Between Pettiness and Magnanimity

In 1723, Swift wrote Gulliver’s Travels, a satirical voyage, by which he has been most widely and continuously known. Swift used allegories, ironies, burlesques and other kinds of writing styles in his satire with which he hoped to change the world’s view of human nature. In the fourth book of Gulliver’s Travels, the last two paragraphs in page 241 will be analyzed.

In these paragraphs, Swift is bitterly attacking humans and the political leaders. First, he mentions that the Houynhnhms find no resemblance concerning the arts and learning between the Yahoos and the humans; and then, in contrast, some of them find resemblances between these two species. These resemblances refer to the rise and the fall of political leaders. For example, he mentions that the Yahoos have among themselves a leader who chooses a favorite to “lick his feet”. According to the book’s footnotes, this leader was an allegory of Wharton, who was the leader of the Whigs, a political party. Allegory is one of Swift's most important satirical weapons. Allegory is a story in which characters represent someone else to teach the readers of the implication behind the story. Take this quotation from the paragraph: “[…] whose employment was to lick his master’s feet and posteriors, […] and then rewarded with a piece of ass’s flesh.” In this part, Gulliver shows how the leader is proud and uses others such as his favorite to flatter him in order to be rewarded. As the Yahoos are compared to humans, we notice how the sin of pride is as well present in our society. Certainly, Swift uses dictions in his book. For example, he uses the word “kennel” instead of “house” to give us the idea of how the Yahoos are dehumanized into dogs.

At the end, Gulliver mentions that when the favorite, who is hated by the whole herd, is replaced by another, he will be showered by the others’ excrements. Once again, these Yahoos represent us, the way we vote political leaders for their charisma and the way the senates are corrupted. Then after, Swift immediately compares us to dogs. In fact, he even says that the Yahoos are worse than dogs, because at least dogs can distinguish between a good and a bad leader. As we can see, this is pure hate towards mankind; the Yahoos represent the worst in human nature. Gulliver does not see how the Yahoos can improve; they will always be gluttonous, filthy, hateful, dishonest and violent brutes.
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