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1946 - Politics Vs. Literature - An Exam nation OF Gulliver's Travels
POLI TICS VS. LI TERATURE: AN EXAM NATI ON OF GULLI VER S TRAVELS

In GULLI VER' S TRAVELS hunanity is attacked, or criticized, fromat |east
three different angles, and the inplied character of Gulliver hinself
necessarily changes somewhat in the process. In Part | he is the typica
ei ghteent h-century voyager, bold, practical and unromantic, his honely
outl ook skilfully inpressed on the reader by the biographical details at
t he begi nning, by his age (he is a man of forty, with two children, when
his adventures start), and by the inventory of the things in his pockets,
especi ally his spectacl es, which nake several appearances. In Part Il he
has in general the sane character, but at nonents when the story demands
it he has a tendency to develop into an inbecile who is capable of
boasting of "our noble Country, the Mstress of Arts and Arnms, the
Scourge of France", etc., etc., and at the sanme tinme of betraying every
avai | abl e scandal ous fact about the country which he professes to |ove.
In Part Il he is much as he was in Part |, though, as he is consorting
chiefly with courtiers and nmen of |earning, one has the inpression that
he has risen in the social scale. In Part |V he conceives a horror of the
human race which is not apparent, or only internmittently apparent, in the
earlier books, and changes into a sort of unreligious anchorite whose one
desire is to live in sone desol ate spot where he can devote hinself to
nmedi tati ng on the goodness of the Houyhnhnms. However, these

i nconsi stencies are forced upon Swift by the fact that Gulliver is there
chiefly to provide a contrast. It is necessary, for instance, that he
shoul d appear sensible in Part | and at least intermittently silly in
Part 11 because in both books the essential nmanoeuvre is the sanme, i.e.
to make the human being | ook ridiculous by imagining himas a creature
si x inches high. Wenever Qulliver is not acting as a stooge there is a
sort of continuity in his character, which comes out especially in his
resour ceful ness and his observation of physical detail. He is nmuch the
same kind of person, with the sane prose style, when he bears off the

war shi ps of Bl efuscu, when he rips open the belly of the nmonstrous rat,
and when he sails away upon the ocean in his frail coracle made from the
skins of Yahoos. Moreover, it is difficult not to feel that in his
shrewder noments Gulliver is sinmply Swift hinmself, and there is at | east
one incident in which Swift seens to be venting his private grievance
agai nst contenporary Society. It will be remenbered that when the Enperor
of Lilliput's palace catches fire, Gulliver puts it out by urinating on
it. Instead of being congratul ated on his presence of mind, he finds that
he has cormitted a capital offence by making water in the precincts of

t he pal ace, and

| was privately assured, that the Enpress, conceiving the greatest
Abhorrence of what | had done, rempved to the nost distant Side of the
Court, firmy resolved that those buil dings should never be repaired for
her Use; and, in the Presence of her chief Confidents, could not forbear
vow ng Revenge.

According to Professor G M Trevel yan (ENGLAND UNDER QUEEN ANNE), part
of the reason for Swift's failure to get preferment was that the Queen
was scandal i zed by A TALE OF A TUB--a panphl et in which Swift probably
felt that he had done a great service to the English Crown, since it
scarifies the Dissenters and still nore the Catholics while |leaving the
Est abl i shed Church alone. In any case no one would deny that GULLIVER S
TRAVELS is a rancorous as well as a pessinistic book, and that especially
in Parts | and Ill it often descends into political partisanship of a
narrow ki nd. Pettiness and magnani mty, republicanism and
authori-tarianism |ove of reason and |lack of curiosity, are all nixed up
init. The hatred of the human body with which Swift is especially
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associated is only dom nant in Part 1V, but sonehow this new
preoccupation does not come as a surprise. One feels that all these
adventures, and all these changes of nood, could have happened to the
same person, and the inter-connexion between Swift's political loyalties
and his ultimate despair is one of the nost interesting features of the
book.

Politically, Swift was one of those people who are driven into a sort of
perverse Toryismby the follies of the progressive party of the noment.
Part | of GULLIVER S TRAVELS, ostensibly a satire on human greatness, can
be seen, if one looks a little deeper, to be sinply an attack on Engl and,
on the dom nant Whig Party, and on the war with France, which--however
bad the notives of the Allies may have been--did save Europe from being
tyranni zed over by a single reactionary power. Swift was not a Jacobite
nor strictly speaking a Tory, and his declared aimin the war was nerely
a noderate peace treaty and not the outright defeat of England.
Nevert hel ess there is a tinge of quis-lingismin his attitude, which
cones out in the ending of Part | and slightly interferes with the

al l egory. When Gulliver flees fromLilliput (England) to Bl efuscu
(France) the assunption that a human being six inches high is inherently
contenptible seens to be dropped. Whereas the people of Lilliput have

behaved towards Gulliver with the utnost treachery and neanness, those of
Bl ef uscu behave generously and straightforwardly, and indeed this section
of the book ends on a different note fromthe all-round disillusionnent
of the earlier chapters. Evidently Swift's aninus is, in the first place,
agai nst ENGLAND. It is "your Natives" (i.e. @illiver's fellow countrynen)
whom t he Ki ng of Brob-di ngnag considers to be "the npbst pernicious Race
of little odious vernmin that Nature ever suffered to crawl upon the
surface of the Earth", and the |ong passage at the end, denouncing

col oni zation and forei gn conquest, is plainly aimed at England, although
the contrary is elaborately stated. The Dutch, England's allies and
target of one of Swift's npst fanpus panphlets, are also nore or |ess
wantonly attacked in Part I1l. There is even what sounds |like a persona
note in the passage in which Gulliver records his satisfaction that the
vari ous countries he has discovered cannot be nade col onies of the
British Crown:

The HOUYHNHNMS, indeed, appear not to be so well prepared for War, a
Science to which they are perfect Strangers, and especially against

m ssive Weapons. However, supposing nyself to be a Mnister of State, |
coul d never give ny advice for invading them . . . Inmagine twenty thousand
of them breaking into the m dst of an EUROPEAN arny, confounding the

Ranks, overturning the Carriages, battering the Warriors' Faces into

Mumry, by terrible Yerks fromtheir hinder hoofs.

Considering that Swift does not waste words, that phrase, "battering the
warriors' faces into numy", probably indicates a secret wish to see the
i nvincible arm es of the Duke of Marl borough treated in a |ike nmanner.
There are sinmlar touches el sewhere. Even the country mentioned in Part
[11, where "the Bul k of the People consist, in a Manner, wholly of

Di scoverers, Wtnesses, Infornmers, Accusers, Prosecutors, Evidences,
Swearers, together with their several subservient and subaltern
Instrunments, all under the Colours, the Conduct, and Pay of M nisters of
State", is called Langdon, which is within one letter of being an anagram
of England. (As the early editions of the book contain msprints, it may
per haps have been intended as a conplete anagram) Swift's PHYSI CAL

repul sion fromhumanity is certainly real enough, but one has the feeling
that his debunki ng of human grandeur, his diatribes against |ords,
politicians, court favourites, etc., has mainly a | ocal application and
springs fromthe fact that he belonged to the unsuccessful party. He
denounces injustice and oppression, but he gives no evidence of |iking

Page 2



Generated by Foxit PDF Creator © Foxit Software
http://www.foxitsoftware.com For evaluation only.

1946 - Politics Vs. Literature - An Examination OF Culliver's Travels
denocracy. |In spite of his enornously greater powers, his inplied
position is very simlar to that of the innunerable silly-clever
Conservatives of our own day--people like Sir Al an Herbert, Professor G
M Young, Lord Eiton, the Tory Reform Committee or the long |ine of
Cat holic apologists fromW H. Mllock onwards: people who specialize in
cracki ng neat jokes at the expense of whatever is "nodern" and
"progressive", and whose opinions are often all the nore extrene because
they know that they cannot influence the actual drift of events. After
all, such a panphlet as AN ARGUVENT TO PROVE THAT THE ABCLI SHI NG OF
CHRI STIANITY, etc., is very like "Tinothy Shy" having a bit of clean fun
with the Brains Trust, or Father Ronal d Knox exposing the errors
of Bertrand Russell. And the ease with which Sw ft has been forgiven--and
forgiven, sonetinmes, by devout believers--for the bl asphenies of A TALE
OF A TUB denonstrates clearly enough the feebl eness of religious
sentinments as conpared with political ones.

However, the reactionary cast of Swift's m nd does not show itself
chiefly in his political affiliations. The inmportant thing is his
attitude towards Science, and, nore broadly, towards intellectua
curiosity. The fanpbus Acadeny of Lagado, described in Part 111 of

GULLI VER' S TRAVELS, is no doubt a justified satire on nost of the

so-cal led scientists of Swift's own day. Significantly, the people at
work in it are described as "Projectors", that is, people not engaged in
di sinterested research but merely on the | ook-out for gadgets which wll
save | abour and bring in noney. But there is no sign--indeed, al

t hrough the book there are many signs to the contrary--that "pure"

sci ence woul d have struck Swift as a worth-while activity. The nore
serious kind of scientist has already had a kick in the pants in Part 11,
when the "Schol ars" patronized by the King of Brobdingnag try to account
for Gulliver's small stature:

After much Debate, they concluded unanimusly that | was only RELPLUM
SCALCATH, which is interpreted literally, LUSUS NATURAE, a Determ nation
exactly agreeable to the nodern phil osophy of EUROPE, whose Professors,
di sdai ni ng the old Evasion of OCCULT CAUSES, whereby the followers of
ARI STOTLE endeavoured in vain to disguise their Ignorance, have invented
this wonderful solution of Al Difficulties, to the unspeakabl e
Advancenent of human Know edge.

If this stood by itself one might assunme that Swift is nerely the eneny
of SHAM sci ence. In a nunber of places, however, he goes out of his way
to proclaimthe usel essness of all |earning or speculation not directed
towards sonme practical end:

The | earning of (the Brobdingnaglans) is very defective, consisting only
in Morality, History, Poetry, and Mathematics, wherein they nust be
allowed to excel. But, the last of these is wholly applied to what may be
useful in Life, to the inprovenent of Agriculture, and all nechanica

Arts so that anmong us it would be little esteened. And as to |deas,
Entities, Abstractions, and Transcen-dentals, | could never drive the

| east Conception into their Heads.

The Houyhnhnnms, Swift's ideal beings, are backward even in a nechanica
sense. They are unacquainted with nmetals, have never heard of boats, do
not, properly speaking, practise agriculture (we are told that the oats
which they |ive upon "grow naturally"), and appear not to have invented
wheels. [Note, bel ow] They have no al phabet, and evidently have not nuch
curiosity about the physical world. They do not believe that any inhabited
country exists beside their own, and though they understand the notions of
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the sun and nmoon, and the nature of eclipses, "this is the utnpst progress
of their ASTRONOW". By contrast, the philosophers of the flying island of
Laputa are so continuously absorbed in mathematical specul ations that before
speaking to themone has to attract their attention by napping themon the
ear with a bl adder. They have catal ogued ten thousand fi xed stars, have
settled the periods of ninety-three conets, and have di scovered
in advance of the astrononers of Europe, that Mars has two
nmoons--all of which information Swift evidently regards as ridicul ous,
usel ess and uninteresting. As one ni ght expect, he believes that the
scientist's place, if he has a place, is in the laboratory, and that
scientific know edge has no bearing on political matters:

[ Not e: Houyhnhnnms too old to wal k are described as being carried on
"“sledges" or in "a kind of vehicle, drawn like a sledge". Presumably these
had no wheels. (Author's note.)]

What | . . . thought altogether unaccountable, was the strong Di sposition
| observed in themtowards News and Politics, perpetually enquiring into
Public Affairs, giving their judgenents in Matters of State, and

passi onately disputing every inch of a Party Opinion. | have, indeed,
observed the sane Disposition anong nost of the Mathematicians | have
known in EUROCPE, though | coul d never discover the | east Anal ogy between
the two Sciences; unless those peopl e suppose, that, because the snall est
Circle hath as nany Degrees as the |largest, therefore the Regul ation and
Managenment of the World require no nore Abilities, than the Handling and
Turning of a G obe.

Is there not sonmething famliar in that phrase "I could never discover
the | east anal ogy between the two sciences"? It has precisely the note of
t he popul ar Catholic apol ogi sts who profess to be astoni shed when a
scientist utters an opinion on such questions as the exi stence of God or
the immortality of the soul. The scientist, we are told, is an expert
only in one restricted field: why should his opinions be of value in any
other? The inplication is that theology is just as nmuch an exact science
as, for instance, chem stry, and that the priest is also an expert whose
concl usions on certain subjects nmust be accepted. Swift in effect makes
the sane claimfor the politician, but he goes one better in that he wl|l
not allow the scientist--either the "pure" scientist or the ad hoc

i nvestigator--to be a useful person in his own line. Even if he had not
witten Part 11l of GULLIVER S TRAVELS, one could infer fromthe rest of
the book that, like Tolstoy and |ike Blake, he hates the very idea of
studying the processes of Nature. The "Reason" which he so admres in the
Houyhnhnns does not primarily mean the power of draw ng | ogica

i nferences from observed facts. Although he never defines it, it appears
in nost contexts to nean either conmon sense--i.e. acceptance of the

obvi ous and contenpt for quibbles and abstractions--or absence of

passi on and superstition. In general he assunes that we know all that we
need to know already, and nerely use our know edge incorrectly. Medicine,
for instance, is a useless science, because if we lived in a nore natura
way, there would be no diseases. Swift, however, is not a sinple-lifer or
an admrer of the Noble Savage. He is in favour of civilization and the
arts of civilization. Not only does he see the val ue of good manners,
good conversation, and even learning of a literary and historical kind,
he al so sees that agriculture, navigation and architecture need to be
studied and could with advantages be inproved. But his inplied aimis a
static, incurious civilization--the world of his own day, a little
cleaner, a little saner, with no radical change and no poking into the
unknowabl e. Mdre than one woul d expect in anyone so free from accepted
fallacies, he reveres the past, especially classical antiquity, and
bel i eves that nodern man has degenerated sharply during the past hundred
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years. [Note, below] In the island of sorcerers, where the spirits of the
dead can be called up at will:

[ Not e: The physical decadence which Swift clainms to have observed may have
been a reality at that date. He attributes it to syphilis, which was a new
di sease in Europe and may have been nore virulent than it is now Distilled
liquors, also, were a novelty in the seventeenth century and nust have | ed
at first to a great increase in drunkenness. (Author's footnote.)]

| desired that the Senate of ROVE mi ght appear before nme in one |arge
chanmber, and a nodern Representative in Counterview, in another. The
first seened to be an Assenbly of Heroes and Deny- Gods, the other a Knot
of Pedl ars, Pick-pockets, H ghwaynen and Bullies.

Al t hough Swift uses this section of Part IIl to attack the truthful ness
of recorded history, his critical spirit deserts himas soon as he is
dealing with Greeks and Romans. He remarks, of course, upon the
corruption of inperial Rone, but he has an al nbst unreasoning admration
for sone of the leading figures of the ancient world:

I was struck with profound Veneration at the sight of BRUTUS, and coul d
easily discover the nost consummate Virtue, the greatest Intrepidity and
Firmmess of M nd, the truest Love of his Country, and general Benevol ence
for Mankind, in every Lineanent of his Countenance. . . . | had the honour
to have nuch Conversation with BRUTUS, and was told, that his Ancestors
JUNI US, SOCRATES, EPAM NONDAS, CATO the younger, SIR THOMAS MORE, and

hi nsel f, were perpetually together: a SEXTUWI RATE, to which all the Ages
of the Wirld cannot add a seventh.

It will be noticed that of these six people, only one is a Christian.
This is an inportant point. If one adds together Swift's pessimsm his
reverence for the past, his incuriosity and his horror of the human body,
one arrives at an attitude common anmong religious reactionaries--that

is, people who defend an unjust order of Society by claimng that this
worl d cannot be substantially inmproved and only the "next world" matters.
However, Swift shows no sign of having any religious beliefs, at least in
any ordinary sense of the words. He does not appear to believe seriously
inlife after death, and his idea of goodness is bound up with
republ i canism |ove of |iberty, courage, "benevol ence" (nmeaning in effect
public spirit), "reason" and other pagan qualities. This rem nds one that
there is another strain in Swift, not quite congruous with his disbelief
in progress and his general hatred of humanity.

To begin with, he has nonents when he is "constructive" and even
"advanced". To be occasionally inconsistent is alnpst a mark of vitality
in Uopia books, and Swift sonetinmes inserts a word of praise into a
passage that ought to be purely satirical. Thus, his ideas about the
education of the young are fathered on to the Lilliputians, who have nuch
the sane views on this subject as the Houyhnhnms. The Lilliputians al so
have various social and legal institutions (for instance, there are old
age pensions, and people are rewarded for keeping the law as well as

puni shed for breaking it) which Swift would have |iked to see prevailing
in his own country. In the middl e of this passage Swift remenbers his
satirical intention and adds, "In relating these and the follow ng Laws,

| would only be understood to nmean the original Institutions, and not the
nost scandal ous Corruptions into which these people are fallen by the
degenerate Nature of Man" but as Lilliput is supposed to represent

Engl and, and the |laws he is speaking of have never had their parallel in
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Engl and, it is clear that the inpulse to nmake constructive suggestions
has been too nuch for him But Swift's greatest contribution to politica
t hought in the narrower sense of the words, is his attack, especially in
Part 111, on what woul d now be called totalitarianism He has an
extraordinarily clear prevision of the spy-haunted "police State", with
its endl ess heresy-hunts and treason trials, all really designed to
neutralize popul ar discontent by changing it into war hysteria. And one
must remenber that Swift is here inferring the whole froma quite small
part, for the feeble governments of his own day did not give him
illustrations ready-mde. For exanple, there is the professor at the
School of Political Projectors who "shewed me a | arge Paper of
Instructions for discovering Plots and Conspiracies”, and who cl ai med
that one can find people's secret thoughts by exam ning their excrenent:

Because Men are never so serious, thoughtful, and intent, as when they
are at Stool, which he found by frequent Experiment: for in such

Conj unctures, when he used neerly as a trial to consider what was the
best Way of murdering the King, his Ordure would have a tincture of
Green; but quite different when he thought only of raising an

I nsurrection, or burning the Metropolis.

The professor and his theory are said to have been suggested to Swift by
the--fromour point of view-not particularly astonishing or disgusting
fact that in a recent State trial some letters found in sonebody's privy
had been put in evidence. Later in the same chapter we seemto be
positively in the m ddle of the Russian purges:

In the Kingdom of Tribnia, by the Natives called Langdon. . . the Bul k of
the People consist, in a Manner, wholly of Discoverers, Wtnesses,
Informers, Accusers, Prosecutors, Evidences, Swearers. . . It is first agreed

and settled anmong them what suspected Persons shall be accused of a

Pl ot: Then, effectual Care is taken to secure all their Letters and
Papers, and put the Omers in Chains. These papers are delivered

to a Sett of Artists, very dexterous in finding out the

nyst eri ous Meani ngs of Words, Syllables, and Letters. . . . Wuere this
nmethod fails, they have two others nore effectual, which the Learned
among them call ACROSTICS and ANAGRAMS. FI RST, they can decypher al
initial Letters into political Meanings: Thus: N shall signify a Plot, B
a Regiment of Horse, L a Fleet at Sea: O, SECONDLY, by transposing the
Letters of the Al phabet in any suspected Paper, they can | ay open the
deepest Designs of a discontented Party. So, for Exanple if | should say
in a Letter to a Friend, OUR BROTHER TOM HAS JUST GOT THE PI LES, a

skil ful Decypherer would discover that the sane Letters, which conpose
that Sentence, may be analysed in the foll owing Wrds: RESIST--A PLOT IS
BROUGHT HOME- - THE TOUR (Note: tower). And this is the anagranmatic met hod.

O her professors at the same school invent sinplified | anguages, wite
books by machi nery, educate their pupils by inscribing the | esson on a
waf er and causing themto swallow it, or propose to abolish individuality
al together by cutting off part of the brain of one nman and grafting it on
to the head of another. There is sonething queerly famliar in the

at nosphere of these chapters, because, nixed up with nuch fooling, there
is a perception that one of the ains of totalitarianismis not nerely to
make sure that people will think the right thoughts, but actually to nmake
t hem LESS CONSCI QUS. Then, again, Swift's account of the Leader who is
usually to be found ruling over a tribe of Yahoos, and of the "favourite"
who acts first as a dirty-worker and |ater as a scapegoat, fits
remarkably well into the pattern of our own times. But are we to infer
fromall this that Swift was first and forenpst an enemy of tyranny and a
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chanpi on of the free intelligence? No: his own views, so far as one can
di scern them are not markedly liberal. No doubt he hates |ords, kings,
bi shops, generals, |adies of fashion, orders, titles and flunmmery
general |y, but he does not seemto o think better of the common people
than of their rulers, or to be in favour of increased social equality, or
to be enthusiastic about representative institutions. The Houyhnhnns are
organi zed upon a sort of caste systemwhich is racial in character, the
horses which do the nenial work being of different colours fromtheir
mast ers and not interbreeding with them The educational system which

Swift admires in the Lilliputians takes hereditary class distinctions for
granted, and the children of the poorest classes do not go to school
because "their Business being only to till and cultivate the Earth.

therefore their Education is of little Consequence to the Public". Nor
does he seemto have been strongly in favour of freedom of speech and the
Press, in spite of the toleration which his own witings enjoyed. The
Ki ng of Brobdingnag is astonished at the multiplicity of religious and
political sects in England, and considers that those who hold "opinions
prejudicial to the public" (in the context this seens to nean sinply
heretical opinions), though they need not be obliged to change them

ought to be obliged to conceal them for "as it was Tyranny in any
Government to require the first, so it was weakness not to enforce the
second". There is a subtler indication of Swift's own attitude in the
manner in which Qulliver |eaves the |and of the Houyhnhnms.
Intermttently, at least. Swift was a kind of anarchist, and Part |V of
GULLIVER' S TRAVELS is a picture of an anarchistic Society, not governed
by law in the ordi nary sense, but by the dictates of "Reason", which arc
voluntarily accepted by everyone. The General Assenbly of the Houyhnhnns
"exhorts" @ulliver's master to get rid of him and his nei ghbours put
pressure on himto make himconply. Two reasons are given. One is that
the presence of this unusual Yahoo may unsettle the rest of the tribe

and the other is that a friendly rel ationship between a Houyhnhnm and a
Yahoo is "not agreeable to Reason or Nature, or a Thing ever heard of
before anobng them'. GQulliver's nmaster is somewhat unwilling to obey, but
the "exhortation" (a Houyhnhnm we are told, is never COVPELLED to do
anything, he is nmerely "exhorted" or "advised") cannot be disregarded
This illustrates very well the totalitarian tendency which is explicit in
t he anarchi st or pacifist vision of Society. In a Society in which there
is no law, and in theory no conmpul sion, the only arbiter of behaviour is
public opinion. But public opinion, because of the trenmendous urge to
conformity in gregarious aninals, is less tolerant than any system of

| aw. When human beings are governed by "thou shalt not", the individua
can practise a certain anmount of eccentricity: when they are supposedly
governed by "l ove" or "reason", he is under continuous pressure to nake
hi m behave and think in exactly the same way as everyone el se. The
Houyhnhnns, we are told, were unani nous on alnmost all subjects. The only
guestion they ever DI SCUSSED was how to deal with the Yahoos. O herw se
there was no room for di sagreenent anong them because the truth is

al ways either self-evident, or else it is undis-coverable and

uni nportant. They had apparently no word for "opinion" in their |anguage,
and in their conversations there was no "difference of sentinments". They
had reached, in fact, the highest stage of totalitarian organization, the
stage when confornity has becone so general that there is no need for a
police force. Swift approves of this kind of thing because anbng his many
gifts neither curiosity nor good-nature was included. Di sagreenent would
al ways seemto himsheer perversity. "Reason," anong the Houyhnhnns, he
says, "is not a Point Problematical, as with us, where nmen can argue with
Plausibility on both Sides of a Question; but strikes you with i mediate
Conviction; as it must needs do, where it is not ningled, obscured, or

di scol oured by Passion and Interest." In other words, we know everything
al ready, so why should dissident opinions be tolerated? The totalitarian
Soci ety of the Houyhnhnns, where there can be no freedom and no

devel opnent, follows naturally fromthis.
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We are right to think of Swift as a rebel and iconoclast, but except in
certain secondary matters, such as his insistence that wonmen shoul d
receive the sanme education as nmen, he cannot be labelled "Left". He is a
Tory anarchi st, despising authority while disbelieving in liberty, and
preserving the aristocratic outl ook while seeing clearly that the
existing aristocracy is degenerate and contenptible. When Swift utters
one of his characteristic diatribes against the rich and powerful, one
must probably, as | said earlier, wite off sonmething for the fact that
he hinself belonged to the | ess successful party, and was personal |y
di sappoi nted. The "outs", for obvious reasons, are always nore radica
than the "ins". [Note, below] But the npbst essential thing in Swift is his
inability to believe that life--ordinary life on the solid earth, and not
some rationalized, deodorized version of it--could be made worth living. O
course, no honest person clainms that happiness is NONa normal condition
among adult human beings; but perhaps it COULD be nmade normal, and it is
upon this question that all serious political controversy really turns.
Swi ft has much in common--nore, | believe, than has been noticed--with
Tol stoy, another disbeliever in the possibility of happiness. In both men
you have the sanme anarchistic outl ook covering an authoritarian cast of
mnd; in both a simlar hostility to Science, the sane inpatience with
opponents, the same inability to see the inportance of any question not
interesting to thenselves; and in both cases a sort of horror of the
actual process of life, though in Tolstoy's case it was arrived at |ater
and in a different way. The sexual unhappi ness of the two men was not of
the sane kind, but there was this in common, that in both of thema
sincere loathing was mxed up with a nmorbid fascination. Tol stoy was a
ref ornmed rake who ended by preaching conpl ete celibacy, while continuing
to practise the opposite into extrene old age. Swift was presumably
i npotent, and had an exaggerated horror of human dung: he al so thought
about it incessantly, as is evident throughout his works. Such people are
not likely to enjoy even the small anount of happiness that falls to nost
human bei ngs, and, from obvi ous notives, are not likely to admt that
earthly life is capable of nmuch inprovenent. Their incuriosity, and hence
their intolerance, spring fromthe same root.

[Note: At the end of the book, as typical speci nens of hunman

folly and viciousness, Swift names "a Lawyer, a Pi ckpocket,

a Col onel, a Fool, a Lord, a Ganester, a Politician, a \Wore-master,

a Physician, an Evidence, a Suborner, an Attorney, a Traitor, or the
like". One sees here the irresponsible violence of the powerless.

The list |unps together those who break the conventional code, and those
who keep it. For instance, if you automatically condemm a col onel, as
such, on what grounds do you condem a traitor? O again, if you want to
suppress pickpockets, you nmust have |aws, which neans that you rmust have
| awyers. But the whole closing passage, in which the hatred is so

aut hentic, and the reason given for it so inadequate, is sonehow

unconvi ncing. One has the feeling that personal aninosity is at work.
(Aut hor's footnote.)]

Swi ft's disgust, rancour and pessinm smwould make sense agai nst the
background of a "next world" to which this one is the prelude. As he does
not appear to believe seriously in any such thing, it beconmes necessary
to construct a paradi se supposedly existing on the surface of the earth,
but something quite different fromanything we know, with all that he

di sapproves of--lies, folly, change, enthusiasm pleasure, |ove and dirt
--elimnated fromit. As his ideal being he chooses the horse, an anim
whose excrenent is not offensive. The Houyhnhnnms are dreary beasts--this
is so generally admtted that the point is not worth |abouring. Swift's
geni us can nmake them credi bl e, but there can have been very few readers
in whomthey have excited any feeling beyond dislike. And this is not
from wounded vanity at seeing animals preferred to nen; for, of the two,
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t he Houyhnhnnms are nuch |iker to human bei ngs than are the Yahoos, and
GQulliver's horror of the Yahoos, together with his recognition that they
are the sanme kind of creature as himself, contains a |ogical absurdity.
This horror cones upon himat his very first sight of them "I never
behel d," he says, "in all ny Travels, so disagreeable an Aninal, nor one
agai nst which | naturally conceived so strong an Antipathy." But in
conparison with what are the Yahoos di sgusting? Not wth the Houyhnhnns,
because at this tine Gulliver has not seen a Houyhnhnm It can only be in
conparison with hinmself, i.e. with a human being. Later, however, we are
to be told that the Yahoos ARE human bei ngs, and hunman soci ety becones
i nsupportable to Gulliver because all nmen are Yahoos. In that case why
did he not conceive his disgust of humanity earlier? In effect we are
told that the Yahoos are fantastically different frommen, and yet are
the sane. Swift has over-reached hinself in his fury, and is shouting at
his fell owcreatures, "You are filthier than you are!" However, it is
i mpossible to feel much synpathy with the Yahoos, and it is not because
t hey oppress the Yahoos that the Houyhnhnms are unattractive. They are
unattracti ve because the "Reason" by which they are governed is really a
desire for death. They are exenpt fromlove, friendship, curiosity, fear,
sorrow and--except in their feelings towards the Yahoos, who occupy
rather the sane place in their comunity as the Jews in Nazi Germany--
anger and hatred. "They have no Fondness for their Colts or Foles, but
the Care they take, in educating them proceeds entirely fromthe
Di ctates of REASON." They lay store by "Friendship" and "Benevol ence"
but "these are not confined to particular Objects, but universal to the
whol e Race". They al so val ue conversation, but in their conversations
there are no differences of opinion, and "nothing passed but what was
useful, expressed in the fewest and nost significant Wrds". They
practise strict birth control, each couple producing two offspring and
t hereafter abstaining from sexual intercourse. Their marriages are
arranged for themby their elders, on eugenic principles, and their
| anguage contains no word for "love", in the sexual sense. \When sonebody
dies they carry on exactly as before, without feeling any grief. It wll
be seen that their aimis to be as like a corpse as is possible while
retai ning physical life. One or two of their characteristics, it is true,
do not seemto be strictly "reasonable" in their own usage of the word.
Thus, they place a great value not only on physical hardi hood but on
athleticism and they are devoted to poetry. But these exceptions may be
| ess arbitrary than they seem Swi ft probably enphasizes the physica
strength of the Houyhnhnns in order to nmake clear that they could never
be conquered by the hated human race, while a taste for poetry may figure
among their qualities because poetry appeared to Swift as the antithesis
of Science, fromhis point of view the nost useless of all pursuits. In
Part 11l he nanmes "Il magi nati on, Fancy, and |Invention" as desirable
faculties in which the Laputan mat hematicians (in spite of their |ove of
nmusi ¢c) were wholly | acking. One nust renenber that although Swift was an
adnmrable witer of comic verse, the kind of poetry he thought val uable
woul d probably be didactic poetry. The poetry of the Houyhnhnns,
he says

must be allowed to excel (that of) all other Mortals; wherein the
Justness of their Siniles, and the M nuteness, as well as exactness, of
their Descriptions, are, indeed, ininmtable. Their Verses abound very
much in both of these; and usually contain either sone exalted Notions of
Friendshi p and Benevol ence, or the Praises of those who were Victors in
Races, and other bodily Exerci ses.

Al as, not even the genius of Swift was equal to producing a specinmen by
which we could judge the poetry of the Houyhnhnns. But it sounds as
though it were chilly stuff (in heroic couplets, presumably), and not
seriously in conflict with the principles of "Reason".
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Happi ness is notoriously difficult to describe, and pictures of a just
and wel | -ordered Society are sel domeither attractive or convincing. Mst
creators of "favourabl e" Utopias, however, are concerned to show what
life could be like if it were lived nore fully. Swift advocates a sinple
refusal of life, justifying this by the claimthat "Reason" consists in
thwarting your instincts. The Houyhnhnns, creatures w thout a history,
continue for generation after generation to live prudently, maintaining
their population at exactly the same |evel, avoiding all passion,
suffering fromno di seases, nmeeting death indifferently, training up
their young in the sanme principles--and all for what? In order that the
same process may continue indefinitely. The notions that |life here and
now is worth living, or that it could be nmade worth living, or that it
nmust be sacrificed for some future good, are all absent. The dreary world
of the Houyhnhnns was about as good a Utopia as Swift could construct,
granting that he neither believed in a "next world" nor could get any

pl easure out of certain normal activities. But it is not really set up as
sonmet hing desirable in itself, but as the justification for another
attack on humanity. The aim as usual, is to humliate Man by rem nding
hi mthat he is weak and ridicul ous, and above all that he stinks; and the
ultimate notive, probably, is a kind of envy, the envy of the ghost for
the living, of the man who knows he cannot be happy for the others who--
so he fears--may be a little happier than hinself. The political
expression of such an outl ook nust be either reactionary or nihilistic,
because the person who holds it will want to prevent Society from

devel oping in some direction in which his pessimsmmy be cheated. One
can do this either by blowi ng everything to pieces, or by averting socia
change. Swift ultimately blew everything to pieces in the only way that
was feasible before the atonic bonb--that is, he went mad--but, as

have tried to show, his political ains were on the whole reactionary ones.

From what | have witten it may have seenmed that | am AGAI NST Swift, and
that my object is to refute himand even to belittle him In a political
and noral sense | am against him so far as | understand him Yet
curiously enough he is one of the witers | admre with | east reserve,
and GULLIVER S TRAVELS, in particular, is a book which it seens

i mpossible for me to growtired of. |I read it first when | was, eight--
one day short of eight, to be exact, for | stole and furtively read the
copy which was to be given nme next day on my eighth birthday--and | have
certainly not read it less than half a dozen times since. Its fascination
seens inexhaustible. If | had to make a list of six books which were to
be preserved when all others were destroyed, | would certainly put

GULLI VER' S TRAVELS anpng them This raises the question: what is the

rel ati onship between agreenent with a witer's opinions, and enjoynment of
hi s work?

If one is capable of intellectual detachnent, one can PERCEI VE nerit in a
witer whom one deeply disagrees with, but ENJOYMENT is a different
matter. Supposing that there is such a thing as good or bad art, then the
goodness or badness nust reside in the work of art itself--not

i ndependently of the observer, indeed, but independently of the nmood of
the observer. In one sense, therefore, it cannot be true that a poemis
good on Monday and bad on Tuesday. But if one judges the poem by the
appreciation it arouses, then it can certainly be true, because
appreciation, or enjoynent, is a subjective condition which cannot be
conmanded. For a great deal of his waking |life, even the npbst cultivated
person has no aesthetic feelings whatever, and the power to have
aesthetic feelings is very easily destroyed. When you are frightened, or
hungry, or are suffering fromtoothache or sea-sickness, KING LEAR is no
better fromyour point of view than PETER PAN. You may know in an
intellectual sense that it is better, but that is sinply a fact which you
renmenmber: you will not FEEL the merit of KING LEAR until you are nornal
agai n. And aesthetic judgenment can be upset just as disastrously--nore
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di sastrously, because the cause is less readily recognized--by politica
or noral disagreenent. |If a book angers, wounds or alarms you, then you

will not enjoy it, whatever its nerits may be. If it seenms to you a
really pernicious book, likely to influence other people in sone
undesi rabl e way, then you will probably construct an aesthetic theory to

show that it HAS no merits. Current literary criticismconsists quite
largely of this kind of dodging to and fro between two sets of standards.
And yet the opposite process can al so happen: enjoyment can overwhel m

di sapproval, even though one clearly recognizes that one is enjoying
something inimcal. Swift, whose world-viewis so peculiarly
unaccept abl e, but who is neverthel ess an extrenely popular witer, is a
good instance of this. Wiy is it that we don't mind being called Yahoos,
al though firmy convinced that we are NOT Yahoos?

It is not enough to nmake the usual answer that of course Swift was w ong,
in fact he was insane, but he was "a good witer". It is true that the
literary quality of a book is to sonme snmall extent separable fromits
subj ect-matter. Some people have a native gift for using words, as sone
peopl e have a naturally "good eye" at ganes. It is largely a question of
timng and of instinctively knowi ng how nuch enphasis to use. As an
exanpl e near at hand, |ook back at the passage | quoted earlier, starting
“I'n the Kingdom of Tribnia, by the Natives called Langdon". It derives
much of its force fromthe final sentence: "And this is the anagram nade
Method." Strictly speaking this sentence is unnecessary, for we have

al ready seen the anagram decyphered, but the nock-solem repetition, in
whi ch one seens to hear Swift's own voice uttering the words, drives hone
the idiocy of the activities described, like the final tap to a nail. But
not all the power and sinmplicity of Swift's prose, nor the inaginative
effort that has been able to make not one but a whole series of

i mpossi ble worlds nore credible than the majority of history books--none
of this would enable us to enjoy Swift if his world-view were truly
woundi ng or shocking. MIlions of people, in many countries, nust have
enjoyed GULLIVER' S TRAVELS while nore or | ess seeing its anti-hunman
implications: and even the child who accepts Parts i and n as a sinple
story gets a sense of absurdity fromthinking of human bei ngs six inches
hi gh. The expl anation nmust be that Swift's world-viewis felt to be NOT
altogether false--or it would probably be nore accurate to say, not

false all the time. Swift is a diseased witer. He remains permanently in
a depressed nood which in nost people is only intermttent, rather as

t hough soneone suffering fromjaundice or the after-effects of influenza
shoul d have the energy to wite books. But we all know that nmood, and
something in us responds to the expression of it. Take, for instance, one
of his nost characteristic works, The Lady's Dressing Room one m ght add
t he ki ndred poem Upon a Beautiful Young Nynph Going to Bed. Wich is
truer, the viewpoint expressed in these poens, or the viewpoint inplied
in Blake's phrase, "The naked female human form di vine"? No doubt Bl ake
is nearer the truth, and yet who can fail to feel a sort of pleasure in
seeing that fraud, fem nine delicacy, exploded for once? Swift falsifies
his picture of the world by refusing to see anything in human |life except
dirt, folly and w ckedness, but the part which he abstracts fromthe
whol e does exist, and it is sonmething which we all know about while
shrinking frommentioning it. Part of our minds--in any normal person it
is the dominant part--believes that nman is a noble aninal and life is
worth living: but there is also a sort of inner self which at |east
intermttently stands aghast at the horror of existence. In the queerest
way, pleasure and disgust are |inked together. The human body is
beautiful: it is also repulsive and ridicul ous, a fact which can be
verified at any swimm ng pool. The sexual organs are objects of desire
and al so of loathing, so nuch so that in nmany | anguages, if not in al

| anguages, their names are used as words of abuse. Meat is delicious, but
a butcher's shop makes one feel sick: and indeed all our food springs
ultimately from dung and dead bodi es, the two things which of all others
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seemto us the nost horrible. A child, when it is past the infantile
stage but still looking at the world with fresh eyes, is nmoved by horror
al nost as often as by wonder--horror of snot and spittle, of the dogs
excrenment on the pavement, the dying toad full of maggots, the sweaty
snel | of grown-ups, the hideousness of old nen, with their bald heads and
bul bous noses. In his endl ess harping on disease, dirt and deformty,
Swift is not actually inventing anything, he is merely | eaving sonething
out. Human behavi our, too, especially in politics, is as he describes it,
although it contains other nore inportant factors which he refuses to
adnmit. So far as we can see, both horror and pain are necessary to the
continuance of life on this planet, and it is therefore open to
pessimsts like Swift to say: "If horror and pain nust always be with
us, how can life be significantly inproved?" Hs attitude is in effect
the Christian attitude, nminus the bribe of a "next world"--which
however, probably has |ess hold upon the m nds of believers than the
conviction that this world is a vale of tears and the grave is a place of
rest. It is, | amcertain, a wong attitude, and one which could have
harnful effects upon behaviour; but something in us responds to it, as it
responds to the gloony words of the burial service and the sweetish snell
of corpses in a country church

It is often argued, at |east by people who adnit the inportance of

subj ect-matter, that a book cannot be "good" if it expresses a pal pably
false view of life. We are told that in our own age, for instance, any
book that has genuine literary nerit will also be nore or |ess
"“progressive" in tendency. This ignores the fact that throughout history
a simlar struggle between progress and reaction has been ragi ng, and
that the best books of any one age have al ways been witten from several
di fferent viewpoints, sone of them pal pably nore fal se than others. In so
far as a witer is a propagandist, the nost one can ask of himis that he
shal | genuinely believe in what he is saying, and that it shall not be
sonmet hing blazingly silly. To-day, for exanple, one can imgi ne a good
book being witten by a Catholic, a Communist, a Fascist, pacifist, an
anarchi st, perhaps by an old-style Liberal or an ordinary Conservative:
one cannot 1 nmagi ne a good book being witten by a spiritualist, a
Buchmanite or a nenber of the Ku-Klux-Klan. The views that a witer holds
nmust be conpatible with sanity, in the nedical sense, and with the power
of continuous thought: beyond that what we ask of himis talent, which is
probably another name for conviction. Swift did not possess ordinary

wi sdom but he did possess a terrible intensity of vision, capable of

pi cking out a single hidden truth and then magnifying it and distorting
it. The durability of GULLIVER S TRAVELS goes to show that, if the force
of belief is behind it, a world-view which only just passes the test of
sanity is sufficient to produce a great work of art
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