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CONTEXT

CONTEXT

onathan Swift, son of the English lawyer Jonathan

Swift the elder, was born in Dublin, Ireland, on

November 30, 1667. He grew up there in the care of

his uncle before attending Trinity College at the age
of fourteen, where he stayed for seven years, graduating in
1688. In that year, he became the secretary of Sir William
Temple, an English politician and member of the Whig party.
In 1694, he took religious orders in the Church of Ireland and
then spent a year as a country parson. He then spent further
time in the service of Temple before returning to Ireland to
become the chaplain of the earl of Berkeley. Meanwhile, he
had begun to write satires on the political and religious
corruption surrounding him, working on A Tale of a Tub,
which suppo‘:'ts the position of the Anglican Church against its
critics on the left and the right, and The Battle of the Books,
which argues for the supremacy of the classics against modern
thought and literature. He also wrote a number of political
pamphlets in favor of the Whig party. In 1709 he went to
London to campaign for the Irish church but was unsuccessful.
After some conflicts with the Whig party, mostly because of
Swift’s strong allegiance to the church, he became a member
of the more conservative Tory party in 1710.

Unfortunately for Swift, the Tory government fell out of
power in 1714 and Swift, despite his fame for his writings,
fell out of favor. Swift, who had been hoping to be assigned a
position in the Church of England, instead returned to Dublin,
where he became the dean of St. Patrick’s. During his brief
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¥ GULLIVER'S TRAVELS

time in England, Swift had become friends with writers such
as Alexander Pope, and during a meeting of their literary
club, the Martinus Scriblerus Club, they decided to write
satires of modern learning. The third voyage of Gulliver’s
Travels is assembled from the work Swift did during this
time. However, the final work was not completed until 1726,
and the narrative of the third voyage was actually the last one
completed. After his return to Ireland, Swift became a staunch
supporter of the Irish against English attempts to weaken their
economy and political power, writing pamphlets such as the
satirical A Modest Proposal, in which he suggests that the
Irish problems of famine and overpopulation could be easily
solved by having the babies of poor Irish subjects sold as del-
icacies to feed the rich.

Gulliver’s Travels was a controversial work when it was
first published in 1726. In fact, it was not until almost ten
years after its first printing that the book appeared with the
entire text that Swift had originally intended it to have. Ever
since, editors have excised many of the passages, particularly
the more caustic ones dealing with bodily functions. Even
without those passages, however, Gulliver’s Travels serves as
a biting satire, and Swift ensures that it is both humorous and
critical, constantly attacking British and European society
through its descriptions of imaginary countries.

Late in life, Swift seemed to many observers to become
even more caustic and bitter than he had been. Three years
before his death, he was declared unable to care for himself,
and guardians were appointed. Based on these facts and on a
comparison between Swift’s fate and that of his character

Gulliver, some people have concluded that he gradually be-

4
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* GULLIVER’S TRAVELS

came insane and that his insanity was a natural outgrowth of
his indignation and outrage against humankind. However, the
truth seems to be that Swift was suddenly incapacitated by a
paralytic stroke late in life, and that prior to this incident his
mental capacities were unimpaired.

Gulliver’s Travels is about a specific set of political
conflicts, but if it were nothing more than that it would long
ago have been forgotten. The staying power of the work
comes from its depiction of the human condition and its often
despairing, but occasionally hopeful, sketch of the possibilities
for humanity to rein in its baser instincts. ¢
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PLOT OVERVIEW

ulliver’s Travels recounts the story of Lemuel

Gulliver, a practical-minded Englishman trained

as a surgeon who takes to the seas when his

business fails. In a deadpan first-person narrative
that rarely shows any signs of self-reflection or deep emotion-
al response, Gulliver narrates the adventures that befall him
on these travels.

Gulliver’s adventure in Lilliput begins when he wakes
after his shipwreck to find himself bound by innumerable tiny
threads and addressed by tiny captors who are in awe of him
but fiercely protective of their kingdom. They are not afraid
to use violence against Gulliver, though their arrows are little
more than pinpricks. But overall, they are hospitable, risking
famine in their land by feeding Gulliver, who consumes more
food than a thousand Lilliputians combined could. Gulliver is
taken into the capital city by a vast wagon the Lilliputians
have specially built. He is presented to the emperor, who is
entertained by Gulliver, just as Gulliver is flattered by the
attention of royalty. Eventually Gulliver becomes a national
resource, used by the army in its war against the people of
Blefuscu, whom the Lilliputians hate for doctrinal differences
concerning the proper way to crack eggs. But things change
when Gulliver is convicted of treason for putting out a fire in
the royal palace with his urine and is condemned to be shot in
the eyes with poisoned arrows. The emperor eventually
pardons him and he goes to Blefuscu, where he is able to

repair a boat he finds and set sail for England.
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& GULLIVER 'S TRAVELS

After staying in England with his wife and family for
two months, Gulliver undertakes his next sea voyage, which
takes him to a land of giants called Brobdingnag. Here, a
farmer discovers him and initially treats him as little more
than an animal, keeping him for amusement. The farmer
eventually sells Gulliver to the queen, who makes him a
courtly diversion and is entertained by his musical talents.
Social life is easy for Gulliver after his discovery by the
court, but not particularly enjoyable. Gulliver is often repulsed
by the physicality of the Brobdingnagians, whose ordinary
flaws are many times magnified by their huge size. Thus,
when a couple of courtly ladies let him play on their naked
bodies, he is not attracted to them but rather disgusted by
their enormous skin pores and the sound of their torrential
urination. He is generally startled by the ignorance of the
people here—even the king knows nothing about politics.
More unsettling findings in Brobdingnag come in the form of
various animals of the realm that endanger his life. Even
Brobdingnagian insects leave slimy trails on his food that
make eating difficult. On a trip to the frontier, accompanying
the royal couple, Gulliver leaves Brobdingnag when his cage
is plucked up by an eagle and dropped into the sea.

Next, Gulliver sets sail again and, after an attack by
pirates, ends up in Laputa, where a floating island inhabited
by theoreticians and academics oppresses the land below,
called Balnibarbi. The scientific research undertaken in
Laputa and in Balnibarbi seems totally inane and impractical,
and its residents too appear wholly out of touch with reality.
Taking a short side trip to Glubbdubdrib, Gulliver is able to
witness the conjuring up of figures from history, such as

10
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* GULLIVER’S TRAVELS

Julius Caesar and other military leaders, whom he finds much
less impressive than in books. After visiting the Luggnaggians
and the Struldbrugs, the latter of which are senile immortals
who prove that age does not bring wisdom, he is able to sail
to Japan and from there back to England.

Finally, on his fourth journey, Gulliver sets out as
captain of a ship, but after the mutiny of his crew and a long
confinement in his cabin, he arrives in an unknown land. This
land is populated by Houyhnhnms, rational-thinking horses
who rule, and by Yahoos, brutish humanlike creatures who
serve the Houyhnhnms. Gulliver sets about learning their
language, and when he can speak he narrates his voyages to
them and explains the constitution of England. He is treated
with great courtesy and kindness by the horses and is
enlightened by his many conversations with them and by his
exposure to their noble culture. He wants to stay with the
Houyhnhnms, but his bared body reveals to the horses that he
is very much like a Yahoo, and he is banished. Guiliver is
grief-stricken but agrees to leave. He fashions a canoe and
makes his way to a nearby island, where he is picked up by a
Portuguese ship captain who treats him well, though Gulliver
cannot help now seeing the captain—and all humans—
as shamefully Yahoolike. Gulliver then concludes his narrative
with a claim that the lands he has visited belong by rights to
England, as her colonies, even though he questions the whole
idea of colonialism. *
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