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 CORRUPTION AND DEGENERATION IN
 GULLIVER 'S TRA VELS

 J. DOUGLAS CANFIELD

 The Struldbruggs and I would mutually communicate our Obser-
 vations and Memorials through the Course of Time; remark the
 several Gradations by which Corruption steals into the World, and
 oppose it in every Step, by giving perpetual Warning and Instruc-
 tion to Mankind; which, added to the strong Influence of our own
 Example, would probably prevent that continual Degeneracy of
 human Nature, so justly complained of in all Ages.1

 Despite the bulk of criticism on Gulliver's Travels , not enough attention
 has been paid to this very important passage towards the end of Part III (ch.
 x), which brings together at a climactic juncture the two major themes of nosce
 teipsum and antiperfectionism. 2 The juncture is climactic because it concludes
 the entire first movement of the book and leads into the last. All Gulliver's

 prior travels into nations however remote have revealed the constant fact of
 the degenerate nature of man. Now he fatuously dreams of opposing
 "Corruption," of preventing that "Degeneracy" -in short, of perfecting man-
 kind. Yet through the Struldbruggs themselves, corruption and degeneration
 are graphically and unequivocally shown to be inescapable. We are thus fully
 prepared for Gulliver's final acceptance of human corruption and his
 misanthropic reaction in Part IV. Against man's pride, his pretense to reason,
 his hopes of progress and perfectibility, Swift holds up the glass of satire to
 show us the traditional image of man's fallen nature. Nevertheless, he does not
 leave us entirely without hope.

 First, we must see what leads Gulliver to this most astonishing of the
 projects of the third voyage. As he admits, Gulliver has an "insatiable Desire of
 seeing foreign Countries" (I.viii) and "the World in every Period of Antiquity"
 (III. vii); he leaves on his last voyage to "make what Discoveries I could" (IV. i).
 But, of course, Gulliver's travels are voyages of self-discovery, which in Swift's
 time meant, as Gulliver says, "thoroughly understanding Human Nature"
 (IV.xii). Yet if Gulliver "could have learned the Lesson of knowing when I was
 well" (IV.i), he would have stayed at home to know himself better, for Swift
 has constructed the travels to show that man has the same basic nature,

 whatever his county, his shape, or his period in history. Swift drives the point
 home by using the key terms corruption and degeneration throughout the
 book. In Part I, chapter vi, Gulliver says of his comments on Lilliputian society,
 "In relating these and the following Laws, I would only be understood to mean
 the original Institutions, and not the most scandalous Corruptions into which
 these People are fallen by the degenerate Nature of Man." "Corruptions" here
 refers specifically to the ridiculous methods of preferment prevalent at the
 Lilliputian court since the time of the present king's grandfather; it implicitly
 refers more generally to Lilliputian factionalism, religious fanaticism,
 linguistic nationalism, the star-chamber injustice and inhumanity of the ruling
 cabal, and especially the pride and tyrannical ambition of the king-corruptions
 humorously distorted but rooted in reality, as the topicality of the satire

 15
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 16 NOTRE DAME ENGLISH JOURNAL

 insists. The phrase "degenerate Nature of Man" carries the generalization
 even further and suggests that the diminutive size of the Lilliputians, like that
 of the dwarves of the Ancients-Moderns controversy, is symbolic of the petti-
 ness into which man is constantly falling from some "original" condition,
 according to the traditional Western myth of the decay of nature-at least of
 human nature-since the Fall.3

 In Brobdingnag, Gulliver's relative position is switched, and the giant king
 infers from Gulliver's account of his own country that there are "among you
 some Lines of an Institution, which in its Original might have been tolerable;
 but these half erased, and the rest wholly blurred and blotted by Corruptions
 ... 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
 Surface of the Earth" (II. vi). Again a fall from an "Original" condition. This is
 Gulliver's last mortification in the long, hilarious series that has characterized
 the voyage.4 From his position in Lilliput as "the greatest Prodigy that ever
 appeared in the World" (Il.i), Gulliver has degenerated, as it were, into a " Gril -
 drig , " or homunculus (Il.ii), not the least of whose corruptions is the
 inhumanity revealed in his description of gunpowder.

 The Brobdingnagians themselves, however, are subject to corruption and
 degeneration: from the physical corruptions so visible to Gulliver's microscopic
 vision; to the moral corruptions of the farmer, the dwarf, and the maids of
 honor; to the political corruptions of the country's occasional "Civil Wars,"
 which Gulliver calls the "Disease, to which the whole Race of Mankind is
 Subject" (II. vii). The Brobdingnagians are also infected with pride, for they
 name their capital " Lorbrulgrud , or Pride of the Universe " (Il.ii). And even in
 this land of giants Gulliver discovers a moral treatise "shewing how
 diminutive, contemptible, and helpless an Animal was Man in his own Nature"
 and how "Nature was degenerated in these latter declining Ages of the World,
 and could now produce only small abortive Births in Comparison of those in
 ancient Times" (II. vii). Gulliver considers the universality of such theories of
 degeneration as resulting "from the Quarrels we raise with Nature," quarrels
 "as ill-grounded among us, as they are among that People," and Swift is surely
 poking some fun at such schematized treatises. In characteristic Swiftian
 fashion, however, the irony is double, for Gulliver is as mistaken in his
 judgment here as he is anent Brobdingnagian society in general. Such a book
 that "treats the Weakness of Human kind" is, of course, like religion, popular
 only "among Women and the Vulgar." It is Gulliver and his fellow Moderns
 who have the quarrel with human nature and refuse to accept the universal
 fact of its degeneracy.

 On his voyage to Laputa Gulliver witnesses overwhelming evidence of
 corruption and degeneration among the Moderns: from the Christianity of the
 Dutch sailors; to the bodies and minds (not to mention the conjugal relations
 and politics) of the Laputans, who, like the ancient astronomer Thaïes, eschew
 the proper study of mankind; to the innovative schemes of the Balnibarbians,
 who have perverted the uold Forms" (Ill.iv); to the absurd projects of the
 Academy of Lagado "for the Improvement of human Life" and "speculative
 Knowledge" (III.v) and for the discovery of "effectual Remedies for all
 Diseases and Corruptions" of the body politic (Ill.vi). With his own ludicrous
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 J. DOUGLAS CANFIELD 17

 project for the discovery of plots, Gulliver himself participates in the corrup-
 tion, seemingly having degenerated from the erstwhile defender of
 Blefuscudian liberty. The voyage is a veritable comedy of human-and
 inhuman- errors, again with their basis in topical reality.5

 Up to this point Gulliver has been travelling into nations remote in space.
 Now he visits Glubbdubdrib and travels into nations remote in time.6 And the

 vision presented him by the magicians is one of perpetual corruption and de-
 generation of institutions and of men from the Ancients to the Moderns. He
 discovers, in effect, that not only "the Caprices of Womankind," as he learned
 in Laputa, but those of all mankind "are not limited by any Climate or
 Nation" -or time- 44 and that they are much more uniform than can be easily
 imagined" (IILii). In describing this vision, Gulliver uses the term
 "Corruption" repeatedly (Ill.viii) and concludes, 44 As every Person called up
 made exactly the same Appearance he had done in the World, it gave me
 melancholy Reflections to observe how much the Race of Human Kind was
 degenerate among us, within the Hundred Years past."

 At last Gulliver travels to Luggnagg, where he encounters only additional
 corruption in the proud "coelestial Majesty " and his inhuman treatment of
 courtiers. Is it any wonder, then, that upon hearing of the immortal Struld-
 bruggs, Gulliver would dream of opposing that "Corruption" which he has now
 seen everywhere stealing into the world? that he would dream of preventing
 that "Degeneracy" which he can now judge to be "complained of in all Ages,"
 however 44 justly"? But Gulliver is the most foolish projector of them all. He has
 succumbed to the "common Imbecility of human Nature" in supposing that
 "sublunary Happiness" be possible and that man might escape his radical
 nature. For the Struldbruggs turn out to be what he calls "the most mortifying
 Sight" he has yet beheld, and they are certainly one of the most gripping and
 graphic of Swift's satiric portraits. His words are inimitable:

 When they came to Fourscore Years, which is reckoned the
 Extremity of living in this Country, they had not only all the
 Follies and Infirmities of other old Men, but many more which
 arose from the dreadful Prospect of never dying. They were not
 only opinionative, peevish, covetous, morose, vain, talkative; but
 uncapable of Friendship, and dead to all natural Affection, which
 never descended below their Grand-children. Envy and impotent
 Desires, are their prevailing Passions .... At Ninety they lose
 their Teeth and Hair; they have at that Age no Distinction of
 Taste, but eat and drink whatever they can get, without Relish or
 Appetite. The Diseases they were subject to, still continue without
 encreasing or diminishing.

 In short, the Struldbruggs are no more than -or no less than -eternally corrupt;
 their immortality, in the words of Milton, serves "but to eternize woe." 7 Gul-
 liver's third voyage, then, as Kathleen Williams has said, "ends face to face
 with inescapable reality,"8 the inescapable reality of the nature of man. And
 the Struldbruggs are the supremely effective symbol that not even immortal-
 ity can grant man perfectibility. We are now prepared for Gulliver's final
 acceptance of human corruption and degeneration and his absurd reaction.

 In Part IV Gulliver seems to be travelling into the remote regions of the
 inner self. Having presented us with the fact that human nature is constant
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 18 NOTRE DAME ENGLISH JOURNAL

 throughout space and time, Swift, as it were, now dissects that nature into its
 component parts of rational and animal in order to examine the very definition
 of man as animal rationale. While the Houyhnhnms and the Yahoos are the
 first creatures Gulliver has encountered who are not men, Swift uses them to
 force Gulliver to face the same essential truth about human nature. Though he
 arrives on their island still a great lover of mankind (IV.ii), he does not long
 remain so in their presence. The satiric function of the Houyhnhnms is best ex-
 plained by Gulliver himself: "I must freely confess, that~the many virtues of
 those excellent Quadrupeds placed in opposite View to human Corruptions,
 had so far opened mine Eyes, and enlarged my Understanding, that I began to
 view the Actions and Passions of Man in a very different Light" (IV.vii). How-
 ever the "hard" and "soft" critics may dispute over the Houyhnhnms (who are
 at least lowly mise enough to lead the examined life and to eschew frivolous
 knowledge), all agree that the main satiric movement of the fourth part is to
 deflate man's pride in his reason as the animal rationale. Juxtaposed to a really
 rational animal, he does not fare so well. At the beginning of Gulliver's relent-
 less account of human corruption, his Houyhnhnm master expresses his fears
 about man's rationality: "When a Creature pretending to Reason, could be
 capable of such Enormities, he dreaded lest the Corruption of that Faculty
 might be worse than Brutality itself. He seemed therefore confident, that
 instead of Reason, we were only possessed of some Quality fitted to increase
 our natural Vices" (IV. v). His worst fears are realized, and at the end of
 Gulliver's account he "looked upon us as a Sort of Animals to whose Share, by
 what Accident he could not conjecture, some small Pittance of Reason had
 fallen, whereof we made no other Use than by its Assistance to aggravate our
 natural Corruptions, and to acquire new ones which Nature had not given us"
 (IV.vii). Even as animal rationis capax , Swift's famous formula in a letter to
 Alexander Pope, man has only degenerated, because, Swift teasingly seems to
 suggest, his "small Pittance of Reason " is indeed "fallen." And Gulliver's
 gradual identification with the Yahoos, culminating in the final, hilarious
 "Mortification" of the female Yahoo's assault (IV.viii), implies that they are an
 evolutionary possibility for the degenerate nature of man. That is their
 primary satiric function. After all, according to the prevailing "Opinion," the
 Yahoos have "descended" from an original pair, "degenerating by Degrees" to
 become "much more savage than those of their own Species in the Country
 from whence these two Originals came" (IV.ix), perhaps after some kind of
 original sin.9

 Finally converted to such a vision of man, Gulliver has three options. The
 first is misanthropic despair, the choice which leads him initially to reject his
 "Family," "Friends," "Countrymen," and the "human Race in general," and to
 turn "in Horror and detestation" from "the Reflection" of his "own Form" in

 the glass of the satirist (IV.x). But this choice produces hatred and inhumanity,
 as in Gulliver's treatment of the Yahoos, his family, and above all, himself. The
 second option is perfectionism, the choice which leads Gulliver absurdly to
 imitate the horses, even after that escapist dream of Olympian brotherhood is
 exploded and he is expelled; the choice which leads him absurdly to expect that
 he can avoid "degenerating into the Vices and Corruptions" that are endemic
 to his very nature (IV.xi) or that he can see "a full Stop put to all Abuses and
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 Corruptions," even just in England, within "six Months" ("Letter to
 Sympson"). Such schemes are as ridiculous as the perfectionist projects of the
 third voyage, especially Gulliver's own Struldbruggian hypothesis, and they
 result only in failure and renewed misanthropy, as in Gulliver's final intolerant
 pride 10and madness and despair: "I have now done with all such visionary
 Schemes for ever." For the reason that Swift makes the Houyhnhnms equine
 and not humanoid like the Yahoos is that despite the Pelagian perfectionism of
 the Moderns they do not represent an avenue of evolution open to man. Man
 cannot attain " the Perfection of Nature ," which the name Houyhnhnm itself
 means, as Gulliver informs us (IV.iii); instead, man is by nature corrupt and
 degenerate. Gulliver's misanthropy and reformist schemes make up what has
 aptly been called his final comedy i1 1 He hath ever but slenderly known himself.

 The third option available to the disillusioned Gulliver but rejected by him
 is what Swift has portrayed elsewhere through the myth of Pandora's Box. In
 his satirical "Tritical Essay upon the Faculties of the Mind," Swift writes that
 "the various Opinions of Philosophers, have scattered through the World as
 many Plagues of the Mind, as Pandora's Box did those of the Body; only with
 this Difference, that they have not left Hope at the Bottom."12 Having opened
 the box of human evils, as it were, like Sirephon in Swift's best scatological
 poem, "The Lady's Dressing Room," Gulliver refuses to "fowl his Hands in
 Search of Hope."1 3 Yet Swift presents Gulliver with such symbols of hope as
 the Brobdingnagians and Don Pedro de Mendez, the Portuguese captain who
 rescues and cares for him. Unlike the Houyhnhnms, the Brobdingnagians
 represent an attainable ideal: they are the "least corrupted" men Gulliver has
 visited, "whose wise Maxims in Morality and Government, it would be our
 Happiness to observe" (IV.xii). For they have momentarily stemmed the
 process of political degeneration at least, in their successful balance of powers
 since the last civil war.14(There appears to be hope for Lindalino, too.) With
 regard to Don Pedro, in one of his most brilliant strokes, Swift has the mis-
 anthropic Gulliver himself ironically praise him and his crew for their "great
 Humanity " (IV.xi, emphasis mine). Thus Swift implies that a possible hope
 exists in man's very nature, in his capacity to share his cloak with his fellow
 man. Gulliver himself has degenerated from such humanity in Part I to the
 point where he refuses to share his "Bread" and his "Cup" with his own family.

 This option of hope is not "soft," however. Swift refuses to let us escape
 from our own image in the glass of satire.15 There is no place for
 self-congratulation here. If any generalization about mankind can be made
 from Gulliver's Travels (in accordance with Swift's famous letters to Pope) it is
 that in "the Bulk" they are worse than Yahoos,1 6 because they abuse their "Pit-
 tance of Reason ." And if there is any direction in which mankind is evolving, it
 is not up but down into "perfect" Yahoos (IV.iii), entirely devoid of their
 capacity to reason -and of their redemptive "Humanity." A few isolated in-
 dividuals like Don Pedro and the ancient sextumvirate Gulliver sees in

 Glubbdubdrib may escape such a generalization, but even then they cannot
 escape their very nature.17 Besides, how many such individuals are there in all
 the remote nations of the world? Shall each of us attempt to escape the
 satirist's glass by flattering himself that he is among their number? We can

This content downloaded from 117.240.50.232 on Wed, 22 Apr 2020 06:00:14 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 20 NOTRE DAME ENGLISH JOURNAL

 only attempt to emulate their behavior, while forcing ourselves, as Gulliver
 tries to do for a while (IV.xii), to look squarely in the mirror of self-knowledge
 every day and to accustom ourselves to the image we discover there. At least I
 think that is the intended result of Swift's rhetorical design.

 That Swift intended we should find hope in the Faith he preached, as the
 "soft" critics insist, is implicitly suggested in such hints as the oblique re-
 ferences we have seen to the story of the Fall; or Gulliver's temporary loss of
 "Confidence in Princes" (I.viii) -the Psalmist knows where he should place his
 trust; or Gulliver's miraculous rescues; or the ideal Lilliputian belief in
 "Providence" (I. vi); or the Laputans' inordinate fear of natural catastrophes
 (Ill.ii)- again a problem of trust; or Gulliver's scruples about trampling on the
 Crucifix (IILxi); or his refusal to share the bread and cup of communion; or
 simply, the obvious contrast between the perfect nature of the Houyhnhnms
 and the imperfect nature of man, who therefore stands in need of grace. After
 all, what really distinguishes Gulliver from the Houyhnhnms is his immortal
 soul, which, because his nature is fallen, stands in need of eternal salvation. As
 I say, however, these are only hints, apparently left implicit on purpose. For in
 addressing his rationalistic audience, Swift seems to have been working in the
 tradition of that Brobdingnagian moral treatise, a tradition best expressed by
 the full title of the most influential treatise of the seventeenth century on the
 decay of nature, Godfrey Goodman's The Fall of Man: Or the Corruption of
 Nature , Proved by the light of our naturall Reason. Which Being the First
 Ground and Occasion of our Christian Faith and Religion , may likewise serve
 for the first step and degree of the natural mans conversion (London, 1616). 18
 Whether we take that step or not, Swift, in appealing not to Revelation but
 only to our capacity for reason, has certainly portrayed in a less schematic but
 far more effective way the corruption of our human nature.

 That brings us to the final hope of Gulliver's Travels , its salutary humor.
 For Swift chose to write not a pedantic moral treatise which might be read
 only by "Women and the Vulgar," but a humorous satire that might be~and
 indeed has been-read by a far, far broader audience. And brilliantly humorous
 it is, from its basic comic fiction to its multitude of satiric techniques, especially
 its incredibly complicated double ironies, which allow him, for example, to poke
 fun at the Brobdingnagian treatise whose thesis on the degenerate nature of
 man he himself is artistically asserting throughout. By means of this humor,
 Swift seems to be suggesting that we fare better as animal risibile than animal
 rationale , for we can laugh at our vices and follies-in short, at our own degen-
 erate nature. Not that we should laugh off Swift's vision; he wrote not to divert
 but to vex us. Perhaps, though, we can laugh therapeutically at our own image
 as we pass through Swift's bizarre and often frightful run-house of satiric
 mirrors on the way to greater self-knowledge. And even if we do finally reject
 Swift's vision, escape into Struldbruggian fantasies will not be easy. All such
 reformist schemes to put a full stop to corruption and degeneracy run the risk
 of provoking a hearty Swiftian horselaugh.

 University of California , Los Angeles
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 NOTES

 1Jonathan Swift, Gulliver's Travels (Oxford, 1941), Vol. XI of The Prose
 Works of Jonathan Swift y ed. Herbert Davis, 14 vols. (Oxford, 1939-68), p. 194.
 Because of the number of modern editions, subsequent references to GT will be
 to Part and chapter. An abridged version of this paper was given before the
 Philological Association of the Pacific Coast (University of California, River-
 side, November 26, 1971).

 2 For separate discussion of these themes, see Ralph E. Hitt, "Anti-
 perfectionism as a Unifying Theme in Gulliver's Travels ," Mississippi
 Quarterly , 15 (1962), 161-69; and Dick Taylor, "Gulliver's Pleasing Visions:
 Self-Deception as a Major Theme in Gulliver's Travels Tulane Studies in
 English , 12 (1962), 7-61. Neither Hitt nor Taylor discusses the other's theme or
 the importance of this passage. For a tangential treatment of these themes in
 relation to Gulliver's development, see John W. Tilton, 44 Gulliver's Travels as a
 Work of Art," Bucknell Review , 8 (1959), 246-59. For the best treatments of
 Gulliver's third voyage, see John N. Sutherland, 44A Reconsideration of
 Gulliver's Third Voyage," Studies in Philology, 54 (1957). 45-52; and Kathleen
 Williams, Swift and the Age of Compromise (Lawrence, Kan., 1958), pp.
 165-77.

 3 See Richard Foster Jones, Ancients and Moderns: A Study of the Rise of
 the Scientific Movement in Seventeenth-Century England , 2nd ed. (1961; rpt.
 Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1965), ch. ii; and Louis A. Landa, ed., Gulliver's
 Travels and Other Writings , by Jonathan Swift (Boston, 1960), pp. xxi-xxvi.

 4 For the best treatment of Gulliver's mortifications, see Jack Gilbert,
 Jonathan Swift: Romantic and Cynic Moralist (Austin, 1966), eh. vii.

 5 See esp. Marjorie Nicholson and Nora Möhler, 44The Scientific Background
 of Swift's Voyage to Laputa" and "Swift's 'flying island' in the Voyage to
 Laputa ."Annals of Science, 2 (1937), 299-334 and 405-30.

 6 For the best treatment of this episode and its relation with Parts II and
 IV, see Edmund Reiss, 44The Importance of Swift's Glubbdubdrib Episode,"
 JEGP , 59 (1960), 223-28.

 7 Paradise Lost , XI. 60, in Complete Poems and Major Prose , ed. Merritt Y.
 Hughes (New York, 1957). For the best treatment of this episode as the tradi-
 tional theodicean answer to the problem of death, see J. Leeds Barroll,
 "Gulliver and the Struldbruggs," PMLA, 73 (1958), 43-50.

 8 Swift and the Age of Compromise, p. 175.

 9 The 1726 edition suggested they were English (IV.xii), but they also recall
 the Original Pair. See Davis edition, XI, 306.

 10 See Samuel Holt Monk's classic essay, "The Pride of Lemuel Gulliver,"
 Sewanee Review, 63 (1955), 48-71.

 11 John F. Ross, "The Final Comedy of Lemuel Gulliver," in Studies in the
 Comic, Universtiy of California Publications in English, 8 (1941), 175-96.
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 12 Davis edition, I, 248.

 13 Vs. 94, in The Poems of Jonathan Swift, ed. Harold Williams, 2nd ed.
 (Oxford, 1958), II, 528. See James L. Tyne, "Gulliver's Maker and Gullibility,"
 Criticism, , 7 (1965), 151-67; and Douglas Calhoun, "Swift's The Lady's Dressing
 Room,'" Discourse , 13 (1970), 493-99. Both see the similarity in movement
 between this poem and the Travels but fail to discuss Swift's crucial metaphor
 of Pandora's Box and its important ramifications for a study of the Travels. But
 see Murray Krieger, The Classic Vision: Retreat from Extremity in Modern
 Literature (Baltimore, 1971), p. 260 ff., where the connection is made
 handsomely.

 14 See Zera S. F ink, "Political Theory in Gulliver's Travels ," ELH , 14 (1947),
 160.

 15 See Edward W. Rosenheim, Jr., "The Fifth Voyage of Lemuel Gulliver: A
 Footnote," Mode rn Philology , 60 (1962), 118 f.

 16 Davis edition, XI, 116. Cf. Swift, "Of Publick Absurdityes in England"
 (Davis edition, V, 79 >: "It is the mistake of wise and good men that they expect
 more Reason and Virtue from human nature, than taking it in the bulk, it is in
 any sort capable." Cf. also Swift's famous letter to Pope, Nov. 26, 1725, in The
 Correspondence of Jonathan Swift , ed. Harold Williams (Oxford, 1963), III,
 118.

 17 Cf. Swift's letter to Pope, Sept. 29, 1725, in Correspondence , III, 103.

 18 See Landa, ed., p. 509, n. to III. 6-7; and Jones, ch. ii.
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