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The Cambridge Companion to Jonathan Swift

The Cambridge Companion to Jonathan Swift is a specially commissioned
collection of essays. Arranged thematically across a range of topics, this volume
will deepen and extend the enjoyment and understanding of Jonathan Swift
for students and scholars. The thirteen essays explore crucial dimensions of
Swift’s life and works. As well as ensuring a broad coverage of Swift’s writing —
including early and later works as well as the better known and the lesser
known — the Companion also offers a way into current critical and theoretical
issues surrounding the author. Special emphasis is placed on Swift’s vexed
relationship with the land of his birth, Ireland, and on his place as a political
writer in a highly politicized age. The Companion offers a lucid introduction
to these and other issues, and raises new questions about Swift and his world.
The volume features a detailed chronology and a guide to further reading.
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CHRONOLOGY OF SWIFT’S LIFE

Jonathan Swift born 30 November in Hoey’s Court, a fashionable
area of Dublin,

Enters school at Kilkenny, seventy miles south of Dublin.

Enrolls in Trinity College Dublin and receives a B.A. by “special
dispensation” or speciali gratia in 1686.

The so-called Glorious Revolution and the War of the Two Kings
(the Catholic James II versus the Protestant William of Orange)
erupts and Swift leaves Ireland soon afterwards.

Receives employment in Sir William Temple’s household at Moor
Park near Farnham, Surrey and meets eight-year-old Esther

(or Hester) Johnson, later known as Stella.

Visits Ireland in the year William III defeats James II at the Battle of
the Boyne.

Returns to Sir William Temple and Moor Park.

Obtains M.A. from Oxford.

Ordained as a priest in Dublin and takes the prebendary of Kilroot,
near Belfast.

Returns to Moor Park.

In Ireland after Temple’s death, where Swift becomes chaplain to
the Earl of Berkeley and edits Temple’s works.

Becomes vicar of Laracor, County Meath and prebendary of

St. Patrick’s Cathedral, Dublin.

In England with Lord Berkeley where Swift publishes his edition of
the third volume of Temple’s Miscellanea and his own Discourse of
the Contests and Dissentions Between the Nobles and the
Commons in Athens and Rome. Esther Johnson (Stella) and
Rebecca Dingley move to Dublin to be near Swift.

Receives a D.D. at Trinity College, Dublin and becomes The
Reverend Dr. Swift.
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CHRONOLOGY OF SWIFT’S LIFE

Publishes A Tale of a Tub, The Battle of the Books, and A
Discourse Concerning the Mechanical Operation of the Spirit.
Around the time of the 1707 Union with Scotland, Swift writes The
Story of the Injured Lady and, in London, meets Esther (or Hester)
Vanhomrigh (later known as Vanessa) and the Whig writers, Joseph
Addison and Richard Steele.

While in England on Church of Ireland business, writes political
and religious tracts, including A Letter from a Member of the
House of Commons in Ireland to a Member of the House of
Commons in England concerning the Sacramental Test, and begins
The Bickerstaff Papers.

Publishes A Project for the Advancement of Religion and, in Steele’s
Tatler, “The Description of the Morning.”

Back in England, meets Robert Harley, the new Tory Chancellor of
the Exchequer and later Lord Treasurer, secures the so-called First
Fruits for the Church of Ireland, and starts writing for the
pro-government paper, The Examiner. Begins a private
correspondence with Esther Johnson and Rebecca Dingley, now
called The Journal to Stella.

Publishes Miscellanies in Prose and Verse which includes Contests
and Dissentions, The Sentiments of a Church of England Man, An
Argument Against Abolishing Christianity, A Project for the
Advancement of Religion, Meditation Upon a Broomstick, A Letter
from a Member of the House of Commons in Ireland, and Various
Thoughts. Also publishes The Conduct of the Allies as part of the
Tory campaign against the Duke of Marlborough.

Publishes A Proposal for Correcting the English Tongue.

Becomes Dean of St. Patrick’s Cathedral, Dublin and returns to
London, where he joins Alexander Pope, John Gay, Thomas
Parnell, John Arbuthnot, and Robert Harley (now Earl of Oxford)
in meetings of the Scriblerus Club.

Publishes The Publick Spirit of the Whigs, which brings a fierce
condemnation by the Scottish Lords, and returns to Ireland after
the fall of Oxford’s government and the death of Queen Anne.
Swift falls under suspicion during the First Jacobite Rebellion, after
one of his former associates, Robert Harley, Earl of Oxford, is
impeached and imprisoned, and another, Bolingbroke, flees to
France.

Publishes A Proposal for the Universal Use of Irish Manufacture
which lands his printer, Edward Waters, in jail.
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xii

CHRONOLOGY OF SWIFT'S LIFE

Publishes A Letter to a Young Gentleman, Lately Enter’d into Holy
Orders.

After death of Vanessa, travels extensively through Ireland.
Publishes The Drapier’s Letters and the government at Dublin
Castle offers a reward to anyone who can identify “the Drapier.”
Visits England, stays with Pope, and publishes Gulliver’s Travels.
Swift’s longest poem, Cadenus and Vanessa, published in Dublin
and later in London.

Visits England for the last time and stays with Alexander Pope.
Stella dies; Swift publishes A Short View of the State of Ireland and
begins his collaborative series of papers with Thomas Sheridan in
The Intelligencer.

Publishes A Modest Proposal.

Publishes The Memoirs of Captain Creichton.

Publishes On Poetry: A Rhapsody and To a Lady.

Dublin publisher George Faulkner prints the first four volumes of
Swift’s Works.

Swift writes The Legion Club.

Publishes a A Complete Collection of Genteel and Ingenious
Conversation.

Swift’s Verses on the Death of Dr. Swift is published.

Swift declared non compos mentis (of unsound mind and memory).
Swift dies 19 October and is buried next to Stella in St. Patrick’s
Cathedral.
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CHRISTOPHER FOX

Introduction

“When a true Genius appears in the World,” Swift wrote, “you may know
him by this infallible Sign; that the Dunces are all in Confederacy against
him”(PW 1: 242). He may well have been speaking about himself. After his
death, his ghost was said to haunt the aisles of St. Patrick’s Cathedral in
Dublin, complaining that “The Pamphlets wrote against me, would have
form’d a Library.”* Jonathan Swift {1667-1745) lived a contentious life in a
contentious age. The day Swift, an ordained Anglican priest, became Dean
of St. Patrick’s in 1713, these lines of welcome were said to be posted on the
Cathedral gate:

Look down St. Patrick, look we pray,
On thine own Church and Steeple,

Convert thy Dean, on this great Day,
Or else God help the People.*

Swift of course invited and sometimes even welcomed this response. He did
so because he was first and foremost a political writer, and one who was
not afraid to speak truth to power. As a political writer, Swift was a brilliant
controversialist with an uncanny ability to become what he attacked and then
burrow from within. During his lifetime, political writers were at a premium.
Swift lived to see the emergence of the new two-party system in the wake of
the so-called Glorious Revolution of 1688 and the explosion of print media
after the lapse of the Licensing Act in 1695. These contributed to what Jiirgen
Habermas has called the “growth of the public sphere.”? In a new world
of opinion-making, writers of Swift’s caliber were highly sought after by
politicians such as Robert Harley (later Earl of Oxford) who understood the
power of the press to shape public perception. As David Oakleaf points out
in this volume, in writing for Harley and the Tory administration in the last
four years of Queen Anne (1710~14), Swift “attacked what he called faction
with a partisan vehemence unsurpassed even in a vehement and partisan age”
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(p- 45 below). In the partisan world of party politics, the counter-attacks
on Swift were fierce. “Wild Beasts are reckon’d sporting Creatures, and
must be kill’d fairly,” writes one opponent of Swift in 1714, “but others that
are Ravenous and Cruel, are knock’d down....as we can find them. I have
an Adversary that claims a Place in the last Class.”s

Swift’s move in the same years to the Tory party, after his early allegiance
to the Whigs, was neither forgiven nor forgotten. Francis Jeffrey was still
complaining about it a century later. “In public life, we do not know where
we could have found any body,” he said in 1816, who so “openly deserted
and libelled his party.” Whatever may be Swift’s merits as a writer, “we do not
hesitate to say, that he was despicable as a politician, and hateful as a man.”¢
Calling this attack on Swift “a sharp, slashing, libelous assault, as if he were
in the dock, and somebody had hired a rhetorician to get him hanged,” one
nineteenth-century commentator would remark: “It is not to be wondered
at that Swift has had various treatment. You know he acted in public life
with the Tory party; so of course the Whigs assail him.”” The critic, William
Hazlitt, would agree that Jeffrey “does not seem to have forgotten the party
politics of Swift” and add that “I do not carry my political resentments so
far back: I can at this time of day forgive Swift for having been a Tory.”8 Few
showed such tolerance. And the winners — the Whigs, as Herbert Butterfield
reminds us — wrote the history.® Years after Hazlitt, in the same Edinburgh
Review in which Jeffrey had written, Macaulay would continue to refer to
Swift as “the apostate politician” with “a heart burning with hatred against
the whole human race...”™

In looking at Swift, it is important to recall this highly politicized early
history and the ways in which he was written into it and out of it. Macaulay’s
comment points to another factor, besides partisan politics, that has shaped
and sometimes slanted representations of Swift and his work. This is the
author’s reputed misanthropy, usually connected with his critique of the
then-emerging belief in human benevolence. In Swift’s view, human nature
was radically flawed from the start.” As a moralist, he inherited a tradition
that saw human nature itself as inherently self-serving and corrupt, and the
original sin, pride, as a “main cause of psychological distortion,” of “preju-
dice, misperception, misunderstanding, and worse, delusion, in one’s think-
ing about oneself and everything else.”** In a letter to Alexander Pope on
September 29, 1725, Swift tied this view to his best-known work, Gulliver’s
Travels: “I have got Materials Towards a Treatis proving the falsity of that
Definition animal rationale; and to show it should be only rationis capax.
Upon this great foundation of Misanthropy (though not in Timons manner)
The Whole building of my Travels is erected” (C 111: 103). Timon of Athens,
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the subject of works by Lucian and Shakespeare, was the archetypal hater of
humankind. In his letter, Swift differentiates his own position from Timon’s
by arguing that he does not hate specific people; he just does not expect
very much from them. Man is not a rational animal (animal rationale) but
an animal capable of reason (rationis capax). Swift would later tell Pope
and his friends that “after all I do not hate Mankind, it is vous autres [you
others] who hate them because you would have them reasonable Animals,
and are angry for being disappointed. I have always rejected that Definition
and made another of my own” (C 1it: 118).

Swift’s ideas here were not always shared by others, especially those be-
ginning to entertain newer views of human nature, In his time, thinkers such
as the third Farl of Shaftesbury were arguing that, far from being selfish and
fallen, human nature is basically benevolent. Perhaps the only fall we have
experienced is the belief that we are fallen. These ideas would later be devel-
oped by writers such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who would argue that not
people but the institutions that surround them are corrupt. By the middle of
Swift’s century, the belief in human benevolence began to carry the day, as
did a new stress on the importance on the individual. This brought with it a
corresponding redefinition of pride. During the eighteenth century, this first
medieval sin became the main modern virtue and the cornerstone of the new
individualism.

This helps explain one reason why Swift was soon maligned as a misan-
thrope. In the first full-length critical consideration of the author — Remarks
on the Life and Writings of Jonathan Swift (1751) — the Earl of Orrery took
the newer path and found Swift’s satire on human pride and pretense in
Gulliver’s Travels to be “a real insult upon mankind.” In the story of the
humanoid and grotesque Yahoos in Book 1v especially, Orrery says, Swift
“has indulged a misanthropy that is intolerable. The representation which
he has given us of human nature, must terrify, and even debase the mind
of the reader who views it.” Though consistent with centuries of Christian
belief in original sin, Swift’s satire was linked by Orrery instead to a patho-
logical “disposition” that caused the author “to ridicule human nature
itself.” 3

Friends of Swift rushed to correct this view, among them Patrick Delany,
who argued that far from being a misanthrope, the author of Gulliver's
Travels managed “to do more charities, in a greater variety of ways...than
perhaps any other man of his fortune in the world.”*+ Along with giving
away much of what he earned to the Dublin poor, Swift left his entire fortune
to found the first mental hospital in Ireland, St. Patrick’s Hospital (which is
still there). As he had said himself:
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He gave what little wealth he had,
To build a house for fools and mad:
And showed by one satiric touch,
No nation wanted it so much.
(Poems 498)

Challenging the charge of misanthropy, others would point to Swift’s wide
circle of friends, both male and female. (As Margaret Doody suggests in
this volume, Swift’s friendship with women was something Lord Orrery
simply could not understand.) Still others would note the love fellow Irish
Protestants showed Swift after he had vigorously defended them against
English authorities in The Drapier’s Letters of 1724-25, where he had argued
that “in Reason, all Government without the Consent of the Governed, is
the very Definition of Slavery” (PW x: 63). After traveling to London in
1726 to drop off the manuscript of Gulliver’s Travels, Swift returned home
(if the report can be believed) in triumph:

In his return to Dublin, upon notice that the ship in which he sailed was
in the bay, several heads of different corporations, and principal citizens of
Dublin went out to meet him in a great number of wherries engaged for that
purpose, in order to welcome him back. He had the pleasure to find his friend
Dr. Sheridan, in company with a number of his intimates, at the side of the
ship, ready to receive him into their boat, with the agreeable tidings that [his
friend Stella, who had been ill] was past all danger. The boats, adorned with
streamers, and colours...made a fine appearance; and thus was the Drapier
brought to his landing-place in a kind of triumph, where he was received on
shore by a multitude of his grateful countrymen, by whom he was conducted
to his house amid repeated acclamations, of Long live the Drapier. The bells
were set a ringing, and bonfires kindled in every street.”s

Somehow, this does not accord with Lord Orrery’s misanthrope. But Orrery’s
view prevailed.

The hostile response to Swift that began to set in from several fronts was
reinforced by stories surrounding the tragic circumstances of his last years.
In 1742, at age seventy-five, in an action taken by his friends to protect him,
Swift was legally declared non compos mentis or of “unsound mind and
memory.” After three more years of deafness and ghastly suffering, Swift
died (in Johnson’s words) “a driveller and a show.”™ Soon after his death
and the publication of Orrery’s Remarks, Swift came to be pictured as one of
his own dark creations, a decrepit and deranged old Strudlbrugg or a dirty
and disgusting Yahoo. As Allen Reddick points out, Swift’s protracted final
illness and death “became a cautionary tale told over and over again” as a
moral exemplum and a just punishment for his misanthropy. Focusing on



