97) 

Leacock, the humanist, is very much worried about the speed with which the 

modem world is progressing. Life seems to be mechanical with no place for 

humanism. Since Mariposa was none other than Leacock's Orillia, we are aware of the 

fact that Leacock has his own town in mind when he points out the follies and foibles 

of the people. He adopts the technique of humour to present a disparaging picture of 

human beings and an equally exalted picture of insignificant objects. Behind his 

humorous presentation, there is always a harsh trath. In "The Extraordinary 

Entanglement of Mr. Pupkin" he records the qualities of Pepperleigh, a judge with 

mysterious characteristics. 
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Leacock writes: 

I suppose, too, it was partly the effect of sitting in court all day 

listening to cases. One gets what you might call the judicial temper of 

mind. Pepperleigh had it so strongly developed that I've seen him kick 

a hydrangea pot to pieces with his foot because the accursed thing 

wouldn't flower. He once threw the canary cafe clear into the lilac 

bushes because the "blasted bird wouldn't stop singing". It was a 

straight case of judicial temper. Lots of judges have it, developed in 

just the same broad, all - round way as with judge Pepperleigh. (112) 

Leacock expresses his concern for the people who also would share a similar 

opinion about judges. He points out the pride of people of high rank, with a sense of 

humour as he is the spokesman for the whole of mankind. Though Sunshine 

Sketches of a Little Town is a fiction, Leacock the narrator, intrudes in between, 

expressing his opinions and views regarding the characters he has created. Leacock 

mocks at the existing evils of the society, tongue - in - cheek when he presents a fine 

picture of the verdict pronounced by the same judge when his son is tried in the court 

for smashing the face of Peter Mc Ginnis. 

The judgement is as follows: 

My boy, you are innocent. You smashed in Peter Mc Ginnis's face, but 

you did it without criminal intent. You put a face on him, by 

Jehoshaphat! that he won't lose for six months, but you did it without 

evil purpose or malign design. My boy, look up! Give me your hand! 

You leave this court without a stain upon your name. (115) 
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Leacock, the hunjanist exposes the hypocrisy of the so called high class 

society. The evils that he portrays are undated for they change very little from one 

age to another. They are common traits that are found anywhere among the human 

race. As a humanist Leacock would expose them to the people, not with an intention 

of believing that he would be a redeemer of mankind but with a view of offering 

solace and comfort to them by identifying himself with them and also by taking part 

in the social maladies. His readers could look up to him not only for humour but also 

for the genuine warmth that he would provide them. 

Leacock's Arcadian Adventures with the Idle Rich exposes the vanities of the 

wealthy and the great and here Plutoria is the fictional city like Mariposa of Sunshine 

Sketches of a Little Town. Canadian readers guessed it to be Montreal, whereas 

Leacock let it advantageously in the United States. This book has loads of humanistic 

attitude of the author packed in it. Hinting at the corruption in churches, he presents a 

candid picture of the disgusting activities of "The Rival Churches of St.Asaph and 

St.Osaph". Leacock ridicules the clergy who wanted to keep sin out of the Parish, but 

there seemed to be no sign of sin at all. 

Leacock records: 

There was certainly none in the smooth faces of the chauffeurs 

trundling their drowsy motors; no sign of it in the expensive children 

paraded by imported nursemaids ... least of all was there any sign of it 

in the Stock Exchange members of the congregration, as they walked 

along side by side ... their silk hats nodding together in earnest 

colloquy on Shares Preferred and Profits Undivided ... Whatever sin 
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there was in the city was shoved sideways into the roaring streets of 

commerce, where the elevated railway ran, and below that again into 

the slums. Here there must have been any quantity of sin. (AA, 132) 

Leacock's concern for the downtrodden class of the society is evident in yet 

another detail that he discusses in the same episode. Humanism bubbles forth from 

him in enormous quantities when he brings the plight of the poor to the lime light 

through his arresting lines of description. 

He writes: 

A funeral, for example, at the mission, was a simple affair, meaning 

nothing more than the preparation of a plain coffm and a glassless 

hearse, and the distribution of a few artificial everlasting flowers to 

women crying in their aprons; a thing easily done: whereas in St. 

Asaph's parish, where all the really important souls were, a funeral was 

a large event, requiring taste and tact, and a nice shading of delicacy in 

distinguishing mourners from beneficiaries, and private grief from 

business representation at the ceremony. A funeral with a plain coffin 

... was as nothing beside an interment... borne in a coach, and followed 

by special reporters from the financial papers. (133) 

The concluding lines of the book give it a fascinating close and also expresses 

Leacock's love for mankind, in the most appropriate manner. Leacock's humanistic 

attitude is evident in his wonderful lines through which he captivates the readers' 

hearts. He wrhes in his moving passage thus: "So the night waxed and waned till the 
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slow day broke,... and the people of the city ~ the best of them — drove home to their 

well - earned sleep; and the others ~ in the lower part of the city - rose to their daily 

toil" (192). 

Leacock's vision is essentially humanistic, permeated by warmth and 

consolation and hence has a universal appeal. The secret of his abiding strength was 

his capacity to embrace fellow beings, along with their follies. To him, the highest 

form of humour "represents an outlook upon life, a retrospect as it were, in which is 

contrasted the fever and fret of our earthly lot with its short comings, its lost illusions 

and its inevitable end" {HTT, 280). He also states that: "In retrospect all our little 

activities are but as nothing, all that we do has in it a touch of the pathetic, and even 

our sins and wickedness and crime are easily pardoned in the realization of their 

futility" (134). The loftier and nobler his ideals are, the greater is the beauty of his 

humour. 

Charles Vining, one of Leacock's contemporaries described in Bigwigs that in 

the middle of a lecture he used to pause for a while to remind the students that he had 

given them all their fee entitled to them and was delivering the remainder entirely 

from the goodness of his heart. Teaching was his passion and obviously he 

enlightened his students by imparting to them the best of his knowledge. He was a 

noble-hearted Professor who would render a helping hand whenever necessary. 

In its review of Nonsense Novels, The Spectator said: 

We can assure our readers who delight in mere joyous desipience that 

they will find a rich harvest of laughter in the purely irresponsible 
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outpourings of Professor Leacock's fancy. "Desipience" means folly or 

trifling, and the comment suggests the view of Leacock which 

Robertson Davies has described and deprecated - as a furmy fellow 

who loved all mankind and passed his life in an atmosphere of easy 

laughter, varied with plunges into economics. ("Introduction", Dooley, 

vii) 

Leacock has a wide range of comic vision and no action of the human race 

escapes his eye. According to The Spectator his keen observation enables him to 

perceive minute details which enlarges trivial aspects by the magnifying glass 

method. In his essay on "Impressions of London" Leacock states that people are 

indifferent to recognize the importance of their own locality. Many a human being is 

disinterested with the places of historical importance that lie very close. When 

Leacock paid a visit to London he made a fatal discovery that the London people who 

urged him to visit the Tower of London had never seen it themselves. Leacock also 

observes that the entire world has a similar attitude. 

He writes: 

But the Londoners, after all, in not seeing their own wonders, are only 

like the rest of the world. The people who live in Buffalo never go to 

see the Niagara Falls; people in Cleveland don't know which is 

Mr.Rockfeller's house; and people live and die in New York without 

going up to the top of the Woolworth Building. (MDE, 43) 
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Discussing the principle of self-help, Leacock expresses his disappointment 

with the younger generation who are unwilling to toil hard. He recollects the past 

when strenuous efforts were necessary to build up one's character as well as career. 

By reading Benjamin Franklin or Lincoln in the light of a tallow candle, young men 

acquired more knowledge. 

Leacock notes: 

... and when the soul was stimulated to it, then the aspiring youth must 

save money, put himself to college, live on nothing, think much, and in 

the course of this starvation and effort become a learned man, with 

somehow a peculiar moral fibre in him not easily reproduced to-day. 

For to-day the candle is free and the college is free, and the student has 

a "Union" like the profiteer's club and a swimming - bath and a Drama 

League and a co - educational society at his elbow for which he buys 

Beauty Roses at five dollars a bunch. (136) 

In one of his essays entitled "Is Prohibition Coming to England?". Leacock 

gives a vivid picture of the prevailing conditions in a nation where prohibition has 

been enforced as a law. Leacock makes a thorough intensive study of the results of 

prohibition and finds that it has not brought up a drastic change in the life style of 

people but has made the situation worse to tackle. Leacock humorously states the fact 

that people have switched over to other means of substitutes for replacement. 
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He writes: 

There is a tremendous run on patent medicines, perfume, glue, and 

nitric acid. It has been found that Shears' soap contains alcohol, and 

one sees people everywhere eating cakes of it. The upper classes have 

taken to chewing tobacco very considerably, and the use of opium in 

the House of Lords has very gently increased. (157-8) 

Leacock's interest in man is fascinating. He subjected most of his short 

sketches on him, giving a pretty clear indication to the world that he was a humanist 

at heart. David M. Legate observes: 

For the most part, however, Leacock's interest lay in the common or 

garden variety of human beings. Life's frustrations, large or small, as 

they pressed on the barely identifiable little man, were the stuff of 

Leacock's humor. He was no longer one of that breed. To his own 

satisfaction he had elevated himself much above the average ... He was 

all for the little man - as so many writers have been and continue to be 

- because it was overwhelmingly good business for a humorist. (66) 

Leacock's article on "World Co-operation After War" which was never 

published, records his views regarding war effectively. The manuscript reads thus: 

I believe that a post - war world of happiness is within the reach of 

mankind provided always that mankind can make the moral effort of 

such a reach. This would be based on one of the oldest and most 

beautiful ideals of humanity, peace on earth; good will towards man. 

(qtd. in Legate, 259) 
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Leacock, the humanist, who craves for a progressive world wishes and prays 

for a better tomorrow, devoid of the perils and evil effects of war. Man, with all his 

intellectual capacity and reasonable ideas can always strive to put an end to war, 

seeking happiness that would be everlasting. Promoting good will among men had 

been Leacock's ultimate goal in life. Leacock, the Sage of Orillia could foresee a 

world filled with joy, provided, man snips off the root cause of all evils from his 

mind's darkest comers and moves towards the streak of bright light called hope. 

In his essay entitled "Our American Visitors" Leacock discusses the genuine 

open - hearted hospitality of Nations. Any visitor ought to be treated with great 

concern, like that of an inn-keeper who makes his guests comfortable. 

He writes: 

... the main idea at the back of all this - this coming and going, this 

pleasure in giving away and receiving scenery, this pleasant make -

believe of host and guest. It's that old-fashioned urge called peace on 

earth, good will toward men ... But you could never get it by mere 

treaties and agreements and such; not even common interest would 

bring it, or not in its most real shape. It has to depend on personal 

feeling, on mutual acquaintance, on seeing and knowing one another. 

(MRU, 162) 

Leacock's views on education is always interesting to read. In his essay "Come 

Back to School" he stresses the importance of education that will definitely lead man 

towards the path of progress. He feels that a continuous process of education is a 
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reward in itself and there is always a sense of achievement in learning. Education 

helps man in striding towards the path of a harmonious world. Pride and conceit are 

the qualities that are to be shed off by an educated person. 

Leacock observes: 

But education, unless we can-y it forward, dies out of itself It is like a 

flood stream that runs away in the sand, like a garden choked under 

weeds, like a dim lumber room covered deep in dust. Such becomes 

education, even for the college graduate, if he never goes on with it. 

What's left? More wreckage. (55) 

To Leacock, colleges in modem times seem to be a happy place, with plenty 

of activities, like the babble of a stock - market. He feels that: "In earlier days this 

was not so. College was short and stem; it was like a prayer before a battle, in the 

days when one year in a saw - mill and two years in a winter class made a doctor, 

there was no time for college activities" (TMC, 153). 

The mark of Leacock's humour was his sympathy for man and in all occasions 

he aligned himself on the side of humanity. While treating religion in his humour, he 

directed his fun against the individuals and practices, but not on the beliefs of the 

people. Hence his is a humour of a "gentle" nature. "Just as he wrote humor, Leacock 

could not forget humanity: it was people who made and were history" (Curry, 313). 

Leacock claimed that humour plays a vital role in the progress of civilization. 

George Meredith also shares a similar view and asserts that "there never will be 
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civilization where comedy is not possible" (qtd. in Lynch, 31). He also demanded 

humour to be kindly. Believing in progress, the panacea of the nineteenth century, 

Leacock is contended. Like Huxley, for Leacock too, man is the ethical animal who 

has a responsibility to intervene in the social process when the humane and ethical 

values are threatened by external factors. 

Having portrayed Leacock as a humanist, the next chapter deals with the 

fiision of humour and humanism as found in his immortal works. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

FUSION OF HUMOUR AND HUMANISM 

Humour, the universal and an all pervasive trait, transcends cultural, social, 

linguistic and geographic barriers and provides a powerful aesthetic experience to the 

creator and the benefactor simultaneously. A less serious attitude towards humour is 

necessarily meaningless because humour is quite complex and challenging. Leacock, 

the humorist of international reputation has always been fascinating, inspiring and 

appealing to his readers. The spontaneous overflow of fun and mirth arises not only 

out of his use of words, situations and characters but also of human oddities and 

incongruities that he had witnessed in day-to-day life. His keen observation of life and 

a sympathetic attitude towards mankind results in abundance of comic exuberation in 

his works. 

In his essay "How to Write More Humour" Leacock writes: "... writing 

originates in thinking. The basis of thinking is sincerity and interest in the world 

around us. If you can add a kindly goodwill towards man that is an even firmer base" 

(HTW, 258). Leacock's views are portrayed in a crystal - clear manner in the 

aforesaid words. 

Leacock's "kindly humour" results from patience, faith and simplicity. Gerald 

Lynch stresses the fact that Leacock's humour "tempers extremes, suffers the fallible, 

and chastises the uncharitable" (174). To Leacock, the elements of the comic are not 

always ludicrous, ridiculous and absurd. Though he wrote with a desire to make 

money, he found immense delight in entertaining, and his funny pieces were vehicles 

for expressing his social ideas and economic beliefs. Even his light works could serve 



117 

real serious purposes. Leacock, the humorist effectively uses satire, parody and 

nonsense as tools to spear hypocrisy and pretentiousness. The humorous sketches of 

this prolific writer are relishing and illuminating for generations of readers because he 

was gifted with a talent for conveying his ideas with a controlled exaggeration 

combined with his artistry of describing an inspired sense of the incongruous. 

Presenting exalted pictures of insignificant objects, magnifying trivial matters 

with utmost perfection, commenting on institutions tongue-in-cheek, portraying 

caricatures of human beings by highlighting the oddness in them and most of all 

laughing at himself - - all these characteristics mark him out as a humorist of world 

wide reputation. 

Arthur Koestler in his essay on "Laughter and Emotion" writes: 

The sudden bisociation of an idea or an event with two habitually 

incompatible matrices will produce a comic effect, provided that the 

narrative, the semantic pipeline, carries the right kind of emotional 

tension. When the pipe is punctured, and our expectations are fooled, 

the now redundant tension gushes out in laughter, or is spilled in the 

gentle form of the sou-rire (51). 

Formerly, critics were of the opinion that a humorist was antipathetic to his 

comic characters. Later on, they realized the fact that comic figures were not bad 

examples or mere targets but a source of delight to the humorist. In fact, these lovable 

characters possess certain peculiarly absurd traits that are unadmirable and hence 

resented by us. On the contrary, this resentment is counter - balanced by an outburst 
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of tenderness and affection that leads to a guffaw. As a result, detestable elements 

become delightfully ridiculous, providing entertainment. 

A fine blend of humour and humanism can be defined thus: 

There is a curious balance of sympathy and antipathy, but now the 

level has been raised; the little resentment has become mockery, sharp 

as a needle and quick as lightning, while the easy acquiescence, the 

tolerance, the good nature, on the other side are now affection and 

tenderness, (qtd. in Lee, 15) 

Leacock is more than usually conscious of the follies and vices of his fellow 

beings. But he neither shocks his readers with an unexpected stroke nor uses 

distortion as a weapon to drive home his point. Instead, he prepares a fine mixture of 

humour and humanism in the right proportion to make it palatable. His objective is 

not to criticize or condemn, arouse contempt, anger or hatred. A great deal of his 

humour springs from his ardent love for mankind and hence it is kindly and it also 

shows us the path of living rather than the way of escaping from the tragic issues of 

life. Humour and humanism are the two poles that add balance to our lives as we 

walk the tight rope of life. 

Leacock's writings are memorable because they exhibit a unique blend of 

humour and a rare insight into life. His works are a medley of jokes, sketches, genial 

spoofs and sharp satires drawn from real life and literature as well. Eventually, he 

records the happenings of a society where disaster or evil is unthinkable. Hence 

genial humour became the staple mode instead of satiric wit. To him the message 
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must be hidden among the flowers. In The Unsolved Riddle of Social Justice he 

writes: "Such is the recognized method by which the great unthinking pubHc is taught 

to think" (104). 

In his theoretical works Leacock traces the steady progress of humour by 

recording the historical development, right from the initial stage of primitive triumph 

to humour of greater kindliness. From the initial "barbarous laughter" humour has 

progressed into the realm of "brutal humour" of Greek literature and later towards 

"rawness" of Chaucerian times. "True humour" bloomed only during the Renaissance 

period and Leacock firmly believes that it became more "tolerant" and "kindly" 

during the eighteenth century. But humour reached the pinnacle of its glory, reflecting 

the incongruities of life only during the nineteenth century. Hinting at the gradual 

development of humour Leacock writes: "It was the nineteenth century that brought 

the full effulgence of the day. The Victorian Age represents an epoch in the history of 

letters greater than any that preceded it" (HTT, 16). 

Leacock uses humour as a weapon to bear on social problems. Alan Bowker 

feels that Leacock's humour does not exist in a vacuum, away from the audiences or 

away from the problems of life. Though many critics lamented that his genius moved 

in the wrong direction, for a man of Leacock's calibre and humanistic attitude this was 

the only path that he could have chosen - - a path which was laid before him, fiising 

two divine elements, humour and humanism. Leacock's pleasant and comforting 

doctrine of humour is worth quoting at this context. 
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In "War and Humour" he writes: 

In the world of today humour lives only with human kindliness and 

human freedom. It is only now when we are in danger of losing our 

good old democracy that we can see how fine and free it is and how 

individual character responds to it . . . . democracy was everjnA^here 

permeated with humanity, and humour was the very atmosphere of its 

life. (Mi?f/, 124) 

Leacock, the humorist accepts life as it is, trying to relieve mankind from the 

routine miseries and substituting them with little joys by adopting an intimacy with 

the readers. Instead of providing corrective measures, he insists in participating in the 

life around him with good cheer. His humour arises out of the basic incongruity of 

man who is baffled by his own humanity. The individual who is non mechanical is 

unable to cope with the existing mechanical system. Though Leacock's works were an 

embodiment of a wide range of subjects, humanism is predominant throughout, with 

humour to add colour. To him, people were as necessary as thought. As a historian, 

he was interested in people who made history, as an economist a solicitude for 

humanity coloured his works, and even the political science that he handled was a tool 

to serve mankind. 

When Leacock was training himself to be a teacher at Strathroy Collegiate 

Institute, the Principal, Jimmy Wetherell who was halfway through a lesson in 

English assigned him the job of continuing the lessons. Leacock continued, copying 

every gesture and intonation of his speech, making everyone laugh. Flushing and 

belittled by Leacock's act Wetherell remarked: "I am afraid I admire your brains 
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more than your manners" (TBLB, 99). Leacock, a boy of eighteen was crushed and 

for the first time felt that he had hurt someone, though the injury that he had inflicted 

was neither intended nor expected. This incident caused an indelible mark in 

Leacock's mind and he learnt that human kindness was a necessary element of good 

humour. Leacock's autobiographical v/ork, The Boy I Left Behind Me (1946) 

recreates this event that forms the blue print for all his works. 

Ralph Curry remarks: 

The mark of Stephen Leacock's humor was his sympathy for man. 

Leacock found much of his fun in the little man beset by advertising, 

fads, convention, sex, science, cussedness, machinery - social and 

industrial - and many other in personal tyrannies. And in every case he 

aligned himself on the side of humanity. (83) 

Quite a number of budding literary artists drew inspiration from Leacock the 

artist - - especially from the saving grace of humour that amuses and delights without 

wounding. The pleasant reply that Leacock wrote in answer to their letters served as 

encouragement to the beginners. Leacock was much honoured when he received a 

letter from the President, Theodore Roosevelt who praised him for both his 

amusement and instruction. 

Leacock's intimacy with his readers is quite fascinating. Whatever his target 

be, his humour was humane. He laughs at himself, thus hurting no one. He enjoys 

every moment of life without much to complain or mourn. 
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Commenting on Economics, his favorite subject he writes: 

Take enough of that mystification and muddle, combine it with the 

continental area of the United States, butter it up on the sides with the 

history of dead opinion and dress it, as the chefs say, with sliced 

history and green geography, and out of it you can make a doctor's 

degree in economics. I have one myself, (qtd. in Curry, 277) 

Innis feels that Leacock was quite free from the superciliousness of the 

modem satirist. He does no sneer. Instead, he rags people. To him, kindliness does 

not mean a calm unquestioning acceptance, but a rejection without malice. Ralph 

Curry records the fact that The London Times critic was impressed by the complete 

absence of malice in Leacock's work. Sandwell said Leacock was typified by "his 

intense and vivid humanity". Will Cuppy called him "good natured", and The New 

York Times, "amiable" (277). He had never laughed at death and pain and was not at 

all amused by injustice. Leacock liked the humanness of man and though quick in 

anger at times, was ready to forgive as well — except two people whom he would 

never forgive ~ his irresponsible father and the crude Principal Morgan who insisted 

on his retirement, hurting him beyond forgiveness. 

To Leacock, humour is the literary manifestation of humanism, existing 

between satire and sentimentality, endeavouring to soften satire with pathos. It is a 

vehicle in the service of moral melioration of mankind, attempting to offer a reprieve 

from disillusionment. Bob Pattison who has made a study of Leacock and his family 

remarks that life became fun even if two of the Leacocks were together. Even in 

those darker days, when Leacock took over the family responsibilities, he always 
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counted on his mother for the brighter side, joking about the little everyday mishaps. 

A sense of humour served as a shield for both, and together they shielded the little 

ones in the family. They could see sunlight even through the cloud — even in the 

miserable days of life. Leacock, the humorist always succeeded in making a thin 

streak of light appear to fill the whole sky. Humour served as a medium to shed off 

all the pessimistic attitudes and to promote human kindliness towards fellow beings. 

Leacock's mixed volumes of amusing sketches are blended with a kindly 

philosophy, infectious laughter and feeling of pathos. His celebrated sketches sparkle 

with the warmth of his wit and humour. Barbara Nimmo staunchly believes that 

Leacock shows an extraordinary power of reviving by-gone events in such a way as to 

leave the humour outstanding and the malice all forgotten. 

A combination of a rich abundance of inspired nonsense and an unerring eye 

for human folly has made him a master of comedy. Critics agree with Publisher John 

Lane who called Leacock "the Canadian Mark Twain" (qtd. in Curry, 85-86) as both 

shared the common gifts of poking fun at class distinctions, hypocrisy, affectation and 

the unremitting self-interest of man. To both, the social mannerisms and its 

underlying materialism were laughable and reprehensible. But if we imagine satire as 

a spectrum, Twain's satire is at an extreme end, seeking to punish or humiliate 

whereas Leacock's is at the other extreme, persuasive and gentle. 

As Suzanne Henning Uphaus says: 

It's purpose is to show the absurdity, the limitations, of a particular 

point of view, but the author entertains the reader in order to instruct 
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him, treating him as a confidante, an equal, thus leading him to 

revelations which rarely comfort him. (136) 

Leacock stubbornly refuses to deal with barbaric elements and violent aspects 

of human nature and totally discards these aspects as topics unfit for a humorist. A 

humorist should bring "temporary solace to weary humanity" (HTW, 240). He also 

believes that humour cannot exist for an individual in moments of great adversity, and 

it is inconsistent with themes of violence and death. The summer issue of The McGill 

News published Leacock's valuable message to his scholars, which was permed by 

him under the most distressing conditions. At a very crucial time when war raged in 

all parts of the globe, Leacock the humanist constituted a plea to the younger 

generation to make a better world with traditional honour, courage and decency. To 

Leacock, the University is a shaded caravanserai in a long and weary pilgrimage 

where scholars ought to be equipped, trained and inspired by their experience. 

Leacock writes of a college thus: 

A college is a queer place, full of freak characters and odd activities, 

with alternating aspects of drowsy inefficiency and alert effectiveness; 

a queer place, but it gets there just the same. If all the world did its 

work as well as the college does, then the world, in the words of the 

old song, "would be very well then". You are a product of the college: 

see to it that what you do justify what the college has done" (qtd. in 

Legate, 249) 
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Standing at the threshold of Death, Leacock speaks quite effectively, teaching 

and amusing simultaneously, but always with earthy humanity to awaken the minds of 

the young generation and to propel them into channels of creative and independent 

thought. 

The New York Times once spared the front-page space for a news item 

entitled "Leacock Braves Storm". Lake Couchiching, was whipped by high winds 

and a young canoeist lost his balance and fell overboard ~ the canoe beyond his 

reach. Leacock, spotting the boy's plight, launched a motorboat and headed for the 

rescue. This incident depicts the humorist as a hero but he takes it in a light vein. He 

commented: "Why the first thing you know, they '11 make a lifeboat station out of me 

.... You may quote me saying that in the future I will rescue no one, not even a 

woman" (225). 

Leacock's humour lingers in an area between satire and sentimentality and his 

humorous sketches serve as a medium to record the kindly purpose of a humorist and 

a humanist. "Kindliness" is the keyword in Leacock's definition of humour and as a 

humanist, his writings reflect his true love for mankind, all the while attempting to 

transform reality, bathing his subjects in sunshine and viewing humanity in a kindly 

light throughout. Leacock's primary aim is to explode life's myths and not to attack 

its villainies. 

Elizabeth Kimball, his niece records: 

And from that small house in Swanmore, and from the Hampshire he 

knew as a child, where he first learned from his hard-pressed mother to 
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meet despair with humour, Stephen Leacock carried that humour to use 

as a weapon for her defence, to shield them both from his own despair, 

to eventually give it to the world in page after page of mirth, in so great 

and unceasing a flood that one might think that wellspring had no 

bottom. (141) 

Leacock possessed a chivalry towards women and the weak and the 

defenceless. He also practices what he preaches. Humanistic attitude towards fellow 

beings overflows not only in his writings but also in instances extracted from his own 

life. His love for mankind is witnessed through the following incident. 

Mr. Pattison records: 

... that night of the violent storm, when his yachting party was storm -

stayed on the sand islands near Georgina Island .... He left the party 

safe on the island, and sailed home through that fierce wind, wild and 

black, so as to get blankets and food for the women and children; ... 

(qtd. in Kimball. 142) 

Leacock's Further Foolishness bears witness to his belief that the primary 

condition of humour should necessarily be harmlessness and the absence of spleen 

and rancour. Leacock's literary art has achieved universality because of the perfect 

blend of humour and humanity. "Good jests, ... "ought to bite like lambs, not dogs: 

they should cut, not wound" {ELS, 226-7). 



St.John Adcock Brown, a British critic discusses Leacock's humour in his work The 

Glory That Was Grub Street thus: 

Under all the burlesque it is a drastic criticism of life as some of us 

really live it. Leacock translated his philosophy into laughter, but it is 

a philosophy nonetheless. His irrepressible feeling for the ridiculous 

keeps him from treating absurdities as if they were not absurd, (qtd. in 

Legate, 72) 

Humour is harmless and hence tends to produce "sympathetic laughter" 

without malice. Describing the infectious quality of laughter, Thouless in his essay 

"General and Social Psychology" writes: "Laughter when it occurs in a social group, 

shows a strong tendency to sympathetic induction, the laughter of others is itself a 

situation producing laughter": (235). Mutual tolerance limits humour within its 

bounds. Suddard, in his essay "Addison's Humour: Its Matter And Its Form" writes: 

It (Mutual tolerance) makes humour an innocent mania, or at least an 

unrepulsive one, which does not degenerate into a fixed idea, does not 

lead to crime, is not amenable to any tribunal, which at last solves the 

great social problem of developing the liberty of the one without 

detriment to that of the others. (207) 

If mockery is balanced by sympathy and justice gives place to mercy, the 

humorist is not far from truth and such a state of mind gives rise to great literary 

humour. Leacock's humour seldom stings. He had never had an intention to wound. 

To him humour is at its best when "kindly". His humour can never be categorized as 

cold destructive satire or warm fuzzy sentimentality. With utmost artistic wisdom he 



128 

successfully strikes a balance between satire and sentimentality. "Leacock's humour 

is halfway between gin on the rocks and sweet iced tea" (www.google.com). 

Leacock admits the fact that he is quite unable to appreciate the so - called 

practical jokes played on people. In his article entitled "Humour As I see It " in The 

Leacock Round About he states: "To me it has always seemed that the very essence 

of good humour is that it must be without harm and without malice" (3). Of course, 

Leacock agrees that all of us have a certain vein of the old original demoniacal 

humour or joy in the misfortune of others. Perhaps this sadistic pleasure, which is 

barbaric, sticks to us like our original sin. Leacock's prime condition of humour is 

that any real picture of sorrow or suffering or death should not be mocked at. 

Leacock fails to encourage the humour of Scotland for it contains elements of cruelty. 

Gerald Lynch observes: 

Whereas the comic impulse had most frequently been analyzed in 

terms of a closed fist, Leacock intends to present humour as an open 

hand, a hand which is weaponless and ready to clasp. Whereas 

laughter had come to be discussed ... Leacock understands it in terms 

of the compassionate smile of acknowledged folly and of humanity. 

(28) 

According to Stephen Leacock, "sense of humour", and "humour of a 

situation", are like the clapper and the bell and the hammer and the anvil. In the 

academic language of philosophy, one is subjective and the other, objective. To him, 

"Humour may be defined as the kindly contemplation of the incongruities of life and 

http://www.google.com


129 

the artistic expression thereof (HTW, 213). Leacock deals with universal themes 

such as politics, institutions, and plight of everyman and treats them humorously with 

a humanistic approach so as to find a place in our minds and hearts. 

Robertson Davies in his essay entitled "Our Living Tradition" in The Dalhousie 

Review argues: 

There is in the best work of Leacock a quality of sympathetic 

understanding, of delicacy as well as strength of perception ... There 

are in his books too many hints at darker things, too many swift and 

unmistakable descents towards melancholy, for us to be satisfied with 

a clownish portrait any longer. He was a man of unusual maturity of 

outlook, whose temperament disposed him to comment on the world as 

a humorist, at the top of his form he was a humorist of distinguished 

gifts, with a range and brilliance not after equalled. But the humor, 

though deep in grain was not the essence of his spirit. That essence lay 

in the uncompromisingly adult quality of his mind, and the penetration 

of his glance. (136-37) 

Encouraged by a wide audience, who devoured all his books ~ serious as well 

as silly ones, Leacock found a new vehicle to express his social ideas which were 

persuasive than his informal essays. As a result, he blended humour with the insights 

of a social scientist with artistic ease, thus producing his finest achievements in the 

form of short sketches. 
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In his humorous piece "The Simple Life in Paris" Leacock mocks at the 

aristocratic class in Paris. He writes: 

The child, I was saying, wears about two hundred dollars' worth of 

visible clothing upon it; and I believe that if you were to take it up by 

its ten-dollar slipper and hold it upside down, you would see about 

fifty dollars more. The French child has been converted into an 

elaborately dressed doll. It is altogether a thing of show, an appendage 

of its fashionably dressed mother, with frock and parasol to match. It 

is no longer a child, but a living toy or plaything: (BB, 81) 

As readers, we slip into hilarious laughter when Leacock extends the fun in the 

following lines saying that the child's competing rival is a Parisian dog "the recipient 

of ecstatic kisses and ravishing hugs, ... It can dress better, look more intelligent, 

behave better, bark better - in fact, the child is simply not in it" (81-2). "At the Ladies 

Culture Club" is yet another fine record of his mockery of women belonging to the 

high class society. He supposes that such culture clubs exist in everybody else's town 

just as it does in his. He records his experiences as a visitor who witnesses the sad 

plight of Professor Droon who was to deliver a lecture on Four Dimensional Space. 

In front of him they placed "... enough water to last a camel for a four days' trip. 

Behind Professor Droon was a barricade of chairs and plants with spikes. He couldn't 

escape" (WW, 121). The lecture lasted for one hour and forty minutes after which the 

comments that flowed out of the hall bear witness to how attentive they had been. 
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Leacock drags his readers to the realm of laughter when he writes : 

I heard one lady remark that Professor Droon had what she would call 

a sympathetic face; another said, yes, except that his ears stick out too 

far.... 

Another said that ... he was a very difficult man to live with; and 

another said that she imagined that all scientists must be ... There was a 

good deal of comment on the way the Professor's tie was up near his 

ear and a general feeling that he probably needed looking after. (122) 

Leacock attacks mankind in general for their fascination towards reading 

about crimes. "Are We Fascinated with Crime?" is yet another humorous sketch that 

reveals our curiosity towards gory incidents of day - to - day life. Very humorously 

Leacock writes the following : 

Our newspapers are filled with bandits, safe breakers, home wreckers, 

crooks, policemen and penitentiaries. The stories that sell best are 

stories in which there is murder right straight off on the first page. The 

sneaking fascination of the daring criminal has put the soldier and the 

patriot nowhere. Stories of brave men who give their lives for their 

country are now written only for children. Grown up people read 

about daring criminals, who talk worse English than the first year class 

at a college and call a trust company a "crib" and a bank manager a 

"stiff. That is a kind of literature that is making Shakespeare and 

Milton and Emerson sound like a lecture on anthropology. (115) 



The curiosity of a whole continent that sits up and reads a column about a 

crime reminds him of Cain and Abel. He feels that man's hideous interest in crime 

and punishment is as old as humanity. He is also very much worried about the 

everlasting depiction and perusal of crime that corrupts a feeble mind. He also readily 

offers a solution to this problem which has become a social evil. The first remedy 

would be "social consciousness". Leacock, on the other hand, swears that he always 

loves to read quiet stuff - about autumn crops, lectures in paleontology and the like. 

The concluding lines stamp Leacock as a humorist of the highest rank. 

He sums up his ideas thus : 

But before I do start, I'd just like to have one little peep at that news I 

see in today's paper about the man who murdered the barber in 

Evansville because he was too slow in shaving him. That sounds good, 

but after that I'm done. (117) 

Notably, Leacock does the job of a humorist wonderfully well by bringing in 

the surprise element to reach the climax. Speaking all the while to his reader about 

the existing evils of the society, his worries regarding them, and finally his solution to 

the problems make us believe that he is an onlooker. Only towards the end of the 

funny piece are we aware of the fact that the author himself is part of the society. 

Leacock, the good - natured man, identifies himself with his fellow beings and he 

proves the fact that he is a spectator as well as part of the show. Arthur Koestler's 

observations are worth quoting at this context. 
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He observes : 

Humour depends primarily on its surprise effect : the bisociative 

shock. To cause surprise the humorist must have a modicum of 

originality - to break away from the stereotyped routine of thought. 

Caricaturist, satirist, the writer of nonsense - humour and even the 

expert tickler, each operates than one plane. Whether his purpose is to 

convey a social message, or merely to entertain, he must provide 

mental jolts, caused by the collision of incompatible matrices. To any 

given situation as subject he must conjure up an appropriate - or 

appropriately inappropriate - intruder which will provide the jolt. 

(91-2) 

Trying to trace the growth of humour, Leacock firmly believes that humour, 

like humanity has grown kindly with the passage of time, beginning from the 

primitive form of cruelty and mockery to horse play and practical jokes, to later form 

of incongruity of words and ideas, and finally has reached a higher plane of situation 

and character. It has certainly climbed a lofty pedestal. The following lines explain 

the fact that humour is a Herculean task to create. 

An English reviewer of a literary journal once remarked: 

"What is there, after all in Professor Leacock's humour but a rather 

ingenious mixture of hyperbole and myosis?" His comment is the 

criticism of the critic: The man was right. How he stumbled upon this 

trade secret, I do not know. But I am willing to admit, since the truth 

is out, that it has been my custom in preparing an article of a humorous 
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nature to go down to the cellar and mix up half a gallon of myosis with 

a pint of hyperbole. If I want to give the article a decidedly literary 

flavour, I find it well to put in about half a pint of paresis. The whole 

thing is amazingly simple, (qtd. in "Introduction", FOS, 137) 

No wonder, Leacock the humorist gives a fitting reply in the most artistic and 

subtle manner, hitting at his target smoothly, devoid of malice but driving home his 

point. Leacock feels that sympathy unites mankind. Hence, instead of laughing or 

lamenting at the defects of fellow beings, men could exercise concern towards others, 

thus leading to amusement. Great masterpieces have been inspired by this glorious 

idea. Human imperfection is a universal element and it evokes laughter and makes us 

shed tears as well. The humour of Cervantes smiles sadly at older chivalry whereas 

Hawthorne portrays the melancholies of Puritanism in the back drop of the silent 

woods of New England. 

Leacock writes : 

... when men become too sympathetic to laugh at each other for 

individual defects or infirmities which once moved their mirth, it is 

surely not strange that sympathy should then begin to unite them, not 

in common lamentation for their common defects and inferiorities, but 

in common amusement at them. (ELS, 93) 

The humorist has a keen eye towards all the happenings of everyday life and 

he never fails to notice them. G.K. Chesterton proudly states: "You make the jokes: I 

see them" (qtd. in Mikes, 40). Being a humanist as well, a humorist identifies himself 
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with his fellow beings and attempts to point out their mistakes and also comes 

forward for reconciliation. Leacock's essay on "The Woman Question" may appear to 

be anti-feministic to critics when he suggests that home is the perfect place for 

women. Unequivocally, there is an understatement of truth in his philosophy when he 

writes: 

The vacuum cleaner can take the place of the house-wife. It cannot 

replace the mother. No man ever said his prayers at the knees of a 

vacuum cleaner, or drew his first lessons in manliness and worth from 

the sweet old-fashioned stories that a vacuum cleaner told. Feminists 

of the enraged kind may talk as they will of the paid attendant and the 

expert baby minder. Fiddle sticks! These things are a mere 

supplement, useful enough but as far away from the realities of 

motherhood as the vacuum cleaner itself... Sensible people understand 

it as soon as said. With fools it is not worthwhile to argue. {ELS, 127) 

Leacock was more interested in exposing the follies of the human race through 

his humorous writings rather than creating fictitious characters through imagination. 

With humour to aid him, he could easily pour out his grievances against humanity 

without hurting the feelings of his fellow beings. Dr. Lome Pierce, in the 

Encyclopaedia of Canada says: "He is a kindly critic of foibles and absurdities of 

humanity. He has created no outstanding character, being content to show up, with 

his ridiculous verbiage and boisterous fooling, the nonsense of the common people 

about him" (qtd. in FOS, 42). 
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In his humorous sketch "How to Be a Doctor?" Leacock expresses his views 

regarding the progress of medical science. He has his own doubts as to whether we 

have advanced or not. He mockingly remarks: 

Just think of it. A hundred years ago there were no bacilli, no 

ptomaine poisoning, no diphtheria, and no appendicitis. Rabies was 

but little known, and only imperfectly developed. All of these we owe 

to medical science. Even such things as psoriasis and parotitis and 

trypanosomiasis, which are now household names, were known only to 

the few, and were beyond the reach of the great mass of the people. 

{LL, 35) 

Though Leacock's comments may be humorous, his doubts regarding the 

medical profession and its mysteries are true. He is worried about the students who 

have to spend eight years to become a doctor and he also ieels that they fail to instil 

confidence in the patient. In snipping off parts and pieces and sending them 

mysteriously away to be analysed, they also create a sense of fear and panic in the 

hearts of the patients. Leacock wants to drive home the point that though the medical 

profession is noble and wonderful, their alarming practices are mind boggling and 

puzzling to humanity. In yet another essay "Further Progress in Specialization" also 

he compares the old method of prescribing medicine with that of the new. All this 

medical business is exciting and quite baffling to him and he is doubtful as to whether 

we have progressed from our primitive days or not. 
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He writes: 

Now, of course, a consulting doctor first makes a diagnosis. The 

patient is then handed on to a 'heart - man' for a heart test, and to a 

'nerve-man' for a nerve test. Then, if he has to be operated on, he is put 

to sleep by an anaesthetist, and operated on by an operating surgeon, 

and waked up by a resurrectionist. {TBHL, 227) 

Leacock assures that there is no personal vengeance towards the profession 

but he only expresses his feelings as a humorist. Leacock observes: "It becomes a 

condition of amusement that no serious harm or injury shall be inflicted, but that only 

the appearance or simulation of it shall appear" {ELS, 90). 

Leacock deplored satire which tends to be rationalistically intolerant towards 

its target. Primarily, "kindly" humour describes the attitude of the author and the 

vision of humanity that his writings offer to mankind. Characters that live in a narrow 

denial of their humanity become the author's prime targets. His "kindliness" regards 

the whole world as one and carries a recognition of shared humanity, always having a 

keen eye on the particularized faults shared by the entire mankind. Malcolm Ross 

observes that Leacock is not a satirist because he loves what he hates, attacks and 

defends simultaneously with a humanitarian outlook. Leacock has a strong humorous 

vein and rises above the level of smear and cheap sarcasm. Undoubtedly, the greatest 

of all the gifts endowed to mankind is a sense of humour. 



138 

"Can We Beat Inflation?" is an interesting essay wherein Leacock compares 

Inflation to the "Genie in the Bottle". He writes: 

Here you had a powerful evil spirit corked up in a bottle. You could 

let him out if you simply pulled the cork, and he'd promise to be your 

servant if you did. And mind you he had tremendous power - money, 

wealth, jewels - those things were as pebbles to him. But if you let 

him out, the Genie then would expand and grow and swell into a black 

spiral cloud that darkened the whole sky ... and the cloud then turned to 

a vast dark form with outstretched, clutching hands, ready to hurl you 

into black destruction. (LAL, 126) 

The author is hinting at the destruction that inflation would cause to the 

society and describes it with real social concern by comparing it to the Genie in the 

Arabian Fable. To him, it is a terror to the society out of which people would suffer. 

It is vicious and people would be affected terribly by its influence. It indirectly 

affects the economy of a Nation and is like "an octopus hidden in the Waters of 

Peace" and also leads to a price rise. 

Leacock writes: 

If you attack inflation only by trying to fix prices by law, it blows up as 

certainly as high explosive will explode; the more you confine it the 

bigger the burst ... The old war-time high prices meant a scramble to 

pay more and more for each article. The rich got it: the poor lost out. 

(129) 
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As an economist, Leacock knew the pros and cons of the economy of a nation 

which he depicts wonderfully well with an insight of a humanist, blending it with 

humour. He also prophesies the results of inflation that would turn to be fatal to the 

poorer class of the society. Tongue - in - cheek he states that, it is always the poor 

who are affected. 

On the contrary, in his essay entitled "Are the Rich Happy?" Leacock presents 

a different picture of the cruel trials and bitter tragedies undergone by the rich, of 

which the poor are unaware. Money gives them trouble all the time and hence they 

are unhappy. 

Leacock says: 

In the first place I find that the rich suffer perpetually from money 

troubles. The poor sit snugly at home while sterling exchange falls ten 

points in a day. Do they care? Not a bit. An adverse balance of trade 

washes over the nation like a flood, Who have to mop it up? The rich. 

Call money rushes up to a hundred percent, and the poor can still sit 

and laugh at a ten cent moving picture show and forget it. (TBHL, 71) 

Leacock feels that wealth is burdensome to the rich and becomes a form of 

social service to them. They pretend that they are entrusted with the duty of doing 

good to the world and by helping the poor they brighten up their lives. But in reality 

they earn for themselves, unmindful of the sufferings of the down trodden. Their sole 

interest is in the accumulation of riches in their entire life time. "How to Borrow 



140 

Money" is yet another comic writing of Leacock where he records the difficulty in 

borrowing money. 

He writes: 

Have you ever, my dear readers, had occasion to borrow money? Have 

you ever borrowed ten dollars under a rigorous promise of your word 

of honour as a Christian to pay it back on your next salary day? Have 

you ever borrowed as much as a million at a time? (276) 

Leacock mockingly remarks that borrowing ten dollars is not at all easy. 

Whereas raising an international loan of a hundred million is quite simple. Leacock's 

observations are a typical reflection of the happenings of the day. The climax is 

exciting when he concludes saying, it is only the person who borrows a ten dollars 

who takes the pains to return it. Whereas "... the international loan got mixed up with 

a lot of others, was funded, equated, spread out... capitalized, funded again - in short 

it passed beyond all recognition. And, the moral is, when you borrow, borrow a 

whole lot (281). 

Another problem that mankind encounters is the new craze for psychology. 

Leacock feels that it has expanded in all directions throughout the world. Even trivial 

matters are being viewed from the angle of psychologists and men easily fall a prey to 

them. In his essay on "Psychology the Black Art" he writes: 

Psychology "butts in" our educational system ... It begins to reduce the 

world, even of little children, to a maze of "complexes" and 

"suggestions", "fixations" and "behaviours". Plain right and wrong, 

common sense, goodness and badness get mixed up in a world that has 
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a terrifying aspect of dark forces working through the individual and 

not of him. The psychology child is possessed of new devils, which 

are working through him to expression. It is not he who threw the ink 

at the teacher; it was a complex that had got inside him. The teacher is 

not faced with a case of discipline but with a "behaviour problem". 

(TMC, 130) 

Leacock feels that an old-fashioned teacher, or rather himself would have 

tackled the problem easily with a "three feet of bamboo" (131). He is of the opinion 

that man makes much ado about this advent of psychology. He funnily remarks that 

the psychologist is "called in" in a difficulty, like an emergency plumber" (133). 

Leacock is worried about the system of education. He writes: "Much of our 

study is turning to mere wool-gathering, to pretentious nonsense. The rigour of it is 

melting away like butter. A lot of it is so easy, so vague and so silly that anything 

nicely above an anthropoid ape can get a degree in it" (138). Though Leacock's 

comment is a bit sarcastic, there lies a truth underneath. In yet another essay of his, 

"Oxford As I see It" Leacock expresses the same idea. Deeply interested in the 

system of education in England, he pays a special visit to Oxford and makes a 

thorough study of the kind of education that is provided in this reputed institution. He 

records all details what he witnessed there. "The whole system at Oxford is such as to 

put a premium on genius and to let mediocrity and dulness go their way. On the dull 

student of Oxford, after a proper lapse of time, confers a degree which means nothing 

more than that he lived and breathed at Oxford and kept out of jail" [TLRA, 306). 
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A fine blend of humour and humanism is brought to light in Leacock's essay 

"Politics of England". With a great concern for the people, Leacock effectively points 

out the corruption that prevails in the society at large. He mocks at the members of 

the House of Lords who meet shortly before dinner hour, rejecting whatever bills are 

before them, adjourning the house for two years, doing nothing of use to the people. 

Leacock states the fact that, in order to gain entry into the Houses of Parliament, the 

public had to follow a certain procedure. 

Leacock writes: 

... it is necessary either to (A) communicate in writing with the Speaker 

of the House, enclosing certificates of naturalization and proof of 

identity, or (B) give the policeman five shillings. Method B is the one 

usually adopted. On great nights, ... such as rafifying a Home Rule 

Bill or cheering, or welcoming a new lady member, it is not possible to 

enter by merely bribing the policeman with five shillings; it takes a 

pound. The English people complain bitterly of the rich Americans 

who have in this way corrupted the London public. Before they were 

corrupted they would do anything for six pence. (MDE, 55) 

One might detect a sort of "aggressiveness" in Leacock's temper, but as 

regards humour, "aggressiveness" or "apprehension" is an ingredient whose presence 

is indispensible and as Koestler remarks it is "like the presence of salt in a well -

prepared dish -- which however, would be tasteless without it" (The Act of Creation, 

52). 
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The English blame the Americans for their evil practices. After their arrival, 

"... butlers were hopelessly damaged; hotel porters became a wreck; taxi-drivers 

turned out thieves; curates could no longer be trusted to handle money; peers sold 

their daughters . . In fact, the whole kingdom began to deteriorate till it got where it is 

now" (MDE, 56-7). Leacock firmly believes that the vices like corruption and bribery 

prevail everywhere in this world and are to be eradicated at the grass root level. We 

blame each other for our evil practices and pay no attention to wipe out the ills that 

pervade the society. Leacock observes that even the government fails to provide 

support to the people and spreads its clutches like an octopus over the land. 

Leacock feels: 

It has become like a dead weight upon us. Wherever it touches 

industry it cripples it. It runs railways and makes a heavy deficit; it 

builds ships and loses money on them; it operates the ships and loses 

more money; it piles up taxes to fill the vacuum, and when it has killed 

employment opens a bureau of unemployment and issues a report on 

the depression of industry. (138) 

Humour and humanism fuse together to form a fine blend of ideas which 

Leacock exhibits through his writings. Both humour and humanism are inseparable 

traits, one depending upon the other to form a fine mixture that provides a relief to 

mankind. Leacock, the writer knows the techniques of combining both the qualities 

to make a unified whole that is of immense use to humanity. The writer, most of the 

time, pays attention to the fact that he does not hurt the feelings of men. However, at 

times, he trespasses into the boundaries of sarcasm, satire and irony, which is 
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unavoidable. But as Leacock himself states repeatedly, his primary motive is "human 

kindliness" which he possesses in enormous quantity. In his essay "Is Prohibition 

Coming to England?" Leacock presents a candid picture of the prevailing conditions 

in England after the Prohibition Act was passed. 

In his moving passage he records the following: 

I am glad to say that I have plenty of rich connections whose cellars 

are very amply stocked. The Duke of Blank is said to have five 

thousand cases of Scotch whisky, and I have managed to get a card of 

introduction to his butler. In fact, you will find that, just as with us in 

America, the benefit of prohibition is intended to fall on the poorer 

classes; there is no desire to interfere with the rich. (158) 

When Leacock becomes sentimental and pathetic he blends humour and 

pathos with skill. "United, each tempers and supports its guffaws and humour keeps 

pathos from subsiding into sobs. It is like the union of two metals, one too hard, the 

other too soft to use alone" {HH, 233). A hysterical desire to uplift oneself merely for 

exaltation has become the fashion of the day. Leacock laughs at such an attitude and 

drives home his point with the aid of humour. He talks about a man called Juggins to 

exemplify his views. 

Leacock writes: 

He used to ride a bicycle everyday to train his muscles and to clear his 

brain. He looked at all the scenery that he passed to develop his taste 

for scenery. He gave to the poor to develop his sympathy with 
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poverty. He read the Bible regularly in order to cultivate the faculty of 

reading the Bible, ... He passed through life with a strained and 

haunted expression waiting for clarity of intellect, greatness of soul, 

and a passion for art to descend upon him like a flock of doves. He is 

now dead. He died presumably in order to cultivate the sense of being 

a corpse. {ELS, 47) 

Hinting at the evils of war, Leacock expresses his concern for the human race 

in his essay on "War-time Christmas" which is a fine fusion of humour and 

humanism. Deeply aware of the fact that war is certain to ruin the happiness of man, 

Leacock the humanist foresees the fact that it may also hinder the progress of man. 

Every individual is highly responsible to maintain peace in the universe. 

Talking about War-time Christmas Leacock writes: 

After All ... its Christmas. It may seem to us the most distressed, the 

most tragic Christmas of the ages - Christmas in a world of disaster 

never known before. But yet, it's Christmas. And we ought to keep it 

so as the old, glad season of good will towards man, and kindliness and 

forgiveness towards everybody. Notice, towards everybody - even 

towards Adolf Hitler. What? You say you'd rather boil him in oil. Oh, 

but, of course, I include that; boil him, and then forgive him boiled. So 

with all the Germans - I'd like to drown them all in the Rhine, and then 

forgive them and send the Rhine to the wash. {MRU, 147) 
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Leacock's humorous essay "The Passing of the Kitchen" records his humorous 

views regarding the modem cook books and mechanical gadgets that have replaced 

the traditional kitchen. Like the deterioration of other traditions, the art of cooking is 

also lost in modem times. It used to be a closed profession which has been thrown 

wide open by the fashionable cook books. They did away with cooks and anybody 

could cook nowadays, following the instructions given. Leacock longs for the kitchen 

par excellence which was considered the real house. 

He writes: 

Go out to dine in any of the new apartment households that Cupid 

opens everyday, and the only cook that you find is the charming little 

hostess, who has just served the cock-tails, dainty as if she never 

worked a minute in her life, and cool as a lobster salad. She just turns 

on a "control" to keep its eye on the roast, sets the soupometer for 

seventy degrees, turns on enough electric heat to freeze the cocktail, 

and there you are! Nothing to do but start the radio and wait for the 

guests and hope her husband gets shaved in time. (49-50) 

In another essay "The British Soldier" Leacock longs for the old soldier "who 

spent his life in the barracks, busy in war, boozy in peace" (33). He is replaced by 

men who are categorized on mechanized units ~ flying men, ground men, pilots and 

tank-mechanics. Leacock humorously points out that when they are absorbed back 

into the nation they turn out to be none but stock-brokers and men studying for the 

ministry. The old-fashioned soldiers are gradually vanishing, just like the numerous 
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things that keep on vanishing day by day. Leacoclc expresses his deep concern for 

tradition and values that are of immense importance. 

The Concise Dictionary of Literary Terms underscores the importance of 'Man' thus: 

Reviving the study of Greek and Roman history, philosophy, and arts, 

the Renaissance humanists developed an image of 'Man' more positive 

and hopeful than that of medieval ascetic Christianity: rather than 

being a miserable sinner awaiting redemption from a pit of fleshly 

corruption, 'Man' was a source of infinite possibilities, ideally 

developing towards a balance of physical, spiritual, moral and 

intellectual faculities. (Baldick, 117) 

Leacock too focuses his attention of 'Man' whom he considers as the supreme 

being. Having attempted to establish the fact that Leacock's writings are a fine blend 

of humour and humanism, the next chapter aims at highlighting the fact that humour 

and humanism serve as panacea to mankind. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

HUMOUR AND HUMANISM AS PANACEA 

The search for a singular and distinguishing identity has always been one of 

the most perplexing problems faced by writers belonging to the colonized nations. 

Blessed with the twin gifts of humorous attitude and a humanistic approach towards 

all incongruities of life, Leacock the humorist - humanist has effectively etched his 

name in the history of Canadian literature. A master of verbal ingenuity, Leacock 

presents plain truth and exposes absurdity through the writer's pose of ignorant 

naivete. Fusing humour with humanism, Leacock offers peace and tranquillity for 

mankind and through his kindly humour provides a palliative to all the ills that 

mankind is unable to cure. Perming angelic qualities of humour and humanism, the 

writer has left an indelible mark in the minds of his readers. Robert Nichols declares 

that humour "is a tonic medicine, restoring clouded or overweening fancies to clarity" 

(qtd. in Lee, 20). 

Gerald Lynch also observes: 

Time and again Leacock turns to the leisurely and colourfuUy 

heightened past - to the tolerant and variegated, to the reasonable as 

opposed to the merely rational, and to the organic as opposed to the 

mechanistic to provide the norm necessary to correct what he often 

perceived to be a disintegrating and somewhat decadent twentieth 

century society. (6) 

Humour serves as a literary vehicle and a manifestation of humanism for this 

reputed author, who tries his best to replace satire with pathos and is also determined 



149 

to serve mankind through moral melioration. Humourous literature provides not only 

a corrective measure to mankind but also casts a temporary enchanting illusory spell 

that enables us to escape from hard reality. Leacock's ideas seem to have risen from 

the disillusionment of the late Victorian age and the hopes of the mid - nineteenth 

century. According to him, human life is packed with disappointments, which when 

humorously viewed becomes bearable. 

If Christianity offers opportunity for faith in something that transcends 

the individual, hope for the moral improvement of mankind, and 

encouragement towards a charitable - a kindly - disposition, then 

humour can indeed be said to be Stephen Leacock's religion. His 

understanding of "humour" ranged from a knowledge of the 

etymological history of the word to a sense of its being synonymous 

with the world's best literature, regardless of whether that literature 

possesses what are conventionally considered humorous qualities. (24) 

Leacock is an ardent admirer of Dickens, whose humour, he feels, has saved 

and also has served the world greatly. He believes that humour offers reconciliation 

for the mystery, sorrows and shortcomings of the world or of life itself. Describing 

humour, Leacock writes : 

It is not funny. It no longer rests on quips of language, the oddities of 

situation or the incongruities of character - but on the incongruity of 

life itself. The contrast between the eager fret and anxiety of today, the 

angers that pass and are forgotten and in retrospect, like children's 

quarrels, provoke only a smile - this is the basis on which the world's 
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greatest books of humour appeal to us. This mellowed vision even 

though not interpretation at least contains reconciliation and 

consolation. (MRU, 110) 

Leacock observes that mankind laughs at troubles and also jests at its 

oppressors, laughter being the last refuge of sorrow or oppression. However, humour 

can never share its ground with brutality. Perhaps, in its budding stage humour would 

have arisen out of savage exaltation over the beaten enemy. In the present world 

humour thrives only where human kindliness and freedom exists in plenty. A 

combination of humour and humanism permeating the very essence of life would 

make man's existence in the universe interesting. Humour is of great utility to 

mankind and is a leading factor in enhancing human progress. There has been an 

exquisite development from primitive fun to refined reflection of modern times. 

Leacock always believed that humour describes an authorial disposition towards 

kindliness and humanism. Humour has a kind of an enchanting spell and with its 

magical properties converts the incongruities of human life, bearable. According to 

Hazlitt, man is the only animal that knows the difference between what things are and 

what they ought to be. To him. the function of humour is "a healing influence to many 

a hurt mind" (qtd. in Lynch, 29). 

In a world that is bankrupt of moral values, Leacock believes that humour is 

the only hope. He interestingly remarks: "Humour in a world of waning beliefs 

remains like Hope still left at the bottom of Pandora's box when all the evils of the 

Gods flew out from it upon the world" (HTT, 15). Leacock's biographer, David M. 

Legate describes an incident that took place at the UNESCO Conference in Paris. A 
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World War II wished to meet the Canadian representative who was from the land of 

Leacock. It is quite interesting to read that he and his fellow prisoners were able to 

maintain their mental balance by reading and re-reading a selection of Leacock's 

books. This incident undoubtedly bears witness to the fact that Leacock's works serve 

as panacea to the maladies of mankind. Humour and love towards mankind are 

qualities that are closely associated with each other, working simultaneously, to reach 

the goal of redemption. These traits bestow an enchantment to Leacock's writings, 

alleviating ordinariness and providing comfort from the disillusiormients of reality. 

Gerald Lynch writes: 

Humanism served for Leacock's religion and humour was indeed its 

literary manifestation, its spirit made word. Such a humorous vision 

embraces the incongruities of life itself, presenting life's 

disillusionments in a bearable form. It is meliorating in its hope to 

inculcate greater kindliness in mankind, illusory in purpose to provide 

temporary escape, and ideal in its dream to proffer the possibility of 

temporary transcendence. Leacock sees the world romantically and 

steadily - in a word, humorously. (56) 

In these days of stress, Leacock's funny pieces are a perennial source of 

comfort and solace. Almost all of his sketches carry the current interest of the world 

of the moment, remaining fresh to his fellow beings belonging to all generations. He 

is an asset to Canada and has made nations laugh in the most fascinating manner with 

his healthy, wholesome and irresistible fun. In his article on Christmas Memoirs 
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entitled "Christmas Shopping" Leacock records his experiences regarding Christmas 

presents that were never given. Though everyone is filled with the milk of human 

kindness, thinking of all the presents they mean to give, they never give them. 

Deciding to give a golden watch to a schoolmaster who took classes free of cost, 

Leacock writes: "The Christmases went by; the time never came ... I never gave it to 

him. And now I never can; where he is, he's too happy to need it" (MRU, 141). 

The readers are able to identify themselves with Leacock and they are sure to 

recollect the reminiscences of the past, sharing the same experience with their author. 

Further, Leacock diagnosizes the evils of the society, analyses them with utmost care 

and prescribes the necessary remedy. The corrupt, or rather infected society has to be 

taken care of and it is the need of the hour to prescribe the right antidote. A mixture 

of humour and humanism in the right proportion serves as panacea to all the maladies 

that mankind experiences. 

Howard O'Hagan defines his "Stephie" thus: 

He walks away from me, head bowed as with a burden. Above him the 

westering sun glints on the barren branches of the maples. Stephie 

walks on. He is still walking, on and on into the years, leaving behind 

sunshine and the tonic of laughter behind him. (146). 

"Boarding - House Geometry" is Leacock's brilliant piece, a distillation of the 

dregs of the boarding - house in which he dwelt during college days. He effectively 

transmutes his bitter experiences into a splendour to relish and cherish in memory 
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forever. Leacock gives humorous definitions and axioms, postulates and propositions 

about a Boarding - House thus : 

Any two meals at a boarding - house are together less than two square 

meals. 

If from the opposite ends of a boarding - house a line be drawn passing 

through all the rooms in turn, then the stove pipe which warms the 

boarders will lie within that line. 

On the same bill and on the same side of it there should not be two 

charges for the same thing: {LL, 17) 

Great humorous characters are celebrated forever because they are portrayed 

through a medium of kindliness. Don Quixote, The Vicar of Wakefield, Rip Van 

Winkle and Mr. Pickwick are surrounded by a halo of kindliness. Falstaff, the 

despicable creature demands nothing but a large - belly - full of sack, tobacco and 

somebody to talk at. His humour lies in our forgiveness. By writing humour one 

shares human kindliness and pronounces harmless judgement of fellow men. Leacock 

writes: "The Greek gods - their intelligence was very low - thought it funny when 

Hephaestus (or somebody) fell out of Heaven and broke his leg and walked with the 

laughter of gods. It must have been a hell of a heaven" {HTW, 215). 

Leacock does not favour such kind of primitive and cruel humour. He also 

denounces rough practical jokes of the Middle Ages and the nursery humour which is 

fu]l of slaughter, disaster and death - people boiled in pots and chopped into pieces. 

Good - tempered humour may be less colourful than a slashing attack but it has its 
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own unique value. Change or reform can never be made using a bludgeon, for a 

humorist has to walk on a tight rope, trying to point out the mistakes and 

simultaneously accepting the follies with a tender heart. Watters remarks that: "The 

Canadian satirical weapon is, of necessity, the scalpel of the cool surgeon or the quick 

flip of the judo expert" (26). Leacock's life history is a perfect illustration of the fact 

that he effectively mastered melancholy with the bright facade called humour, with 

courage. His was a humour that tempers extremes, suffers the fallible and tries to 

chastise the uncharitable. His fun is marked by patience, faith and simplicity and he 

teaches the principle of humane tolerance. 

Gerald Lynch feels that: 

Humour at its highest reach reveals the general through the particular, 

the character type through the individual character, and flawed 

institutions through infallible man, with a view towards sympathetic 

comprehension as opposed to dismissal and dissociation. (175) 

In one of his sketches entitled "Laughing Off Our History" Leacock records 

the fact that mankind had to seek humour to forget the agonies of war and also to 

protect itself from being broken under its gruesome strain. One such war joke is 

worth mentioning at this context. A dilapidated soldier cries: "I love my country, I'd 

fight for my country, I'd die for my country. But if ever this damn war is over I'll 

never love another country!" (MRU, 115). Leacock, the reputed humorist proves that 

he is a master in his art and is capable of discussing serious matters in a light-hearted 

vein. The ills of the society ought to be cured not only by institutional correctives but 

by good men and the upliftment of public morality. He believes that humour rests in 
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the incongruity between our aspiration and our achievement, an idealism that hoped 

for a better world of perfection and a pessimism about human nature which warned 

him that it could never be. Leacock made fun at the system and not the individual 

who struggled against it. 

As Ralph Curry puts it: 

"He found something noble about the little man who refuses to become 

a cog in a social machine, who insisted on being an individual. 

Leacock scanned man with the searching eye of the humorist, and he 

liked what he found; he liked what made man human". (84). 

The letters that Leacock received from his fans bear witness to the fact that the 

two divine qualities ~ humour and humanism have served as panacea to the sadness 

of the heart and the ailment of the body as well. One of the letters that he received 

from Dr.J.B. Morley is proof of the fact that his patient, Mrs. Emmanuel Cohen had 

improved physically and mentally after reading Leacock's book. Leacock's delightful 

remedies always afforded much pleasure to the readers, as his writings emerge from 

his innate kindness. 

Leacock's kind gestures were always reciprocated by his readers. In one of the 

letters he received from the President of a Massachusetts bank, the banker thanks 

Leacock for having sent an autographed book, free of cost to his son, Jack. In his 

letter he writes: "You never had a true disciple than Jack. He reads evey sentence that 

you write, if he can get hold of it, and much of it many times over" (qtd. in Curry, 
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140). Such letters are a tribute to his love for fellow beings and also a proof as to his 

ability as a writer. 

In his essay entitled "Humour As I See It" in The Leacock Round About he writes; 

Mark Twain's Huckleberry Finn is a greater work than Kant's Critique 

of Pure Reason and Charles Dickens' creation of Mr.Pickwick did 

more for the elevation of the human race - I say it in all seriousness -

than Cardinal Newman's "Lead, kindly Light, Amid the Encircling 

Gloom". Newman only cried out for light in the gloom of a sad world. 

Dickens gave it. (8) 

Leacock's Sunshine Sketches of a Little Town is highly romantic with its 

charming characters, anecdotes and a captivating language with a small town flavour. 

Packed with fun, Leacock laughs away the good - natured follies of the people, 

without hatred or condemnation, tucking his tongue in cheek with virtue of his 

mastery of language and artistic freedom. In "Marine Excursions of The Knights of 

Pythias" Leacock explains the huzzle and buzzle at Mariposa on the Excursion day. 

He presents a vivid picture of the various people who are getting prepared for the 

grand gala celebrations. 

Leacock writes : 

And there's Dean Drone, the Chaplain of the Order, with a fishing - rod 

... and with a trolling line in case of maskinonge, and a landing net in 

case of pickerel, and with his eldest daughter, Lilian Drone, in case of 

young men. (^^,1952,52-3) 
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Leacock's humorous writings are notable because much of his contribution is 

aimed towards merriment. His luminous, sparkling sketches are free from malice and 

pessimism. He has, no doubt, enriched English literature with his feast of 

entertainment. His word play is brilliant. Every word he writes is loaded with ore. 

With bounding spirits, this spokesman for the humanity is potent for smiles and hearty 

laughs that he extracts with twinkling eyes, tongue - in - cheek. His images range 

from serious and complex, to simple, homely and humorous, forged out of his 

observation and reflections on the incongruity of life and maimers of people. His 

ideas are conveyed not only to evoke laughter. Rather they carry a larger lesson. 

Though Leacock was a major figure in Canadian intellectual history, his kindly 

amusement at the littleness of things, his tolerance and geniality will be remembered 

by posterity and above all, he would be revered as an indefatigably good - natured 

man. 

Leacock's urge to write, and his predilection for humorous writing, can be seen 

as extensions of his personality. According to Pelham Edger, as a young man 

Leacock was a combination of exuberance, sentimentality, geniality and restlessness. 

"The ring of Stephen's voice is in my ears, his infectious chuckle, and the laughter that 

by its intensity almost brought tears into his eyes" (qtd. in Doyle, 31). Leacock's good 

humour was a result of tolerance and kindness and an unbeatable quality of spirit. 

Laughter is the integral part of the psychic activity of man. It is a pleasant means of 

relaxation and is a state where the mind is stimulated and readily obeys to an internal 

law, free from all fetters and assumes its exhilarated self. Laughter and love have 

strong bonds of kinship. The production of laughter depends upon the interaction of 
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the mind with the ridieuious in Nature. Aristotle defines the ridiculous as a 

subdivision of the ugly and that it consists in some defect or ugliness which is not 

painful or destructive. Dr. James R. Vitelli, an American Professor rightly points out 

that if we can learn to laugh at the absurd universe, we can perhaps hold on to the last 

remaining shreds of our humanity because laughter is the only humanising gesture left 

to us in this changing world. He also feels that good humour makes a person think. 

Metaphorically, Leacock compares satire to a stream forking away from the true 

stream of humane humour. 

Though both streams of humour arose from the same source Leacock believes that: 

One is tempted to think that perhaps the original source parted into two 

streams. In one direction flowed, clear and undefiled, the humour of 

human kindliness. In the other, the polluted waters of mockery and 

sarcasm, the "humour" that turned to ... infliction of pain as a perverted 

source of pleasure, (qtd. in Lynch, 36) 

In Sunshine Sketches of a Little Town Leacock presents a very picturesque 

atmosphere and provides minute details so as to enable his readers visualize in their 

mind's eye a perfect fictional town, Mariposa ~ in fact, nostalgic memories of Orillia, 

Ontario. Leacock's life - like caricatures are entertaining and move us to irrepressible 

laughter. The Times rightly commented that no emolument would be a fitting reward 

for the hard work in which Leacock was engrossed in distilling the sunshine. It also 

appreciated Leacock for the sunshine of humour, the thin keen sunshine of irony and 

the mellow evening sunshine of sentiment. The Hostelry of Mr.Smith, The 

Whirlwind Campaign and his candidacy stay fresh in the memories, bringing sunshine 
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into every home. The Rats' Cooler in the cafe was the crowning glory and the French 

chef with an aristocratic saturnine countenance who had a moustache that reminded of 

the late Napolean III was the talk of the town. For the people of Mariposa it was a 

rare sight to witness the chef throw cutlet into broiling iron, whirl at a buckwheat 

pancake into existence "and see fowls' legs devilled, peppered, grilled and tormented 

till they lost all semblance of the original Mariposa chicken" (SS, 1952, 27). 

With impetuous vigour, Leacock has expressed his opinions on various 

subjects. Though he scornfully analyses the problems of life with a rebellious attitude 

and penetrating comments, his primary aim is to offer comfort and solace. Readers 

can easily detect the sparkling wit and antic nimbleness with which he turns 

absurdities and stupidities of life into hilarious laughter. 

In his essay entitled "American Humour" Leacock writes: 

The final stage of the development of humour is reached when 

amusement no longer arises from a single "fiinny" idea, meaningless 

contrast, or odd play upon words, but rests upon a prolonged and 

sustained conception of the incongruities of human life itself. The 

shortcomings of our existence, the sad contrast of our aims and our 

achievements, the little fretting aspiration of the day that fades into the 

nothingness of to-morrow, kindle in the mellowed mind a sense of 

gentle amusement from which all selfish exultation has been chastened 

by the realisation of our common lot of sorrow. On this higher plane 

humour and pathos mingle and become one. (ELS, 92 - 3) 
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True humour is civilizing, humane, cosmic and sublime. It seldom attacks 

people. Rather it directs itself towards responsible institutions in a humanitarian 

fashion. Leacock admires Dickens' humour and observes that: "the pen is mightier 

than the parliament ... But he did it with laughter and the smiles that mingled even 

with anger as April sunshine glimmers through the rain" (HTT, 118-9). 

Leacock's personal life was not one of total sunshine and cheer. He 

experienced a burdensome childhood, had his own share of sorrows and also 

occasional encounters with tragedy. Though he was quick to anger, he was fond of 

society and hence could easily reconcile. Timothy Findley writes: "God bless 

Stephen Leacock. I write that from the heart. With his stories and his books, his 

people and his insights, he has left a legacy for everyone who reads and -1 must add -

for everyone who writes" (www.google, com). 

The frivolities and short comings of the society are pointed out by Leacock 

with tolerance and a sympathetic outlook. Leacock excels in creating situations ~ 

those situations that turn out to be funny due to juxtaposition of characters. Though 

the humorist highlights the flaws, he just wards them off and the readers sense a relief 

in their minds. 

To quote Sully: 

Unsuitability of men to their circumstances, the detection of some 

discrepancy between the character and the role assumed at the 

moment, the social juxtaposition which brings embarrassment to the 

http://www.google


161 

encounters, the foolish impulse which pushes the character into an 

awkward situation etc., brings in the humorous situation. (317) 

Leacock's humorous piece "The Conjurer's Revenge" is a typical example of 

pure humour of situation. Whenever the conjurer tries to attract the attention of the 

audience, the Quick Man mumbles: "He - had - it - up - his - sleeve" {LL, 71) and "the 

reputation of the conjurer was rapidly sinking below zero" (72). Zdenka feels that 

here "laughter fades and is replaced by sympathy towards the conjurer and aversion 

towards the baffled Quick Man" (56). The humorist must be sympathetic because 

"humour in its highest reach mingles with pathos: it voices sorrow for our human lot 

and reconciliation with it" {HH, 232). 

Alan Bowker writes: 

What the public wanted from Leacock were funny stories and homely 

wisdom to drive away for a moment the dark clouds of depression of 

war, and to provide reassurance about a future; they treated his social 

concern merely as evidence of his goodness of heart, and his theories 

as the eccentricities of a very funny man. ("Introduction", UR, xix) 

Leacock's writings emerge out of tolerance towards human fallibility and 

acceptance of social responsibility. He focuses his attention at the atrocities of day -

to - day life, but forgives his fellow beings and accepts life as it is with the ideals of a 

humanist. His humour is akin to that of a sugar - coated pill that cures the illness 

without any bitterness to the individual. Of course, as a Victorian disciplinarian and 
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brought up as mamma's boy, habits of disciplined living and a capacity for hard 

labour were instilled in him naturally. 

He says: 

Each of us is a prisoner. The past offers us, as it were a door of escape. 

We are set and bound in our confined lot. Outside somewhere, is 

eternity; outside, somewhere is infinity. We seek to reach into it and 

the pictured past seems to afford to us an outlet of escape. {HIT, 281) 

The "pictured past" refers to humorous literature through which the author 

creates a dream world which is better than reality. George Mikes feels that: "human 

nature is not altogether peerless and angelic. It simply needs to get rid of a certain 

amount of nastiness and malice: so why not laugh it off?" (113). He makes himself 

clear when he adds that: "we want people to laugh with us because we know that you 

love the man who makes you laugh. And we all want love - that's what this whole big 

show - called the world and life - is about" (114). Obviously, Leacock the humorist 

too wants his readers to laugh with him at the atrocities of life but at the same time he 

expects his readers to exercise sympathy towards his fellow beings. Such an attitude 

gets transfonned from the author to the reader automatically and together they 

discover the world around them. Tolerance and acceptance of follies is the primary 

motive along with a positive approach through humour. Hence the world becomes a 

better place to live in. His own life and personality presented incongruities. 
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Ralph L. Curry in his "Introduction" to Stephen Leacock Humorist and Humanist 

writes: 

He was the untidy man with the orderly mind, the man who could not 

drive a car but who could explain the theory of relativity. These are 

true paradoxes, however, because they only seem to represent 

incongruities. At the source, Leacock was a humanist in the broadest 

sense: his study and his interest was humanity, not facts and figures. 

The man was at the same time lecturer, teacher, economist, scholar, 

political scientist, humorist, historian and bon vivant. Everything he 

wrote and everything he did was based upon a recognition of human 

dignity. (7) 

In his article entitled "The Saving Grace of Humour" Leacock writes: "But so 

it is, in our sorely beset pilgrimage; we like to have something to fall back upon - a 

second line of retreat from the slings and arrows. And the belief is familiar, that this 

refuge can be found in a sense of humour" (MRU, 106). Humour blended with 

humanism offers solace and comfort to mankind, sheltering it all the while. 

Leacock's humour sparkles. His magnificent piece "Three Score and Ten" that 

deals with the business of growing old records the mental turmoils of old age, 

recollecting the past reminscences ~ the cavalcade passing down from the clouds of 

the morning to the mists of the evening and finally a reconciliation. 
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Leacock writes: 

So it is with life. The child says "when I am a big boy" - but what is 

that? The boy says "when I grow up" - and then, grown up, "when I 

get married". But to be married, once done and over, what is that 

again? The man says "when I can retire" - and then when retirement 

comes he looks back over the path traversed, ... he feels somehow that 

he has missed it all. For the reality of life, we learn too late, is in the 

living tissue of it from day to day, not in the expectation of better, nor 

in the fear of worse. Those two things to be always looking ahead and 

to worry over things that haven't yet happened and very likely won't 

happen - those take the very essence out of life. {MRU, 222) 

But Leacock does not fail to insist on the fact that old people are more kind 

and are able to comprehend the faults of others. To add more humour to it Leacock 

says: "yet somehow just when I am reflecting on my own kindliness I find myself 

getting furious with a waiter for forgetting the Worcester sauce" (225). Leacock's 

reflections on old age, his sympathy for old people and great concern for the human 

race are beautifully presented with a mixture of humour in the right proportion. Every 

human being should identify himself with others and share the common trials and 

tribulations as well as the amusement that arises from it. This mission being 

Leacock's primary motive, makes him a typical humorist - humanist. 

"The Laundry Problem" is one of Leacock's miscellaneous sketches that he 

categorises under the title "Great National Problems" in his book Winnowed Wisdom. 

In his search for the humorous he never leaves any stone unturned, The problems of 
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common man regarding the hi - fi laundry corporations are brought to the limelight 

with much galore. When people could easily pounce at a poor washerwoman for 

spoiling their shirts, they can never lodge a complaint in a laundry company for they 

would only turn a deaf ear. 

Leacock writes* 

There is no use going to the office. All you find there are groups of 

lady employees sheltered behind a cast - iron grating. They never saw 

your shirt. Don't ask them. They have their office work and in the 

evening they take extension lectures on the modem drama. They 

wouldn't know a shirt if they saw it. (108) 

The humour in Leacock's experience and his concern for the washerwoman 

are notable qualities and of course, this is a great National problem because it is 

experienced by everyone in the universe — though a trivial matter, Leacock speaks for 

the cause of his fellow men. 

While other customers could be mollified or recompensed, Leacock's pitiless 

attack stirred up laundry managements who threatened him that court action would be 

taken. Nothing worse followed and "it is worth noting, however, that this was the 

only recorded instance of any kind of protest, organised or otherwise, against 

Leacock's irteverent treatment of institutions or individuals" (qtd. in Legate, 154). 
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Desmond Pace}' puts it briefly that Leacock is: 

... a country squire of the eighteenth century who revolts against the 

unbridled acquisitiveness and arrogant commercialism of the early 

twentieth century. His values are eighteenth century ones: common 

sense, benevolence, moderation, good taste. His method of presenting 

these values, however, is the genial one of Addison rather than the 

savage one of Swift. (212) 

Leacock, in his work "The Woman Question" shows great concern for the 

decline of home and family that suffer under the age of the so-called progress. He is 

very much worried about the deterioration of family life leading to a disastrous end. 

As a humanist, Leacock prefers to throw light on such details in his own humorous 

style. His observations and opinions in such matters of social concern are awesome 

and fascinating. He found the humorous essay as the media best suited to convey his 

views to the humanity. His essays have a warm and personal touch and render an 

awareness regarding social problems. 

He melts the hearts of the readers when he comments thus: 

The home has passed, or at least is passing out of existence. In place 

of it is the "apartment" - an incomplete thing, a mere part of 

something, where children are an intrusion, where hospitality is done 

through a caterer, and where Christmas is only the twenty - fifth of 

December. {ELS, 120-21) 
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Leacock's works are certainly a reflection of life and a perfect picture of the 

existing turmoils of the modem world When he laments about the condition of 

family life in the speedily progressing world, he plays the role of a philanthropist. He 

feels sorry for all that machine age had done for women. He feels that things had 

grown from bad to worse, instead of making them better. He exercises his sympathy 

towards women who have been replaced by household gadgets. Unmindful of these 

factors the feminists make such a hue and cry, demanding their right to vote. 

Alan Bowker observes that: 

Leacock firmly believed that a woman's place was in the home, and he 

had little respect for her ability at business or professional work; but 

his crotchety chauvinism is palliated by his concern for decline of 

home and family life under the onslaught of the age of progress. 

("Introduction", IJR, xxviii) 

In his thought - provoking as well as humorous piece "Mathematics Versus 

Puzzles" Leacock becomes the mouthpiece of a whole community of people who 

detest mathematics. He grudgingly says that his attitude towards mathematics is that 

of nine out of ten of educated people who sense awe and horror and wish an escape 

from it. He writes: "If Mathematics is for many students the dragon in the path, 

these puzzles are the dragon's teeth" (TMC, 64). Learning to count, add or multiply is 

plain and straight forward and even the tricky multiplication table is fair. By 

"Puzzles" Leacock refers to the puzzling problems of mathematics that are baffling to 

ordinary minds. The reason for not being able to do it is as Leacock puts it: "We have 
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not been made mathematically minded". Leacock, the compassionate humanist has 

voiced forth the dilemma of millions. 

Alan Bowker rightly states that: 

Leacock the man cannot be brushed aside in favour of Leacock the 

humorist. Leacock the man was concerned with social and political 

problems, deeply involved in the affairs of his age. He used all his 

many and varied talents to define these problems to himself and his 

contemporaries, and to advocate solutions to them as persuasively as 

he knew how. ("Introduction", UR, xxxviii) 

Though Leacock's humour is mixed with humanism and is sprinkled 

throughout his works, it is awesome to note Leacock's explanation of naming one of 

his theoretical books on humour as Humor and Humanity. His philosophy of 

humour and its primary aim is defined in a vivid manner through his statements. 

In the preface to the book he writes: 

The author has given to the book the title Humor and Humanity, 

rather then the obvious and simple title humor inorder to emphasize his 

opinion that the essence of humor is human kindliness. It is this 

element in humor which has grown from primitive beginnings to 

higher forms: which lends to humor the character of a leading factor in 

human progress, and which is destined still further to enhance its utility 

to mankind, (qtd. in Curry, 276) 
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Leacock wanted to cry aloud to the world that war brings misery and poverty 

with it. He gives a clarion call to the people to launch a titanic struggle against it 

before it was too late. His feelings are those of a true humanist who wants to live in a 

world of peace. He advocates International Harmony as the only way to enhance 

humanism. He feels that war should be totally eradicated from Earth as it is barbaric 

and brutal. Interestingly, Leacock pins his trust on the children, the makers of the 

future world. 

He confidently writes: 

Especially with the children lies our chief chance. Older people are 

battered out of shape, or were never battered into it. Faces all wrinkled 

and furrowed with care cannot be altered now. But to every child we 

must give the chance to live, to learn, to love. (LAL, 107) 

The above lines throw light upon Leacock's views that the younger generation 

should be given a chance and his frustration with the grown ups who are adamant and 

refuse to listen. Leacock, the humanist preaches the doctrine of living and letting 

others live. He foresees a future generation which will radiate the philosophy of love 

in the universe. Leacock, undoubtedly provides a universal remedy by placing his 

trust on children who would make this world a better place to live in. 

Leacock's humour contains elements of spiritual elevation and ethical 

humanism that are typical qualities of the Victorian era. His humour developed from 

the sentimentalism and idealism, and he never believed in demoniacal mirth, 

Thackeray believes that the best humour is that which contains most humanity, that 
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which is flavoured throughout with tenderness and kindness. Arthur Koestler raises 

humour to a lofty pedestal. He calls the humorist a brother of the scientist and the 

artist. He feels that comic comparison makes us laugh, objective analogy makes us 

understand and poetic image makes us marvel. Leacock not only makes us laugh but 

takes us into the realm of peace and comfort as well. His humour blended with 

humanistic aspects is a panacea for all human maladies. 

J.B. Priestley observes that: "The best of Leacock exists somewhere between -

though at a slight angle from - the amiable nonsense of characteristic English humour 

(e.g. Wodehouse) and the hard cutting wit and almost vindictive satire of much 

American humour" ("Introduction", TBHL, 11). But Leacock has an identity of his 

own as a Canadian humorist. His humour is unique, for he fuses it with humanism, 

trying to expose the vices of mankind. He knows the trick of extracting laughter 

which serves as a palliative for all the ills that mankind cannot cure. Throughout his 

writings Leacock deals with the frets of daily life and makes a sympathetic insight 

into the trials and tribulations, offering consolation. Human kindliness and freedom 

are stressed as essential means of consoling human beings. Humour is the greatest 

gift of humanity for it has certain redeeming features to help mankind rise up from his 

difficulties. 

Leacock takes up the job of a good Samaritan and tries to offer comfort to the 

society. He craves for peace and advocates it through his writings. Though he is a 

lover of fun and mirth, he pays special attention to people who are in distress. A man, 

whose primary concern is human kindliness, wishes for a peaceful atmosphere in 

which people would be able to experience the joy of being in Heaven itself. In one of 
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his humorous writings entitled "When Men Retire" he talks about old people and 

retirement. Though he appears to be poking fun at them, he volunteers to console 

them through his soothing words with a touch of humour. 

He writes: 

But as to this retirement business, let me give a word of advice to all of 

you young fellows round fifty. Some of you have been talking of it 

and even looking forward to it. Have nothing to do with it. Listen; it's 

like this. Have you ever been out for a late autumn walk in the closing 

part of the afternoon, and suddenly looked up to realize that the leaves 

have practically all gone? You hadn't realized it. And you notice that 

the sun has set already, the day gone before you knew it - and with that 

a cold wind blows across the landscape. That's retirement. (TLRA, 

229) 

Leacock expects man to accept life as it is and not to mourn or grieve against 

difficulties. The truth is quite plain and 'refirement' is common to all. The courage to 

accept the realities of life enables man to have a positive approach towards life itself. 

Cameron writes of Leacock thus: " ... a man whose bluff, relaxed man - of - the 

v^orldfagade concealed a frightened and reticent boy, brilliant enough to make his 

way in the world by pelting with laughter the very qualities of that world which made 

him uneasy" ("Introduction", BB, vii). Leacock never entertains the idea of rebellion. 

His sole aim is to point out the weaknesses of people and not to punish them. Instead 

he thinks of coming to terms with him "... Leacock's humor never challenges the 

reader to rebel. It was enough for the Canadian to satirize adherents to the repressed 
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society into whicii he was bom; rebellion against it was not a possibility for himself, 

or his country (Uphaus, 146). A satirist scoffs at men and their manners, a cynic 

condemns human nature itself and loses his balance when he makes a try to use 

invective as a weapon to redeem the society. Only a humorist can accept life and 

nature with a good sense, clean vision and understanding. 

Humour sympathises with man and exercises good sense that arises out of 

clear vision and understanding. A humorist is not a social arbiter or a preacher of 

morals. Oddities and incongruities are accepted, and along with it absurdities are seen 

from an enlightened worldview. Leacock, the humanist wants us to live each moment 

to the fullest because it is the "here" and "now" that is important than the "past" or 

"future". One has to love the world that he lives in and the fellow human beings are 

to be treated without malice or contempt. Worry and restlessness should be brushed 

aside, concentrating on the lovely things the world has to offer. "It is strange how we 

cry out in our collective human mind against this restless thinking and clamour for 

time to stand still - longing for a land where it is always afternoon, or for a book of 

verses underneath a bough where we may let the world pass" {TLRA, 417). To 

Leacock, life is not a bed of roses, but we have to develop a liking towards it. 

Leacock himself had experienced a painful past, in spite of which he caresses and 

comforts mankind through his humour and humanism. This is not a complaint against 

the whole of mankind for he exposes follies not to punish the sinners but to laugh 

along with the world. Self-denigration is also part of Leacock's captivating style. A 

humorist always has the courage to laugh at himself. The human race longs for love 

and peace but comfortably forgets to reciprocate the warmth. 
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The function of humour is not moral punishment but liberal love and joyous 

delight. Benevolence and sympathy replace rudeness and crudity. Human freedom is 

stressed rather than chaining man to fetters. A deep concern for the human race, or 

rather sweet philanthropy pervades the humorous writings of Leacock. 

He writes: 

All this new era of ours of emancipated women, and women in offices 

and women the same as men, is just a passing phase, and the end of it 

is already in sight. A great social disaster fell on the world. The 

industrial age built up great cities where people lived, crowded into 

little boxes, where there was no room for children, where women's 

work vanished because they were dispossessed, where national 

population was kept going by additions from God knows where, and 

national safety was jeopardized by the increasing scarcity of our own 

people ... (382 - 83) 

Leacock records the feelings of old men perfectly well in his humorous 

writing "Three Score and Ten". He says: "Old age is the "Front Line" of life, moving 

into No Man's Land. No Man's Land is covered with mist. Beyond it is Eternity. As 

we moved forward, the tumult that now lies behind us has died down" (414). These 

words certainly instil courage in the minds of old men who are worried about their 

last days. In "The Hidden Secret of the City" Leacock admits that city life throbs with 

life, palpitating mostly with intellectual life. But to him it failed to create a sensation. 

Leacock writes: "1 always felt that the wits might start something or the magnates sit 

on something or the great criminal lawyer might say something. As to the bankers, ... 
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if they lift their thumb over we go. So I am uneasy with them." (369). Though he 

seems to present a luxurious picture ol' the city in the beginning, he does not fail to 

record his experiments after he had visited one. He is no longer afraid of cities and 

city men because as he himself observes: "The Great City! There's no such place. It's 

just where people go, bravely enough, to earn the money to get back home" (375). 

Leacock strives a lot to tell the individual that he too is an essential part of the 

whole system called the universe. He wants man to be dignified for every one has a 

certain identity of his own. An individual is necessarily an important person in the 

cosmos. Praising the deeds of a humorist who contributes much in the growth of an 

individual, he writes: 

... even from a lower ground a higher altitude may be reached. 

Burlesque writing at its best is a fine achievement. Nor need any 

writer he ashamed of it nor be misled into believing that he wastes his 

talents in devoting himself to it. If he has the peculiar talent he can 

find no better life work than that of an "funny" writer. It is probable 

that such people, more than any other writers, have brought temporary 

solace to weary humanity, have coaxed laughter out of sorrow and 

brought to those distressed the respite of forgetfulness. If you are 

funny, keep funny even if it makes you sad. {HTW, 240) 

The function of humour is to bring down the great from lofty pedestals, to be 

placed near the little things and prove that in the pesence of the infinite, all are equal 

or equally nothing. Humour enables man to get rid of pride, selfishness, ill will and 

malice. It also relieves tension of the mind: 
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If man, like ancient theology, glances down from the world beyond the 

terrestrial world, the latter looks small and vain; if he measures the 

infinite world with the small one, as humour does, connecting one with 

the other, then laughter arises wherein is sorrow and greatness, (qtd. in 

Bhattacharyya, 20) 

In Humor and Humanity Leacock describes the highest stage of humour as 

one where "tears and laughter are joined, and our little life, incongruous and vain, is 

rounded with a smile" (31). It is the transforming capacity rather than the reforming 

that makes humorous literature divine. Though humour often turns to mockery and 

fun, the ultimate aim would be upliftment of mankind. Leacock writes: "In retrospect 

all our little activities are but as nothing, all that we do has in it a touch of the 

pathetic, and even our sins and wickedness and crime are easily pardoned in the 

realization of their futility" {HIT, 134). Humour is the last refuge of sorrow and 

oppression and a true humorist, no doubt, presents a vision of a better world. 

Leacock, the warm-hearted Canadian believed in consolation of mankind which he 

did effectively through his writings of humour. 

He writes: 

Consolation is hard to iind. You recall perhaps the haunting verses, 

written years ago, that ran, "There, little, girl, don't cry". They have 

broken her dolls, yes, and later on, it will be her heart that is broken, 

but, "there little girl, don't cry". It is all that we can say to one another. 

{MRU, WO) 
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Humour is an art-form that toils to bring unity and peace among men. The 

minds of people play back and forth with delightful freedom that humour offers in 

plenty. It exercises a power of harmonisation and leads to an aesthetic pleasure, 

unique of its kind. Leacock believes that humour does not depend on verbal 

techniques and tricks of language alone. 

"It finds its basis in the incongruity of life itself, the contrast between 

the fretting cares and the petty sorrows of the day and the long mystery 

of the tomorrow. Here laughter and tears become one, and humour 

becomes the contemplation and interpretation of life. (HTT, 17) 

Of course, Leacock interprets life with a humanistic appeal and apart from 

providing solace and comfort he advises mankind to stick to moral values. His cry is 

that of a humanist who is curious to show to the world that it is treading in the path of 

destruction and it is time for redemption. 

In his essay on "Business in England" Leacock writes: 

The ancient prayer "Lead us not into temptation" is passing out of date 

... The world is apparently more full of thugs, hold-up men, yegmen, 

bandits, motor-thieves, porch-climbers, spotters, spies, and crooked 

policemen than it ever was, till it almost seems that the slow, old-

fashioned method of an effort of the individual soul may be needed 

still before the world is made good. (MDE, 137) 
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Leacock, the comforter of mankind, laughs at himself ~ a quality that marks 

out any humorist from the rest. Mocking at one's own follies requires immense 

courage and determination. Quite a number of times, Leacock the humanist identifies 

himself with the rest of his community and does not hesitate to record his own follies. 

Though he may be exaggerating at times, he makes a clown of himself to prove that 

none can be an exemption of his ridicule, including himself. He describes an incident 

wherein he had the pleasure of killing a man, with laughing. The man who was 

uproariously laughing on hearing Leacock's lecture, collapsed all of a sudden and the 

doctor was sent for. Leacock humorously remarks that, as a duty bound lecturer, he 

went right on with his lecture. Meanwhile, another doctor was called for and finally 

"the undertaker". Leacock says that he had a wild pleasure which subsided when he 

came to know that the man got well. 

He writes: 

I sent back next morning from London a telegram of inquiry (I did it, 

in reality, so as to have a proper proof of his death), and received the 

answer, "Pafient doing well; is sitting up in bed and reading Lord 

Haldane's Relativity: no danger of relapse". (183) 

In his essay "Have the English any Sense of Humour?" Leacock observes that 

a lecture is organised on a stern footing in England. It is not organised by "idle, 

amiable, charming women, but by a body called, with variations, the philosophical 

society. From experience I should define an English Philosophical Society as all the 

people in town who don't know anything about philosophy" (190). Leacock tries to 

explain the fact that all these so called societies arrive at nothing but put on a show. 
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They do much ado just for sheer pretence. Leacock laughs at them along with his 

readers. 

Preservation of peace and harmony and improvement of human welfare were 

Leacock's objectives which he obtained through his humorous writings. Flattering 

editorials have paid glorious tribute for Leacock who was considered as the enemy of 

misery. A special welcome in Punch by Charles L. Graves in his verses entitled "To 

Stephen Leacock" is worth quoting. 

He writes: 

And yet, though so freakish and dashing, 

You are not the slave of your fun. 

For there's nobody better at lashing, 

The crimes and the cant of the Hun; 

Anyhow, I'd be proud as a peacock 

To have it inscribed on my tomb: 

He followed the foot steps of Leacock 

In banishing gloom, (qtd. in Legate, 117) 

Leacock's messages prayed for a sympathetic understanding of the world's 

incongruities and stressed the need for tolerance and freedom of conscience. Leacock 

skilfully illuminated facts with lively allusions to propagate his message of unity to 

mankind. 
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In his essay on "War and Humour" Leacock writes: 

We must keep our sense of humour till after the war. Someday we 

may be back again in a world of peace, in the sunshine of unprepared 

democracy, in the ease of inefficiency, in the out - of - door sport of 

politics, and humour will come into its own again. {MRU, 125) 

Summing up his views regarding the qualities that make a man, a gentleman, 

Leacock makes his readers laugh hilariously in his essay "The Struggle to Make Us 

Gentlemen". After having discussed all the characteristics of a gentleman, Leacock 

concludes that a gentleman can dress up as he likes. 

He describes: 

... a hairy, bushy - whiskered, unkempt individual. Grey hair grew on 

every part of his face. The only place where there was no hair was the 

part of the head where hair usually grows. That part was as bald as an 

egg. He had elastic - ride boots but no socks. He had trousers but 

neither braces nor belt. The trousers were loose ... he spent most of the 

time grabbing them and hitching them up just as they were on the point 

of falling down. It was a constant competition between himself and 

the trousers ... the trousers wanting to fall down and he wanting them 

to keep up. (28-29) 

George Mikes observes that: "Humour always comforts you; to some extent it 

helps to extricate you fom a sad, even unbearable situation" (87). Leacock lived every 

moment of his life with enthusiasm and zeal and dedicated himself into whatever task 
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he did. Curry remarks: "He did not accidentally make mountains out of molehills; he 

did it on purpose. The high sense of the dramatic so evident in his writing was a part 

of his basic personality" (268). Leacock, the humanist was ready to toil hard for the 

betterment of the human race with a combination of subtle humour in his writings. 

To quote George Mikes: 

The non - humourous world has one ambition. Every humourless 

member of it wants to be god like; nay: wants to be God. Humour, at 

its best, teaches us that this is not a worth-while ambition. God 

himself is only human. And that's where Humour becomes Divine. 

Perhaps our belief in that human God humour gives us ... (115) 

A humorist is a creator who has a great concern for man. Leacock's humour is 

bom out of his immense love for mankind and Gerald Lynch observes that Leacock 

teaches us first and foremost to laugh. 

He adds: 

... he can teach us also the value that which will forever seem, like 

what is "Canadian", to be able as opposed to merely rational, the 

leisurely and tolerant, the organic in opposition to the mechanistic and 

literature ~ imagination in the service of informed memory. When 

read carefully, Leacock's work can teach us what is meant to be 

Canadian during the first half of Canada's existence. Read 

imaginatively, his work can teach us what it should mean to be a 

Canadian. (176) 
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Humour and love are dependent upon the romantic perspective and they fuse 

with the realistic. They are also closely associated with a disposition towards 

"kindliness". They bestow an enchantment above the disappointments and disillusions 

of reality. 

George Mikes observes that one cannot divide humanity into fools and non-

fools. We belong to both the categories. The most brilliant could be hopeless fools 

and fools could behave wisely on certain occasions. The humorist wants people to 

laugh with him because he knows that they love the man who makes them laugh. The 

entire universe craves for an escape from the worries of life ... at least a temporary 

relief from hardships. A humorist helps mankind to forget all trials and tribulations. 

Leacock, the humorist does the same with his sparkling sense of humour. He deals 

with various aspects of life that help in promoting the progress of mankind. He 

adores and reveres mankind for its intellectual powers and readily comes forward to 

render a helping hand during distress. He uses humour as a vehicle to carry his ideas 

as a humanist. His humour is unique and exhilarating, treating everyone with a sense 

of equality. 

Mikes sums up: 

Humour, ... is responsible for more important human advance than 

physics, medicine or any other science. It teaches us to see things in 

proportion. Do not despite anyone: the great and the small, the 

powerful and the humble, the rich and the poor ... all are likeable 

because all are furmy. But no one is truly awe inspiring; no one is 
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really that impressive; authority should be fooled, fought against and 

not revered. (114) 

Having dealt in detail with the two essential qualities, namely, humour and 

humanism that are predominant in Leacock's writings that serve as panacea for 

mankind, in the next chapter the researcher would sum up her ideas. 



CHAPTER SIX 

SUMMATION 
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CHAPTER SIX 

SUMMATION 

Humour has always been a fascinating topic for study, but rather complex. 

From time immemorial there have been numerous concepts about the different aspects 

of humour. Humour is a universal trait that transcends beyond cultural, social, 

linguistic and geographical boundaries. Needless to say, the various definitions and 

theories on humour do not provide a comprehensive notion of what humour really is. 

Almost all the available theories insist on particular aspects or characteristics of 

humour. Such partial analysis does not impart a wholesome view and hence becomes 

all the more perplexing. Humour encompasses various levels and perspectives within 

its sphere which is difficult to explain. Furthermore, words such as comic, witty, 

satiric, ridiculous, sarcastic, ironical etc., which have a narrow margin of difference in 

meaning are often interchanged with the word humour to make it more complicated. 

Analysed scientifically or philosophically, the word loses its charm. Too much 

speculation and analysis leads one astray. Moreover, the functions of humour are 

more essential than the theories related to it. 

Laughter is a term that is associated with humour. It is an integral part of the 

psychic activity of man and a pleasant means of relaxation. It is a mechanism 

wherein the mind is stimulated and obeys an internal law, releasing itself from all 

restraints and thus assuming its full-exhilarated self. But laughter is not always the 

yardstick to measure humorous experience. 

One may laugh at the triumph over his fellow being or as Plato considered he 

may laugh at human follies and foibles. Even political institutions and inanimate 
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objects could be targets for mockery. One may even laugh at his own follies. 

Disharmony, disjointedness or incongruities in ideas and situations may produce 

laughter. Laughter can be an intellectual reaction experienced through verbal jokes, 

riddles and cartoons. At times, it can be a result of parody due to "bisociative shocks" 

or "surprise effect" as Arthur Koestler puts it. It also can be the release of suppressed 

feelings that gush forth from the deep corners of the unconscious mind as Freud 

beUeves it to be. It can be the release of aggression, a means of giving vent to pent up 

feelings. It may also remove evils in the minds of the observer as well as the targeted 

person, trying to correct his manners. Bergson feels that "In laughter we always find 

an avowed intention to humiliate and consequently to correct our neighbour, if not in 

his will, at least in his deed" (66). 

Though a sense of humour is a quality which all people share in common, 

responding to humour depends on a number of relative variables like geographic 

location, level of education, maturity and the context. Humour can be shared 

effectively among individuals belonging to particular social groups or it can create 

universal appeal, irrespective of all barriers. It is an ability to evoke feelings of 

amusement in people and the highest order of human communication for 

entertairmient. E.B. White once said that: "Humour can be dissected as a frog can, but 

the thing dies in the process and the innards are discouraging to any but the pure 

scientific mind" {wikipedia.org). Basically, humour is an art form that greatly 

depends upon the recognition of incongruities in ideas, situation, language or 

character. It depends largely upon the human behaviour too. It also relies on two 

important ingredients — the relevance factor and the surprise factor. An original 

situation is presented in the initial stage and suddenly is twisted, far different from the 

http://%7bwikipedia.org
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expectation of the onlookers. The fun, on the other hand, depends upon the situation, 

context, the spectator, the narrator and the social milieu as well. At times, the fun may 

be appealing to individuals belonging to a particular group, but most of the time it is 

universal because mankind shares all traits in common. A sense of humour is a 

readiness to laugh at oneself and the courage to accept oneself as erratic and foolish. 

Obviously, this is a sign of maturity and wisdom. 

The origin of humour has been traced back to the primitive man's crude 

amusement of attacking his enemy. Historical evidence is seen through the cave 

drawings and also the Egyptian papyrus writings and later in Hebrew and Greek 

literature. The gradual growth of humour is studied, starting from Plato's Poetics and 

Aristotle's Republic to Roman writers, and writers of all centuries till the twentieth. 

The history of English humour is dealt with in detail. French humour too had a great 

impact on people. American humour was also popular with the mass. 

Canadian humour is distinct because, in spite of tensions between bi-racial 

cultures and provincial difference, geographical, political and economic crises, night 

marish climatic conditions, the evils of war and various other complexities, trials and 

tribulations, the broad outlook of Canadian writers and their love for the human race 

is far from identical with the English or the American writers. Without any strong 

roots or a national security of their own they strive hard to create an identity of their 

own. It is amazing to notice as to how humour gushes forth from a Nation which was 

devoid of the pleasures that its neighbouring countries were enjoying. But the 

Canadians enjoyed the fun that came to them across the U.S. border. Influenced by 

them, humour started blooming in Canada during the 1900s. 



186 

However, at its infant stage, Canadian humour can be traced back to the pre -

Confederation writers like Thomas Mc Culloch, Thomas Chandler Haliburton, 

Susanna Moodie, James De Mille and Joseph Howe. Evidently, Mc Culloch was the 

founder of Canadian humour whose letters which were published in the book form 

named The Stepsure letters was in the epistolary fashion. He satirized the 

government and economic structures, calling for a reform. His pastoral image of the 

farmer and his portrayal of woman as the silent house wife had their impact on 

Leacock and he continued to reflect this tradition in his works. Thomas Haliburton's 

reputed work, The Cloak Maker throws light on the evils of the Novascotian life. He 

was an ardent admirer of the British Imperialism and considered the social pattern of 

the United States as a symbol of crudity. Haliburton makes fun of his country men 

for their languishness and their pride that prevents them from continuing farming 

business. He conveys his ideas through the character of Sam Slick, the Yankee 

pedlar. Susanna Moodie is a pioneer in the field of writings essays, anecdotes and 

poems. Roughing it in the Bush is a magnificent document and her works are loaded 

with humour. James De Mille was a writer of children's literature who excelled in the 

use of riddles, puns and parodies. Joseph Howe wrote humorous travelogues. 

Influenced by the success of local native stories in the United States which 

was the craze of the day, Canadian writers followed suit by contributing articles with 

native touch, reflecting the ambitions of their nation. Many writers believed that they 

could earn for their living by writing fiction with local colour. The American writers 

made a great impact on the Canadian writers. Though they were known for their 

exaggeration and brutality of language, they were able to raise laughter. Their 

writings were marked by a medley of bad spellings, faulty grammar, irrelevances and 
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stinging comments on tlie behaviour of men and their manners. In order to claim a 

Hterary independence from the ImperiaUsts they strove to create a natural setting of 

their own. Later, the discrepancies were shed off and American humour began to 

flourish in leaps and bounds with the arrival of writers like Charles Dickens and Mark 

Twain. 

Alan Bowker writes: 

... Canada itself at the turn of the century shook off a decade of 

pessimism and depression and embarked on a wave of expansion, 

prosperity, and optimism. 'The poor relation has come into her 

fortune', wrote the British analyst, J.A. Hobson, 'a single decade has 

swept away all her diffidence, and has replaced it by a spirit of 

boundless confidence and booming enterprise'. ("Introduction", UR, 

xii) 

Much fun and mirth infiltrated through the American frontiers into Canada, a 

land with Victorian standards of moral life. Magazines with humorous writings were 

growing popular. With the advent of the twentieth century, Canada was to witness 

and cherish the humorous writings of a prolific writer who was to mesmerize them 

with his numerous sketches. In fact, not only Canada, but the entire world was 

eagerly awaiting to devour the humorous writings of this humorist of international 

reputation. The whole world was getting ready to wander through his wacky world of 

humour. Promisingly, Leacock — Canada's ambassador of Belly laughs for the New 

Millineum, catered to the needs of the public and gave them what they demanded. 

Evidently, Canada's foremost humorist and social satirist, Leacock was also a serious 
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thinker and a social critic. This Professor of political economy who contributed 

valuable material in the fields of economics, history, political sciences and geography, 

agreed to wear the comic mask that the people demanded from him and there upon he 

extracted hilarious laughter from his readers by pointing out the follies and foibles of 

the society in a humorous vein. Alan Bowker remarks that he was in fact"... the 

genial jester whose sunshine humour put Mariposa on the literary map of the world" 

(ix). 

The complex nature of humour is dealt with in the introductory chapter. 

Various theories have been formulated so far to define humour, analysing it from 

different angles. Attempts have been made to explain the numerous aspects of 

humour. But humour eludes definition for h knows no boundaries and it depends on 

various factors such as situation, the mentality of a person, location and further more 

the mood of an individual or a social group. What may be appealing to one 

generation may not be so for another. At times, humour when translated loses its 

elegance. Certain kind of humour may be fascinating only to a particular class of 

people. Every nation has its own special kind of humour. Humour encompasses a 

wide range and hence the complexity. An incredibly large number of brilliant 

statements and arguments that have been devised to explain humour have not 

achieved their goal. 

Various theories that try to provide a definition for humour are discussed in 

the first chapter. All these theories analyse humour only in parts, from different 

angles. Plato identifies humour as a mixture of pain and pleasure. Aristotle 

associates it with cruelty and Cicero feels that it arises out of baseness. While John 
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Harrington supposes that it makes man to see his own faults, Hobbes hopes that it is a 

result of supremacy arising out of comparison. Dr. Johnson feels that everything that 

raises laughter is comic. Schopenhauer finds laughter as an expression of incongruity. 

Paul Canus calls it a harmless triumph. To Bergson and Lessing it is a corrective 

measure. To Freud, it is one of the highest psychical achievements of mankind. 

The theories of evolution and biology state that humour is an inborn potential 

that enables man to relax from his irksome routine. Of course, laughter is the best 

medicine for mankind. The theory of superiority lays stress on factors such as 

mockery, sarcasm and ridicule that man exercises to look down upon the weaknesses 

of his fellow beings. Plato practised this theory in his works and Alexander Bain's 

target was political institutions. The incongruity theory concentrates on 

inappropriateness and disjointedness of words, ideas, situations and characters. It 

appeals more to the intellectual and amuses through riddles, cartoons and jokes. 

Herbert Spencer talks about two types of incongruities — the ascending and the 

descending. Arthur Koestler pays more attention to "bisociative shocks" or the 

surprise effect caused by humour. Freud's theory is called as psycho-analytic theory 

and he believes that humour springs out from the unconscious mind. Creativity theory 

states that humour destroys the evils of the mind. The Ambivalent theory holds that 

laughter is the outcome of the struggle between two opposite experiences experienced 

by a person. Relief theory stresses the release of tension in an individual. 

Configurational theory pinpoints the experience gained when two dissimilar elements 

suddenly fall in place. 
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A study of humour is necessary because our everyday behaviour and 

conversation involves much of humour and laughter. Humour is a trait that is unique 

only to humans. It is a social psychological phenomenon and not a mere biological 

release. Humour facilitates communication and also plays a vital role in the 

development of social relationships. Moreover, humour carries with it the message 

that it is non-serious. Humour has characteristics of ambiguity and it uses the tactic of 

denying harmful intention or malice. Unlike satire, wit, sarcasm or irony, humour 

keeps itself in the safer side, always armouncing aloud that it is deprived of ill will or 

evil intentions of hurting its target. A humorist is a socially sensitive person and he is 

capable of maintaining an intimate relationship with his readers. More and more of 

fun is generated when the bond becomes stronger and they begin liking each other. 

No other trait has the capacity to attract the attention of the spectators or readers as 

much as humour can. Laughter, that arises out of humour, is an indication that the 

message has reached and the intended purpose has been served. Laughter is 

obviously a sign of ingratiation and radiates positive energy among people. Humour 

helps in spreading cheerfulness to others, possesses a willingness to forgive their 

faults and also readily sees through their pretensions and deceptions, and yet stays 

benevolent and noble, possessing good will. "Civilization's best legacy, thus far, is 

the world's humour" ("The Saving Grace of Humour", MRU, 109). In the present 

study the researcher attempts to discuss the salient features of humour, its functions 

and its impact on mankind. Humour has been treated with much honour as it relieves 

mankind from the perplexities of life and offers solace and comfort during hard times. 

It is also an outlet for releasing all mental turmoils and is a pathway that leads us to 

joy. 
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J.B. Priestly observes: 

Canada should not only be proud of Stephen Leacock but also be 

specially grateful to him. The best of his humour does something very 

difficuk to do - it expresses an essential Canadian quality. It is the 

humour of a nation that notoriously finds national self-expression not 

at all easy. The Canadian is often a baffled man because he feels 

different from his British kindred and his American neighbours, 

sharply refuses to be lumped together with either of them, yet cannot 

make plain this difference. But Leacock was doing it in his humour. 

("Introduction", TBHL, 10) 

A man of Victorian background, a scholar of classical learning and a Tory 

humanist, an economist, a social critic, a political scientist and an authority on 

Canadian history, Leacock's voice was multinational, combining the best of the 

British, the American and the Canadian traditions of humour. John Lane, Leacock's 

Publisher rightly advertised him as "The Canadian Mark Twain", letting fall on 

Leacock's shoulders a capacious mantle. "Even if the mantle was too big, there was 

certainly no one else more qualified to bear it" (qtd. in Curry, 85 - 6). 

Leacock's writings encompass short sketches, monologues, parodies, essays, 

short stories, letters and descriptions and casual comments on life itself. This talented 

scholar of international reputation was popular for his brilliant lectures as well. Both 

as a humorist and as a social thinker Leacock ardently promoted measures of reform 

which were within the limits of his possibility. His serious as well as humorous 

writings reveal the various aspects of his social concern. Leacock, the man was very 
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much concerned about the social and political problems of his age. He viewed them 

from the angles of a humorist and a humanist, demanded attention to these problems 

from his contemporaries and also advocated solutions as best as he could. He has, no 

doubt, carved a niche in the annals of the Canadian literary tradition. Though he fuses 

the American progressiveness with the British and Canadian conservative traditions, 

he is uniquely Canadian in spirit. 

Legate writes: 

Literary surgeons have sliced him up and laid him out in pieces for 

investigation - as a satirist, an economist, a parodist, an historian, a 

public reformer, an ironist, a political scientist, a burlesque artist, a 

tippler, a fisherman, a politician, a gardener, a parent, an administrator, 

a sailor, an actor, even as a potential novelist. At no one time did he 

ever begin to be any one of these, exclusively. (248) 

Leacock was interested in a great number of things and did not fail to 

experiment on a variety of fields. Wallace Goforth, Leacock's student found him "a 

genie in the real French meaning of the word" (qtd. in Curry, 88). But when 

humorists like Dickens, Thackeray and Mark Twain took a giant leap from humorous 

sketches to writing novels, Leacock attempted to experiment it in two of his books ~ 

Sunshine Sketches of a Little Town and Arcadian Adventures with the Idle Rich in 

which he came close enough. Leacock's own assessment of the Sunshine Sketches of 

a Little Town is recorded in the following words; "I wrote this book with considerable 

difficulty. I can invent characters quite easily, but I have no notion as to how to make 

things happen to them" (qtd. in Mc Arthur, 136). His statement clearly indicates the 
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fact that he was more comfortable with extremely original characters than fictitious 

ones. Leacock, the humorist was more interested in being funny rather than telling a 

story. His primary interest was to be humorous and as a result narrative naturally 

becomes subordinated. Hence most of his works produce the effect of non-fiction. 

He was very much concerned about recording facts of everyday life which he could 

do with a masterly skill. Events and happenings of day-to-day life would naturally be 

the target of a humanist. The factual details of life which Leacock presented were 

more interesting than his imaginary ones. Even in the fictitious themes that he deals 

with, the voice of the narrator interrupts and comments on the present day situations. 

Leacock's love was facts and not fiction. Hence his non-fictional writings are of more 

interest to the readers and they curiously look forward for the lively comments of their 

loving author. 

Though Leacock is more than usually conscious of the follies and vices of his 

fellow beings, he chose humour as his main theme because the other forms such as 

wit, ridicule, irony, sarcasm, cynicism, the sardonic and the invective are determined 

to hurt. Leacock was well aware of the fact that wit shocks the readers with an 

unexpected stroke. Irony uses distortion as a weapon to inflict pain, sarcasm is cruder 

than irony whereas cynicism and the sardonic and closely associated with each other, 

resulting from a deep sense of disillusion. The invective too is abusive and is not a 

suitable weapon to point out human follies. Humour is the most gentle of these traits 

and hence Leacock chooses it to teach his readers to criticize and condemn without 

malice or ill will. His humour was a way of living rather than a way of escaping from 

the tragic issues of life. He is capable of detecting humour in all walks of life and 

from all objects he comes across. A great deal of humour springs from his capacity of 
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observation. Curiosity and a keen interest on the fellow human beings make Leacock 

sparkle in the realm of humour. Of course, at times he trespasses into the frontier of 

satire, but not without reason. Though he advocated "kindliness" in humour which 

would never give pain, he occasionally crossed the limits. As Robertson Davies puts 

it: "He must have known, in his heart of hearts, that humour is a razor, and even in the 

most skilled hand it sometimes cuts" ("Introduction", FOS, 19). 

As a humanist, Leacock advocates a view of human nature that stresses the 

fact that the individual is more important than institutions. To a humanist, man 

becomes the central figure on whom all his attention rests. Though Leacock had 

written two books on humour, he excelled in practice rather than his theories. He has 

attempted an essay on "American humour" and also a book entitled How to Write 

which contains essays such as "How to Write Humour" and "How to Write More 

Humour". But the ideas that he has recorded in these books cannot be listed as 

theories. They are his views or opinions on humour. He has not postulated any 

theory but firmly states that "kindliness" should accompany humour at all times. The 

present study discusses the qualities of Leacock's humour that insists on charity of 

mind. Humour is the core of Leacock's writings and he is undoubtedly a typical 

representative of the Canadian humour archetype. Leacock's writings are an 

embodiment of humorous reflections, funny stories, parodies, anecdotes, essays, short 

sketches and prose pieces on a variety of topics — all rich in humour. 

The incident that occurred at Strathroy Institute holds significance in more 

than one aspect. His cruel imitation of his master throws light on his natural gift of 

mimicry. But is was also a turning point in Leacock's life because from that moment 
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he understood that he had hurt his feeHngs, and human kindUness was necessary. 

Thence forward, the milk of human kindness flowed from Leacock, the humorist in 

abundant quantity. As a humanist he wanted to point out the follies and foibles of the 

society with a sense of humour and not with malice. Leacock's ardent admiration for 

the two humorists, Charles Dickens and Mark Twain is brought to the limelight 

through his biographies wherein he appreciates their hard work to "uplift the world 

with laughter" (qtd. in Watt, 39). 

Though Leacock was interested in hard labour and industriousness, the best of 

his works were not a result of these qualities. His works abound in repetitions, 

misattributions and misquotations. He was a self-plagiarist, often resorting to repeat 

his lines and ideas, which according to him are not incorrect. He feels that to reiterate 

his notions a writer can enjoy this licence of repetition. In spite of these qualities, 

Leacock's inimitable humorous pieces evoke laughter at the end of almost every 

sentence. He exercises a magnificent skill in his choice of words and has an elegance 

in placing them so as to decorate his prose pieces wonderfully well and hence the 

humorous effect is produced brilliantly. Though Leacock had a combination of the 

British as well as the American traits in him he had a unique style of his own. He was 

not merely a technical humorist who relied on verbal humour. His was a 

conversational style, his voice always heard from a remote past and as we read it 

appears as though we are reading it along with Leacock, joining him in the delight and 

fun. We laugh along with the humorist and as he points out the follies of the society 

we do sympathize along with him. He was interested in man and not in facts and 

figures. All his writings were based on human dignity. 
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Leacock made his humour effective by indulging on exaggeration. He 

exaggerated all aspects of human life ~ character, language, facts, situations and 

incidents, to bring the humorous effect in his works. He believed that anticlimax was 

an effective trick to highlight humour and he worked to reach that height through 

understatement. "... Leacock extravagantly built toward a climax which he proceeded 

to knock down with an empty or trite phrase, not foretold by the buildup at all" 

(Curry, 239). 

Leacock's verbal humour also includes puns, word play, parody and cliches 

that become genial rather than satiric when the attack is gentle and not crude. Barbara 

Nimmo recollects: "He always read his articles or books aloud, piece by piece, to any 

of us who happened to be there. There was a sort of exultation in his spirits, as over a 

thing well alone" ("Stephen Leacock: A Personal Note", TBLB, 11). His axiomatic 

style suggests the influence of Lewis Carroll. Leacock was a specialist in writing 

short sketches and excelled in presenting some incongruous statement to create 

laughter or made himself the butt of a joke. Most of his writings have a humorous 

twist towards the end. Leacock successfully presents laughter-provoking plots and 

situations with entertaining characters or depends upon the burlesque, satire or parody 

to create humour. Man is Leacock's primary concern and the events that take place 

around him form the raw material for his writings. He derives immense pleasure in 

dealing with everything that he happens to see around him. He writes: "... I had 

learned how to let nothing get past me. I can write up anything now at a hundred 

years" ("Preface", HTW, vi). Leacock is also a master in the art of magnifying events 

to make them look grotesque and sound weird, to evoke fun. His humour attacks 

without malice and is less didactic in nature. He does not consider himself as a 
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redeemer of mankind. But uses humour as a vehicle to transport his humanistic 

ideals. 

Leacock is fond of giving alliterative titles to his books of humour. He also 

uses the technique of inversion of topsy turvydom to enhance humour in his writings. 

Bergson believes that: "a situation is invariably comic when it belongs simultaneously 

to two altogether independent series of events and capable of being interpreted in two 

entirely different meanings at the same time" (123). Misadventures and minor 

miseries of the characters also become the target of humour. Mistaken identity also 

can cause humour of a situation. Overstatement or an incorrect extension of the 

previous statement is yet another tool in the hands of Leacock, the humorist. Leacock 

prefers the simple language of Charles Dickens, Mark Twain and Lewis Carroll. He 

too is very careful in selection of language which is extremely simple. His language 

has an intimacy that is appealing to the readers to whom he talked more than writing. 

Leacock's humour is much more anecdotal. 

Leacock's humour had experienced different levels of recognition. It had its 

fantastic years, its good years and also that of an indifferent yield. But as J.B. 

Priestley feels, his humour leaves no sting and is a combination of warmth and 

humanity. He had always admired his irony which had no traces of anger in it. 

Northrop Frye comments that "genuine Canadian humour ... is based on a vision of 

society" (qtd. in "Stephen Leacock: The Novelist Who Never Was", The Dalhousie 

Review, 20). The word humour originally meant a certain disposition of man. Man 

was believed to possess four humours in equal proportions — blood, choler, phlegm 

and melancholy which lay at the base of sanguine, bilious, phlegmatic and 
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melancholic dispositions of men. Sixteenth century England believed humour to be a 

complex phenomenon of affected manner. Ben Jonson believed that it had to do 

something real and deep-seated in human character. Stuart M. Tave, in his work The 

Amiable Humour traces the growth of humour between the seventeenth and the 

nineteenth centuries and finds that a new group of conventions regarding comic 

theory existed, and he calls it "amiable humour". His study highlights the fact that the 

ancients found ugliness or deformity as sources of laughter. It was a result of a 

superiority complex to anything deformed or ugly. The people of the eighteenth and 

early nineteenth centuries were interested in the ill nature associated with it. Hence 

satire came into vogue, exposing the follies of men in a scornful manner. 

Professor Stephen Butler Leacock was for many years the most colourful and 

fascinating character on the campus of McGill. Charles Vining, Leacock's 

contemporary, wonders at his extraordinarily retentive memory for he could digest a 

book by looking into the table of contents and sniffing a couple of pages and could 

easily quote chapter, page and text of books from memory. Harold Irmis, Leacock's 

colleague maintained that Leacock had served too long as a master of modern 

languages and as a writer of humorous sketches to be interrupted for long by the 

exacting demands of the social sciences. 

A sense of humour and an attitude of humanism are Leacock's glory which he 

carried with him till the end of his life. Though Leacock dealt with a variety of 

subjects, humanism was one dominant note in all of his works either it be history, 

literature, economics or political science. Humanism was his favourite philosophy 

which he would deal effectively with the craftsmanship of an artist. Humour and 
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humanism have always been fascinating topics for study, but rather complex. But it is 

rather mysterious as to how a writer who dwelt in the worst climatic conditions, 

burdened by ethnical and regional tensions and pulled between the colonial tie with 

Great Britain and the continental tie with the United States, and with a rather 

burdensome childhood, bearing the burden of a huge family, could possess elements 

of humour and the angelic humanistic attitude in him in abundance. 

Humour and humanism fuse together, providing enchantment by alleviating 

ordinariness, and disillusionments of reality, thus leading to "kindliness". Leacock 

the humorist has the capacity to laugh his misfortunes away. His humour was a way 

of living rather than escaping from the tragic issues of life. He attempts to present a 

disparaging picture of human beings and an equally exalted picture of insignificant 

objects together, which by their incongruity makes one smile. Underneath his 

humorous presentation there is always a harsh truth that mankind cannot deny. 

Leacock played with words as a child would play with toys. Every word he pens is 

loaded with ore. His images are simple, homely and humorous, forged out of his keen 

observation and reflections on the incongruities of life and maimers of people. He 

exposes them simply to make people laugh. But they carry a larger lesson to the 

human race. Malcolm Ross considers Leacock more as a caricaturist than a character 

- maker whose anecdotes are in the manner of a homespun story - teller. 

Cameron too, agrees and quotes: 

... the Leacock sketches are a blessed compound, like nothing else that 

ever was or ever shall be, of caricature, anecdote and essay. They must 

not be read as if they were the baby-steps of the novelist - to - be who 
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never was. They are things - in - themselves. We would not have 

them, nor could Leacock have made them, other than they are. (qtd. in 

"Stephen Leacock; The Novelist Who Never Was", The Dalhousie 

Review, 17) 

Leacock, the established academic and humorist pursued the twin paths and 

enjoyed the prestige of an academic economist and the name and fame of a wit. 

According to Leacock, humorous and imaginative writing is far more difficult than 

writing scientific treatises. He is rather annoyed by admirers who suppose that a 

humorist can dash off bits of humour while taking a bath. His depth of human 

understanding, his courage to hide all sorrows of life, and his sparkling wit mark him 

out as a splendid humorist and a consoling humanist. A literary parodist, an excellent 

stylist and punster, Leacock the humorist could poke fun of habits, characteristics and 

behaviour of people. Though more than half of his writings were serious publications 

on political economy, the public admired him as a humorous writer and a lecturer and 

demanded him to wear the comic mask which he could never dream of declining. 

In commemoration of the professor - humanist, the Mc Gill University has 

named the large extension of the old Arts Building as Stephen Leacock building. As 

Dr. Rocke Robertson puts it, Leacock was" the scholar who for thirty - five years, 

from 1901 to 1936, was a beloved teacher in the social sciences, who won world-wide 

renown as a man of letters, and who brought great honor to the university" (qtd. in 

Legate, 251). The Leacock room was called the "shrine" by Dr. Pennington. The 

Canadian government marked the centenary of the humorist's birth by issuing a 

postage stamp. The Graduates' Society of the McGill University mailed a 
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biographical brocliure along with selected quotations from Leacock to sixty thousand 

graduates across the world. The Leacock Society decided to present a silver medal 

annually to the best book of humour published in Canada during the year. It is 

considered to be one of the most outstanding rewards in the literary world. Elizabeth 

Wynn Wood, a noted sculptor made a portrait bust of the author which was unveiled 

by the Premier of Ontario, Leslie Frost. At the annual dinner for the presentation of 

the Leacock medal "...they remember him, but they remember him with laughter" 

(qtd.in Curry, 342). The Old Brewery Bay, Leacock's heaven on earth, was 

established as the Stephen Leacock Memorial Home. The aforesaid details are proof 

of Leacock's supremacy as a humorist and the reverence with which his countrymen 

treated him. 

In order to make a just estimate of Leacock's humorous writings we must 

always remember that he wrote in an era when magazines were very much popular 

and the people were crazy about short, funny pieces. Leacock supplied a rich store of 

abundant humour, always having in mind the fact that humanism is inextricable from 

humour and hence is interwoven in most of his works. Leacock, the avowed humorist 

brings a laugh at the end of every sentence and hence is deemed a popular and 

contagious humorist who laughs along with this readers. Leacock, the premier 

parodist is one of the exhilarating and fascinating influences who deserves salutation. 

To Leacock, the armour of humour helps in warding off the pains and perils of life on 

earth. Furthermore, his humour is intoxicating, providing us relief from the distresses 

and perplexities of life. It helps us in the eradication of fear and frustration. Anxiety 

and gloom fade away into nothingness; anger and sorrow are got rid off by snipping 

off the root cause of pain through humour. Hence mankind can emerge from 
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difficulties and bounce back into life with new confidence and vitality. Humour and 

ethics are related to each other and a comic sense permeates all areas of human life 

including the serious, spiritual and the noble. 

Love is inseparable from sympathetic laughter and when Leacock becomes 

sentimental he blends humour and pathos. Though Leacock wrote two full length 

biographies of his favourite authors, Mark Twain and Charles Dickens and also 

attempted an autobiography which he did not live to finish, almost all his writings are 

autobiographical in nature, revealing his private and personal side of life hidden 

beneath the scholar's voice. A jack of all trades, Leacock adopted different personae 

in his writings -- the timid narrator of "My Financial Career", a kindly observer of the 

people of Mariposa in Sunshine Sketches of a Little Town and also a solemn 

economist in The Unsolved Riddle of Social Justice. Commited to multifarious 

literary and scholarly projects, with his prodigious capacity of labour and with a 

curiosity for financial security, writing became an inevitable feature in the life of this 

professional author. 

Tedeschi, in his article "Humour as a Tool of Social hiteraction" observes that: 

With regard to humour, a cheerful demeanour is an invitation to 

interaction. Ready humour indicates a spontaneity and joy in relating 

to others, indicates a willingness to explore alternatives with others 

prior to making serious overtures, reveals an ability to see through 

pretensions and the deceptions of others, and conveys the good will 

and benevolence of the source. A jovial person is often perceived as a 

socially sensitive person, who is personable and fun to be with. In a 
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very real way humour breaks down affectations and conveys a basic 

honesty in a relationship. Thus, much fun can be generated in an 

interaction where the parties want each to like the other(s). (qtd.in It's 

A Funny Thing, Humour, 16) 

The aforesaid qualities can be attributed to Leacock and his humour. Of 

course, he maintains an intimacy with his readers as well as mankind as a whole, 

observes their shortcomings, all the while ready to accept them, whole-heartedly. 

Though he is straightforward in exposing their follies and foibles, his main concern is 

to promote their progress in life. His sympathy for man helps him to understand their 

difficulties and hence love is reciprocated. Regarding the "humorous idea" that forms 

the base for his writings, he says that most of the ideas crop up from casual 

incongruity in life, facts or language. With a broad vision towards life, the humorist is 

able to build up a sequence from his ideas ."A mind of a certain native angle of vision 

will see it where others don't, just as a hunter sees half-hidden game that others would 

pass unnoticed" {HTW, 13). 

Leacock's heart warming messages leave a warm glow in the hearts of his 

readers, for all the while they feel that they are not walking all alone in the bumpy 

road of life but are accompanied by a humorist who enables them to forget their 

worries by his fun and frolic. They have a comfortable feeling that they are in the 

company of a cultured person who is capable of numerous varieties of humour. With 

human materials for study, he furnishes a continual feast of enjoyment which is 

irresistable and causes many chuckles. Leacock might be termed by critics as anti-
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feminist when he boldly asks women to exercise their considerable influence in the 

home itself 

He writes: 

There is more education and character - making in that than in a whole 

bucketful of algebra ... and when later on in her home there is a sudden 

sickness or accident, and the life or death of those nearest to her hangs 

upon the skill and knowledge and a trained fortitude in emergency, she 

must needs send in all haste for a hired woman to fill the place that she 

herself has never learned to occupy, (qtd. in "Oxford As I See It", 

TLRA, 312) 

It was not Leacock's wish to prevent women from tasting the delights of 

knowledge. But he emphasises a woman's role at home as a mother, perhaps, being 

very much influenced by his mother Agnes Leacock, who played a vital role in 

shaping his character. His ardent admiration for his mother who took care of a brood 

of eleven children, in his father's absence would have instilled such ideas in Leacock's 

heart. He always felt that a home would not be complete without a woman to take 

care. Undoubtedly, the effective role played by his mother in imparting education and 

moulding the characters of the children has left an everlasting impression in Leacock's 

mind. Stressing the importance of humour and humanism in our daily walks of life, 

Leacock writes: "... democracy was everywhere permeated with humanity, and 

humour was the very atmosphere of its life" ("War and Humour", MRU, 124). 
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Most of Leacock's non-fictional pieces do not have a development of thought 

to be called essays. His humorous sketches resulted fom his fascination for such short 

pieces which he had read earlier or from his contemporaies who influenced him. 

Every technique that critics identified in Leacock's humour is found in his discussions 

of humour. He had a unique language of humour which was quite natural and simple 

that even after much straining other writers would never be able to get. Mark Twain 

and Lewis Carroll were the duo who influenced him. Sandwell feels that Leacock 

was "a talker rather than a writer" (qtd. in Curry, 242). Most of the time, Leacock's 

target was education, which was his own profession. Many a time he himself was the 

target of humour. He enjoyed laughing at himself and handled his targets of ridicule 

most lovingly. Leacock's mastery of writing lay in his capacity to explain intricate 

poUtical, economic or social problems. He presents even serious subjects in a jocular 

maimer. His essays were always warm and personal, packed with his opinions and 

observations. Serious issues were recorded in a gentle manner to evoke laughter. 

George Mikes rightly observes that: 

The humorist,... is not a father - figure but a child himself... and rather 

a spoilt child as that. He knows of the miseries of the world but 

refuses to accept the facts that stare him in the face ... He is determined 

to see the world as a comfortable, rosy place, although at the bottom of 

his heart, he knows only too well that this conception is not quite 

accurate. Misery, danger, humiliation, failure do not exist for him; the 

world is a pleasant place and however dark something may look at the 

moment, ail will turn out well. The humorist is a kind of jovial man, 

his world is a happy one. (145) 
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A humorist walks a tight rope with natural skill and courage, not looking at the 

depths underneath. Arthur Koestler believes that an anatomy of humour may suit the 

critics, but if the humorist were to start thinking about it v/hile he attempts to write 

something funny "if he succeeded in making the incompatible frames compatible, not 

only would the events vibrate but also the humorist's hands ..." (56). Furthermore, a 

humorist is bold enough to laugh at his own follies. Admission of sins, weaknesses 

and faults are similar to confessions that purify the soul, cleansing the evil minds. 

Barbara Nimmo's personal note on Stephen Leacock is a glowing tribute to the master 

of humour. 

She writes: 

Warmth and understanding, sympathy and kindness, were indeed the 

key - notes of his character, with a bed - rock of courage and sanity. 

He was a humorist of the school of Dickens and Mark Twain and in 

himself the embodiment of an old and good tradition. Life meant very 

much to him. He lived for all he was worth. And it may truly be said -

no epitaph would please him better - that he lived it well. ("Stephen 

Leacock: A Personal Note", TBLB, 15) 

The study, it is hoped, has highlighted the various aspects of humour and 

humanism that is prevalent in the select non-fictional writings of Stephen Butler 

Leacock. Researchers could still work on his ideas regarding education and also on 

his lengthy pieces, Sunshine Sketches of a Little Town and Arcadian Adventures of 

the Idle Rich which resemble a novel. The researcher is of the view that Leaock 

would remain a perennial source of energy for millions who crave for humour and his 
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writings would be an embodiment of comfort and solace to mankind. The researcher 

also salutes this humorist - humanist for his writings/>ar excellence. 
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