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John F. Sena points out in one of the articles that Gulliver's Travels
is not only a literary masterpiece but also a pedagogical piece of out-
most importance: "For students it is a joy to read. The narrative is lively
and exciting, the prose is accessible, and the issues raised are often
ones they care about. One does not have to persuade students to read
the book; they have generally heard so much about the Travels that
they want to experience it for themselves" (p. 44).

In this compilation of articles, different strategies for the study of
the work by Swift are put forward. Sena himself suggests the combina-
tion of different approaches; thus, the first book in Gulliver's Travels
would deserve full-length treatment of historical issues. The analysis of
the second, following the model of the neto criticism, might be devoted
to a textual close-reading structured along semantic fields ("pain" is one
of them), so as to make evident the theory of the body present in the
tale and in this way account for the vulnerability of the protagonist
(symbolising all humankind) and the anti-romantic perception of man's
physical structure. Similarly, Christopher Fox concentrates on the analy-
sis of the treatment of the body and sexuality, explaining that Gulliver
seems to reject all aspects connected to physiological activities (espe-
cially when the subject is a female) and seems to follow a pattern of
narcissistic love. Richard H. Rodino suggests that each student should
read a different essay or article on Gulliver's Travels so that they may
debate about it in the classroom. In this way, all the necessary infor-
mation about the literary, biographical or historical context of the work
would be provided to the students. Janet E. Aikins considers the figure
of the reader or implicit reader in the work. In her articles she explains
that the students should document all the instances when the narrator
addresses the reader, describing him or making assumptions about his
condition or identity; the conclusión should be that Swift did not have
a single reference or model of reader in mind, so we can find that the
text is not consistent throughout. Sidney Gottlieb poses the question of
how to consider satire in Swift, as some of us have been doing over
the years, his proposal is to start analysing "A Modest Proposal" before
Gulliver's Travels. The pamphlet renders in a clear way the satirical in-
tention in Swift since the prose used reminds us of the economic or
scientific treatise and the role of the narrator is emphasized, as a ra-
tional and intelligent person who lacks human feelings.

Among the most valuable articles in the volume is Frederik N. Smith's;
his approach is deeply rooted in the premises of reader oriented crit-
icism, so the emphasis of the analysis is placed on the reader and his
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reactions to the text, rather than on the text itself. Thus, he asks his
students to write a kind of diary recording their attitudes to the work
while in the process of reading. Along similar Unes, John F. Sena writes
that when his students write about the most relevant issues in the work,
they tend to pay more attention to socio-political issues, relating them
to affairs highly relevant at that time: Watergate (leading to a discus-
sion on corruption); the crisis in Central-América, with a debate on the
abuse of power; or recent films such as Planet of the Apes, that can be
easily compared to book IV of Gulliver's Travels.

V

Similarly, we suggest asking our students to discuss openly Swift's
social and political perceptions, mainly through the analysis of books I
and II of Gulliver's Travels, so that we can reappraise the basis of our
Western democratic system which determines our social and political
relationships. In this way, alongside the aesthetic and artistic achievements
of the text, we can debate on issues such as tolerance, freedom of
speech and other hallmarks in democratic societies. Chilean writer Jorge
Edwards points out in the prologue to a Spanish edition that reading
Gulliver's Travels fosters tolerance and exposes fanaticism as futile (p. 6).
In the context of increasing political non-patticipation and refusal to
take part in elections and political processes by young people in Euro-
pean democracies, precisely at a time of increasing activity of funda-
mentalists and right-wing extremists, it seems important to consider the
situation in a pre-democratic society, such as the one Swift knew. His
portrayal should serve us to pay tribute to all those who have over the
centuries denounced the submission, exploitation or political marginali-
zation of citizens. After the exhaustive research undertaken on the issue,
it seems clear that Jonathan Swift was not a revolutionary; Pat Rogers
has said that "Swift cherished authority... He was in general an adher-
ent of established and particularly institutionally established authority;
in church and state, in questions of style and linguistic usage," however,
the same author admits that some of Swift's writings "go surprisingly
far in some ways in rejecting arbitrary power (though Swift's tactical
purposes partly explain this)" (p. 27). Similarly, George Orwell questions
Swift's democratic feelings but does not hesitate to express that "Swift's
greatest contribution to political thought in the narrower sense of the
word, is his attack, especially in part III, on what would now be called
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totalitarianism" (p. 199); something Orwell valued to a great extent, if
we consider his own intellectual and artistic ouvre. Michael Foot, one
of the leading leftist intellectuals in Britain who rose to the leadership
of the Labour Party in the 1980's, has summed up the message of Swift's
work, in terms which are surprisingly modern and, no doubt, appeal-
ing to the wide sections of contemporary Western societies:

No one indeed has ever lashed the brutalities and bestialities which
men inflict upon one another with a greater intensity. He loathed cruelty.
He was enraged by the attempts of one nation to impose its will on
another which we cali imperialism. He exposed, as never before or since,
the crimes committed in the ñame of a strutting, shouting patriotism. He
had a horror of state tyranny and, as George Orwell has underlined, an
uncanny presentiment of totalitarianism and all the torture it would brand
on body and mind. Above all, he hated war and the barbarisms it let
loóse. War, for him, embraced all other forms of agony and wickedness.
Gulliver's Travels is still the most powerful of pacifist pamphlets (p. 25).

It seems necessary to consider the ideas of George Lukács about social
and political reform to assess Swift's relevance adequately. Lukács thought
that the ultímate role of the artist is the faithful portrayal of reality, both
in its appearance and the inner layers. In turn, Bertold Brecht considers
that realism is not intrinsic to the literary work itself, instead it depends
on the effect it has on the reader and his interpretation of the world
around him. This is the reason why parody and satire, both clearly de-
parting from the model of cióse imitation of reality, may result in a very
realistic effect as they motívate the reader to engage in a cióse scrutiny
of facts, people or ideas.

It is clear then that although Gulliver's Travels is not a realistic work
(and references to reality are not always direct, as we also notice in
"A Modest Proposal") we should admit that its main intention and achieve-
ment lies in its capacity to portray the social and political circumstances
in Britain. In the first book of Gulliver's Travels criticism is based on a
kind of parallelism: two societies are engaged in an absurd dispute the
worst consequences of which are borne by ordinary citizens. In the
second book criticism is more direct; it is the king of Brobdingnag who
utters severe comments on English society. The third books contains
an array of criticism of philosophers, scientists and intellectuals. The
last book is dominated by contrastive criticism; the yahoos (resembling
humans in physical appearance) are despicable beings; the horses are
virtuous, although their lives are boring and uneventful, as we tend to
appreciate in utopian fictional communities.

76



THE LENS REVERSED: METHODOLOGICAL APPROACHES...

Swift's critical procedure can be analysed through a myriad of pas-
sages and excerpts from the work, as happens in the following fragment
from book II, containing a description of a young nurse:

When dinner was almost done, the nurse carne in with a child of
a year oíd in her arms, who immediately spied me, and began a squall
that you might have heard from London Bridge to Chelsea, after the
usual oratory of infants, to get me for a plaything. The mother out of
puré indulgence took me up, and put me towards the child, who presently
seized me by the middle, and got my head in his mouth, where I roared
so loud that the urchin was frighted, and let me drop, and I should in-
fallibly have broke my neck if the mother had not held her apron under
me. The nurse to quiet her babe made use of a rattle, which was a kind
of hollow vessel filled with great stones, and fastened by a cable to the
child's waist: but all in vain, so that she was forced to apply the last
remedy by giving it a suck. I must confess no object ever disgusted me
so much as the sight of her monstrous breast, which I cannot tell what
to compare with, so as to give the curious reader an idea of its bulk,
shape and colour. It stood prominent six foot, and could not be less
than sixteen in circumference. The nipple was about half the bigness of
my head, and the hue both of that and the dug so varified with spots,
pimples and freckles, that nothing could appear more nauseous: for I
had a near sight of her, she sitting down the more conveniently to give
suck, and I standing on the table. This made me reflect upon the fair
skins of our English ladies, who appear so beautiful to us, only because
they are of our own size, and their defects not to be seen through a
magnifying glass, where we find by experiment that the smoothest and
whitest skins look rough and coarse, and ill coloured (p. 130).

The text above contains some of the most remarkable technical fea-
tures in the work, since we can perceive the importance of the ob-
server's perspective in assessing the reality. Gulliver makes us aware
of the fact that if we change our point of view our opinión can be
modified. We read that a baby, an archetypal image of weakness and
innocence, may result in a dangerous person for inferior beings, as Gul-
liver himself (in this sense, it would be appropriate to consider that
children in fact may exert in every-day life their superiority, even in
a cruel way, over pets or small wild animáis). More significant is, for
our purposes, the physical description of this young woman's breasts.
Traditional canons of beauty make us expect a favourable portrayal.
However, we are provided with an unpleasant description of her mam-
mary glands, which appear as disgustingly monstrous. We are led to un-
derstand that different perspectives render different interpretations: even
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the fine faces of English ladies might seem unpleasant if under the scrutiny
of a lens.

In fact, the magnifying glass will act throughout books I and II
as a metaphor or simile of perspectivism. In book I, Gulliver travels to
a land of dwarfs where he will see reality as if reduced twelve times.
In the second book, the opposite happens and reality is enlarged. The
sudden transition from one tale to another emphasizes the contrast and
highlights the fact that the same 1/12 scale applies, although in reverse
order, no sooner our retinas behold the tiny lilliputians than the giants
from Brobdingnag are in the limelight. Gulliver makes explicit his view
that perspective is instrumental in any process of assessment by remind-
ing us that even his face appeared much fairer and smoother to Lilliput's
king when he looked on him from the ground, that it did upon a nearer
view. It should be noted in passing that physical description in Swift
easily verges on caricature. The predominance of physical aspects in
descriptions of humans, sometimes to the complete exclusión of abstract
or spiritual features, creates a negative bias, as can be seen in the pas-
sages devoted to the yahoos.

In the text from Gulliver's Travels considered above, we may also
note that there are some significant references to London place-names;
that is how the narrator conveys an idea of the distance from which
the child could be heard shrieking (Chelsea and London bridge are the
references). These allusions, as well as the passing reference to the ap-
parent beauty of English ladies, are clearly intended to establish links
or bridges with European reality, as an indication of Swift's real purpose
to portray in an ironic or satirical way British and European society.
However, the formal construction of the work is meant to produce an
estrangement, apparently trying to flee from any known geographical
ñame by placing the narrative in exotic lands, and using eccentric place-
names such as Lilliput, Blefuscu, or Brogdingnag; there is also mention
of non-existing prophets (Lustrog), sacred books (Brundecral) or weights
and measures (moons), sometimes conveniently explained, so that we
have an idea of the equivalence: "durr is a measure about the fourteenth
part of an inch" (p. 85). Lilliput's king dresses very plainly "the fash-
ion of it between the Asiatic and the European" (p. 65); communication
is difficult since the inhabitants in that country do not speak any of the
languages of the vast array Gulliver commands: Germán, Dutch, Latin,
French, Spanish, Italian and even a general "Lingua Franca"; no won-
der this is the case since the examples of the local language we are
provided with relate it with none of the tongues known: "lumos kelmin
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pesso desmar Ion emposo", later translated to us as "swear a peace
with him and his kingdom" (p. 68). Some of the contextual elements
have the same effect of making the two poles of action, the real one
(Britain) and the fictional one as much unalike as possible, as when
we read that Wednesday is the holy day in Brogdingnag:

It is the custom that every Wednesday (which as I have before ob-
served, was their Sabbath), the King and Queen, with the royal issue
of both sexes, diñe together in the apartment of his Majesty, to whom
I was now become a great favourite; and at these times my little chair
and table were placed at his left hand before one of the salt-cellars.
This Prince took a pleasure in conversing with me, enquiring into the
manners, religión, laws, government, and learning of Europe, wherein
I gave him the best account I was able. His apprehension was so clear,
and his judgement so exact, that he made very wise reflections and ob-
servations upon all I said. But I confess, that after I had been a little
too copious in talking of my own beloved country, of our trade, and
wars by sea and land, of our schisms in religions, and parties in the
state, the prejudices of his education prevailed so far, that he could not
forbear taking me up in his right hand, and stroking me gently with the
other, after an hearty fit of laughing, asked me whether I were a Whig
or a Tory. Then turning to his first Minister, who waited behind him
with a white staff, near as tall as the mainmast of the Royal Sovereign,
he observed how contemptible a thing was human grandeur, which
could be mimicked by such diminutive insects as I: And yet, said he, I
daré engage, these creatures have their titles and distinctions of honour;
they contrive little nests and burrows, that they cali houses and cities;
they make a figure in dress and equipage; they love, they fight, they
dispute, they cheat, they betray. And thus he continued on, while my
colour carne and went several times, with indignation to hear our noble
country, the Mistress of Arts and Arms, the Scourge of France, the Ar-
bitress of Europe, the Seat of Virtue, Piety, Honour and Truth, the Pride
and Envy of the World, so contemptuously treated (pp. 145-146).

In the text above we notice the strategy of distancing, combined
with frequent references and comparisons to Britain and Europe. The
satirical intention is clear; this work tries to denounce the social and
political situation of its time, and the main instrument for the satire is
irony. The position of authority of the monarch, a superhuman or god-
like figure, for Gulliver, provides an ideal framework for the ironical
strategy of the author. The king will criticize the European customs and
traditions openly, and will reduce its citizens to the condition of infe-
rior animáis, inhabiting burrows and nests. Compared with previous in-
stances of criticism shrouded in parallelism or indirect comments, this
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