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Gulliver’s Travels

Gulliver’s Travels by Jonathan Swift is a beloved classic that people of any age can enjoy. Swift interwove an adventure in unknown worlds with a mysterious fantasy of flying islands and giants and talking horses. The drastic changes in Gulliver’s outlook bring people to study the character and the events that shaped who he became. The main purpose of the book, the satire, interests many with its shocking insights into human nature, government, and society. While Swift intended for the book to rattle the cages of its readers rather than entertain, many are swept up in the clever manner of storytelling that Swift employs to carry the satiric message.

Because of its acclaim, this novel is closely connected to the modern world. Today’s culture is full of references to the novel. Children’s stories have long incorporated the scene of a hero waking to find that he has been bound by tiny restraints and surrounded by the miniscule citizens of some strange kingdom. The voyage to Lilliput was made into a children’s story itself to be put in a book with Little Red Riding Hood and other classic tales. Countless modern-day cartoon movies have alluded to this immortal predicament. “The Pagemaster” salutes Swift when Horror, an anthropomorphic book of horror stories, is found in that same position. Likewise, other parts of the book have become ingrained in our culture. The popular video game directed at children, Kingdom Hearts 2, includes an island called Lilliput Island, a miniature town similar to the one that Gulliver visited. In the popular “Castle In The Sky” animated movie, a floating island is named Laputa. Even the famous movie “The Planet of the Apes” bears such a similarity to the land of the Houyhnhms in the use of reasonable, if immoral, animals and primitive, Neanderthal humans. Along with such words as ‘tiny’ and ‘miniscule’, Lilliputian is a common synonym for ‘small.’ Gulliver’s Travels has left such an impact on the world that it is referenced unwittingly by people who have never read the book. 


The book is strongly tied to the twenty-first century for reasons beyond readability, however. While Swift's satire was aimed at the world in the eighteenth century, it has not been weakened by time because the issues that he addressed are still problematic today. Pride and abuse of power are still as real and threatening in the new millennium as they were in the 1700s and in the Lilliputian kingdom. Figures of authority will always be as tyrannical and cruel to their subjects as was the king of Laputa to his own. Perhaps the cause of this novel’s continued popularity is its timelessness—that, centuries later, it can still be enjoyed, understood, and applied to everyday life. 
Another factor in the immortality of the novel is the way that the issues were presented. Rather than publishing an essay denouncing the ways of society and of people in general, he chose to create a fictional world and approach the task in a manner similar to Aesop’s Fables. The portrayal of human nature as an unexplored world, broken into kingdoms and nations, kept the novel from becoming dated. It is possible that Swift realized the improbability that anyone would listen to another outright attack on current events. By mixing human nature into a clever parable, he was able to lure his readers into believing that they were free to come to their own conclusions without realizing that those conclusions were actually his own opinions.

One level on which this book can be read is as a character analysis of Lemuel Gulliver. Gulliver starts out as the average man. He’s a middle-aged, middle class man who sets out to sea and becomes shipwrecked. In each of his trips, Gulliver is torn violently from his path and ends up in a land with strange inhabitants. It is interesting to note that, with each of his voyages, Gulliver is further awakened to the inherent evils of society and of men in general, and with each voyage, the manner in which he is diverted from his path reflects those realizations more and more. While the shipwreck was no one’s fault, he is later abandoned, then attacked by pirates, and finally betrayed by the crew he thought he could trust. Gulliver was not the type of character to realize the absurdity of his explanations to the king of Brobdingnag. The narration of the story did not in any way suggest that Europe was an awful place. Gulliver was an everyday person, trying to explain the ways of his society to people who could never understand such a place. While he did not see that his words were only proving the Brobdingnagians’ suspicions true, the reader does see. He is a fool, a gullible person. Gulliver’s name itself suggests what kind of person he is. ‘Gull’ is a synonym for ‘to fool’ and is the root of the word ‘gullible’, which in itself is remarkably similar to his name. This was obviously intentional on Swift’s part.

The point of the tale, however, is to satirize and mock humans, society, and government. During Swift’s lifetime, the conflict between the Irish Protestants and Irish Catholics was just beginning. Swift detested the fight; he thought it made as much sense as starting a war over two sides of the same coin, or the end of the egg cracked to make breakfast. This was easily one of the most obvious pieces of satire in the entire novel. The Lilliputians are used for several satirical purposes, in fact. Their arrogance is comically exposed from the very beginning. They proclaim Gulliver their prisoner, despite the fact that he could easily escape or even destroy the kingdom if he so desired. He sees them as ruthless beings. Strangely enough, the tables are quickly turned on Gulliver. The giants of Brobdignag are kind, but they see him as a ruthless, arrogant midget just the same as he saw the Lilliputians. Interestingly, Gulliver never realized the similarity between himself and the Lilliputians. They didn’t see themselves as prideful or cruel in any way, but it was clear to him. Likewise, Gulliver’s pride and cruelty was evident to the Brobdignagians but hidden to himself. 

The Laputians are lazy, tyrannical people who obsess over useless information and consider themselves superior to such things as geometry. They are obsessed with reason. They refuse to allow the women to visit the villages below their floating isle. Swift may have been molding this society from the areas in and around Persia. At the time, Persia and the Middle East were very technologically advanced. Marco Polo and others seeking intellectual company traveled east. Undoubtedly, that area of the world was full of tyrants. Like the Laputians, the societies were mostly male-dominated. One part of this voyage, however, is distinctly aimed at England. The town that had rebelled against Laputa, Lindalino, is definitely meant to symbolize Northern Ireland. Swift was furious about the impositions that England was forcing upon Ireland. The tale of Lindalino’s triumph over Laputa was Swift’s way of showing his support for his fellow Irishmen.

The Houyhnhnms and the Yahoos are the darkest of Gulliver’s encounters. The Yahoos can be symbolic of man’s evil and primitive side, but they can also represent the underprivileged in society. Just like the Houyhnhnms, they are primitive and only seek to survive. However, since the Houyhnhnms are stronger and more beautiful, they are on the upper rung of a two-step social ladder, leaving the Yahoos at the bottom. The Houyhnhnms have no individuality. They ride with a herd, they are part of the herd, and they agree with the herd even when they feel differently. Gulliver respects the Houyhnhnms, though it’s not clear why. They are immoral, they have no compassion, and they don’t know pity. They kill the Yahoos and Gulliver even uses Yahoo skin when making his sails. 

While the work is satirical, Swift does give tiny beacons of hope. In each new place, no matter how vile the rest of the society is, Gulliver makes at least one friend. Even Don Pedro continues in his kindness despite the fact that Gulliver was in no way grateful. At the end, as he speaks out against the one thing he hates above all else, pride, Gulliver seems to be recovering mentally from his final voyage. As misanthropic as Swift can be, he seems to think that there is the tiniest shred of hope for the human race after all.

