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350 years of 
Jonathan Swift

The best-known works of Jonathan Swift (1667–
1745) have been in print since first publication 
and he is lionised by many great writers who 

succeeded him. T. S. Eliot declared him ‘the greatest 
writer of English prose, and the greatest man who 
has ever written great English prose’. His work Travels 
into Several Remote Nations of the World. In Four Parts. 
By Lemuel Gulliver, First a Surgeon, and then a Captain 
of Several Ships (1726) placed third on the Guardian’s 
top ten novels of all time (you probably know it by its 
shorter title, Gulliver’s Travels).

Levels of satire
Swift’s writing is rich, varied and reaches a broad 
readership. As Swift’s friend Alexander Pope wrote 
of Gulliver’s Travels: ‘From the highest to the lowest it 
is universally read, from the cabinet council to the 
nursery.’ While he wrote in many forms — from poetry 
to pamphlets and from novels to sermons — it is for his 
mastery of satire that he is most celebrated.

Satire is a comic style that mocks for a moral 
purpose. Swift used satire in varied ways, both subtle 
and direct. Like the eponymous Robinson Crusoe 
(1719), Lemuel Gulliver in many ways represents the 
typical Englishman of the Enlightenment, believing in 
England’s superiority in manners, morals and military 
might. Unlike with the earnest Crusoe, the careful 
reader is not meant to side with his views. We laugh 
when Gulliver extinguishes a Lilliputian fire by means 
of urination, which contemporary readers might have 
interpreted as allegorising the cessation of the war 
between England and France by shamefully unpleasant 
means. Similarly, the great controversy and cause of a 
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Activities
1 Find out more about the contexts for Gulliver’s 

Travels by reading the following essay from the 
University of Oxford’s Great Writers Inspire site: 
www.tinyurl.com/y7e9v64x

 To appreciate this novel, is it essential to 
understand its cultural and historical contexts?

2 Research satire, and its various forms and 
devices. Write definitions of the terms you think 
are most helpful. The following website might 
be a useful starting point:  
www.tinyurl.com/js63z9w

3 Read the following BBC article:  
www.tinyurl.com/gqhprt3

 For what reasons is satire a flourishing form 
today?

long and bloody war between two empires in Lilliput 
regarding the right way to break an egg — from the 
big or from the little end — mocks feuding between 
Catholics and Protestants.

When Gulliver explains the governance and 
customs of the ruling class in England to the King of 
Brobdingnag, the reader is not meant to be stung by 
his response: ‘I cannot but conclude the bulk of your 
natives to be the most pernicious race of little odious 
vermin that nature ever suffered to crawl upon the face 
of the earth.’ The voyage to Laputa, where the energies 
of wise men are consumed in scientific projects such 
as extracting sunlight from cucumbers and restoring 
excrement to its original food, mocks the pretensions 
of contemporary science.

Gulliver’s final journey, to the land of the 
Houyhnhnms, where savage ape-like creatures exist 
alongside noble speaking horses called Houyhnhnms, 
mocks the brutishness of human beings and perhaps 
also suggests that while a utopian society might 
be ordered and civilised, it would also be odd and 
pleasureless. 

A champion of liberty
In contrast to the diverse literary satire of Gulliver’s 
Travels, Swift’s ‘A Modest Proposal’ (1729) is an essay 
that keeps a clear eye on a single target: applying logic 
and reason relentlessly to delineate the ramifications 
of adopting a radical solution to poverty in Ireland. 
That solution, however, is to eat the babies of the Irish 
poor. As well as — in the period known as the ‘Age of 
Reason’ — showing the perils of trusting reason to the 
detriment of feeling, ‘A Modest Proposal’ displays the 
deep indignation of one Anglo-Irishman at the ways in 
which the British government mistreated Ireland.

Ian Hislop, Have I Got News for You panellist, Private 
Eye editor and admirer of Swift, credits the satirist with 
being one of the few who actually changed anything. 
In part owing to Swift’s opposition, a patent granted to 
a private citizen to mint coinage in Ireland was revoked 
in 1724.

While there is a stereotype of Swift as an indignant 
misanthrope, we should not forget that he was a 

celebrated wit and gourmand, who mentioned cookery 
in many of his writings and advised that ‘every fish 
should swim thrice. First it should swim in the sea…
then it should swim in butter, and at last it should swim 
in claret’. His sympathies with the poor and neglected 
were more than subjects of his writing. He believed 
that satire could puncture pomposity and make people 
recognise folly — at least the folly of others — and 
make them want to take action.

While he rose no higher than a dean of the church, 
Swift made a small fortune from his writings. He gave a 
third of his income to charity and bequeathed all of his 
money to found a hospital in Dublin for the mentally 
ill. As he put it in his ‘Verses on the Death of Dr Swift’ 
(1733): ‘He gave the little wealth he had / To build a 
house for fools and mad: / And showed by one satiric 
touch, / No nation wanted it so much.’
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