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Abstract

By drawing on the two waves of critique of the Enlightenment and its
version of reason—one after the French Revolution and the other after
WWII—this research pushes the timeline to an even earlier point and tries to
study the critique of the Enlightenment and its version of reason within the
Enlightenment itself. In doing so it chooses the English/Irish writer Jonathan
Swift for case study, because in his works he repeatedly levels scathing
criticisms of his age and the reason upheld by many of his contemporaries.

In his critique of the Enlightenment and its version of reason Swift appeals
to a long tradition in Western intellectual history which regards human reason as
twofold: a discursive part which proceeds in a step-by-step manner, through
analysis, calculation, and demonstration; and an intuitive part which reaches the
conclusion directly, immediately, and with much certainty. The Enlightenment,
however, breaks the balance between the two by promoting discursive reason
and eliminating intuitive reason. As a result, discursive reason is easily
instrumentalized without the check of intuitive reason, which is thrown into
oblivion.

Swift’s critique is essentially a protest against this trend that was going on
at his time. In contrast to it, he denounces discursive reason while champions
intuitive reason. In his critique, the main target is discursive reason, and it
necessarily also involves the most representative embodiment of discursive
reason that was prospering at the time, namely, natural science. The critique of
discursive reason and of science is made partly by relying on intuitive reason,
which makes it, in a sense, also reason’s critique of itself.

Of course, Swift does not regard human reason, either intuitive or
discursive, as the panacea for human beings. As a priest of the Anglican Church,
he thinks reason should always be subordinate to faith—in other words, reason
is limited. But perhaps ironically, in his emphasis on the limit of reason and the
consequent need for faith as embodied and ensured in an authoritative institution,
Swift reveals his own bigotry, intolerance and authoritarianism, which shows
how he was historically and ideologically limited.

Despite his historical and ideological limit, Swift’s critique of reason is
still of relevance and value to us today. As a Counter-Enlightenment thinker
within the Enlightenment, he exposes for us another aspect of reason which is
usually ignored today, and consequently helps to deepen our understanding not
only of the Enlightenment, but also of enlightenment itself and the
contemporary world we are still living in.
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Chapter One Introduction

1.1 Subject of Research

The Enlightenment is, in the general mind, usually regarded as the Age of

Reason, because the advocacy of and reliance on reason is its most salient

characteristic. In this sense it would seem more or less counter-intuitive to talk

about the critique of reason within the Enlightenment. Nevertheless, from a

rigorous academic stand one is obliged not to be always swayed by popular

opinions, but to stay attentive to those different voices that have almost been

drowned by the overwhelming discourses, because only in this way can we get a

more comprehensive picture of history, and consequently, of the world we are

still living in.

It is from this perspective that the critique of reason within the

Enlightenment is still a relevant issue today and deserves a careful study,

because the world we are living in right now is largely a product of the

Enlightenment. The Enlightenment, with its promotion of free market economy,

development of science and technology, and spread of ideas of democracy and

human rights, greatly transformed the world, and ushered human history into a

new era—namely, the modern era. Since then, tremendous progresses have been

made in many fields, and citizens of the modern world do enjoy multifarious

benefits and advantages compared to their pre-Enlightenment ancestors.

However, the modern world ushered in by the Enlightenment is not without its

curses: environmental pollution, struggles for limited resources in a social

Darwinist sense, economic crises, weapons of mass destruction, ideological

manipulation, and rigid bureaucratic state systems which try to control almost

every aspect of the life of their citizens, constantly haunted modernity. In the

first half of the 20th century, these curses finally culminated in the Great

Depression, the appearance of fascist and totalitarian countries, and the two

world wars, which brought excruciating damage to humanity. Faced with such

catastrophes, a number of thinkers began to question modernity, in order to find
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out what its essential problems are. And a common feature shared by many of

them is that they thought the blame lies with the Enlightenment, which stood at

the very onset of modernity. For these thinkers, modernity gave rise to all the

catastrophes because it has gone astray from the very beginning.

For example, Michel Foucault sees the Enlightenment as responsible for

the covert and sinister forms of power, surveillance and domination in the

modern world: “every alleged victory of [the Enlightenment] marked the

triumph of a new and insidious form of domination” (Schmidt and Wartenberg

284). The modern world, in his view, is just like a “Panopticon”—which is

precisely an invention of the Enlightenment—in which the subjects carry out

self-surveillance voluntarily. The major effect of the Panopticon, Foucault

argues, is “to induce in the inmate a state of conscious and permanent visibility

that assures the automatic functioning of power,” and in order to achieve this,

“the inmates should be caught up in a power situation of which they are

themselves the bearers” (Discipline 201; underline added). Such a mentality of

the subjects is inculcated and guaranteed by various legal, medical, penitentiary,

and educational institutions of the modern world. And in contrast to the

traditional, pre-Enlightenment institutions, which inhibited and controlled the

subjects’ speech and behavior, the modern, post-Enlightenment institutions

attempt to infiltrate, shape, and discipline the subjects’ minds as well as bodies:

“modernity, for all its talk of freedom and humanity, has largely just replaced the

open but erratic use of power in premodern societies with a more insidious and

thoroughgoing mode of oppression, in the various ways its institutions keep us

under surveillance and try to ‘normalize’ us” (Fleischacker 108).

If Foucault’s approach is more political and “archaeological,” then

Hans-Georg Gadamer’s is more historical and hermeneutical. According to

Gadamer, the Enlightenment is problematic because it is prejudiced in a peculiar

way: “the fundamental prejudice of the Enlightenment is the prejudice against

prejudice itself” (270). Prejudice (“Vorurteil” in German) means literally

“prejudgment,” which may be true or false, and originally carried no value
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judgment with it. Each historical period has its own prejudices, which precede

and predetermine its ways of understanding, and which are affected and shaped

by prejudices of the previous historical periods. Therefore, as historical beings,

we are necessarily and always “prejudiced.” However, the Enlightenment

assigns to prejudice a purely negative value, and, “in the spirit of rationalism”,

naively assumes that it can transcend all prejudices (270). This, Gadamer

contends, is utterly impossible, because understanding is always historically

situated, and there is no way that we can jump out of history: “In fact history

does not belong to us; we belong to it” (276). The Enlightenment, through its

“discreditation of all prejudices” (276), ineluctably arrives at a faulty

understanding of history and tradition, and, consequently, a faulty understanding

of itself.

In spite of the power and trenchancy of Foucault’s and Gadamer’s

argument, the most astringent critique of the Enlightenment—and of

enlightenment itself—in the 20th century was perhaps the one launched by

Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer. In their monumental work, Dialectic of

Enlightenment, they demonstrate how enlightenment, despite its effort to free

human beings from myth, actually leads us back to it: “Just as the myths already

realize enlightenment, so enlightenment with every step becomes more deeply

engulfed in mythology” (Trans. Cumming 11-12). Besides, they also show how

the Enlightenment, as the most thoroughgoing and comprehensive embodiment

of the enlightenment spirit, intensified and accelerated this process.

Although these thinkers made their critiques of the Enlightenment from

different aspects, there is nevertheless a common thread, namely, that all such

critiques involve a critique of reason. In one way or another, these thinkers all

regarded the reason advocated by the Enlightenment as defective, and

consequently responsible for the ensuing problems and catastrophes. For

Foucault, the Enlightenment reason is inseparably associated with power and

domination, and one fundamental quest in his studies is “for what excess of

power, for what governmentalization (all the more ineluctable as it is justified in
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reason) is this reason itself historically responsible?” (“What Is Critique?” 388)

Gadamer, on the other hand, argues that the Enlightenment, in its “prejudice

against prejudice itself,” relies solely on reason as the “ultimate source of all

authority,” and “tends to accept no authority and to decide everything before the

judgment seat of reason” (272). In doing so, it attempts to transcend all

prejudices by resorting to reason. Nevertheless, such an attempt to “absolutize”

reason necessarily fails, because “Reason exists for us only in concrete,

historical terms,” and consequently, “the idea of an absolute reason is not

possible for historical humanity” (276). In other words, Gadamer sees reason as

relative and always predetermined by historical circumstances, and any effort to

make it transcend all prejudices as an act of vanity and hauteur. Last but not

least, Adorno and Horkheimer regard the Enlightenment reason as defective

because it is “instrumentalized,” namely, that it becomes merely a means to

achieve some ends, which in turn become means to achieve other ends, which in

turn become means to achieve further ends, and so on ad infinitum: “reason

itself has become the mere instrument of the all-inclusive economic apparatus. It

serves as a general tool, useful for the manufacture of all other tools” (Trans.

Cumming 30). After being instrumentalized, reason can no longer judge whether

an end is morally justified, because it is concerned only with technical viability,

and this leads to a new form of barbarism: “With the extension of the Bourgeois

commodity economy, the dark horizon of myth is illuminated by the sun of

calculating reason, beneath whose cold rays the seed of the new barbarism

grows to fruition” (Trans. Cumming 32).

Despite the vehemence in the critiques of the Enlightenment and of reason

by these twentieth-century thinkers, such critiques were nothing new, for they

had already occurred in the 18th century. According to Samuel Fleischacker,

there have been two waves when critique of the Enlightenment reached “a fever

pitch”: one after the French Revolution, and the other after WWII; and “In both

cases, critics associated the totalitarianism and extreme violence they had just

experienced with tendencies that, they claimed, were built deeply into the
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Enlightenment” (7). The three thinkers that have been mentioned above all

belong to the second wave; and in the first wave, Fleischacker identifies two

major groups: the romantics and the conservatives. The romantics were strongly

influenced by Johann Georg Hamann, who contends that “The heart beats

before the head thinks—a good will is of more use than ever so pure reason”

(qtd. in Garrard 32). Following Hamann, they claim that reason is an inadequate

guide in morality and ethics, and that philosophy needs to be supplemented by

religion and art (Fleischacker 44). The conservatives, on the other hand, are best

represented by Edmund Burke, who emphasizes the role of tradition and

prejudices in ensuring social stability and avoiding violent upheavals. According

to Burke, “our thought on political issues must always start from within a

tradition of some sort, [and] we must and always do work out from certain

presuppositions or prejudices, when considering political action” (Fleischacker

47). In his special attention to prejudices, Burke somehow foreshadows

Gadamer. But, as Fleischacker points out, there is still difference between the

two: Gadamer’s “prejudice” are actually still “latent forms of reasoning,”—after

all, he also claims that “there is no such unconditional antithesis between

tradition and reason,” and that “preservation is an act of reason” (281)—while

Burke “defends prejudice precisely as unthought, as outside reason,” and

contends that “it is precisely the nonrational, nonrelextive features of prejudice

that enable it to perform its socially useful functions” (Fleischacker 47). So in

terms of critique of reason, Burke is more radical than Gadamer.

Thus it can be seen that critiques of the Enlightenment in the 18th century,

just like those in the 20th century, involved critiques of reason. This is nothing

strange, for the Enlightenment is, after all, usually referred to as “the Age of

Reason”—the advocacy and application of reason is what most characterized the

Enlightenment. The centrality of reason to the Enlightenment is perhaps best

summarized by Kant: “Sapere Aude! ‘Have courage to use your own

reason!’—that is the motto of enlightenment” (“What Is Enlightenment?” 1).

Although here Kant is admittedly talking about enlightenment in general, what
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he says is especially applicable to this particular historical period. Consequently,

there is no wonder that “enemies” of the Enlightenment should choose reason as

their target of critique.

However, it is not only the “enemies” of the Enlightenment that launched

critiques of reason, for many figures who were for the Enlightenment did this,

too. The best example is probably Kant, who devoted two of his three

monumental Critiques to the critique of reason. According to Kant, the false use

of reason has led to grave mistakes in human knowledge, especially in

metaphysics, theology, and psychology. Kant insists that it is ultimately

impossible to acquire objective knowledge about transcendental entities such as

God, the soul, and the cosmos as a whole. The false application of reason to

these fields inevitably leads to “antinomies,” i.e. radically contradictory

conclusions about such entities. Reason is, therefore, at least partly to blame for

its pretension in venturing into such fields: “how little cause have we to place

trust in our reason if in one of the most important parts of our desire for

knowledge [i.e. in metaphysics] it does not merely forsake us but even entices us

with delusions and in the end betrays us!” (Critique of Pure Reason 110). A

critique of reason therefore becomes necessary, and an essential task in such a

critique is “to delimit the bounds of reason” (G. Williams). Furthermore, such a

critique can only be completed by reason itself. Reason is regarded by Kant as

the “arbiter of truth in all judgments,” an “appointed judge,” but at the same

time it must “[stand] before its own tribunal, too, and must give account of

itself” (G. Williams). In other words, reason is essentially self-reflexive, which

entails its self-critique: “reason should take on anew the most difficult of all its

tasks, namely, that of self-knowledge, and to institute a court of justice, by

which reason may secure its rightful claims [. . .] this court is none other than

the critique of pure reason itself” (Critique of Pure Reason 101). However, the

purpose of such a critique is not to diminish the authority of reason, but on the

contrary, to reaffirm reason’s authority within its proper limits: “This would then

be the central task of critique: reason’s self-reflexive examination of itself,
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which establishes its limits and its ‘common principle,’ and vindicates its

authority” (G. Williams; underlines added).

It is interesting to note that when such thinkers as Burke, Hamann, and

Kant made their critiques of the Enlightenment and of reason toward the end of

the 18th century, the Enlightenment was already drawing to its close. Thus a new

question arises: have there already been thinkers criticizing the Enlightenment

and reason at its earlier stage? Because after all, from a dialectical point of view,

the antithesis of any movement should be born following its thesis—in other

words, the Enlightenment, with its advocacy of reason, should contain its own

antithesis at an earlier stage, albeit in a probably latent form. It is therefore of

great academic interest to excavate such latent antithesis, if there is any. And in

my research, I have found the antithesis in Jonathan Swift, who launched his

unique critique of reason at the earlier stage of the Enlightenment. Of course,

Swift is usually regarded as a literary writer rather than a philosopher—as a

matter of fact he despised many philosophers—and he did not write any

philosophical work. But a careful examination of his oeuvre shows that it is

suffused with critique of reason and of the Enlightenment, albeit in a “non-

philosophical” form.

It is perhaps due to this “non-philosophical” form of Swift’s critique that

it has largely been ignored by scholars of intellectual history. And that is why I

would like to dedicate my dissertation to the study of this issue, in order to

establish Swift’s status as not only a writer, but also a thinker with a sharp mind

in detecting what was going wrong in his time, and a vision of the catastrophes

that would follow. A thorough exploration of this issue can reveal to us a

different way of criticizing reason, expose another aspect of reason which is

usually ignored today by most people, and consequently deepen our

understanding not only of the Enlightenment, but also of enlightenment itself

and the contemporary world in which we are still living.

If Swift’s critique of reason has a “non-philosophical” form, then my

study of his critique would be “non-literary.” This is reflected in the dissertation
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in two ways. Firstly, his works would seldom be studied for their aesthetic or

artistic value because that is not the primary concern of my research. Rather the

texts would be analyzed in order to extract from them Swift’s views on and

attitudes toward various issues, which are ultimately related to his critique of

reason. Secondly, it would ignore the multiple possible ways of interpreting his

works—which is a common practice in literary studies—and stick to the

author’s intention in creation. In other words, it is Swift’s own views and

attitudes as embodied in these texts that truly matter, not what various things

other people might say about them. Of course, this approach is subject to two

criticisms. One is from the perspective of “intentional fallacy,” i.e. taking the

author’s intention too seriously in analyzing the works. From this perspective, a

text may say more (or less) than its author intends to say. In response to this

criticism, I do recognize that Swift’s works can be read in multiple

ways—postcolonial, feminist, new-historical, Marxist, etc.—most of which

Swift himself never knew, but since my aim is to study Swift’s critique I have to

concentrate on his intentions. Another criticism is, in the light of Swift’s cryptic

and contradictory writing style, how I can be certain in arriving at his intentions.

In response to the second criticism, I need to first admit that sometimes Swift’s

writing style is indeed cryptic and contradictory—most notoriously in A Tale of

a Tub, which has puzzled generations of commentators—but that happens

mostly when he was deliberately imitating others, whose writing styles he

regarded as bad. In most of his other writings—letters, essays, sermons, and

novel—he wrote in a simple, clear, and straightforward style, which makes it

easier to understand the literal meaning of the passages. What is more, in

ascertaining Swift’s intentions on certain issues, I would not study his works in

isolation, but carry out comparative studies and cross-referencing of several

passages by him on the same issue, in order to see whether he consistently

expresses the same opinion on that issue (More will be said on this in 4.2). Facts

from his life and contextual clues would also be provided to facilitate textual

analyses.
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Another thing that should be noted at the very beginning is that the

significance of studying Swift is not to agree with him on every point or follow

him. As we shall see, in his critique of reason and of the Enlightenment he was

using tradition as the yardstick, and consequently his views are rather

conservative and sometimes even reactionary. In his critique we can detect his

own bigotry, intolerance and authoritarianism, which all show how he is

historically and ideologically limited. Therefore, the study of his critique should

rather serve as a reminder of how the Enlightenment may betray itself and

dialectically goes to its own opposite, because in his critique he has given a

warning of this danger (albeit from a conservative and sometimes reactionary

perspective) and implied its causes. In a way he resembles Gu Hongming (辜鴻

銘) during the Chinese Enlightenment, who criticized the modernizing process

by appealing to traditional Chinese culture. According to Gu, China was on the

wrong track in its modernizing process, because it was essentially an awkward

imitation of the Western countries, who were themselves trapped in WWI. He

detected two causes of the war: on the one hand, “worship of the mob in Great

Britain” (Ku 5), i.e. democracy, which he derides as “demo-plus crazy” (qtd. in

Du 724); on the other hand, “worship of might in Germany” (Ku 5), which gives

rise to militarism, that is equivalent to a “monstrous modern machine” (Ku 152).

Both causes are, in his opinion, evils of the modern world. And in contrast to

these evils, he posed traditional Chinese culture, with its emphasis on the

Confucian values of order and harmony. As can be expected, in the almost

unanimous national drive for modernity, Gu was regarded as reactionary or even

crazy by his contemporaries (Du 716), and his opinions largely ignored or taken

as an anachronistic joke. It is only in recent decades that some Chinese began to

take him seriously again, especially after Cultural Revolution’s attempt to

eradicate the Confucian heritage that had wreaked havoc on Chinese society.

1.2 Research Questions and Methodology

As can be seen, my research is necessarily interdisciplinary, namely, it
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would involve a dialogue between literature and philosophy (especially the

history of ideas). More specifically, it would try to answer the four following

questions:

1) What, exactly, is Swift’s view on reason?

2) What is the nature of his critique of reason?

3) How was that critique shaped by his own experience and by the larger

social and cultural context?

4) What position does Swift occupy in Western intellectual history?

In answering these questions, four research methods would be adopted:

1) textual analysis, which would involve Swift’s major works1, and some

relevant literary and philosophical works by his preceding,

contemporary, and following writers and thinkers;

2) contextual analysis, which would mainly explore the political, religious,

and intellectual milieu of Swift’s time, in order to demonstrate how his

critique of reason was shaped by the larger social and cultural context;

3) biographical studies, which would focus especially on Swift political

and ecclesiastic life, and on his relationship with women, in order to see

how these experiences influenced his view on reason;

4) genealogical studies, which would investigate how different strains of

thoughts give rise to and affect each other, so as to locate Swift’s

critique of reason in Western intellectual history.

1.3 Research Background

Jonathan Swift (1667-1745) is an English/Irish writer who has lived

through the earlier stage of the Enlightenment. In the popular mind, he is

generally remembered as the author of Gulliver’s Travels, a book which is still

read and enjoyed by kids as well as adults today. Perhaps not coincidentally, it is

also his most frequently studied work. However, in the earlier days, especially

1 Swift being such a prolific writer—The Works of the Rev. Jonathan Swift, which is quoted in
my dissertation, runs nineteen volumes—it is needless to say that I cannot possibly cover all
his works in my dissertation. Only those works that are related to my research are included.
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during the 18th and 19th century, the book was subject to tons of negative

comments and denunciations, largely because of the alleged misanthropy and

obscenity in it. It was only in the 20th century that such accusations abated and

scholars began to seriously study the book from various perspectives

—“historical, psychological, philosophical, linguistic, political, religious”

(Donoghue, Anothology 149). Another work by him which has received almost

as much critical attention is A Tale of a Tub. Interestingly, in contrast to

Gulliver’s Travels, it is read almost exclusively by scholars and students of

literature because of its obscure and cryptic style. Much effort has been devoted

to unraveling the different layers of meaning in the text, with, of course, little

consensus being reached. Unlike Gulliver’s Travels, which is the mellow

product of a mature age, A Tale of a Tub is written by a green hand—in a way it

can be regarded as Swift’s debut into the literary world. However, this does not

affect its high reputation among scholars. Even Samuel Johnson, who has an

overt low opinion of Swift, is reported to doubt whether A Tale of a Tub was

really Swift’s work, because “it has so much more thinking, more power, more

colour, than any of the works which are indisputably his” (Boswell 334).

Besides these two books, other works of Swift that are often studied

include his satirical essays, especially “A Modest Proposal,” which is generally

acclaimed a masterpiece of satire; Drapier’s Letters, which embodies his

devotion to the defense of the Irish interests; Journal to Stella, which provides

many interesting biographical facts about him; his sermons and religious tracts,

which are of great interest to the study of his views on religion; and last but not

least, his poems, especially the scatological poems, for which he was almost

universally condemned in the past, but rehabilitated in recent decades.

From the survey above it can be seen that studies and scholarship on Swift

have indeed been copious. However, among these studies, there are few works

that explore the specific issue of Swift’s view on reason thoroughly and

exclusively. In my research I have found only one paper that does so: Gordon

McKenzie’s “Swift: Reason and Some of Its Consequences” (which will be
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expounded later). Nevertheless, in many books and papers on Swift, there are

sections and passages devoted to the discussion of this issue. But a careful

investigation shows that there is little agreement among them. Generally

speaking, they can be categorized into three broad groups, which regard Swift’s

view on reason as unitary, binary, and tripartite respectively.

1.3.1 Swift’s View on Reason as Unitary

The first group sees Swift’s view on reason as unitary; in other words,

reason, according to these scholars, is regarded by Swift as a unified and almost

indivisible whole. For example, Walter J. Ong argues that Swift, like many of

his contemporaries, holds “a greatly abridged notion of reason”; such a notion,

furthermore, is bolstered by “common sense,” which is a simplified and

popularized version of reason (208). Peter Stanlis, following the same line,

asserts that Swift’s conception of reason is “normative,” as distinguished from

Descartes’s conception, which is “analytical, mathematical, discursive, and

logical.” Normative reason is, again, closely associated with intuition and

common sense; it includes “intuition; moral imagination; the instinctive and

emotional elements in human creativity in the arts; free will; the individual and

corporate experience based on memory. In short, it was essentially the

intellectual and moral ‘common sense’ of mankind” (424).

Generally speaking, scholars of the first group regard Swift’s attitude

toward reason as positive. Ong thinks that “In common with most men of his

age, Jonathan Swift put great trust in ‘reason’” (208). The quoted passage from

Stanlis above also implies a similar view.

Such a view on Swift’s positive attitude toward reason is echoed by a

number of other scholars. For example, J. J. Hogan claims that in contrast to

Burke’s denunciation of reason, “Swift believed in reason absolutely.” He also

places Swift within a long “scholastic and humanistic tradition [. . .] which held

reason to be, except for revelation, the highest thing in the world” (49). Douglas

Patey takes a step further and states that Swift, following Milton, entertains a
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conception of “right reason,” which is “a moral faculty, one that reveals ends as

well as means” (408-9).

However, there are also different voices within the first group, for some

scholars regard Swift’s attitude toward reason as more ambiguous and less

straightforward. For example, Fred Parker contends that “Swift [. . .] is at once

committed to the exercise of the rational intelligence and deeply skeptical of its

claims, formulations, and conclusions” (52). T. O. Wedel also says that “He was

a rationalist with no faith in reason” (34). But Swift’s ambiguous attitude toward

reason is perhaps best captured and expounded by Kathleen Williams within the

first group. Williams claims that Swift, like Alexander Pope, regards human

beings as both rational and emotional, and consequently, we cannot rely solely

on either one of them, but must find a middle-path:

[. . .] this was an age when for some thinkers reason alone, and for
some thinkers feeling alone, was the source of good life. Those who,
like Swift or Pope, regarded either extreme as a dangerous
simplification, attempted to follow a middle course more in accord with
their inherited view of the nature of man, and to guide themselves
safely between opposed dangers. (Compromise 43)

It has to be mentioned here that Williams has noted the ambiguity of the word

“reason” and Swift’s multiple ways of using it. But I still place her in the first

group because she argues that even though Swift confers various senses upon

this word in his writings, he nevertheless still has “the hope of finding the one

that is applicable” (Compromise 28). In other words, reason is still unitary

according to Swift’s ideal.

To sum up, scholars of the first group all regard Swift’s view on reason as

unitary. Some of them argue that reason, for Swift, is closely associated with

intuition and common sense, and those who hold this view usually sees Swift’s

attitude toward reason as positive. However, there are also others within the

group who disagree, contending that Swift’s approval of and support for reason

is much more reserved.

1.3.2 Swift’s View on Reason as Binary
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While scholars of the first group see Swift’s view on reason as unitary,

those of the second group regard it as binary. For the latter, Swift tries to

distinguish human reason from another type of reason, which might be called

“reason itself.” Such an opinion is most salient among scholars who make a

careful study of Part IV of Gulliver’s Travels. For example, Frank Boyle claims

that Swift “[distinguishes] reflective human reason from reason itself—reason,

that is, as it would exist in a land of rational beings [like the Houyhnhnms]” (50).

Similarly, Denis Donoghue also detects such a distinction in Swift: “Reason is

true, but Swift is part of that Augustinian tradition which emphasizes that, in

each man, reason is pathetically vulnerable.” In a perfect circumstance (as with

the Houyhnhnms), however, reason is “simple,” “bright,” and “primary,” and

strikes one with immediate conviction (Introduction 33-34). Thus human reason

is essentially partial and flawed, and perpetually swayed by his passions and

vices, while Houyhnhnm reason, or reason itself, is complete and perfect.

Patrick Reilly elaborates this issue further, arguing that the difference between

human reason and Houyhnhnm reason is that the former is speculative while the

latter intuitive: “The rational horses employ [. . .] neither ratiocination nor

deduction; theirs is an angelic illumination, an intuitive perception, of moral

truth, without argument or deliberation. Man, neither angel nor Houyhnhnm,

forced to act upon opinion and speculation, is, by contrast, forever prone to

error” (220). Similarly, Martin Price also sees the Houyhnhnms as “embodiment

[. . .] of the life of unclouded moral intuition.” (95). Such a view on Houyhnhnm

reason is echoed by George Orwell, who associates it with common sense: “The

‘reason’ which he so admires in the Houyhnhnms does not primarily mean the

power of drawing logical inferences from observed facts. Although he never

defines it, it appears in most contexts to mean either common sense [. . .] or

absence of passion and superstition” (197).

For Boyle, Donoghue, and Reilly, man is inferior to the Houyhnhnms

because of his defective reason, but Donald Keesey thinks Swift’s satire goes

even further than that, for man is inferior not only to the Houyhnhnms, but also
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to the Yahoos. For the “Lewdness, Coquetry, Censure, and Scandal,” which are

only rudimentary in the Yahoos, find their ultimate refinement in human

civilization, and man is “More vile and more miserable than a simple Yahoo [. . .]

precisely because of what man calls ‘reason’” (328). Thus the reason possessed

by man is but an instrument of evil, and its contrast with Houyhnhnm reason

becomes even sharper.

In short, scholars of the second group see Swift’s view on reason as binary:

on the one hand, there is human reason, which is speculative and discursive, and

on the other, reason itself, or Houyhnhnm reason, which is intuitive and

commonsensical. Swift’s attitude toward the two types of reason is also clear: he

decries the former while upholds the latter.

1.3.3 Swift’s View on Reason as Tripartite

If the views of the previous two groups are comparatively simple, then that

of the third group gets more complicated: Swift’s view on reason is now

regarded as tripartite. However, the number of scholars who belong to this group

is very small—in my research I have only found two: Irvin Ehrenpreis and

Gordon McKenzie.

Ehrenpreis thinks that Swift, following the general trend of his time, takes

reason to be composed of three parts:

Those faculties which nowadays are separated into intelligence, moral
insight, and intuition were, in Swift’s time, still included under a single
head [namely, “reason”]: the same power that enables us to tell true
from false, he assumed, also distinguishes right from wrong; and in the
shape of “discursive reason”, or ratiocination, it produces the kind of
logical analysis of which Euclid is the model. (1: 218)

The three parts of reason may be enumerated as follows:

a) discursive reason (or ratiocination, which “produces logical analysis”);

b) moral insight (which “distinguishes right from wrong”);

c) intuition (which “enables us to tell true from false”).

However, a careful analysis shows that the latter two are very similar to

each other, for both work in a direct and immediate way. In other words, moral
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insight is somehow also intuitive and intuition “insightful.” Discursive reason,

on the contrary, has to work by detailed ratiocination and meticulous calculation,

and go through complicated logical processes. Therefore, the seemingly

tripartite structure of reason is actually still binary, i.e. reason as being

composed of “discursive reason” and “insightful/intuitive reason.”

As for Swift’s attitude toward the different parts of reason, Ehrenpreis

thinks that Swift upholds insightful/intuitive reason but is suspicious of

discursive reason, for “when that is given free play, it can become dangerous

speculation” (1: 218). We can see, therefore, that he is actually not very different

from scholars in the second group.

The only scholar who, in my opinion, truly sticks to the tripartite structure

of reason in Swift, is Gordon McKenzie. In his paper which focuses on this

issue, it is pointed out at the very beginning that Swift’s use of the word is

somewhat strange and complicated: “at times he is using the word in a sense

which, although traditional, is unfamiliar to modern ears; and the meaning of the

word undergoes fairly wide variations as it is used in different contexts” (102).

He then endeavors to sort it out. And his conclusion is that there are three ways

in which Swift uses this word. The first one, which is a “special but traditional

sense of the word,” is “rational intuition,” which is “immediate,” “absolutely

right,” and “extremely simple.” The second one, which is “more common to the

present” and “often uppermost in Swift’s mind,” is reason as “a process [which]

does not necessarily lead to truth.” This second type of reason roughly

corresponds to the “discursive reason” in Ehrenpreis. However, besides these

two, in which “reason” is regarded as a mental faculty, there is also a third one

in which it is not, but is rather “a support given to an assertion” and “the

equivalent of ‘justification’ or ‘explanation,’” such as in the expression “to

inquire the grounds and reasons of this ignorance” (104-8). In other words, the

third type of reason refers to the principles in logic and causation, and is not a

faculty that we possess.

In terms of Swift’s attitude toward these different types of reason,
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McKenzie thinks that the first type is what Swift upholds, but he keenly points

out that “when [Swift] uses ‘reason’ as a mental faculty which is not immediate

and necessarily correct, it is associated with some words such as ‘corrupted’”

(108), which testifies to Swift’s negative attitude toward the second type. As for

the third one, McKenzie says that it is “the familiar loose usage of the present

and neither denies a process nor asserts that the reason is necessarily right”

(108). Thus, he seems to be suggesting that Swift’s attitude toward the third one

is neither positive nor negative, but neutral.

After surveying all these different views on this issue by different scholars

in Swift studies, I think McKenzie’s view is the most comprehensive and best

supported by textual analysis. Actually my own analysis of Swift’s works yields

the same result. Therefore I shall adopt his view in my dissertation. Of course,

this is not to say that all the other scholars are wrong and their researches

valueless. On the contrary, they all capture at least part of the whole picture, and

have some illuminating and incisive remarks on Swift. Therefore I shall also

have recourse to them in my dissertation.

1.4 Chapter Outline

After stating the subject of research and its significance, posing the research

questions and methodology, and surveying the research background in this

chapter, I would try to clarify three important terms of my dissertation—“the

Enlightenment,” “reason” and “critique”—in the next chapter, in order to sort

out the confusions. Chapter Three would explore “reason” further and

demonstrate how it had been viewed and categorized in Western intellectual

history before Swift, and what the general trend was. Following that, Swift’s

own categorization of reason would be examined, and his view on and critique

of reason studied, in Chapter Four. Chapter Five carries the study further by

narrowing its scope down to Swift’s critique of the most representative

embodiment of discursive reason in his time, namely, natural science; and this is
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done in the framework of the analogy he draws between nature and women.

Having thus studied Swift’s view on and critique of reason itself, I would

examine his view on the relationship between reason and faith in Chapter Six,

and show how in emphasizing the limit of reason and the consequent need for

faith, Swift reveals his own historical and ideological limit. And finally, Chapter

Seven sums the whole dissertation up and reaches the conclusion, namely, that

Swift is one of the early Counter-Enlightenment thinkers whose critique of

reason somehow foreshadowed the later critiques.
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Chapter Two Clarification of Important Terms

There are three key terms in my dissertation title: “critique,” “reason,” and

“the (age of) Enlightenment.” Although these terms are more or less familiar to

English speakers, and are frequently used in the study of humanities, their

precise meanings are by no means clear. On the contrary, there are often

ambiguities and confusions surrounding them, and different scholars may use

them in different ways. Therefore, in order to clear the ground, it is necessary to

somehow clarify these terms, and specify what they mean in my dissertation. Of

course, I do not mean to have the final say here, what with all the disagreements

and debates among scholars concerning them. All that I can do is to try to find

some common ground among the views of different scholars, and where this

appears impossible, to adopt the view that I think is the most appropriate.

The clarification is necessary also because of the importance of these

terms to the whole dissertation. Firstly, I shall argue later that Swift is one of the

early figures of Counter-Enlightenment. It should be noted here that

“Counter-Enlightenment” is different from “counter-enlightenment,” and that

Swift was opposed to the Enlightenment rather than to enlightenment itself. On

the contrary, Counter-Enlightenment is, in itself, also a form of enlightenment.

Secondly, if today there is still a debate with regard to the unity vs. plurality of

reason in the academic world, then in studying Swift’s critique of reason, one

should first get a general picture of the view on reason during his time, and

Swift’s own categorization of reason, in order to analyze his critique more

accurately—this job will be done in Chapter Three and 4.1. Thirdly, it should be

pointed out that Swift’s critique of reason, as critique, necessarily presupposes

some criteria. Such criteria are, on the one hand, from reason itself: reason is

supposed to guard us against madness and lead us to a moral life, but Swift’s

critique shows that (part of) it persistently perverts such goals. On the other

hand, some external criteria are also imposed on reason, namely the criteria of

religious faith, part of which Swift regards as beyond reason. Therefore, his
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critique of reason can be regarded as both immanent and external.

In the following I would like to discuss these terms in the reverse order as

they appear in my dissertation title, starting from “the Enlightenment,” then

moving on to “reason,” and finally to “critique.”

2.1 The Enlightenment

The problem with this term is that there are a number of other terms that

are similar to it, and are often used interchangeably with it: enlightenment,

Enlightenments, enlightenments… To make the matter more complicated, there

are an equal number of corresponding terms when we talk about the opposite

side: counter-enlightenment, Counter-Enlightenment, counter-enlightenments…

These variations derive mainly from two factors: capitalized or in lower case,

and singular or plural. And the different combinations between them give rise to

the jumble of confounding terms we have at our hand.

In sorting out this confusion, I would mainly adopt the argument of

Graeme Garrard, because I think the distinction he makes between these terms is

most clear. Of course, I would also refer to the arguments of other scholars, and

would disagree with Garrard on certain points.

In the following I shall try to clarify the terms related to “the

Enlightenment” by considering the two aforementioned factors.

2.1.1 Capitalized vs. in Lower Case

According to Garrard, the difference between the term in lower case and

the capitalized term is that the former denotes “a generic concept,” while the

latter refers to “one historically specific conception.” The two are distinguished

from each other in that “A concept offers only a vague and general account of

something, whereas a conception is a specific interpretation of it” (5). To put it

more concretely, “enlightenment,” as a generic concept, refers to the general

goal and process of enlightening, of substituting light for darkness, which is

used metaphorically to mean substituting knowledge for ignorance, and wisdom
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for fatuity, while “the Enlightenment,” as a specific conception preceded by a

definite article, refers to a specific historical period (roughly the 18th century)

when the spirit and the ideal of enlightenment was conspicuously realized

(mainly in West Europe and North America). Viewed in this light, it can be said

that “the Enlightenment” is a concrete historical manifestation of

“enlightenment.” Therefore, the two terms are related and yet also distinct from

each other.

Such a view on the distinction between “enlightenment” and “the

Enlightenment” has been echoed by a number of other scholars. For example,

Wayne Bivens-Tatum argues that in a general sense, “enlightenment” means “to

illuminate metaphorically, to direct light onto something, usually with the

purpose of understanding that thing,” while “the Enlightenment” is considered a

historical period (1). Samuel Fleischacker also distinguishes between

“enlightenment” and “the Enlightenment,” regarding the former as “a process”

and the latter “a period” (2). Similarly, in The Stanford Encyclopedia of

Philosophy, “the Enlightenment” is defined as a “period in the history of

western thought and culture,” and it is argued that “The faith of the

Enlightenment [. . .] is that the process of enlightenment, of becoming

progressively self-directed in thought and action through the awakening of one’s

intellectual powers, leads ultimately to a better, more fulfilled human existence”

(Bristow). Here the author is using the two terms in conformity with the

distinction made by Garrard. In Dialectic of Enlightenment, Adorno and

Horkheimer also conscientiously use the two terms in different ways—for

example, “the self-destruction of enlightenment” (Trans. Jephcott xvi) and “the

Enlightenment of the eighteenth century” (Trans. Jephcott 15). Last but not least,

it is perhaps Gadamer who most concisely summarizes the connection and the

difference between these two terms: “The Enlightenment reaches its

consummation as historical enlightenment” (239).

Of course, “the Enlightenment” is only one historical form of

“enlightenment,” which may be realized in other forms at other historical
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periods. For example, Gadamer talks about “other movements of

enlightenment,” one of which is “the enlightenment of the classical world” (272).

Similarly, Adorno and Horkheimer pose Odysseus as a figure of enlightenment

during the classical period, and the epic Odyssey as an “eloquent testimony of

the mutual implication of enlightenment and myth” (Trans. Cumming 45-46).

Neither is enlightenment limited to the West—for example, Garrard mentions

enlightenment in Buddhism (6); Fleischacker also talks about enlightenment in

Islam, Judaism and Buddhism (4-5).

Thus it can be seen that the two terms are connected but at the same time

also distinct: “enlightenment” is a conceptual term that refers to the general

process and goal of being enlightened, which may be achieved in different forms

during different historical periods; “the Enlightenment,” on the other hand, is

but one historical embodiment and manifestation of “enlightenment,” and by no

means the only one.

2.1.2 Singular or Plural

So far I have been using both “enlightenment” and “the Enlightenment”

only in their singular forms, but actually it is also tenable to use them in the

plural. However, it should be noted that when they are used in the plural form,

the connotation and emphasis also change.

Firstly, as has been noted in 2.1.1, “enlightenment” is a generic concept

which may have various manifestations. Consequently, all these manifestations

can be referred to as “enlightenments” in order to emphasize their differences

and plurality. For example, The Oxford Encyclopedia of American Cultural and

Intellectual History enumerates “Christian and secular enlightenments, moderate

and radical enlightenments, and enlightenments of the metropolis and of the

province, along with evangelical and tradesmen’s enlightenments and

enlightenments for women” (Rubin and Casper 352).

Secondly, “the Enlightenment” may also be used in its plural form in order

to emphasize that within it, there were actually differences and variations

between countries, social groups, and individual thinkers. For example, Gertrude
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Himmelfarb talks about the British, the French, and the American

Enlightenments, with emphases on virtue, reason, and liberty respectively (19). J.

Pocock mentions “a number of ‘Enlightenments’” which may include “a

Protestant Enlightenment,” “a Utrecht Enlightenment,” and the “Scottish

Enlightenment” on the Protestant front (138-39). Charles Withers identifies four

Enlightenments with different origins and attitudes in the “Enlightenment of

America”: “The moderate Enlightenment,” “The skeptical Enlightenment,” “The

Revolutionary Enlightenment” and “the didactic Enlightenment” (27). Last but

not least, Sankar Muthu summarizes the plurality and diversity of

Enlightenments in different scholars, which include “a variety of national

Enlightenments, the ‘high’ Enlightenments of the philosophes and Aufklärer,

and the ‘low’ Enlightenments of pamphleteers and pornographers, as well as

moderate and radical Enlightenments, early and late Enlightenments, Arminian

religious Enlightenments, and radically materialist Spinozist Enlightenments”

(321).

The different “Enlightenments” mentioned above show that in recent

decades, there has been a trend to “pluralize” the Enlightenment in the academic

world. Moreover, such a pluralism sometimes goes so far that a number of

scholars argue that the term “the Enlightenment” should be abolished for good,

that we can only talk about the different Enlightenments but not “the

Enlightenment,” because the Enlightenment as a unified movement probably

never existed—it is but a “modern invention,” a “myth” (Withers 3-4). This

view on the mythical, or fictional, nature of the Enlightenment is echoed by

Ormiston and Sassower, who claim that “reference can be made to an

assemblage of enlightenments rather than the Enlightenment. [. . .] to speak of

the Enlightenment is a convenient fiction used to simplify the diverse texts and

attitudes that characterize a specific historical-philosophical era” (54). Within

this camp, the most famous scholar is probably J. Pocock, who is cited by many

as its representative. At the beginning of his influential book Barbarism and

Religion, he claims that “it is a premise of this book that we can no longer write
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satisfactorily of ‘The Enlightenment’ as a unified and universal intellectual

movement” (13). Later on, when discussing Edward Gibbon’s relations with the

Paris intellectuals, Pocock argues that the “cosmopolitan and hegemonic”

Enlightenment in Paris was not the only possible form of (the) Enlightenment,

and that “we are engaged in a search for other ‘Enlightenments’ [. . .] for a

plurality of Enlightenments which cannot appropriately be grouped together and

unified by employment of a definite article” (138). Such a view is supported by

Sankar Muthu, who applauds “the benefits of pluralized understanding of

Enlightenment thinking” and argues that “the Enlightenment” is but an

“obfuscating categor[y] that serve[s] narrow, sometimes pejorative, and often

scholarly counter-productive, rhetorical purposes” (265-66). Similarly,

Bivens-Tatum also claims that because of the historians’ effort to complicate and

disintegrate the Enlightenment, “it makes much more sense to talk of

Enlightenments than the Enlightenment” (40).

After surveying the views of scholars in this camp, John Roberston makes

the following summary:

[. . .] it seems that pluralism has triumphed. The monolithic edifice
which the lay-philosophic view holds responsible for modernity has
crumbled; but in its place scholars have refashioned Enlightenment as
a postmodern kaleidoscope of diversity and difference. The
Enlightenment is dead; but many Enlightenments may yet flourish. (3)

To such diatribes against “the Enlightenment,” I would like to offer three

counter-arguments in response, so as to justify the use of this term in my

dissertation.

First of all, the fact that “the Enlightenment” is a modern invention does

not necessarily disqualify it as a myth. Actually, many terms that are used to

refer to historical periods only came into being after the periods to which they

refer were over. For example, according to Oxford English Dictionary, “the

Middle Ages” was not used in Latin until 1469, and in English until 1570

(“Middle Age”); and “the Renaissance” was first coined in French as late as the

1820s, and then imported into English (“Renaissance”). But the fact that people
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of the Middle Ages were unaware of “the Middle Ages,” and people of the

Renaissance unaware of “the Renaissance” does not mean that these terms are

necessarily myths, or that we should stop using them. As a matter of fact, the use

of such terms is almost inevitable if we are to talk about history at all. Moreover,

it is often the case that people of a certain historical period are not fully aware of

the significance of the era they are living in, which only becomes clear to the

later generations, who, having witnessed the development of events and felt the

impact of the previous era, apply an appropriate term to it. I want to say that this

is the case with “the Enlightenment,” which is a proper name applied

retrospectively to the 18th century.

Secondly, “the Enlightenment” is admittedly a vague and sometimes even

obfuscating term, but I would like to follow Garrard in arguing that “the fact that

a word is vague does not mean that it is entirely useless” (7). Actually, many

proper nouns in our language are more or less vague. For example, Asia may

include East Asia, Southeast Asia, West Asia, Middle Asia, and a large part of

Russia, with multiple regional differences. Similarly, Modernism may find

expressions in different fields such as literature, art, music, architecture; and the

“Modernists” may disagree with each other. But these different regions of Asia,

and different aspects of Modernism, do not entail the abolition of these two

proper nouns in our language. The over-emphasis on plurality is likely to lead to

a “conceptual and linguistic anarchy (Garrard 8), and as a result, speech

becomes almost impossible.

The second argument is somehow related to the third one, namely, that

celebrating plurality does not necessarily mean we should give up unity. The

relationship between plurality and unity is essentially dialectical, and giving up

any one would also jeopardize the other. The ideal way is rather to let them

co-exist, and to seek unity out of plurality while at the same time celebrating

plurality within unity. I tend to concur with Sher’s metaphor, which vividly

captures the dialectical relationship between the unity and plurality of the

Enlightenment: “The Enlightenment may be perceived as a grand symphony
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with multiple variations” (15). In such a situation, all the different tunes from

the various instruments contribute to the general effect of the symphony.

Based on these three counter-arguments, I would continue using the term

“the Enlightenment” in my dissertation, while at the same time recognize that

there are multiple “Enlightenments” within it.

2.1.3 The Opposite Side

So far we have been talking about only one side of the story; now it is time

to turn to the other. To do so, we only need to add the prefix “counter-” to the

terms discussed in the previous subsections1, which would give rise to a number

of possibilities.

In the following, I shall first discuss Garrard’s treatment of these terms on

the opposite side, and then offer my responses.

Garrard offers three major arguments concerning these terms:

Firstly, he regards Counter-Enlightenment as a form of enlightenment,

because “any attempt to explain the ways in which the Enlightenment was

wrong, harmful, dangerous or deluded is itself an attempt to enlighten” (8).

Secondly, he argues that “counter-enlightenment [. . .] is also a form of

enlightenment,” in effect claiming that it is a mission impossible. This is,

according to Garrard, because counter-enlightenment already presupposes the

distinction between “truth and falsehood, knowledge and ignorance, accurate

and inaccurate”—which are all criteria of enlightenment. Consequently, all

efforts to counter enlightenment inevitably falls back into it, and “there is no

way to jump out of the dialectic of enlightenment.” For this reason, he banishes

the term “counter-enlightenment” from his text (8-9).

Thirdly, he claims that “it makes little sense to refer to ‘the Counter-

1 Of course “counter-” is not the only prefix we can use here; another choice is “anti-,” which
is preferred by some scholars. See for example, Zeev Sternhell’s The Anti-Enlightenment
Tradition, Milan Zafirovski’s The Enlightenment and Its Effects on Modern Society (281-303),
and Sandra Harding’s “Feminism, Science, and the Anti-Enlightenment Critiques.” But most
scholars I have read so far use “counter-,” and I would like to follow the majority. In doing so,
I am by no means claiming that “counter-” is more proper than “anti-.”
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Enlightenment’ as though it is a single movement.” In other words, we cannot

talk about “the Counter-Enlightenment” in the same way as we do “the

Enlightenment,” because the latter can be used to refer to a historical period

while the former cannot: “The range of Counter-Enlightenment extends far and

wide [. . .] from the mid-eighteenth century to the present.” Therefore, he would

use only “Counter-Enlightenment” and “Counter-Enlightenments” but not “the

Counter-Enlightenment” (10).

I fully agree with Garrard’s view on Counter-Enlightenment as a form of

enlightenment. But with regard to the latter two arguments, I would like to say

something in response.

Firstly, although I concede that counter-enlightenment presupposes the

criteria of enlightenment, I do not think that makes it a mission impossible.

Garrard argues that “there is simply no way to jump out of the dialectic of

enlightenment, any more than it is possible to deny truth itself, assuming one

values logical consistency” (9). But what if there are people who do not value

logical consistency, and who do deny truth itself?—actually diatribes against the

so-called “Logocentrism” and denial of truth characterize much of

postmodernist thinking. Under such circumstances, counter-enlightenment does

become possible. What is more, Garrard talks about “the dialectic of

enlightenment,” but if one really sticks to a dialectical point of view, one has to

admit that enlightenment is impossible without counter-enlightenment.

Secondly, I do assent to Garrard’s view that we cannot talk about “the

Counter-Enlightenment” as if it were a single movement, but that does not

disqualify the use of “the” in some special circumstances—especially when one

is referring to a particular form of Counter-Enlightenment. For example, it

makes sense to say “the Counter-Enlightenment in Adorno and Horkheimer.”

I hope the clarification in this section has been able to show the subtle

differences in the denotations and connotations of these terms. In the following

of my dissertation I would use these terms according to the distinction made

above. Of course, Swift was unaware of these subtle differences, but what he did
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was precisely an act of Counter-Enlightenment within the Enlightenment itself,

and as such, an act of enlightenment, just as Garrard points out: “Counter-

Enlightenment is a form of enlightenment because any attempt to explain the

way in which the Enlightenment was wrong, harmful, dangerous or deluded is

itself an attempt to enlighten” (8).

2.2 Reason

Today, when we talk about “reason” as a human intellectual faculty, we are

generally referring to human beings’ ability to use logic in analyzing and

investigating the natural world, human society, and the inner psyche of

individuals. The implication of this line of thinking is that reason is unified, that

there are no distinct “subcategories” of reason. Such a consensus, however, does

not exist in the academic world. Scholars seem to be divided on this issue: there

are some who endorse the popular view, but there are also others who disagree

and argue for the plurality of reason. In fact there has been a line of thinking in

the 20th century which regarded reason as divided: from Weber, to Adorno and

Horkheimer, and then to Foucault and Habermas.

2.2.1 Reason as Unified

There are many scholars and thinkers who regard reason as unified, and I

can only give a few examples here. John Dewey, when talking about the

Enlightenment in one essay, says that: “The [E]nlightenment [. . .] testified to

the widespread belief that at last light had dawned [. . .] and the triumph of

reason was assured—for reason was the counterpart in man of the laws of nature

which science was disclosing” (100). Gadamer, though having a different view

on the Enlightenment than Dewey, nevertheless shares the latter’s view on

reason as unified when talking about “the spirit of rationalism” of the

Enlightenment: “In general, the Enlightenment tends to accept no authority and

to decide everything before the judgment seat of reason. [. . .] the possible truth

of the tradition depends on the credibility that reason accords it. It is not
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tradition but reason that constitutes the ultimate source of all authority” (271-72).

Here he does not bother to differentiate reason into different parts. Similarly,

Bertrand Russell says in the A History of Western Philosophy that “like science,

it [philosophy] appeals to human reason rather than to authority, whether that of

tradition or that of revelation” (xiii). Again, no differentiation is made within

this “human reason.” Moreover, in his discussion of Kant’s Critiques, Russell

claims that according to Kant, “[t]he purely intellectual use of reason [i.e.

pure/theoretical reason] leads to fallacies; its only right use is directed to moral

ends [i.e. practical reason]” (710). Here the implication is that reason is

one—“pure/theoretical reason” and “practical reason” are but different

applications of that same reason.

There are, I think, two reasons for these scholars’ view of reason as unified.

The first one is that they are often opposing reason to other sources/authorities

of knowledge (revelation, tradition, etc.). And in such oppositions, reason is

regarded as a whole, and hence unified.

The second, and more important reason, is precisely because of the result

of the Enlightenment. As I shall show in Chapter Three and Chapter Four, before

and during the Enlightenment, human reason was viewed by many thinkers and

philosophers as plural, composing of two major subcategories. But after the

Enlightenment, one subcategory was banished, leaving the other dominant.

Therefore, many post-Enlightenment scholars were only aware of the latter, and

consequently regarded human reason as unified (more will be said on this issue

in 3.4).

2.2.2 Reason as Divided

In contrast to the view on reason as unified, there is another line of thought

which sees it as divided. As has been noted above, this line stretches from Weber

to Adorno and Horkheimer, and then to Foucault and Habermas.

In his analysis of the modern society, Weber realizes the essential division
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of rationality into what he calls “formal rationality” and “substantive

rationality.” Moreover, he argues that the progress of modernity is accompanied

by the interaction between these two forms of rationality.

In Economy and Society, the distinction is made between “formal

rationality” and “substantive rationality.” The former is “used to designate the

extent of quantitative calculation or accounting which is technically possible and

which is actually applied”; while the latter is concerned with “some criterion

(past, present, or potential) of ultimate values” in the distribution of goods

among people (85). These definitions imply that the difference between the two

is that “formal rationality” focuses solely on the technical means to achieve

certain ends, without questioning the ends themselves—in other words, it is

essentially instrumental; while “substantive rationality” is value-oriented, and

makes judgments about the validity and justifiability of the ends—in other

words, it has to concern itself with questions such as “social justice, ethical

standard, and [. . .] social equity” (Morrison 287).

Consequently, these two forms of rationality are “in constant conflict with

each other,” for one is concerned primarily with value, while the other takes “a

decidedly value-neutral stance” (Herbst 15). In Economy and Society, Weber

distinguishes two types of social actions that are governed by reason:

value-rational action and instrumentally rational action—the former regulated by

substantive rationality and the latter by formal rationality (24-25). Interestingly,

he claims that from the point of view of the instrumentally rational,

“value-rationality is always irrational. Indeed, the more the value to which

action is oriented is elevated to the status of an absolute value, the more

‘irrational’ in this sense the corresponding action is” (26).

Despite the conflict between the two, they always co-exist, for there is no

society that is administered solely by any one of them. Nonetheless, Weber

argues that throughout history there has been a (discontinuous) process going on,

which he in most cases calls “rationalization.” Simply put, rationalization is

characterized by the gradual ascension of formal rationality and the
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simultaneous recession of substantive rationality. Sometimes, however, he also

uses the term “intellectualization”—for example in a speech he talks about

“intellectualization,” ““intellectualist rationalization,” and “intellectualization

and rationalization” (Essays 138-39). In the same speech he defines the process

as follows:
[Intellectualization/Rationalization] means that principally there are
no mysterious incalculable forces that come into play, but rather that
one can, in principle, master all things by calculation. This means that
the world is disenchanted. One need no longer have recourse to
magical means in order to master or implore the spirits, as did the
savage, for whom such mysterious powers existed. Technical means
and calculations perform the service. This above all is what
intellectualization means. (Essay 139)

Although rationalization has been going on throughout history, it is greatly

accelerated with the onset of modernity, and is “manifested in the escalating

importance of technical proficiency, precision, and specialization” (Herbst 16).

In modern capitalism, rationalization occurs in multiple fields: economic life,

law and administration, ethics, religion, psychology, and culture (Kim).

Consequently, the life of the individual is inexorably incorporated into and

dominated by the process of rationalization.

With regard to this process, Weber’s attitude is somewhat ambivalent: on

the one hand, he recognizes the convenience and benefits brought about by

rationalization; on the other hand, however, he is also deeply concerned about its

negative consequences, fearing that it would finally result in the alienation of the

individual.

Weber’s distinction between formal rationality and substantive rationality,

and his view on rationalization, have a huge impact on some following scholars

and thinkers. As Herbst points out, “the conflict between formal and substantive

rationality is a pivot component” of the writings of Adorno, Horkheimer, and

Habermas; and Foucault also “made rationalization central to his historical

explorations of social practice” (19). These twentieth-century thinkers,

following Weber, all try to distinguish between different aspects of reason.



32

However, because of their different approaches and theoretical frameworks, the

distinctions they make also vary from one to another. In the following I shall

briefly introduce the distinctions made by Horkheimer, Foucault and Habermas.

Horkheimer, in Eclipse of Reason, distinguishes between “subjective

reason” and “objective reason.” The former is concerned with the subjects’

self-preservation as the only end, and the means to achieve that end. It is

essentially “a subjective faculty of the mind,” whose function is to find the right

means to self-preservation: “Ultimately subjective reason proves to be the ability

to calculate probabilities and thereby to co-ordinate the right means with a given

end” (5). The latter, on the other hand, is regarded as “a force [. . .] in the

objective world,” which lays emphasis on the ends rather than the means; it sees

“the greatest good” and “ultimate goals” which transcend mere self-interest and

self-preservation of human beings (4-5). These two forms of reason, however,

are not completely contradictory, for the former partakes in the latter: “This

[objective] concept of reason, never precluded subjective reason, but regarded

the latter as only a partial, limited expression of a universal rationality” (4). Of

course, self-preservation may come into conflict with the ultimate goals, but the

truly wise should try her best to reconcile the two. And Horkheimer refers to

Plato’s Republic as an example, according to which “he who lives in the light of

objective reason also lives a successful and happy life” (5).

Foucault also claims in an interview that “I am not prepared to identify

reason entirely with the totality of rational forms which have come to dominate

[. . .] in types of knowledge, forms of technique and modalities of government

and domination: realms where we can see all the major application of rationality.

[. . .] For me, no given form of rationality is actually reason” (“Critical Theory”

125). In this claim Foucault tries to make a distinction between the different

human applications of reason and reason itself, which transcends all the

applications: “Reason transcends each of the limited shape it takes in practice,

and those shapes can accordingly be criticized in the name of reason”

(Fleischacker 109).
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Habermas makes a distinction between different aspects reason as well.

But his distinction is somewhat different from Foucault’s and Horkheimer’s.

Following Weber, Habermas demarcates “three relatively autonomous spheres of

science, morality and art” in modernity (Mazumdar 56), each with its own form

of reason: “cognitive- instrumental in the sphere of science, moral-practical in

the sphere of morality, and aesthetic-expressive in the sphere of art” (Habermas,

Theory 240). However, he also thinks these different forms of reason can be

unified through dialogues and communications, so that we can finally attain “a

model of communicative reason able to ground universalizable claims to

rationality” (Schoolman 336). Such a model, according to Habermas, is based

on “a theory of intersubjectivity” and is ultimately “linguistically embodied”

(“Unity” 419). Thus, a dialectical relationship between unity and plurality is

established, for reason is both divided and at the same time able to be unified:

“the unity of reason only remains perceptible in the plurality of its voices”

(“Unity” 400).

The discussion in this section tries to reveal the complicated nature of the

term “reason” in the academic world. Of course, the relationship between the

unity and plurality of reason is also dialectical—we cannot simply abolish the

term “reason” because of its plurality, as is the case with “the Enlightenment.”

However, in the following chapters, I would first study how “reason” has been

understood and categorized in Western intellectual history until the 18th century,

and Swift’s own understanding and categorization of reason; and based on that,

use this term very meticulously, always bearing in mind whether I am referring

to reason as a whole or to a particular form of reason.

2.3 Critique

“Critique” is perhaps the most ambiguous term of the three. Such

ambiguity is probably best implied by the fact that, of all the encyclopedias of

philosophy I have consulted, none contains an independent entry on “critique.”
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However, the omission of this term from these encyclopedias does not mean it is

unimportant. On the contrary, “critique” is a key term in modern and

contemporary thought, and is frequently used by scholars in the humanities. But

again, as is the usual case, the more familiar a term is, the more difficult it is to

offer a precise definition to it.

Therefore, in this section, I would by no means attempt at a clear

definition of “critique.” All that I can do is conduct some philological studies,

highlight a number of important characteristics of critique, and trace its

relationship with the Enlightenment and with modernity. In doing so, I would

mainly refer to the works in Conceptions of Critique in Modern and

Contemporary Philosophy, which is a collection of scholarly essays on the issue

suggested by the book title.

2.3.1 What Is Critique?

Etymologically, the English word “critique” has its origin in the Greek

word krinein, which means “to separate, to distinguish, to choose, to decide”

(Gasché 12; see also Boer and Sonderegger 8). To put it metaphorically,

“critique” in its origin means “line-drawing”: a line is drawn, which naturally

gives rise to two sides, and subsequently one of these two sides is chosen, or

taken, in preference to the other. Such line-drawing and preferring is essential to

critique, just as Boer and Sonderegger point out: “critique always seems to arise

from the need to draw a line between, on the one hand, forms of knowledge,

culture or politics alleged to have become inadequate and, on the other hand,

forms of knowledge, culture or politics considered to possess a liberating,

emancipatory or future-oriented force” (2). From this quotation it can be seen

that critique already implies a value-judgment in its preference.

What is more, such a value-judgment entails binary oppositions: good vs.

bad, right vs. wrong, progressive vs. regressive, etc. Of course, it is invariably

the negative side that gets criticized, and in doing so, one relies on the criteria

provided by the positive side. In other words, we always criticize what is bad in
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terms of what is good, what is wrong in terms of what is right, and so on.

Therefore, without the binary opposition, critique would simply have been

impossible.

Critique is often associated with a negative connotation, but viewed in this

light, it also has a positive aspect. For from a dialectical perspective, the critique

of the negative is impossible without an affirmation of the positive: “the

negative moment of critique [. . .] rests on a positive determination of the

criterion that allows the critic to draw a fixed line in the first place” (Boer and

Sonderegger 8). In short, critique always entails some criteria, and such criteria,

no matter where they are from—sometimes they may even be from the target of

critique itself—must be asserted first before critique can proceed.

In English, there is a word which is very similar to “critique,” and is

sometimes used interchangeably with it, namely, “criticism.” And in order to

justify my using “critique” rather than “criticism” in my dissertation title, it is

necessary to somehow distinguish between these two terms here.

Although “critique” and “criticism” are used more or less interchangeably

in everyday speech, it is possible to draw a distinction between them in

academic use. One important distinction is their different fields of application:

generally speaking, “critique” is often used in the study of philosophy, politics,

and society, while “criticism” is more restricted to the study of literature and art

(Vattimo 57). Thus we would usually say “philosophical critique” and “social

critique” but “literary criticism” and “art criticism”—Gasché notes that in the

English-speaking world, literary criticism is sometimes simply referred to as

“criticism” (12). A second distinction, which is somehow related to the first one,

is that unlike critique, criticism does not always involve “fault-finding.” As has

been show above, there is invariably a negative aspect in critique, in that it

exposes what is bad, wrong, or improper in its target, but that is not necessarily

the case with criticism. For example, the criticism of a poem may only analyze

its diction, syntax, and the interrelationship between its different parts, in order

to show how it achieves its overall effect, without showing what is “wrong” with
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the poem. In this particular case, the “fault-finding” is absent.

In spite of the distinctions, the two words are closely associated. Such a

close association is perhaps best indicated by the fact that in French and in

German, there is no difference between “critique” and “criticism” in terms of

diction: both correspond to the same word—critique in French and Kritik in

German. Moreover, as Vattimo notes, “in modern times, literary and art

criticisms has been more or less explicitly connected to ‘critique’ in the more

general social or philosophical sense” (57). Such a connection goes so far in

some thinkers that it becomes almost impossible to separate the two. The best

example is perhaps Walter Benjamin, who, in opposition to the Romantics’ view

on art as “something that can become conscious of itself” and art criticism as the

“‘completion’ of a work of art,” defines art as “a contingent product rather than

a creation,” and art criticism as “the ‘mortification’ of the work of art, that is, as

the destruction of its illusion [of being independent, ideal, and transcendental],

the excavation of it historical roots and the exposition of the traces of it

production” (Lijster 158-60). As a result, the criticism of any artwork would

necessarily involve a critique of the historical, social, and political factors that

give rise to it. In this way, therefore, critique and criticism almost merge into

one.

It has been mentioned before that I have not found the entry “critique” in

the encyclopedias of philosophy I consulted. But ironically, the entry is found in

a number of dictionaries on literary terms, all of which insist on a close

relationship between critique and criticism. For example, Chris Baldick thinks

that besides its usage in philosophy, politics, and social sciences, “critique” can

also be used in literary studies to mean “a considered assessment of a literary

work” (55). Similarly, M. H. Abrams and Geoffrey Harpham argue that

“[c]ritique is often used to designate an especially robust and searching kind of

criticism; it suggests a rational analysis of an intellectual position, or of a work

incorporating that position, with a sharp eye for errors, confusions, or harmful

implications” (65). Also, Peter Childs and Roger Fowler, after tracing the
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displacement in the English language of “critique” from literary studies to

philosophical, political, and social studies, claim that “[l]iterary criticism has

developed various affiliations with the different modes of critique” (41). From

these examples it can be seen that, as least for these scholars in literary studies,

the demarcation between critique and criticism is not that clear-cut.

To come back to my dissertation title, the distinction between “critique”

and “criticism” justifies my use of the former, for the subject of research is

Swift’s philosophical and social critique rather than his literary criticism. But at

the same time, the close relationship between the two terms means that the study

of such a critique must be based, to a large extent, on the criticism of his major

works. Hence the interdisciplinary nature of my research, as it is a crossover of

literature, philosophy, and intellectual history.

2.3.2 Critique, the Enlightenment, and Modernity

To be sure, critique in its various forms had always been present in

Western philosophical and intellectual history before the

Enlightenment—whether in Aristotle’s critique of Plato’s theory of ideas, or in

Augustine’s critique of the heretic doctrines, or in Bacon’s critique of scholastic

philosophy. But until the 17th and 18th centuries, it played only a subordinate role

in the theoretical frameworks of the various thinkers and philosophers—in other

words, their focus was not on critique itself, but on something else. The situation,

however, began to change in the 17th and 18th centuries, when critique gained

more and more philosophical and cultural precedence. This is because some

intellectuals were increasingly criticizing what they regarded as dogmatism,

prejudices, fanaticism, and blind submission to authority; and for these

intellectuals, critique became their primary concern. Of course, their critiques

provoked responses from the opposite side, which offered critiques of their

critiques. And such critiques of critiques would naturally give rise to further

critiques of critiques of critiques…to the extent that, toward the end of the 18th

century, Hamann proposed “metacritique,” the task of which is to examine “the
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foundations and nature of philosophical and theological critique itself”

(Griffith-Dickson). Hence, as Boer and Sonderegger point out, “critique is

deeply entrenched in the cultural paradigm commonly referred to as the

Enlightenment” (4).

The relationship between critique and the Enlightenment is perhaps best

summarized by Kant, who makes the following claim in the preface to the first

edition of Critique of Pure Reason:
Our age is the genuine age of criticism1, to which everything must
submit. Religion through its holiness and legislation through its
majesty commonly seek to exempt themselves from it. But in this way
they excite a just suspicion against themselves, and cannot lay claim
to that unfeigned respect that reason grants only to that which has
been able to withstand its free and public examination. (100-01)

Of course, in the critique of “everything”—including religion and

legislation—one has to resort to reason. But what is truly remarkable about Kant

is that he thought reason itself also needs to be criticized: “Reason must subject

itself to critique in all its undertakings, and cannot restrict the freedom of

critique through any prohibition without damaging itself and drawing upon itself

a disadvantageous suspicion” (Critique 643). And he devoted two of his three

Critiques to this task. The result of Kant’s effort is twofold: firstly, his

philosophy became, to a large extent, a philosophy of critique; secondly, critique

now officially moved out of its previous subordinate position and became a key

concept of philosophy:
[. . .] the concept of critique only really became a concept in its own
right with Kant’s radical conception of critique as a self-critique of
reason by way of which reason subjects itself to its own standard and
achieves self-knowledge, as well as a knowledge of its inherent
boundaries. [. . .] only Kant’s understanding in his critical philosophy
of critique as the self-policing of reason elevated the concept of
critique to the level of a key concept and endowed it with a
discreteness that retrospectively became the signature of the century.
(Gasché 13)

Actually, critique is the signature not only of the century of Kant, but also

1 The original German word here is Kritik, which can mean either “criticism” or “critique.” In
view of the context it is perhaps better to translate it as “critique” rather than “criticism”.
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of the centuries afterwards—to be more precise, it is a signature of modernity.

For the critical effort did not stop after Kant, but was carried on and propagated

by the following thinkers and philosophers, each generation of whom offered

critiques of the ideas of the previous generation(s) and/or critiques of the world

it was living in. A glance at the thinkers and philosophers discussed in

Conceptions of Critique in Modern and Contemporary Philosophy may indicate

the importance and the scope of critique in modern intellectual history:

Rousseau, Kant, Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche, Freud, Benjamin, Adorno,

Habermas… Indeed, critique constitutes such an integral part of their thinking

that Philip Quadrio makes the claim that “much of what is called, in the

Anglophone world, continental philosophy is [. . .] critical philosophy” (48). In

the sense of continuing the project of critique, these thinkers and philosophers

can all be regarded as descendants of Kant.

Therefore, critique, the Enlightenment, and modernity are closely

associated. Such a close association is perspicaciously captured by Foucault. In

“What Is Enlightenment?”—an essay written in response to Kant’s “What Is

Enlightenment?”—Foucault, following Kant, claims that “the Enlightenment is

the age of the critique.” In the same essay, Foucault proposes to “envisage

modernity rather as an attitude than as a period of history,” and that attitude, for

which we are indebted to the Enlightenment, is “a permanent critique of our

historical era” (38-42). In other words, to be modern is to be always critical of

the age we are living in; and that critical attitude is perhaps the most important

legacy of the Enlightenment.

2.3.3 Immanent Critique vs. External Critique

It has been mentioned in a quotation in 2.3.2 that much of continental

philosophy is critical philosophy. Here I want to take a step further and claim

that much of modern critical philosophy takes the form of immanent critique.

According to Conceptions of Critique in Modern and Contemporary Philosophy,

this form of critique originated in Kant, was conceptualized by Hegel, and later
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characterized the critical philosophy of such thinkers as Marx and Benjamin.

So what is immanent critique? And what is the difference between

immanent critique and external critique? As far as I understand, the key

distinction between the two lies in the origin of criteria. As has been shown

before, critique always presupposes certain criteria. For external critique, the

criteria are imposed from outside, and are therefore “external” to the target of

critique; for immanent critique, on the contrary, the criteria are contained within

the target of critique itself, and thus “immanent” in it.

In immanent critique, although the criteria are from the target of critique,

they are nevertheless acknowledged by the critic as somehow universal. The

critic then proceeds to show how the target of critique fails to meet such criteria,

and possibly, to indicate the conditions in which they can be met. To use an

analogy, it somehow resembles “defeating the Kong Fu master by using his own

masterstroke (以彼之道，還施彼身)” in the swordsmen novels. Also, one might

get confused about immanent critique and self-critique because of their apparent

similarity. So here it is necessarily to point out that immanent critique is not

self-critique because it is essentially a critique of others rather than of oneself.

A good example to demonstrate how immanent critique works is Marx’s

critique of religion. Rather than simply denouncing religious convictions as

illusions, Marx focuses on exposing the social conditions which give rise to such

illusions, and “sees religion as a symptom of self-alienation that can be traced

back to the alienating effects of established social order” (Celikates 111). What

is more important, he detects an “immanent normative content of religion

[namely, the criterion of critique], for example the vision of a life without

suffering and humiliation” (Celikates 111). In other words, Marx first recognizes

rather than denounces the blissful life promised by religion. He then proceeds to

show how religion has consistently failed to provide such a life for its converts.

And finally, after demonstrating the failure of religion, he indicates the state in

which the life without suffering and humiliation, as is envisaged in religion,

becomes possible—probably in communism.
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In a way, the clarification of the three terms in this chapter establishes the

framework for studying Swift’s critique of reason in the age of Enlightenment.

Moreover, in this framework we can also see the silhouette of Swift as a critical

thinker. If, as Foucault says, to be modern is to be always critical of the age one

is living in, then Swift is indeed a modern thinker with a critical spirit and a

sharp mind in detecting the most salient feature of his age and its latent

problems. The silhouette, however, is only a partial representation of the figure,

to complete which we need to turn to the other side of Swift, namely, his

traditionalism. Actually, in his critique of reason he is appealing to a long

tradition in Western intellectual history before him, to which we shall turn in the

next chapter.
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Chapter Three A Brief History of Reason before Swift

In the last chapter, I have tried to clarify three terms in my dissertation

title—“the Enlightenment,” “reason,” and “critique.” However, the term

“reason” deserves further discussion in another independent chapter because

when clarifying it in 2.2, I have only given an account of the different views on

it in the 20th century. But in order to study Swift’s critique of reason during the

Enlightenment, we still need a historical account of the views on reason before

him, in order to provide the context out of which his critique emerged. It is only

after a general survey has been made on reason in Western intellectual history

before Swift that we can understand the tradition he inherited, and the

perversion he detected in the Enlightenment’s version of reason. The survey

would show that in Western intellectual history before Swift, there had been a

tradition of regarding human reason as composed of two parts: the intuitive and

the discursive. This tradition can be traced at least as far back as Plato, and

continued all the way into the 17th century. Of course, such a survey cannot

cover all the philosophers and thinkers before Swift, and the standard of

selection is whether they have anything important to say about intuitive reason

or intuition’s relationship with reason.

3.1 In Classical Philosophy

Western philosophy is usually regarded as beginning in ancient Greece. At

the time, reason was already a vital term in philosophy, which was used by

almost all the philosophers. Of all these uses, there are three that are of

particular relevance to my dissertation, namely, reason as Logos, and Plato’s and

Aristotle’s categorizations of human reason, which shall be discussed in this

section.

3.1.1 Reason as Logos

An important word for “reason” in ancient Greek is “Logos (λόγος).” This
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word, however, was originally not a philosophical term: it meant simply “word”

or “speech.” Heraclitus is generally accredited with having first introduced this

word into philosophy (J. Smith 10). But for Heraclitus the reason denoted by

“Logos” is rather special: it is not the faculty of reason in man, but the rational

principles that govern the cosmos—“all things happen according to this Logos”

(qtd. in Kirk et al 187). Logos is thus universal, or “common”: “Therefore it is

necessary to follow the common; but although the Logos is common the many

live as though they had a private understanding” (qtd. in Kirk et al 187). The

implication of this quotation is that only a few people (such as Heraclitus

himself) can comprehend Logos, while the others have but a partial or even

erroneous understanding of it.

One thing that is noteworthy in Heraclitus’s account of Logos is that it

refers to a type of reason that exists independently from human beings: the

cosmos operates according to its own rules and principles, regardless of human

will. Such rules and principles are not set by human beings, even though man

may try to understand them. Therefore, this type of reason may be called

“natural reason,” as opposed to “human reason,” which is a faculty in man.

“Natural reason” in the form of Logos was also recognized by the Stoics

later: “The Logos for Heraclitus, as it is for much of Stoic philosophy that came

after him, expresses the harmony and principle of the universe, which unites

every human being” (Andreopoulos 25). What is more, “natural reason” itself,

not necessarily called “Logos” by the different philosophers, was recognized by

almost all the philosophers before Swift. This is mainly because the universe

was in general regarded an ordered whole, in which nothing happens without a

good reason—in other words, causal relationship between natural events was

recognized. For example, in Plato’s Phaedo Socrates claims that when he was

young he was eager to learn “the kind of wisdom known as natural science,”

which is “to know the reasons [causes] for each thing, why each thing comes to

be, why it perishes, and why it exists” (47). Aristotle also proposed a theory of

four causes—the material, the formal, the efficient, and the final—to account for
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the natural phenomena (Falcon). Even later in Christianity, the author of the

Gospel of John still writes “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was

with God, and the Word was God”—the word for “Word” in the original Greek

text is precisely “Logos,” which is the reason/cause for all that follows: “All

things were made by him; and without him was not any thing made that was

made” (John 1.1-3). Actually, it was not until the middle of the 18th century that

doubt about the causal relationship between natural events were raised by Hume;

and later Kant listed “causality” as one of his “Categories,” which are faculties

of human understanding rather than integral to the natural world (De Pierris and

Friedman). Thus it is fair to say that before Swift, “natural reason” was almost

universally taken for granted in Western philosophy, and there were little

disputes about it.

However, besides denoting “natural reason,” “Logos” was also used to

refer to “human reason,” i.e. the faculty of reason in man, “the area of thought

and mental processes, hence thinking, reasoning, accounting for, explanation”

(Kerferd 83). But with regard to human reason, there were much more

disagreements and diverse opinions among philosophers. So in the following of

this chapter I shall mainly investigate the history of human reason and try to sort

out a general trend.

3.1.2 Plato’s Categorization of Human Reason

Reason as a human faculty is vital for Plato. In The Republic, it is claimed

that human soul is composed of three parts: the rational, and spirited, and the

appetitive; and that in order for justice to be achieved, the first must rule over

the latter two. However, it is interesting to note that “the rational” is not unitary,

but consists of two parts: besides Logos, there is also Nous/Noesis; and the

difference between the two is that the former is “discursive” while the latter

“intuitive.” Consequently, they play different roles in Plato’s epistemology.

According to Plato, we live in the “world of becoming,” or the world of

appearances, which has but an inferior degree of reality; beyond this world,
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there is another “world of being,” or the intelligible world, with a higher degree

of reality. And corresponding to these different degrees of reality we have

different levels of cognition. In Book VI, Chapter XXIV of The Republic, Plato

expounds his cosmological view and the corresponding epistemology. After

distinguishing the intelligible world from the visible world (i.e. the world of

appearances), he offers to demonstrate by a diagram the different modes of

existence and the corresponding cognitive activities: “Now take a line divided

into two unequal parts, one to represent the visible order, the other the

intelligible; and divide each part again in the same proportion, symbolizing the

degrees of comparative clearness or obscurity” (224). The two sections in the

lower part of the line, i.e. the visible world, are “images” (e.g. shadows in the

water) and “actual things” (e.g. the flowers, horses, and houses). These are

perceived by our fantasies and sensations respectively. In the higher part of the

line, i.e. the intelligible world, there are also two sections, which are also

perceived by the mind in different manners:
In the first (C) the mind uses as images those actual things which
themselves had images in the visible world; and it is compelled to
pursue its inquiry by starting from assumptions and travelling, not up
to a principle, but down to a conclusion. In the second (D) the mind
moves in the other direction, from an assumption up towards a
principle which is not hypothetical; and it makes no use of the images
employed in the other section, but only of Form, and conducts its
inquiry solely by their means. (224)

Francis M. Cornford draws the diagram described by Plato as follows:
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Fig. 3.1 Francis M. Cornford, Illustration of Plato’s Four Levels of Cognition,

The Republic of Plato (London: Oxford University Press, 1941) 222.

According to Cornford, the two states of mind, when it cogitates the two

levels of the intelligible world, are different: “Dianoia suggests discursive

thinking or reasoning from premiss to conclusion, whereas noesis is constantly

compared to the immediate act of vision and suggests rather the direct intuition

or apprehension of its object” (Plato, Republic 223). Noesis is also translated by

him as “rational intuition” (Plato, Republic 223), which indicates its close

affiliation with reason. Thus it is safe to say that noesis is intuitive while dianoia

discursive, but both are “rational,” and belong to the faculty of reason.

In Christianity and Greek Philosophy, Benjamin Cocker makes a more

elaborate table of the diagram described by Plato:
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Fig. 3.2 Benjamin Franklin Cocker, Illustration of Plato’s Four Levels of

Cognition, Christianity and Greek Philosophy (New York: Harper & Brothers,

1870) 345.

In this table, the two states of mind that cogitate the intelligible

world—what Cocker calls “Faculty”—are translated as “intuitive reason” and

“discursive reason” respectively. Despite the difference in nomenclature, the two

versions of translation actually capture the same essence, namely, that reason as

a human faculty is divided into two parts: the discursive and the intuitive. The

former relies on logic, and proceeds through demonstrations in a step-by-step

manner, while the latter works in “an immediate, direct, and intuitive manner,

[and] takes hold on truth with absolute certainty” (Cocker 349). According to

Plato, the Forms/Ideas, and ultimately the Good, can only be grasped by

intuitive reason in “a perfect vision” (Republic 251). In his description, this

“vision” almost verges on the mystical:
[. . .] those who have come safely through and proved the best at all
points in action and in study must be brought at last to the goal. They
must lift up the eye of the soul to gaze on that which sheds light on all
things; and when they have seen the Good itself, take it as a pattern for
the right ordering of the state and of the individual, themselves
included. (261-62)

Here the Good is directly “seen” by the eye of the soul, rather than reached

discursively through demonstrations. This shows that intuitive reason is on a
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higher level in cognition than discursive reason. What is more, it is worth noting

that in Plato, intuitive reason has a moral as well as an epistemological value,

for not only the Forms/Ideas, but also the ultimate Good, is grasped by intuitive

reason.

Thus we can see that in Plato, human reason is not unitary, but consists of

two distinct parts—the discursive and the intuitive—which have different

epistemological values: “[Plato] relies on a distinction between implicit

(intuitive) and explicit (discursive) cognition. His epistemology would be

incomprehensible without this fundamental duality” (Blachomicz 2). What is

more, intuitive reason, unlike discursive reason, has a moral as well as

epistemological value because it can perceive the ultimate Good. Following

Plato, the relationship between the discursive and the intuitive persisted as an

important issue in the investigation of human reason by different philosophers

and writers before Swift (and later by Swift himself), which shall be discussed

in the rest of this chapter.

3.1.3 Aristotle’s Categorization of Human Reason

Aristotle rejects Plato’s cosmology. For him, the “Forms” do not exist in

another transcendental world, but in the things themselves, in this world.

Consequently, he also rejects the Platonic view that we can grasp the Forms and

the ultimate Good by intuitive reason. Nevertheless, he accepts Plato’s

categorization of human reason into the discursive and the intuitive, although

the intuitive plays a different role in his epistemology.

According to Aristotle, there are two types of knowledge—“knowledge of

the necessary” and “knowledge of the contingent.” The former is infallibly and

absolutely true while the latter is true or false depending on the circumstances.

His categorization of knowledge is diagrammed by David Ross thus:
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Fig. 3.3 David Ross, Aristotle’s categorization of knowledge, Aristotle, (London:

Methuen, 1964) 218.

As can be seen from the diagram, there are two ways to reach “knowledge

of the necessary,” viz. “Intuitive reason” and “Science.” According to Aristotle,

science progresses discursively, deducing conclusions from valid syllogistic

reasoning. In a valid syllogistic deduction, the truth of the conclusion depends

solely on the truth of the premises. However, these premises are but conclusions

of other syllogisms, and their truths depend on further premises, and so on and

so forth. But this process cannot go on infinitely: at a certain point we must

reach the “first/primary premises,” because “[o]therwise we should have a

hopeless regress of proofs of proofs of proofs, without ever reaching a firm

basis” (Jones 208-9). Such “first/primary premises” cannot be grasped by

science itself, but “must [. . .] be the work of a faculty higher than science, and

this can only be intuitive reason” (Ross 55).

This faculty is called intuition in Posterior Analytics:
Now of the thinking states by which we grasp truth, some are
unfailingly true, others admit of error—opinion, for instance, and
calculation, whereas scientific knowing and intuition are always true:
further, no other kind of thought except intuition is more accurate than
scientific knowledge, whereas primary premisses are more knowable
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than demonstrations, and all scientific knowledge is discursive. [. . .]
except intuition nothing can be truer than scientific knowledge, it will
be intuition that apprehends the primary premisses [. . .]. If, therefore,
it is the only other kind of true thinking except scientific knowing,
intuition will be the originative source of scientific knowledge. (136-37;
underlines added)

In Nicomachean Ethics it is called intuitive reason: “it is intuitive reason

that grasps the first principles” (389).

Despite the difference in nomenclature, the two terms actually refer to the

same faculty—the faculty “that knows without proof” (Jones 208). And Aristotle

obviously does not regard intuition as distinct from reason, but rather as a part of

it, as the term “intuitive reason” suggests. The distinctive feature of intuitive

reason is that it is intuitive rather than discursive: “the most essential thing about

it is that it is direct, not ratiocinative, apprehension” (Ross 219).

The above analysis shows that for Aristotle, intuitive reason grasps the

“first/primary premisses” in “theoretical wisdom.” This, however, is not the

whole picture, for Aristotle also ascribes to it another important function in

“practical wisdom.” Practical wisdom is concerned with what is right. Of course

this can be known through discursive reasoning from general principles, but

Aristotle also allows another more direct way of getting such knowledge:

“Aristotle recognises a secondary sort of practical wisdom which knows the

right thing to do without arriving at it by a process of deliberative analysis”

(Ross 219). This “secondary sort of practical wisdom” is another function of

intuitive reason, and it is usually possessed by elder men, who have from

experience learned to make correct moral judgments without resorting to

discursive demonstrations:

[. . .] a particular age brings with it intuitive reason and judgement; this
implies that nature is the cause. (Hence intuitive reason is both
beginning and end; for demonstrations are from these and about these.)
Therefore we ought to attend to the undemonstrated sayings and
opinions of experienced and older people or of people of practical
wisdom not less than to demonstrations; for because experience has
given them an eye they see aright. (Nicomachean Ethics 393)

Such older people “see aright” and can know immediately what is the right thing
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to do. Even though they do not resort to demonstrations, they have another more

direct access to knowledge in practical wisdom. This shows that Aristotle

regards intuitive reason and discursive reason as two distinct paths, which,

however, may reach the same destination on moral issues.

Thus Aristotle’s view on intuitive reason is different from Plato’s: rather

than grasp the Forms/Ideas and the Good in another transcendental world, it

perceives the truths and principles in this world. For him, intuitive reason has

two functions— grasping the “first/primary premisses” in theoretical wisdom,

and perceiving what is right in practical wisdom. Nevertheless, despite the

difference, there is also similarity between the two, namely, that both regard

intuitive reason as having a moral as well as an epistemological function: it

perceives not only “what is true,” but also “what is right.”

3.2 In Christian Philosophy during the Middle Ages

During the Middle Ages, Christian philosophy prevailed in the West. In

Christian philosophy, faith becomes predominant, while reason has only a

subordinate role as the “handmaid” of faith. Consequently, many Christian

philosophers developed their views on human reason in accordance with this

general outlook. In the following I would like to discuss the views of two

Christian philosophers: Augustine and Aquinas.

3.2.1 Augustine’s Distinction between Reason and Reasoning

According to Augustine, reason (ratio) is different from reasoning

(raticinatio). The difference is that reason is a faculty we possess, while

reasoning is what we deliberately and laboriously do with that faculty. In The

Magnitude of the Soul he asks, “What [. . .] is the difference between reason

(ratio) and reasoning (raticinatio)” (118). And his answer is that a man “with a

sound mind” always has reason because it is an inherent part of him, but he is

not always reasoning, because there are times when he does not use that faculty:

“the process of being led on to something unknown from premises that are
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granted or evident is not reason itself. The process is not always present in the

sound mind, but reason is” (119).

In order to further illustrate this point, Augustine draws an analogy,

comparing the faculty of reason to visual perception: “So that reason, you might

say, is the sight of the mind, but reasoning is reason’s search, that is, the actual

moving of the sight of the mind over the things that are to be seen. Hence, by

reasoning, we search; by reason, we see” (119-20).

Here another important difference between reason and reasoning is implied,

namely, that reasoning is discursive while reason intuitive. Augustine thinks that

reason is intuitive because sometimes it can perceive the truth immediately and

directly, without any effort in reasoning, just as sometimes we see things

naturally, without deliberately searching for them:

Further, when this sight of the mind, which we call reason, sees some
reality upon which it is focused, we call that knowledge [. . . ]. For not
everyone who looks with his bodily eyes sees—an observation we can
readily verify by looking in the dark. From this it is evident, I believe,
that looking is one thing; seeing, quite another. (120)

So looking is quite different from seeing, just as reasoning is different from

reason: sometimes we look, but do not see, just as sometimes we engage in

“reasoning,” but do not reach the truth.

The distinction drawn by Augustine between reason and reasoning, and the

analogy he adopts, are both reminiscent of Plato, who also distinguishes

between intuitive reason and discursive reason, and talks about the gazing of

“the eye of the soul.” Thus the influence of Plato on Augustine on this issue is

obvious.

Actually ratio and raticinatio are translated by Vernon Bourke as “intuitive

reason” and “discursive reason” respectively (30). And according to Bourke’s

interpretation of Augustine, reason has both an intuitive and a discursive

function:

There are two functions of human reason, as Augustine sees it. One is
more properly called ratiocination [. . .], the process of discursively
searching for [. . .] knowledge; the other is reason considered as the
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mind looking at [. . .] some object clearly seen by understanding.
Intuitive reason may look upward [. . .] to eternal truths or downward
[. . .] to what little is understandable in the physical world of change.
[. . .] Looking upward, the soul sees something of the immutable truth
of mathematics, logic, morality, and religion. [. . .] The downward gaze
of the mind discovers and judges the things and events in the bodily
world. (21-22)

It should be noted here that the soul sees not only “the immutable truth of

mathematics and logic,” but also the truths of “morality and religion,” which

enable human beings to live and act justly. Therefore, intuitive reason in

Augustine also has a moral as well as epistemological value: “Augustinian

wisdom is not only a cognitive quality of mind; it is also a volitional habit

inclining its possessor to act rightly when faced with moral problems” (Bourke

22).

Thus Augustine, like Plato and Aristotle, also draws a distinction between

the discursive and the intuitive. For him, there is a difference between reason

and reasoning—the former being the intuitive faculty we possess, the latter the

discursive use of that faculty. Moreover, reason as an intuitive faculty can grasp

not only philosophical, but also moral, truths.

3.2.2 Aquinas’s Rejection of Intuitive Reason

Unlike Augustine, who regards the faculty of reason as intuitive, Aquinas

regards it as purely discursive. Consequently, for him, there is no such thing as

“intuitive reason,” because intuition is distinct from reason. Nonetheless, his

view on the relationship between intuition and reason is very influential on

many later philosophers and writers, and deserves a detailed treatment here.

Regarding reason as purely discursive, Aquinas attributes intuition to

another faculty—intellect. Both reason and intellect have the same object—or

target—in cognition: unlike sense, which perceives the particulars, reason and

intellect try to understand the universals. However, their ways of knowing are

different: “intellect and reason differ as to their manner of knowing; because the

intellect knows by simple intuition, while reason knows by a process of
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discursion from one thing to another. Nevertheless, by such discursion, reason

comes to know what intellect learns without it, namely, the universal” (1: 294).

According to Aquinas, intellect is superior to reason because of its more

direct way of knowing. However, this faculty is weak in human beings: there are

lots of things that we cannot understand through intellect, and that is why we

need reason: “our intellect is limited and imperfect [. . .]. It does not know

everything it knows all at once or intuitively. Instead, most of its knowledge is

non-intuitive and discursive, either by way of composing and dividing (judging)

or by way of reasoning” (Peterson 152).

The limitation of human intellect in a way reflects the limitation of human

beings: we need reason because our intellect is imperfect. But that is not the case

with the angels, who possess much superior intellect to human beings’ and

consequently have no need for reason:
[. . .] the lower, namely, the human, intellects obtain their perfection in
the knowledge of truth by a kind of movement and discursive
intellectual operation; that is to say, as they advance from one known
thing to another. But, if from the knowledge of a known principle they
were straightway to perceive as known all its consequent conclusions,
then there would be no discursive process at all. Such is the condition
of the angels, because in the truths which they know naturally, they at
once behold all things whatsoever that can be known in them. (Aquinas
1: 290)

Because of their superior power in intuitive understanding, the angels are called

by Aquinas “intellectual beings.” In contrast, human beings, who rely mostly on

their discursive reason, are called “rational,” “and this comes of the feebleness

of their intellectual light” (1: 290).

Of course in God, who is the Supreme Being of the cosmos, there is no

need for reason, either. He perceives only intuitively: “in God, there is a sure

judgment of truth, without any discursive process, by simple intuition [. . .];

wherefore God’s knowledge is not discursive, or argumentative, but absolute

and simple” (3: 1204).

From the analysis above it can be seen that Aquinas distinguishes between

discursive reason and intuitive intellect. Human beings have both, yet their
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intellect is weak, and needs the assistance of reason. However, in the angels and

in God, there is no need for reason, because their intellect is strong enough and

they cogitate only through intuition. What is noteworthy is that unlike the

previous philosophers, Aquinas excludes intuition from reason, regarding it as

belonging to another faculty. Such an exclusion would have a wide range of

influences on the later philosophers and writers, in some cases adhered to, in

others objected or modified. These adherences, objections and modifications

shall be discussed in the following section.

3.3 In Philosophy and Literature of the Seventeenth Century

The 17th century witnessed a great prospering in philosophy, especially

epistemology. Of course, “reason” remained a keyword in the epistemological

views and theories of many philosophers and writers. However, there were

usually disagreements among them. And one source of disagreement is the

relationship between intuition and reason: some adhered to Aquinas’s exclusion

of intuition from reason, while others still regarded part of reason as intuitive.

3.3.1 Descartes on Intuition as Proceeding from the Light of Reason

Descartes’s view on the relationship between intuition and reason is most

fully expressed in Rules for the Direction of the Mind, which is largely a

guidebook in thinking and studying. His aim in philosophical studies is to

pursue true and infallible knowledge, but before setting out on such a pursuit,

there is a question he must answer first, namely, “what can we rely on in this

pursuit?” His answer is that we can rely only on two “actions of the intellect”:

“But in case we in turn should slip into the same error, let us now review all the

actions of the intellect by means of which we are able to arrive at a knowledge

of things with no fear of being mistaken. We recognize only two: intuition and

deduction” (14). We need both intuition and deduction in our pursuit of infallible

knowledge because these two have different functions: “the first principles

themselves are known only through intuition, and the remote conclusions only
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through deduction” (15). So without intuition, we cannot even begin, and

without deduction, we cannot reach very far.

Deduction, of course, proceeds through logical demonstrations, and is

obviously discursive. But how does intuition proceed? Here Descartes, like

Augustine, borrows the analogy from Plato: “We must concentrate our mind’s

eye totally upon the most insignificant and easiest of matters, and dwell on them

long enough to acquire the habit of intuiting the truth distinctly and clearly”

(33).

Like Plato, Descartes talks about “the mind’s eye” which sees things

directly. But unlike Plato, who directs the mind’s eye beyond this world, to the

Forms/Ideas and the Good, Descartes directs it to the “most insignificant and

easiest of matters.” Plato’s Noesis verges on the mystical, but there is nothing

mystical in Descartes’s intuition: “Intuition is not mysterious or supernatural nor

does it require a special faculty [. . .]. Intuition indicates an important function of

the human mind, being reason’s ability to directly grasp or understand what is

true and real [. . .]” (Christofidou 5).

This quotation also implies that for Descartes, intuition is not a distinct

faculty from reason. As a matter of fact, Descartes describes intuition as “the

indubitable conception of a clear and attentive mind which proceeds solely from

the light of reason” (14). So without “the light of reason,” intuition cannot even

proceed. This shows a close affiliation between the two.

In short, Descartes regards both intuition and deduction as the paths to true

and infallible knowledge. These two, though proceeding differently, are both the

work of reason. Although it has to be admitted that the term “intuitive reason”

does not appear in Descartes’s writings, the analysis above shows undoubtedly a

strong tendency in him towards such a line of thinking.

3.3.2 Milton on Intuitive Reason

Descartes does not use the term “intuitive reason” in his writings, but

Milton does. This term appears in Book V of Paradise Lost, when angel Raphael
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is explaining to Adam and Eve the similarities and differences between angels

and men. Raphael invokes the idea of “the great chain of being,” and expounds

how beings in the world—lifeless materials, plants, animals, men, angels—with

their different natures, occupy different positions in the hierarchy of the cosmos,

because God has “Each in their several active spheres assigned” (477):
So from the root

Springs lighter the green stalk, from thence the leaves
More airy, last the bright consummate flow’r
Spirits odorous breathes: flow’rs and their fruit,
Man’s nourishment, by gradual scale sublimed,
To vital spirits aspire, to animal,
To intellectual; give both life and sense,
Fancy and understanding; whence the soul
Reason receives, and reason is her being,
Discursive, or intuitive; discourse
Is oftest yours, the latter most is ours,
Differing but in degree, of kind the same. (479-90)

These lines show that for Milton, the essential nature of the soul is its reason

(“and reason is her being”). But reason has two aspects, the intuitive and the

discursive. The difference between angels and men is that angelic reason is

mainly intuitive while human reason mainly discursive. However, Raphael does

not make this distinction absolute: the words “oftest” and “most” suggest that

the angels also have discursive reason, and men intuitive reason. The difference

is not “of kind,” but only “in degree,” in other words, quantitative rather than

qualitative.

The influence of Aquinas on Milton can be easily detected in this

differentiation between the angelic and the human, the discursive and the

intuitive. Nevertheless, Milton also differs from Aquinas in some important

aspects. Firstly, for Milton, the difference is relative rather than absolute:

whereas for Aquinas the Angels are purely intuitive, Milton regards the intuitive

and the discursive as mixed in both angels and men—the angels, like men, also

have discursive reason. Secondly, and most importantly, Milton disagrees with

Aquinas about the nature of reason. For Aquinas reason is purely discursive,

while intuition belongs to another distinct faculty—intellect. But Milton regards
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reason as both discursive and intuitive.

It seems that Milton is deliberately blurring the line between angels and

men, for according to him there is no essential difference between the two: “So

angels are, at times at least, discursive, human beings intuitive—presumably

when they most closely approximate the angelic” (Keane 48). Actually, the

boundary between the two may even be crossed—men must not aspire to be

God, but they may aspire to be angels:
Time may come, when men

With angels may participate, and find
No inconvenient diet, nor too light fare;
And from these corporal nutriments perhaps
Your bodies may at last turn all to spirit,
Improved by tract of time, and, winged, ascend
Ethereal, as we; or may, at choice,
Here or in heavenly Paradises dwell. (493-500)

Although intuitive reason and discursive reason are in both angels and men,

the two aspects of reason are clearly not of equal status. Intuitive reason is

superior to discursive reason because it is mainly angelic. However, men’s

intuitive reason is weak, and as a result, they have to resort to discursive reason

most of the time. And according to Altegoer’s interpretation of Milton, this is an

important reason for the corruption and depravity of men: “The implication is

that discursive reason [. . .] is often corrupt, pertaining as it does to the

disputations and ‘quotations’ of human life and activity” (149). And because of

its tendency toward corruption and depravity, “Discursive reason must be

supported, and made significant, and meaningful, by intuitive reason” (149).

Thus we can see that for Milton, part of reason is still intuitive, and

intuitive reason is superior to discursive reason. Both aspects are mixed in

angels and in men, but the angels are mainly intuitive, while men mainly

discursive. Nonetheless, it is possible for men to cultivate their intuitive reason,

cross the boundary, and attain the perfection of the angels.

3.3.3 Spinoza on Intuition as a Distinct Faculty Superior to Reason
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Spinoza mentions intuitive knowledge in his Ethics. According to his

epistemology, there are three kinds of knowledge. The first kind is called

“opinion” or “imagination,” which is formed either through the perception by

the senses, or through recollection and imagination upon hearing or reading

certain words. The second kind is “reason,” which understands the universal

knowledge. And “Besides these two kinds of knowledge there is [. . .] a third

kind, which we will call ‘intuitive knowledge.’ This kind of knowledge proceeds

from an adequate idea of the formal essence of some of the attributes of God to

an adequate knowledge of the essence of things” (149).

As to the nature of intuition in Spinoza, scholars have different

interpretations. Willi Goetschel regards Spinoza’s intuition as a part of reason,

and with a quasi-mystical dimension to boot: “reason appears in a discursive

form, defined by its instrumental character, or as intuitive reason, whose

nondiscursive nature allows it to connect with God or Nature in a quasi-mystical

fashion based on the knowledge discursive reason provides” (27); whereas

Genevieve Lloyd says that “Intuitive knowledge is not a form of non-rational

mystical insight into the real natures of things” (109-10).

Goestchel thinks Spinoza’s intuition is quasi-mystical, while Lloyd does

not. I tend to agree with Lloyd on this issue, because in Ethics, the example

Spinoza gives of intuitive knowledge has nothing mystical in it:

One is given, for example, three numbers, and one is required to find a
fourth number which shall be to the third as the second is to the first.
Merchants will not hesitate to multiply the second by the third and
divide the product by the first [. . .]. But in the case of very simple
numbers there is no need of these. For example, given that the numbers
are 1, 2, and 3, everyone will see that the fourth proportional number is
6; and we see this much more clearly because we infer the fourth
number from the very ratio that we see with one intuition that the first
has to the second. (149)

The example is so simple and clear that anything mystical is excluded from it.

Moreover, according to Spinoza, it is the particular “6” that is directly grasped

by intuition. The general formulae of calculation, on the other hand, can only be

understood by reason.
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In spite of their difference, Goestchel and Lloyd seem to agree with each

other on the relationship between intuition and reason: Lloyd says that intuitive

knowledge is “not non-rational,” and Goetschel even uses the term “intuitive

reason.” Both seem to regard intuition as a part of reason. Such an interpretation,

however, does not seem to conform to Spinoza’s view. Actually, Spinoza draws

a clear line between intuition and reason—in his epistemology, these two have

different targets (the particular vs. the universal), different ways of knowing (the

intuitive vs. the discursive), and more importantly, different status: “the

knowledge of particular things, which I have called intuitive, or, of the third

kind, [. . .] is more powerful than the universal knowledge that I have said to be

of the second kind [i.e. of reason]” (311).

Why would Spinoza place intuitive knowledge of the particulars above

rational knowledge of the universals? The answer may be that this is in line with

his pantheistic outlook. God is everywhere and in everything—“all things (and

consequently the human mind as well) depend on God in respect of essence and

existence” (311)—and as intuitive knowledge proceeds from the attributes of

God to the essence of things, by grasping the essence of particular things, we

can understand God better, and consequently have an “intellectual love for God”:

“intuitive knowledge [is] highlighted not because of what it comes from but

because of what it leads to—namely, a cognition of particular things which can

give us an especially powerful hold on the truth that all things are in God”

(Bennett 369).

So Spinoza, following Aquinas, regards intuition and reason as two distinct

faculties with different targets, different ways of knowing, and different status.

This exclusion of the intuitive from reason would later be an important

characteristic of the Enlightenment.

3.3.4 Locke on Reason as Purely Discursive

Like Spinoza, Locke also regards intuition as a distinct faculty from reason.

According to his empirical epistemology, knowledge is nothing but “the
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perception of the connexion and agreement, or disagreement and repugnancy of

any of our Ideas” (525). Most of the time the agreements and disagreements are

comprehended through (simple or complicated) reasoning, which is the job of

the faculty of reason. However, Locke also recognizes instances when the

agreement or disagreement between ideas may be perceived immediately,

“without the intervention of any other,” and this, we are told, might be called

“intuitive knowledge” (530-31). Intuitive knowledge occupies the highest status

in his epistemology, as the “clearest, and most certain, that humane Frailty is

capable of” (531). Not only is it the clearest and most certain, but it is also the

foundation of other forms of knowledge. Consequently, intuition is the most

trustworthy faculty in us.

Nevertheless, this faculty is weak in human beings—“Sense and Intuition

reach but a very little way” (669). Most of the time we cannot perceive the

agreement or disagreement between two ideas through our intuition, and in such

circumstances, we need other intermediate ideas to help us discover the

agreement or disagreement in a step-by-step manner. This process is called

“reasoning,” which produces discursive knowledge. According to Locke, reason

is always discursive, and we often need to resort to it because of our weak

intuition. At the same time, he states explicitly that reason has nothing to do

with the perception of intuitive knowledge: “In the discovery of, and Assent to

these [intuitive] Truths, there is no Use of the discursive Faculty, no need of

Reasoning, but they are known by a superior, and higher Degree of Evidence”

(683). This quotation shows that for Locke, reason is purely discursive.

However, Locke does admit that it is possible to grasp intuitively what we

now can understand only discursively. The angels, for example, have such

powers. Here the influence of Aquinas can be easily detected. Nevertheless,

Locke disagrees with Aquinas in that he thinks it possible for human beings to

perfect our faculty of intuition, so that in the future some of us may rely mostly

on intuition:
And such [intuitive truths], if I may guess at Things unknown, I am apt
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to think, that Angels have now, and the Spirits of just Men made
perfect, shall have, in a future state, of Thousands of Things, which
now, either wholly escape our Apprehensions, or which, our
short-sighted Reason having got some faint Glimpse of, we, in the dark,
grope after. (683)

This view of the perfectibility of human intuition is similar to the view of Milton,

though for Milton, intuition is not a distinct faculty from reason.

Therefore, Locke also regards intuition and reason as two distinct faculties,

and the former as more certain and reliable than the latter. Nonetheless, intuition

is weak in human beings, and that is why we also need reason as a supplement.

However, it is possible for us to perfect our intuition, so that in the future some

of us may become more “intuitive” than “rational.”

3.4 The General Trend

From the survey in the previous sections a general trend can be detected,

namely, that the intuitive was gradually banished from reason. This banishment

had already begun in Aquinas, and was carried on by Spinoza and Locke in the

17th century. It would finally be completed during the Enlightenment. For many

people, the Enlightenment, or the “Age of Reason,” witnessed the rise of reason

to predominance in many fields. But the more accurate way to put it is that the

Enlightenment witnessed the rise of discursive reason to predominance in many

fields: it was discursive reason that emerged triumphant out of the

Enlightenment, while intuitive reason was gradually submerged and forgotten.

Toward the end of the Enlightenment, Kant in his epistemology “gives the mind

an intuition of phenomena under forms which it imposes, but withholds from the

mind any intuition in judgment or understanding” (McCosh 189). Thus the

banishment was fully executed.

One result of this banishment is that discursive reason, left on its own as

the only rational human faculty, easily gets instrumentalized. This is because

unlike intuitive reason, one important function of which is to grasp the

fundamental moral principles, discursive reason is essentially amoral, and may
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be used for both good and evil purposes. For example, ideas such as human

rights, equality, and freedom are ultimately not justifiable in a discursive way,

but are perceived intuitively. In other words, it is almost impossible to answer

questions such as “why are all men born equal?” through discursive and logical

argument, but the principle of equality is “taken for granted,” or perceived

intuitively. It is interesting to note that in the Declaration of Independence it is

written that “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created

equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights,

that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness” (Jefferson et al).

The Founding Fathers just took these “self-evident truths” for granted, without

bothering to prove them, because that would almost be a mission impossible.

When intuitive reason and discursive reason were both recognized and cherished,

the former could check and guide the latter. But after the banishment of the

former, the latter was soon degraded into a mere tool, a means to any end that

may or may not be justifiable in an ultimate sense. And consequently, it was

very likely to be abused by evil powers. For example, all the fascist and

totalitarian countries of the 20th century built up elaborate philosophical,

political, economic, and even biological systems to justify their tyrannical rule,

and to infringe upon basic human rights. In order to justify the Holocaust, the

Nazi experts and scientists first prove that the Jews are economically parasitical,

politically destabilizing, and biologically inferior; strictly-managed

concentration camps with gas chambers were then built up to do the job with

great technical efficiency. Such systems all appeared rational, legitimate and

efficient, because they were supported by extensive logical arguments and

executed with elaborately designed equipment, but one can immediately see

their absurdity and inhumanity if one uses one’s intuitive reason.

One prime example to show the instrumentalization of reason in the Nazis

is Josef Mengele, an SS officer and physician in Auschwitz. Mengele was highly

educated, with a PhD in anthropology and medicine from the University of

Munich. His dissertation title was “Racial-Morphological Study of Lower jaw in
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Four Racial Groups,” with a strong racist tendency (Kubica 318). He joined the

Nazis in 1937, and after a period of military service, was transferred to

Auschwitz in 1943. There he was in charge of the selection of inmates to be

gassed, mostly children, pregnant women, and the elderly, and did it, according

to one of his colleagues, with a “detached, haughty air,” “continual whistling,”

and “frigid cruelty” (qtd. in Posner and Ware 27). He demonstrated his

“humanity” by sparing pregnant women until delivery and then killing both the

baby and the mother, because he thought it “inhuman” to send a baby to the gas

chamber without its mother (Goldenberg 401). When epidemics broke out in the

camp, he sent all the sick prisoners to gas chambers without any hesitation

(Kubica 328-29); and children afflicted with noma were killed and dissected and

their body organs and preserved heads transported to another institutes for

further researches (Kubica 320). What is more appalling was that he carried out

genetic researches with experiments on living inmates. Mengele had a special

interest in identical twins. The subjects of his experiment (all children) were

selected and well-treated, with sweets and toys, and he was “gentle” with them,

who called him “good uncle” (Kubica 320). And “good uncle’s” experiment on

these children included amputation of limbs, infection of one twin with diseases,

and transfusion the blood of one twin into the other (Posner and Ware 37). A lot

of subjects died during the experiment (when one twin dies, the other would also

be killed for comparative post-mortem studies), and those who survived the

experiment were eliminated when it was over. He was also interested in the eye

color. And experiments in this field included injecting chemicals into the eyes of

subjects to change their colors and killing people with heterochromatic eyes,

which were then removed for further studies (Lifton 362). From the description

above it can be seen that Mengele is indeed an embodiment of the

instrumentalization of reason—all he did was “justified” by racist ideology and

carried out with great technical efficiency, but with little sense of humanity—if

his “humaneness” could be called humanity at all. Reading the account of his

horrible deeds, one could not help but think of the mad persona in A Tale of a
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Tab , who in this light appears to be a harbinger of Mengele.

When the twentieth-century thinkers criticized the instrumentalization of

reason by the Enlightenment, it was actually discursive reason that was under

fire. For Adorno and Horkheimer, the reason that “has become the mere

instrument,” and “serves as a general tool,” is precisely the “calculating reason”

(trans. Cumming 30-32). They argue that Enlightenment thinkers entertained a

“schema of the calculability of the world”: “To the Enlightenment, that which

does not reduce to numbers, and ultimately to the one, becomes illusions [. . .]”

(trans. Cumming 7). Here the key characteristic of the instrumentalized reason is

“calculation,” which is exactly what discursive reason does. In Foucault’s

distinction between reason itself and the “rational forms which have come to

dominate [. . .] in types of knowledge, forms of technique and modalities of

government and domination” (“Critical Theory” 125), those rational forms are

obviously also discursive. On this point, Foucault is indeed very similar to

Adorno and Horkheimer, just as Thomas McCarthy notes: “[t]hey [Foucault and

the Frankfurt School] see the rationality that came to prevail in modern society

as an instrumental potential for extending our mastery over the physical and

social worlds, a rationality of technique and calculation, of regulation and

administration, in search of ever more effective forms of domination” (246). In

short, twentieth-century critics of the instrumentalization of reason, consciously

or unconsciously, saw the reason that had been instrumentalized as discursive.

Another result of the banishment of intuitive reason is that today, few

people are aware of it—even many scholars and thinkers do not know it. In

Foucault’s and Habermas’s distinction between different types of reason, there is

no mentioning of intuitive reason at all. Horkheimer, on the contrary, touches

upon it in an essay on the Enlightenment reason, in which he claims that one

essential problem of the Enlightenment is that the “scientific reason” it

advocated is “not in harmony with the doctrine of ‘native ideas’ or any natural

law or principle demanding respect as an eternal truth” (“Reason Against Itself”

362). It can be seen that an essential difference between the two is that
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“scientific reason” is discursive, while the “native ideas” and “natural laws” are

perceived more or less intuitively. Furthermore, Horkheimer argues that as a

result, there appeared two types of philosophy: on the one hand, philosophy as

“‘the experiences of physics well observed, professions and industry,’” and on

the other “philosophy in terms of the doctrine of ‘natural law’ or any concepts

such as ‘intuition’ or ‘innate ideas’”; and that the former always attempted to

overthrow and destroy the latter as a kind of myth (“Reason Against Itself”

361-62; underline added). Although Horkheimer identifies the second type of

philosophy as metaphysics, to which I cannot totally agree—for metaphysics is

ultimately unconcerned with moral issues, and does not include many of the

“natural laws”—he is undeniably talking about two types of philosophy that are

based on discursive reason and intuitive reason respectively.

Of course, Swift was aware of the distinction when he criticized

reason—actually, following the tradition, he also categorized human reason into

the discursive and the intuitive. Therefore, when studying his critique of reason,

we have to always bear that distinction in mind, because if we ignore such a

distinction and treat Swift’s view on reason as if it was unitary, we would

oversimplify the issue and miss the point. For in Swift’s critique of reason, he

did not denounce reason as a whole: the main target was actually discursive

reason, while his attitude toward intuitive reason is quite different. So in the

following chapter, I shall first study Swift’s categorization of reason, and then

based on that, his view on and critique of reason.
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Chapter Four Swift’s Categorization, View, and Critique of

Reason

In the last chapter it has been shown, on the one hand, that in Western

intellectual history up to the 17th century, there had been a tradition of regarding

human reason as comprising two parts—the discursive and the intuitive; and on

the other hand, that there was a general trend of gradually banishing the intuitive

from reason. However, at Swift’s time, the banishment was not completed yet,

and some writers and thinkers (including Swift himself) still stuck to the

traditional view.

Of course, there were also people who, consciously or unconsciously,

agreed to the banishment, and regarded human reason as only discursive. As a

result, the different views on reason created some ambiguities and confusions

with regard to this word. It is therefore necessary to first sort out Swift’s own

categorization and view of reason among all these ambiguities and confusions,

before we proceed to study his critique of it. It can be seen that in his

categorization and view of reason, Swift largely follows the tradition in Western

intellectual history, regarding human reason as a mixture of the intuitive and the

discursive, the latter of which is the primary target of his critique.

4.1 Swift’s Categorization of Reason

The Enlightenment is in many ways a paradoxical age, and one significant

paradox is that, despite the fact—or maybe exactly because of the fact—that it is

usually referred to as the “Age of Reason,” there was little consensus on what

“reason” really is. This watchword, like so many other watchwords—freedom,

democracy, etc.—was shrouded in a mist of ambiguities and confusions, and

endowed with multifarious meanings. So it is necessary, before proceeding to

study Swift’s use of this word and his categorization of reason, to first know

what all these meanings are, as the latter provides a context for the former. In

such an endeavor, a valuable source would be Samuel Johnson’s A Dictionary of
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the English Language (1755).

In the middle of the 18th century, Samuel Johnson compiled and published

A Dictionary of the English Language (1755). The book came out at the height

of the Enlightenment, and may be regarded as a truthful record of the uses,

denotations and connotations of most words in circulation at this time. Many of

its entries also reveal people’s general understanding of and attitude to certain

contemporary issues. Therefore, when we are trying to understand the meaning

of “reason” during the Enlightenment, it can be helpful to take a look at the

definitions of this word in the Dictionary.

In the Dictionary, the entry “reason” is provided with eleven definitions:
1. The power by which man deduces one proposition from another, or

proceeds from premises to consequences; the rational faculty;
discursive power.

2. Cause; ground or principle.
3. Cause efficient.
4. Final cause.
5. Argument; ground of persuasion; motive.
6. Ratiocination; discursive act.
7. Clearness of faculties.
8. Right; justice.
9. Reasonable claim; just practice.
10. Rationale; just account.
11. Moderation; moderate demands. (965)

From this list it can be seen that Johnson, following the tradition, also

distinguishes “natural reason” from reason as a human faculty—definitions 2, 3,

4 and 5 belong to the former while the rest to the latter1. What is more, he is also

following the tradition in his categorization of human reason. Within this

category, there are “discursive reason” (definitions 1 and 6), “clearness” of the

1 Of course, the grouping of the fifth definition may appear a bit problematic because
“argument” can also be understood as a human faculty. But the emphasis of this definition
actually falls on “ground of persuasion.” A look at the examples provided for this definition
may prove the point: “I mask the business from the common eye / For sundry weighty
reasons”; “If it be natural, ought we not rather to conclude, that there is some ground and
reason for these fears, and that nature hath not planted them in us to no purpose?” (965) It is
obvious that the “reason” in these examples does not refer to the human faculty, but the
ground, or cause, for certain actions or phenomena.
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mind as opposed to madness (definition 7), and what is “just” and “right”

(definitions 8, 9, 10 and 11). It is noteworthy that in the Dictionary, “reason” is

endowed with a moral connotation: what is reasonable is also just and right. This

reveals the general attitude of the time, namely, that reason is a trustworthy

guide in our speech and behavior.

With regard to definition 11, some explanation may be necessary:

moderation, as opposed to extravagance and profligacy, was understood as a

virtue during the early decades of the 18th century: “As the 17th century drew to

a close, its temper became more and more secular, tolerant, and moderate. [. . .]

it is possible to think of the early decades of the 18th century as a period of good

sense, restraint, and reasonableness” (Abrams et al 1724). Thus, to be reasonable

means, in a sense, also to be moderate.

Moderation means, on the one hand, to stick to the middle course and

avoid extremes, to sail safely between Scylla and Charybdis. Such a spirit is

well-captured by Alexander Pope: “Avoid extremes; and shun the fault of such /

who still are pleased, too little or too much” (Essay on Criticism 384-85). Swift,

in A Tale of a Tub, also expresses the same view in terms of religion: of the three

brothers, Peter (the Roman Catholic Church) and Jack (the various Dissenting

Protestant Churches) stray into the two extremes, while Martin (the Church of

England) sticks to the moderate middle course.

On the other hand, and perhaps more importantly, moderation means to

know and to be content with one’s own limits, and never to go beyond proper

bounds: “Nature to all things fix’d the limits fit / And wisely curb’d proud man’s

pretending wit” (Pope, Essay on Criticism 52-53). Swift shows a similar

sentiment in “The Beasts’ Confession to the Priest”:
Creatures of ev’ry Kind but ours
Well comprehend their nat’ral Powers;
While We, whom Reason ought to sway,
Mistake our Talents ev’ry Day. (203-6)

Here the function of reason is to tell us what our talents—and limits—are, so

that we may behave more properly. In this sense, it is closely associated with
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moderation.

Below is a diagram which demonstrates Johnson’s categorization of

reason:

reason

natural reason reason as a human
faculty

discursive reason moral reasonclearness of the mind

Fig. 4.1 Samuel Johnson’s categorization of reason

This diagram shows the general ways in which “reason” was used and

understood at the time. As a matter of fact Swift’s use of the word largely

conforms to this categorization, despite slight variations.

The word “reason” appears frequently in Swift’s writings, and in order to

understand his conception and categorization of reason, it is necessary that we

take a look at his various uses of this word. However, his works are so

voluminous that it is well-nigh impossible to analyze them all. So for

convenience and feasibility we can only choose some representative passages

for analysis. For the current purpose, I would like to choose Section IX from A

Tale of a Tub. This section is called “A Digression Concerning the Original, the

Use, and Improvement of Madness in a Commonwealth,” and the ground for

such a choice is because this section conducts a thorough exploration of

“madness,” which Swift takes to be the opposite of “reason.” He regards

“madness” as a most serious disease of his time, which was common to

many—e.g. the ambitious politicians, pedantic scholars, and religious fanatics
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(especially the Non-Conformists1).

“Madness,” according to Swift, is a direct result of “enthusiasm”—in his

own words, it proceeds from the “Fountains of Enthusiasm” (TT 109). The word

“enthusiasm” had a special sense during Swift’s time: it referred to the “state of

mind which asserted the validity of private inspiration and which had fostered a

dangerous zeal among the Saints of Dissent” (Abrams et al 1724). It was, in

short, a form of religious fanaticism. Consequently, it became “a keyword in the

pejorative vocabulary of the Age of Reason” (Probyn 11). For example, Locke

regards enthusiasm as “founded neither on Reason, nor Divine Revelation, but

rising from the Conceits of a warmed or over-weening Brain” (699); and

Johnson defines it as “A vain belief of private revelation; a vain confidence of

divine favour or communication” (404). In lampooning madness, Swift’s main

target is actually also enthusiasm. For him, the “Puritan enthusiasm” was

responsible for the revolutions and upheavals in the 17th century, and therefore a

source of suffering and evil—not only at a national level, but also at a familial

and personal one, for his family was “staunchly royalist during the Civil War,

and [. . .] suffered grievously for their devotion to the king” (Montag 4). Swift

was, therefore, strongly opposed to religious enthusiasm.

However, in the 18th century, with the onset of modernity, the religious

enthusiasm of the 17th century became more and more secularized, and

proliferated into other fields. As a result, “[an enthusiastic] ‘Modern’ could be a

politician, a hack writer, a religious bigot, an economist, a believer in the radical

goodness or benevolence of mankind; whatever the role or profession, the

Modern [. . .] had become dangerously insane” (Deane 243). Such insanity is, to

a large extent, an overweening pride in man’s ability, and it emerged out of the

context of the achievements of the time: on the one hand, the colonial project, a

wish to conquer the world, was successful; on the other hand, Newton’s

1 “Non-Conformists” (also called the “Dissenters”) refers to the Protestant Christians in
Britain who did not “conform” to the Anglican Church. These groups, including the
Presbyterians, the Baptists, the Methodists, etc., are marked by their religious radicalism and
appeal to private inspiration.
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discoveries boosted the confidence in human reason, making many people

believe that it is possible to uncover the ultimate secrets of the universe. Hence

Swift’s ridicule of the politicians and scholars besides the religious fanatics,

because they all share an important characteristic, namely, the “will to power,”

which ultimately derives from their own pride. Driven by this “will to power,”

the religious fanatics would assert the absolute validity of their own sect, win as

many converts as they can, and if possible, eliminate all the other religions and

denominations; the politicians of different countries engaged in wars and

colonial projects for the expansion of power; and the scholars tried to “reduce

the Notions of all Mankind, exactly to the same Length, and Breadth, and

Heighth” (TT 108) and to come up with theories that could explain everything in

the universe. As Swift sees it, all these mad deeds were rampant in his

time—madness is, actually, what “comprises Modernity” (F. Boyle 131). And A

Tale of a Tub is, in a sense, an exploration of the relationship between the two:

“A Tale of a Tub is a discourse in madness, thus one ostensibly narrated by a

modern [. . .]. In this narration composed of digressions and digressions about

digressions, the reader confronts a demonstration of the modern’s madness”

(Thiher 116)

“Madness,” in Swift’s opinion, can be checked only by “reason”—in

Johnson’s Dictionary too, one definition of reason is “clearness of faculties,”

which is exactly the opposite of madness. But in order to be satirical, Swift

adopts a persona, and argues that “madness” is much better than “reason,” for

(according to the persona) the greatest progresses in human history—which

include “The Establishment of New Empires by Conquest; The Advance and

Progress of New Schemes in Philosophy; and the contriving, as well as the

propagating of New Religions” (TT 105)—have all been brought about by

madmen. In other words, Swift impersonates a “madman” in this section, and

passionately champions madness as opposed to reason, but the argument of this

“madman” is so absurd that the reader cannot help but realize that what he says

is nothing but utter baloney. Just as Ehrenpreis points out, “Our most essential
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property is [. . .] said to be reason, or the opposite of madness. Swift stands the

traditional contrast on its head, making madness the essential property and

reason the corruption” (1: 216).

Therefore, this section is a very appropriate case study on Swift’s use of

the word “reason” and his attitude toward reason, for the defense of reason is its

essential aim. The word “reason(s)” appears fourteen times in this section, as

listed below:
1. We shall find the Authors of them [the greatest actions in the world]

all, to have been Persons, whose natural reason hath admitted great
Revolutions from their Dyet, their Education, the Prevalency of
some certain Temper, together with the particular Influence of Air
and Climate.

2. Because, it is plain, that several of the chief among them [the great
introducers of new schemes in philosophy] [have] generally
proceeded in the common Course of their Words and Actions, by a
Method very different from the vulgar Dictates of unrefined
Reason [. . .].

3. Yet this is the first humble and civil Design of all Innovators in the
Empire of Reason [i.e. philosophy].

4. And, I think, the Reason is easie to be assigned [. . .].
5. It will be a very delicate Point, to cut the Feather, and divide the

several Reasons to a Nice and Curious Reader [. . .].
6. For, the Brain, in its natural Position and State of Serenity,

disposeth its Owner to pass his Life in the common Forms, without
any Thought of subduing Multitudes to his own Power, his
Reasons or his Visions.

7. But when a Man’s Fancy gets astride on his Reason, when
Imagination is at Cuffs with the Senses, and common
Understanding, as well as common Sense, is Kickt out of Doors
[. . .].

8. And first, with Relation to the Mind or Understanding; ’tis manifest,
what mighty Advantages Fiction has over truth; and the Reason is
just at our Elbow; because Imagination can build nobler Scenes,
and produce more wonderful Revolutions than Fortune or Nature
will be at the Expense to furnish.

9. If this were seriously considered by the World, as I have a certain
Reason to suspect it hardly will [. . .].

10. [. . .] and then comes Reason officiously, with Tools for cutting,
and opening, and mangling, and piercing, offering to demonstrate
that they are not of the same consistence quite thro’.

11. [. . .] I do here think fit to inform the Reader, that in such
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Conclusions as these, Reason is certainly in the Right [. . .].
12. He that can with Epicurus content his Ideas with the Films and

Images that fly off upon his Senses from the Superficies of Things;
Such a Man truly wise, creams off Nature, leaving the Sower and
the Dregs, for Philosophy and Reason to lap up.

13. Upon all which, and many other Reasons of equal Weight, though
not equally curious; I do here gladly embrace an Opportunity I
have long sought for [. . .].

14. [. . .] even I myself, the Author of these momentous Truths, am a
Person whose Imaginations are hard-mouth’d, and exceedingly
disposed to run away with his reason, which I have observed from
long Experience to be a very light rider, and easily shook off [. . .].
(TT 105-16; underlines added)

A survey of these sentences shows that for Swift, there is also a sense of

reason as “natural reason,” i.e. reason in logic and causation, which exists more

or less independently of human beings. Sentences 4, 5, 8, 9 and 13 belong to this

group, and the rest all belong to “human reason,” viz. reason as a human faculty.

But within the latter group further distinction can still be made, for Swift clearly

draws a line between two subcategories.

On the one hand, there is what he calls “natural reason”1 (quotation 1) or

“unrefined reason” (quotation 2). This seems to be what we naturally possess

and is an inherent part of us. But the great politicians, scholars, and religious

fanatics—who, according to the persona, are all madmen—have all broken loose

from this reason: their “natural reason hath admitted great Revolutions,” and

they pay little heed to the “vulgar Dictates of unrefined Reason.” What they rely

on, instead, are their “Fancy” and “Imagination(s)” (quotations 7 and 14), which

are the trademarks of madness. In quotations 7 and 14, “reason” is either

suppressed, or carried away by fancy and imagination, and the person becomes

mad. Therefore, it is safe to say that in quotations 1, 2, 7 and 14, the persona is

referring to the same type of reason, which he calls “natural” or “unrefined”, and

which is the opposite of fancy, imagination, and madness.

On the other hand, there is another type, which, in opposition to the

1 It should be noted that the “natural reason” as Swift uses it is different from the “natural
reason” that I discuss in my dissertation. His “natural reason” does not refer to “reason in
nature,” but “reason as is naturally implanted in man.”
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previous one, may be called the “unnatural” or “refined” reason. This is the

reason of the philosophers, the calculating and analyzing faculty with its “Tools

for cutting, and opening, and mangling, and piercing.” It is not common in most

people, but must be acquired through meticulous studies. The “reason(s)” in

quotations 3, 6, 10, 11 and 12 all belong to this subcategory. Quotation 11 may

appear a bit equivocal, but actually in the original text it follows quotations 10 in

the same paragraph, and the “reason’s” in the two quotations refer to exactly the

same thing.

Thus it can be seen that Swift, following the tradition, also regards human

reason as composed of two parts. And I want to further argue that the two parts

are for him also intuitive and discursive respectively. The calculating and

analyzing faculty is obviously discursive, while the rational faculty that guards

us against madness intuitive. Of course, the intuitive nature of the latter is not

overtly expressed in the examples quoted above, but we may ascertain it by

referring to Swift’s other works. For example, in “A Sermon upon Sleeping in

Church” he says, “refinements of style, and flights of wit, as they are not

properly the business of any preacher, so they cannot possibly be the talents of

all. In most other discourses, men are satisfied with sober sense and plain

reason” (Works 10:133). Here we see two pair of interesting associations and

contrasts. On the one hand, “refinements of style,” which is indicative of

discursiveness, is associated with “flights of wit,” a characteristic of madness,

while “sober sense” with “plain reason.” On the other hand, “flights of wit” is

contrasted to “sober sense,” while “refinements of style” to “plain reason.” Of

course, Swift is not using “natural reason” or “unrefined reason” in this

quotation, but the “plain reason” here undoubtedly refers to the same rational

faculty, as it is associated with “sober sense” and consequently opposed to

madness. The word “plain” indicates that this type of reason is simple, direct,

and clear—in other words, it is intuitive rather than discursive. The undiscursive

nature of “plain reason” is echoed in The Drapier’s Letters, where it is said to be

“unassisted by art, cunning, or eloquence” (Works 9:48). A more thorough
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investigation of the relationship between intuitive reason, discursive reason, and

madness will be carried out in 4.4.2.

From the discussions above we may have a clear view of Swift’s

categorization of reason. Simply put, he sees reason as composed of two parts:

“natural reason” and “human reason”; and the latter is further categorized into

“intuitive reason” and “discursive reason.” Such a categorization may be

diagramed as follows:

reason

natural reason human reason

discursive reason intuitive reason

Fig. 4.2 Swift’s categorization of reason

The analysis above shows that there are three distinct ways in which Swift

uses the word “reason,” and that he categorizes reason into three distinct parts.

In other words, he views reason as tripartite. Of course, I am not the first one to

entertain this view. As has been mentioned in Chapter One, Gordon McKenzie

also argues for a tripartite structure of reason in Swift. According to him, the

three types of reason in Swift are as follows:

1. “rational intuition”;

2. “a process [which] does not necessarily lead to truth”;

3. “a support given to an assertion,” “the equivalent of ‘justification’ or

‘explanation’” (108).

“Rational intuition” is immediate and does not involve any process of

ratiocination and calculation, and is thus distinguished from the second type of
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reason as a process. But they still have one thing in common, namely, that both

belong to human faculties, and are therefore different from the third one, which

exists more or less independently of us. Of course, the “support” and

“justification” in the third one are also given by human beings, yet in giving

them we cannot say whatever we like, but have to follow certain rules in logic

and causation, in order to make them persuasive; and such rules which bind us

are not dependent on us—they are, in other words, “natural” rather than human.

A careful comparison shows that, despite the different nomenclature, the

result of my analysis actually corresponds to McKenzie’s view: “natural reason”

is what underlies the “justifications and explanations,” “discursive reason”

works in a “process,” and “intuitive reason” refers almost to the same thing as

“rational intuition” does, though the emphasis is slightly different. So in

proposing the tripartite structure of reason in Swift, I am following McKenzie’s

footsteps.

Of course, as can be expected, such a division may be subject to the

poststructuralist critique that it is too neat: the demarcation between intuitive

reason and discursive reason seems clear-cut and absolute, allowing no “grey

area” in between and making it a closed system. In response to such a critique, I

would like to first concede that it does have some validity, for sometimes the

demarcation between intuitive reason and discursive reason is indeed unclear:

what is discursive for one may be intuitive for another. For example, an adult

may answer the question “7+8=?” intuitively, but for a preschooler it might take

much discursive effort. Actually the process of learning is, in many cases, to turn

what is initially discursive into the intuitive. Moreover, in some exceptional

cases, what is discursive for most people may be intuitive for individuals with

extraordinary talents in certain areas. Olive Sacks, in The Man Who Mistook His

Wife for a Hat and Other Clinical Tales, records a pair of idiot savant twins who

can “say at once on what day of the week a date far in the past or future would

fall,” and tell the date of Easter of 80,000 years. What is more remarkable is that

once when a box of matches on the table falls to the ground, the twins
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immediately and simultaneously cry “111”—which is the number of the matches

scattering on the ground (195-99). So what takes an ordinary man a long time to

count or calculate is reached intuitively by the twins, who, ironically, cannot

calculate at all. As Sacks infers from conservation with them, they did not “work

it out,” but simply “‘saw’ it, in a flash” (200). From these examples it can be

seen that sometimes intuitive reason and discursive reason are indeed not clearly

demarcated, and that one cannot say with absolute certainty which part of

human reason is intuitive and which discursive with regard to counting or

calculation.

Having conceded the occasional unclearness of the demarcation between

intuitive reason and discursive reason, I would like to argue that there is

nevertheless a demarcation between the two parts of human reason, each with its

own distinct characteristics and ways of procedure, as I have shown above. In

other words, such a demarcation cannot simply be abolished. To use an analogy,

admitting that the demarcation between intuitive reason and discursive reason is

sometimes unclear does not entail its abolition, in the same way that allowing

“gray areas” does not entail abolishing the difference between black and white.

Furthermore, I would like to point out that with regard to moral issues, the

demarcation between intuitive reason and discursive reason is categorical, for

the latter is ultimately unconcerned with morality. And it is precisely this

unconcern which leads to its instrumentalization.

Having thus acquired a clear view of Swift’s categorization of reason, it is

now possible to study his view on and critique of reason without getting

involved in unnecessary ambiguities and confusions. So in the following, when

studying Swift’s view on and critique of reason, I would always bear this

categorization in mind, avoid making general statements on reason as if Swift

regarded it as a unified whole, and persistently investigate his attitude toward

the different parts of reason. It will be shown that Swift was not decrying reason

as a whole, but only the discursive part of it; and in doing so, he often resorted
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to intuitive reason. In such an endeavor, I would rely heavily on intensive

analyses of some of Swift’s major works, as it is the most effective way to delve

into his mind. However, there are three points about my method that need to be

clarified at this stage, before I proceed further with my argument.

4.2 Three Points of Clarification

The first point that needs clarification is that in studying Swift’s works, my

focus is on what he intends to convey through these works, rather than how the

readers may understand or interpret them. Of course, different readers may

interpret the same text differently, and sometimes the interpretations may be

quite different from, or even contrary to, what the author intends to say in the

first place. But as longs as these interpretations can be justified by proper

arguments, they are more or less valid. Yet when studying Swift’s critique of

reason in his works, my primary concern is the author’s intentions, rather than

the readers’ responses and interpretations.

The second point, which is somehow related to the first, is that what I

present in this chapter is necessarily only my interpretation of Swift’s intentions.

And from an extremely relativistic and skeptic point of view, whether my

interpretation conforms to Swift’s original intentions would be ultimately a

matter of indeterminacy, for “all interpretations are misinterpretations” (Berman

28). Although I cannot agree to such an extremist view because of its

illogicality—the claim that “all interpretations are misinterpretations” is itself an

interpretation, and, according to itself, a misinterpretation, which entails the

opposite claim that “Not all interpretations are misinterpretations”—I do admit

that I am in constant danger of misinterpreting Swift in my critical undertaking.

Actually, Swift himself has a very low opinion of the critics, because he sees

them as doing nothing but distorting and misinterpreting the author’s meaning.1

1 Of course, in leveling his critique of reason and of his age, Swift can also be regarded a
critic himself. But just as has been distinguished between “critique” and “criticism” in
Chapter Two, Swift is a critic in the sense of “critique” rather than “(literary) criticism,”
which he despises.
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In his works, he repeatedly speaks contemptuously of them, for example, “As

learned commentators view / In Homer more than Homer knew” (“On Poetry: A

Rhapsody” 103-4). Again, in A Tale of a Tub, he mentions the “numberless

Commentators, whose scholiastick Midwifery hath deliver’d them of Meanings,

that the Authors themselves, perhaps, never conceived, and yet may very justly

be allowed the Lawful Parents of them” (120). The footnote on the same page

reads: “Nothing is more frequent than for Commentators to force Interpretations,

which the Author never meant” (120). In “A Tritical Essay Upon the Faculties of

the Mind,” he exposes ironically what he regards as the emptiness of the critics’

mind: “I think the long dispute among the philosophers about a vacuum, may be

determined in the affirmative, that it is to be found in a critick’s head” (Works

5:6-7). In these passages, he is directly denouncing the commentators’

imposition of meanings other than those intended by the author. Besides, there

are also cases in which the denunciation is expressed more indirectly, through

satirical allegories, such as in The Battle of the Books, in which he mentions “a

malignant Deity, call’d Criticism”:
She dwelt on the Top of a snowy Mountain in Nova Zembla; there
Momus found her extended in her Den, upon the Spoils of numberless
Volumes half devoured. At her right Hand sat Ignorance, her Father
and Husband, blind with Age; at her left, Pride her mother, dressing
her up in the Scraps of Paper herself had torn. There was Opinion her
sister, light of foot, hoodwinkt, and headstrong, yet giddy and
perpetually turning. About her play’d her children, Noise and
Impudence, Dullness and Vanity, Positiveness, Pedantry, and
Ill-Manners. (TT 154)

In this passage, by associating criticism with other negative qualities that have

been personified, such as Ignorance, Pride, Impudence, and Vanity, Swift casts

a trenchant satire on criticism itself and tries to exposes what he sees as its true

nature.

Therefore, when inferring Swift’s intentions from his works, one has to be

constantly vigilant for fear of misinterpreting him. One important and useful

way of arriving at a faithful interpretation, besides meticulous parsing and

contextual analysis, is cross-referencing. For if Swift firmly holds a view on a
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certain issue, he, being such a prolific writer, would very likely express it in

more than one place in his works. Thus, by putting the different texts together

for a comparative study, we may detect the similarity and consistency among

them, which would consequently shed light on Swift’s view on this issue. The

quoted passages in the last paragraph are a good example of such

cross-referencing, through which we may safely ascertain Swift’s dismissive

view on critics and criticism.

One last point to be clarified is that in my interpretation of Swift’s

intentions, I would necessarily have recourse to other scholars’ interpretations,

and would agree with some while disagreeing with others. Nevertheless, it

should be noted that when I disagree with some scholars, it does not necessarily

mean that I think they are wrong, but only that I regard their interpretations as

not conforming to Swift’s intentions. Such interpretations, however, may still be

valid. After all, in a post-structuralist context in which the author is dead, the

reader may read almost anything he or she likes into a text. To take a previous

example, when writing “As learned commentators view / In Homer more than

Homer knew,” Swift obviously intended it as a ridicule of the commentators’

taking liberties with the text—which is also how I interpret the lines—but a

post-structuralist reader may perfectly interpret them as a celebration of critical

freedom—“As learned commentators view / In Swift more than Swift knew.”

With these points clarified, I shall now proceed to my critical undertaking.

4.3 Animal Rationis Capax

In 4.1, it has been proposed that for Swift, there are three subcategories of

reason; a diagram was also drawn to demonstrate this categorization. From the

diagram it can be seen that discursive reason and intuitive reason are actually

not on the same level with natural reason, whose counterpart on the other side is

reason as a human faculty. Therefore, before proceeding to discuss discursive

reason and intuitive reason, it is first necessary to sort out the relationship

between natural reason and human reason.
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As has been mentioned above, natural reason is distinguished from human

reason in that the former, as reason in logic and causation, exists more or less

independently of human beings, while the latter is a capacity possessed by

human beings, and is thus dependent on them. In short, the difference lies in

their different relationships to human beings, which require a further

investigation here.

The relationship between reason—either natural or human—and man is a

recurrent theme in Swift’s works. His most famous claim on this issue is perhaps

from a letter he wrote to Alexander Pope in 1725, in which he says, “I have got

materials toward a treatise, proving the falsity of that definition animal rationale

[rational animal], and to show it should be only rationis capax [capable of

reason]. Upon this great foundation of misanthropy [. . .] the whole building of

my travels [i.e. Gulliver’s Travels] is erected” (Works 14:38). So, according to

him, man is not a “rational animal,” but only an “animal capable of reason.” But

what does this mean? And what is the difference between these two terms? My

interpretation is that in a Swiftian sense, when we say man is a rational animal,

it means not only that he has reason, but that reason is his most essential and

defining quality. In other words, a rational animal would seldom think or behave

irrationally—which is obviously not the case with man, whose life is fraught

with irrational thoughts and behavior. In this sense, therefore, we can say that

man is only an animal capable of reason: he has reason, and sometimes he does

think and behave rationally, but besides reason, he also has emotions, desires,

impulses, pride, etc., by which he is constantly seduced to the irrational, and to

which he oftentimes submits.

Such submission results, to a large extent, from man’s weak reasoning

capacity—if it had been stronger, it could have checked those irrational elements,

which, unfortunately, is not the case. Hence, “an individual’s capacity for reason

does not automatically guarantee reasonable behavior” (Kearney xvi). This idea

is more explicitly expressed in Swift’s sermon on Trinity: “Reason itself is true

and just, but the reason of every particular man is weak and wavering,
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perpetually swayed and turned by his interests, his passions, and his vices”

(Works 10:28). This quotation, though short and simple, is quite revealing of

Swift’s view on reason. Three points deserve special attention here:

Firstly, Swift is clearly distinguishing between two types of reason:

“reason itself” and “the reason in every particular man”.

Secondly, he overtly expresses his attitude toward reason itself—that it is

“true and just”—regarding it as rather positive. But he is more reticent about his

attitude toward reason in the individual, only saying that it is “weak and

wavering” (actually his attitude toward such reason is more complicated, as we

shall see later).

Thirdly, the weakness and wavering of human reason is in sharp contrast to

the power and strength of the “interests, passions, and vices” in men. Actually

Swift never gets tired of exposing and emphasizing the latter in his works:
Vain human kind! fantastic race!
Thy various follies who can trace?
Self-love, ambition, envy, pride.
Their empire in our hearts divide. (“On the Death of Dr. Swift” 39-42)

And in Gulliver’s Travels, the judgment is passed by Gulliver’s Houyhnhnm

master: “He went through all our vices and follies, and discovered many, which

I had never mentioned to him” (251). All these vices, self-love, folly, pride, etc.,

are so powerful that it is no wonder that oftentimes the weak human reason is

easily overthrown by them.

Nevertheless, despite the weakness and wavering of human reason, it

should be noted that almost nowhere in Swift’s works does he claim that man

does not have reason, or that man is an irrational animal—after all, to say that

man is only an animal capable of reason does not mean man is irrational,

because an irrational animal would be incapable of reason. The only exception I

have found occurs in a poem called “The Logicians Refuted,” which begins

thus:
LOGICIANS have but ill defined
As rational, the human kind;
Reason, they say, belongs to man.
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But let them prove it if they can.
Wise Aristotle and Smiglesius,
By ratiocinations specious,
Have strove to prove, with great precision,
With definition and division,
Homo est ratione praeditum [man is endowed with reason];
But for my soul I cannot credit ’em,
And must, in spite of them, maintain,
That man and all his ways are vain;
And that this boasted lord of nature
Is both a weak and erring creature;
That instinct is a surer guide
Than reason, boasting mortals’ pride;
And that brute beasts are far before ’em.
Deus est anima brutorum [God himself is the Soul of Brutes]. (1-18)

As the title of the poem suggests, the author disagrees with the logicians

(who are represented in the poem by Aristotle and Smiglesius). His objection

lies chiefly in the latter’s definition of man as rational. The logicians attempt to

prove, through dubious demonstrations, that “Homo est ratione praeditum [man

is endowed with reason],” but the author just cannot agree with them, because

what is wrongly taken to be reason is nothing but “boasting mortals’ pride.”

Furthermore, the author argues that man is even worse than the “brute beasts,”

who, following only their instincts, are far more godlike than man. In short, the

author holds the opposite view to the logicians’, namely, that man is not

endowed with reason, that man is essentially irrational.

So the view expressed in this poem is obviously inconsistent with the

general view of Swift on this issue. But the problem is, it is still doubtful

whether this poem can really be attributed to Swift at all, because in some cases

it is also attributed to Oliver Goldsmith—it has been incorporated in the

collections of works of Goldsmith as well as those of Swift as far back as the

18th century, and in the former, under the title “The Logicians Refuted,” there is

a subtitle “In Imitation of Dean Swift” (Goldsmith 75). So it becomes almost

indeterminate whether the poem is an original work by Swift or an imitative

work by Goldsmith: “Many lampoons have been mistakenly attributed to Swift

but on the other hand many attributions to Goldsmith (whose pieces were often
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printed uncredited) are also dubious” (Cathy). But in view of its inconsistency

with the oeuvre of Swift, I tend to regard it as written by Goldsmith rather than

Swift, for if Swift had really entertained this view, we should have been able to

find it elsewhere in his works through cross-referencing.

In short, according to Swift, man does have reason, even though the reason

in him is weak and wavering. In order to further illustrate this point, one can

have recourse to Gulliver’s Travels, because after all, in his letter to Pope in

which he substitutes animal rationis capax for animal rationale, he explicitly

states that the treatise with which he proves the falsity of the definition animal

rationale and shows it should be only rationis capax, is no other than Gulliver’s

Travels.

A quick look at Book IV of Gulliver’s Travels can help us understand more

clearly the differences between a rational animal, an irrational animal, and an

animal capable of reason, which are represented by three kinds of creatures

respectively: the Houyhnhnms, the Yahoos, and Gulliver himself as a human

being.

The Houyhnhnms are the ruling animals of the island. Their physical shape

resembles that of the horse, but different from the horses in our world, they are

endowed with the gift of speech and the capacity for reason. What is more, not

only are they capable of reason, but reason is also their most essential

quality—and naturally, the reason in them is highly developed, much more so

than in human beings. Indeed, their reason is so strong that Gulliver, after

coming into close contact with them, willingly submits to them because of their

superior reason—he calls one of the Houyhnhnms “my Master,” takes pains to

learn their language and customs with great admiration, and is “struck with the

utmost Grief and Despair” when he finally learns that the general Assembly of

the Houyhnhnms has decided to deport him (253). His total submission is fully

expressed in the following passage:

I had the Favour of being admitted to several Houyhnhnms, who came
to visit or dine with my Master; where his Honour graciously suffered
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me to wait in the Room, and listen to their Discourse. Both he and his
Company would often descend to ask me Questions, and receive my
Answers. I had also sometimes the Honour of attending my master in
his visits to others. I never presumed to speak, except in answer to a
Question; and then I did it with inward Regret, because it was a Loss
of so much Time for improving myself; but I was infinitely delighted
with the Station of an humble Auditor in such Conversations [. . .]
(250).

Such admiration of and submission to the Houyhnhnms derives from Gulliver’s

recognition of their superior faculty of reason to his own. Furthermore, the

superiority of reason is associated with the superiority of virtue—to be truly

reasonable is, for the Houyhnhnms, the same as to be virtuous: “As these

noble Houyhnhnms are endowed by Nature with a general Disposition to all

Virtues, and have no Conceptions or Ideas of what is evil in a rational Creature,

so their grand Maxim is, to cultivate Reason, and to be wholly governed by it”

(242).

It is only in the sense of being “wholly governed by reason” that the

Houyhnhnms can be said to be rational animals, because in that way, reason

becomes their most essential and defining quality. Moreover, the dominance of

reason in the Houyhnhnms is made more conspicuous and acute by their

meagerness of emotions. They cherish friendship and benevolence, but

“Courtship, Love, Presents, Joyntures, Settlements, have no Place in their

Thoughts, or Terms whereby to express them in their Language” (244). Nor do

they get agitated, exultant, or conceited, but stay calm and temperate most of the

time. And in terms of marriage, it is not a consummation of love, but only a

means of propagating the species, which is also governed by reason: “The young

Couple meet and are joined, merely because it is the Determination of their

Parents and Friends: It is what they see done every Day, and they look upon it as

one of the necessary Actions in a reasonable Being” (244). Therefore, the

Houyhnhnms may be regarded as the prototype of rational animals.

Of course, it has to be admitted that the Houyhnhnms are not completely

devoid of emotions—the emotions in them are meager, not absent. Eric
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Rothstein notes that the Houyhnhnms experience emotions such as “happiness,

fear, sadness, surprise, anger, and disgust,” and argues that “As the Western

image of rational animals, houyhnhnms have, as they ought to, an animal nature,

including emotions, desires, and drives” (63). After all, the Houyhnhnms are not

“rational beings,” only “rational animals,” which means there is still a degree of

“animality” in them. But the reason in them is so powerful as to be able to fully

hold sway over their “animality.”

The Yahoos, on the contrary, is the direct opposite of the Houyhnhnms;

they embody pure irrationality, and “appear to be the most unteachable of all

Animals” (241). But at the same time, they possess all the vices of man: greed,

jealousy, belligerence, lust, etc. However, unlike in the humans, where these

vices may be curbed by reason, in the Yahoos, who are devoid of reason, they

are given free play. As a result, the Yahoos become “the most filthy, noisome,

and deformed Animal which Nature ever produced” (245). According to

Gulliver’s master and another Houyhnhnm, the Yahoos are not the aborigines of

the island, their origins being probably a couple of human beings driven

accidentally by sea to the island, where, living in the mountains and having lost

touch with their former companions, the species gradually degenerated. And the

degeneration lies most significantly in their loss of reason: “Presumably these

originals, forced into self-reliance, had degenerated because their feeble human

reason had been overwhelmed by an ‘irrational’ nature, and more adequate

guides had been forgotten” (Williams, “Gulliver’s Voyage” 248). Of course,

after the degeneration, the Yahoos are no longer human beings, even though they

retain all the latter’s irrational elements and vices: “They do not represent

Swift’s view of man, but rather of the bestial element in man” (Monk

77)—which is precisely why Gulliver always views them with the utmost

disgust and repulsion. Simply put in a formula: Yahoos = Men – Reason.

Finally, human beings, who are represented in Book IV chiefly by Gulliver,

are animals capable of reason. Of course, they have reason, but their reason is

weak and wavering compared to that of the Houyhnhnms. Such a judgment is
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passed by Gulliver’s “Master,” who keeps reiterating that Gulliver has only

“some Rudiments of Reason” (233), “some small Pittance of Reason” (235), or

“some Tincture of Reason” (246). In contrast to their weak reason, human

beings have strong emotions—if not, Gulliver would not have been struck with

grief and despair and fallen into a swoon when informed of the Assembly’s

decision. In this they resemble the Yahoos. As Gulliver’s “Master” observes,

apart from the physical resemblances between human beings and the Yahoos,

“he found as near a Resemblance in the Disposition of our Minds” (236). More

importantly, human beings also share the Yahoos’ vices, and according to

Gulliver, their reason, which is supposed to curb these vices, not only fails to do

so most of the time, but even worse, often helps to perpetrate and multiply them:
When I thought of my Family, my Friends, my Countrymen, or the
human Race in general, I considered them, as they really
were, Yahoos in Shape and Disposition, perhaps a little more civilized,
and qualified with the Gift of Speech; but making no other Use of
Reason, than to improve and multiply those Vices, whereof their
Brethren in this Country had only the Share that Nature allotted
them. (251)

Hence, human beings are neither rational animals like the Houyhnhnms, nor

irrational animals like the Yahoos, but somewhere in between, “situated on the

isthmus of a middle state [. . .] between the purely rational and the purely

sensual—between Houyhnhnm and Yahoo” (Monk 76). In other words, they are

Animal Rationis Capax.

4.4 Intuitive Reason and Discursive Reason in Swift

In the last section, it has been argued that Swift distinguishes between

natural reason and human reason, and that he regards natural reason rather

positively as “true and just.” However, his view on human reason is not clear.

This is because human reason itself consists of two subcategories—intuitive

reason and discursive reason—and Swift’s attitudes toward them are quite

different. Hence we cannot simply say Swift approves or disapproves of human

reason, but must study his views on these two subcategories respectively.
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Simply put, Swift trusts and promotes intuitive reason, but is highly critical of

discursive reason, and in his critique of discursive reason, he oftentimes resorts

to intuitive reason.

It has been proposed through textual analysis above that Swift

distinguishes between intuitive reason and discursive reason as different

faculties of human reason, and that these two are distinguished in that the former

is more direct and immediate, while the latter always involves complicated

processes. In this section, I shall further prove this view by more textual

analyses, and more importantly, explore Swift’s different attitudes toward them.

Of course, it has to be admitted that Swift almost never uses the term

“intuitive reason” in his writings, but only “the general Reason of Mankind”

(GT 228), “common Reason” (TT 37), or “impartial reason” (Works 10:166).

Neither does he use “discursive reason,” but only “our gross Defects in Reason”

(GT 235), or “corrupted reason” (Works 10:20). I use these two terms to

summarize and characterize the two different faculties of reason according to

Swift, and I think they do faithfully represent his view on this issue. Indeed

there are some passages in Swift’s works where he directly contrasts these two,

for example in the following passage from “A Sermon on the Trinity”:

Those strong unbelievers, who expect that all mysteries should be
squared and fitted to their own reason, might have somewhat to say
for themselves, if they could satisfy the general reason of mankind in
their opinions; but herein they are miserably defective, absurd, and
ridiculous. (Works 10:29)

In this passage Swift clearly distinguishes between two different rational

faculties in man: on the one hand, there is the reason of the strong unbelievers,

which leads them to the “miserably defective, absurd, and ridiculous”; on the

other hand, there is “the general reason of mankind.” And these two obviously

do not fit with each other, because the former cannot satisfy the latter. I want to

claim that in this case, the reason of the strong unbelievers is discursive reason,

while the general reason of mankind, intuitive reason. Of course, such a claim

may sound a bit hasty and arbitrary, but in the following of this section, and the
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following sections and chapters, I shall carry out more textual and contextual

analyses, and through cross-referencing, establish the validity of this claim.

4.4.1 Intuitive Reason and Discursive Reason in Gulliver’s Travels

In 4.3, it has been demonstrated that Swift uses the Houyhnhnms and the

Yahoos to represent the rational animal and irrational/sensual animal

respectively, and that human beings, as Animal Rationis Capax, are placed

somewhere in between. Of course, men have both reason and sensuality, but

what Swift does is separating the two qualities and then envisaging two fantastic

creatures, whom he endues with these qualities. As a result, we can see these

qualities more clearly in separation than in their mixed state in men.

The same stock-in-trade is done with regard to intuitive reason and

discursive reason, which are embodied in the Houyhnhnms and the philosophers

of Laputa respectively. A comparison of the two may reveal to us not only the

nature of these two different faculties of reason, but also Swift’s different

attitudes toward them.

4.4.1.1 The Houyhnhnms as Embodiment of Intuitive Reason

It has been mentioned above that for Swift, the Houyhnhnms are the

rational animals, their most essential quality being reason. Here I want to point

out further that the reason in them is very peculiar: they possess only the

intuitive part of the reason in man, but not the discursive part. In other words,

the Houyhnhnm reason is purely intuitive.

That the Houyhnhnms are essentially rational and their reason purely

intuitive is best demonstrated by the following passage from Gulliver’s Travels:
[. . .] so their grand Maxim is, to cultivate Reason, and to be wholly
governed by it. Neither is Reason among them a Point problematical,
as with us, where Men can argue with Plausibility on both Sides of a
Question, but strikes you with immediate Conviction; as it must needs
do where it is not mingled, obscured, or discoloured, by Passion and
Interest. I remember it was with extreme Difficulty that I could bring
my Master to understand the Meaning of the word Opinion, or how a
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Point could be disputable; because Reason taught us to affirm or deny
only where we are certain; and beyond our Knowledge we cannot do
either. So that Controversies, Wranglings, Disputes, and Positiveness
in false or dubious propositions, are evils unknown among
the Houyhnhnms. (242-43)

From this passage we can infer four characteristics of the Houyhnhnm’s

reason/ intuitive reason:

Firstly, and the most importantly, it is direct and immediate: it “strikes [one]

with immediate Conviction,” rather than put one through discursive processes.

Secondly, it leads to unanimity rather than disputes, for individuals who

are rational in a purely intuitive way would necessarily reach the same

conclusion on almost any issue. Hence very few disputes may rise.

The third characteristic is somehow related to the second one, namely,

intuitive reason is not affected or swayed by private passions or interests. For

human beings, whose reason is not purely intuitive, their views on many issues

are pre-determined by their private passions and interests; then they proceed to

prove these views with (discursive) arguments. But different people have

different passions and interests, which give rise to different views, which

consequently results in disputes. This, however, is not the case with the

Houyhnhnms, who make judgments and take stance on a purely rational ground,

unaffected by passions or interests.

Finally, intuitive reason is characterized by a clear awareness of its own

limits. It teaches us to “affirm or deny only where we are certain.” In other

words, one who is intuitively rational would understand that her intellectual

faculty has its boundaries, that there are things which she would not be able to

know or explain, no matter how hard she tries. Therefore she would remain

silent on those issues, rather than probe obstinately and futilely into them. At the

same time she would also content herself with her own ignorance.

Many customs and features on the Houyhnhnm island, which may appear

bizarre to the human readers, are largely determined by the Houyhnhnms’s

purely intuitive reason. In their general Assemblies, they almost always reach
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“unanimous Consent and Contribution” (245), because there is little in them that

could give rise to disputes. They never lie, and even have no expression in their

language for lying, except “to say the thing which was not,” because there is no

motivation for lying—lying, as one can easily see, is almost always motivated

by private passions or interests. They have almost no science, except some

knowledge in astronomy to help them count the years and the months, because

science is largely a product of discursive reason. And when Gulliver mentions to

his Master “our several Systems of Natural Philosophy,” the latter dismisses

them as conjectural and useless: “he would laugh that a Creature pretending to

Reason, should value itself upon the Knowledge of other Peoples Conjectures,

and in Things, where that Knowledge, if it were certain, could be of no Use”

(243). They have no law, and Gulliver’s Master has difficulty understanding the

concept of law, because “Nature and Reason were sufficient Guides for a

reasonable Animal [. . .] in showing us what he ought to do, and what to avoid”

(227); consequently, the Houyhnhnms need no law to regulate their behavior.

Their history is uneventful, because they are “a People so well united, naturally

disposed to every Virtue, wholly governed by Reason, and cut off from all

Commerce with other Nations” (247). And finally, they even have no system of

writing, because there is obviously little for them to record.

The Houyhnhnms’ purely intuitive reason not only shapes their language,

customs, and way of life, but also determines their seemingly paradoxical view

on human reason. There are a number of occasions when Gulliver’s Master

passes some rather stern judgments on human reason, calling it “that Reason you

pretend to” (225-26)—human beings, for him, are but “a Creature pretending to

Reason” (226; 243). In other words, what they possess is not reason at all, or

more properly, only false reason: “He seemed therefore confident, that instead of

Reason, we were only possessed of some Quality fitted to increase our natural

Vices” (226-27). From these judgments, we may gather that in the eyes of the

Houyhnhnms, human beings do not have reason, which goes against their other

claims quoted in 4.3, that human beings do have reason, albeit only “some
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Rudiments of Reason,” “some small Pittance of Reason,” or “some Tincture of

Reason.” It does seem, from such a comparison, that the Houyhnhnms are

being inconsistent in their claims and judgments. But if we view the scenario

from the perspective of the Houyhnhnms, such an inconsistency becomes

understandable. The Houyhnhnms have only intuitive reason; thus their

perspective is necessary restricted, which is to say, they would have no

conception whatsoever of discursive reason, just as they have no conception of

lying. Human beings, on the other hand, possess a mixture of intuitive reason

and discursive reason. Therefore, when the Houyhnhnms see the (weak)

intuitive reason in man, they would immediately recognize it as (some

rudiments of) reason; but when they see the discursive reason in man, especially

all the vices with which it is associated and which it helps to perpetrate—the

calumnies, perjuries, exploitations, advantage-taking, weapons of killing,

etc.—they would not be able to recognize man as having reason, because in their

view, someone who has reason would not be able to do all these. In the

Houyhnhnms’ conception, reason (which is only intuitive reason) is always

associated with virtue, and a rational being is, by definition, a virtuous being:

“these noble Houyhnhnms are endowed by Nature with a general Disposition to

all Virtues, and have no Conceptions or Ideas of what is evil in a rational

Creature” (242). Therefore, someone who is capable of all the vices and cruelty

is, by definition, irrational, i.e. having no reason. In short, the Houyhnhnms’

seemingly inconsistent view on human reason results from the asymmetry

between the simplicity of reason in Houyhnhnms and the complexity of reason

in men.

That the Houyhnhnm reason is intuitive rather than discursive is almost

unanimously agreed to by scholars in Swift studies. For example, W. E. Yeoman

regards the Houyhnhnm reasoning as based on “a supreme comprehension of

virtue and morality and clear perceptions about simple practicality, rather than

brilliant ratiocination or any kind of dazzling sophistication” (261). Philip

Pinkus claims explicitly that “[t]heir reason is intuitive [. . .] the intuition of
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creatures uncomplicated by human passions and the general human

predicament” (197). Marin Price calls them “an embodiment [. . .] of the life of

unclouded moral intuition,” who “represent the order of mind at its purest, free

of rationalistic system-building or of pride in intellectual construction” (95).

Last but not least, Patrick Reilly argues that “[t]he rational horses employ,

paradoxically, neither ratiocination nor deduction; theirs is an angelic

illumination, an intuitive perception, of moral truth, without need of argument or

deliberation” (220). It is clear that all these scholars emphasize the intuitive and

undiscursive nature of Houyhnhnm reason.

The only scholar that I have encountered in my research who opposes this

view is Douglas Patey. In his paper “The Unity of Gulliver’s Travels” Patey

argues that “Swift means us to understand Houyhnhnm intellect not so much as

the immediate intuition of angels but as the perfection of human discursive

reason” (409). So for Patey the Houyhnhnm reason is discursive—albeit

discursive in a perfected way—rather than intuitive. But I must say I cannot

agree with him on this point, for the result of my textual analysis conforms more

to the conclusions of the scholars in the opposite group.

While there is little dispute concerning the intuitive nature of the

Houyhnhnm reason, the debate over Swift’s attitude toward the Houyhnhnms

and their intuitive reason has been rather fierce among scholars. Of course there

is no doubt that Gulliver adores the Houyhnhnms as an ideal embodiment of

pure reason. But what about Swift? Does Gulliver’s view necessarily represent

that of Swift? Or is Gulliver, just like many other characters in Swift’s works,

also a butt of satire? Swiftian scholars began to debate these issues since 1940s.

And in 1970s, James Clifford grouped most scholars who have participated in

this debate into two schools: the “hard” school and the “soft” school. The hard

school tends to offer “an interpretation which stresses the shock and difficulty of

the work, with almost tragic overtones”; the soft school, on the contrary, pays

more attention to the comic overtones of the book, which leads to a

“middle-ground interpretation” (Clifford 33-35).
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The difference between these two schools in their interpretation of Book

IV of Gulliver’s Travels is lucidly elaborated by Donald Keesey. With regard to

the hard school, Keesey says:
[. . .] critics in the “hard” school generally agree that Gulliver is right
in his perception of the Yahoo in men, right in his acceptance of the
Houyhnhnms as ideals, whether attainable or not, and [. . .] basically
right if somewhat shrill in his ultimate misanthropy. In short, that
Gulliver’s final vision is close to Swift’s, at least in Swift’s more
mordant moods. (322)

To put it briefly, the hard school regards Gulliver’s view as rather close to

Swift’s. Thus his eulogies and adoration of the Houyhnhnms and their intuitive

reason are, to a large extent, also Swift’s. For example, George Orwell explicitly

calls the Houyhnhnms “Swift’s ideal beings” (196). Another proponent of the

hard school in the 1950s was George Sherburn, who argues that “the

Houyhnhnms cannot be regarded as objects of satire,” and that they represent for

Swift the “highest values” and are “far, far out of man’s reach” (94-97).

Similarly, Philip Pinkus claims that “Within the literary framework of Gulliver’s

Travels, the Houyhnhnms are obviously an ideal”; such an ideal, however, is out

of man’s reach: “the simplicity of the Houyhnhnms’ life has always been a

wistful dream for Swift” (197). Claude Rawson is less assertive than the

abovementioned scholars, and admits that the Houyhnhnms do have some

undesirable qualities, yet he immediately states that “The fact that we may not

like them does not mean that Swift is disowning them”; besides, he also agrees

with the others that the Houyhnhnms’ way of life is beyond human reach: “But

one must agree that the Houyhnhnms, though they are a positive, are not a

model, there being no question of being able to imitate them” (“Gentle Reader”

420). M. Kelsall goes a step further than all the others by declaring that the

Houyhnhnms stand not only for an ideal, but also a humanly achievable ideal.

By comparing the Houyhnhnms with the Sextumvirate who have been

summoned from the land of the dead in Book III of Gulliver’s Travels—Socrates,

Epaminondas, Junius, Brutus, Cato the Younger, and Sir Thomas More—Kelsall

tries to show that these great figures have not only equaled the Houyhnhnms,
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but moreover, “in their determination that reason shall dominate the emotions

and the flesh, Swift’s heroes can be more extreme than the horses” (218). Thus

his conclusion is that the Houyhnhnm ideal is “completely traditional” and

“obtainable” (220-21).

The soft school, on the contrary, holds the opposite view, again, to use

Keesey’s words:

Critics of the “soft” school [. . .] generally argue that Gulliver is
wrong to equate man with the repulsive Yahoos, wrong to accept the
Houyhnhnms as ideals, and the victim of his own pride (and Swift’s
satire) when he ends in misanthropy. In short, that Gulliver’s final
vision is very far from Swift’s. (322)

So scholars of the soft school try to distinguish Gulliver from Swift

himself, and argues that Gulliver, with his blind admiration for the Houyhnhnms,

is actually Swift’s target of satire. Consequently, Swift does not regard the

Houyhnhnms as ideal—they may be perfect in a rational sense but not in a

humane sense. Their flaw lies precisely in the over-dominance of reason and

lack of emotions: “The Houyhnhnms, all mind and reason, show the limitations

of this ideal of perfection. [. . .] What is missing in the perfection of the

Houyhnhnms is the capacity for mercy and for love, which involves passionate

commitment” (Paul Cavill et al 208-9). Kathleen Williams also emphasizes the

“coldness” of the Houyhnhnms, which is “a natural result of their purely

reasonable nature,” and argues that “[the] Houyhnhnms are as much subject to

ironic treatment as any other of [Swift’s] creations” (Compromise 191). Robert

Adams, similarly, claims that the purely rational life of the Houyhnhnms is not

flawless and that Swift does not see such a life as desirable: “the austere rule of

reason itself has connotations and overtones not all together grateful. [. . .] Swift

not only could not but did not want to render the life of reason desirable in its

own cold reasonable terms” (248). In short, this school thinks that Swift is

critical of the Houyhnhnms and regards their purely rational life as undesirable.

With regard to the fierce debate between the two schools, I tend to agree

more with the latter. For I do think that Swift does not share Gulliver’s blind
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admiration for the Houyhnhnms. In my opinion, Swift’s attitude toward the

Houyhnhnms and their purely intuitive reason may be stated thus: the life of the

Houyhnhnms is far more preferable to that of the Yahoos, and also preferable to

the life of Swift’s contemporary world, which was witnessing the rise of

discursive reason in multiple fields, but it is not good enough, nor is it a life we

should strive for; correspondingly, the dominance of pure intuitive reason is far

preferable to irrationality, and also preferable to the dominance of pure

discursive reason (which is exemplified in Book III of Gulliver’s Travels, as

shall be discussed later), but it is not good enough, nor is it a state we should

strive for. To put it more briefly, the goodness of the Houyhnhnms and of

intuitive reason is necessary but not sufficient.

The reason why I am making this claim is because it conforms to Swift’s

general view on this issue, which, however, can only be ascertained through a

more comprehensive analysis of his major works and his experiences. Therefore,

when investigating Swift’s view on the Houyhnhnms and their purely intuitive

reason, we should not study Gulliver’s Travels in isolation, the danger of which

has been explicitly pointed out by Clifford: “viewing Gulliver’s Travels

independently, cut off from what we know about his career and his other works,

has sometimes resulted in strange, distorted interpretations” (40). Thus I shall

undertake a more comprehensive analysis in the rest of this chapter and the two

following chapters. But for the time being, let me briefly explain, through

cross-referencing, why I think Swift regards the goodness of the Houyhnhnms

and their purely intuitive reason as necessary but not sufficient—which is

determined by Swift’s view on intuitive reason itself. In my cross-referencing, I

would resort to an essay and a sermon by Swift rather than his satirical works,

because in the latter, he usually adopts a persona, who oftentimes say the

opposite thing of what Swift really thinks, but in the former, he is more or less

speaking as himself.

Of the goodness of intuitive reason, Swift says unequivocally at the

beginning of “Thoughts on Religion” that “I AM in all opinions to believe
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according to my own impartial reason; which I am bound to inform and improve,

as far as my capacities and opportunities will permit” (Works 10:166). Of course,

Swift is not directly using the term “intuitive reason” here—he never does. But

one can infer that the “impartial reason” in this sentence is definitely intuitive

reason, because Swift would never call the discursive part of human reason

“impartial”—when discursive reason appears in his writings, it is usually

associated with modifiers such as “refined” (used ironically) or “corrupted.”

Therefore, this sentence manifestly shows Swift’s positive attitude toward

intuitive reason.

Although intuitive reason is good for Swift, it is not good enough. The

insufficiency of intuitive reason—and of human reason as a whole—consists

mainly of two aspects:

Firstly, besides reason, man also has—and needs—emotions, without

which life can hardly go on. Of course, reason is supposed to guide and restrict

emotions, but there are moments—and important moments to boot—when one

should listen to one’s emotions rather than one’s reason:

Although reason were intended by Providence to govern our passions;
yet it seems that in two points of the greatest moment to the being and
continuance of the world, God has intended our passions to prevail
over reason. The first is, the propagation of our species; since no wise
man ever married from the dictates of reason. The other is, the love of
life; which, from the dictates of reason, every man would despise, and
wish it at an end, or that it never had a beginning. (Works 10:170)

Secondly, and more importantly, reason in man is never strong enough to

help him resist temptations and overcome his own weakness, for which task he

needs religious faith: “he who hath no faith, cannot by the strength of his own

reason or endeavours so easily resist temptations, as the other, who depends

upon God’s assistance in the overcoming of his frailties, and is sure to be

rewarded for ever in Heaven for his victory over them” (Works 10:25-26).

Therefore reason has to be supplemented by, and sometimes even submit to,

faith (more will be said on this issue in Chapter Seven). The Houyhnhnms, as

purely rational animals, have no conception of God, no religion, and no faith.
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Thus their world may be perfect in a secular sense, but is definitely not

heavenly.

To sum up, the Houyhnhnms in Gulliver’s Travels embodies for Swift

intuitive reason, and his attitude toward them also corresponds to his attitude

toward intuitive reason, namely, that it is good but not good enough.

4.4.1.2 The Philosophers of Laputa as Embodiment of Discursive Reason

As has been shown in 4.3, in Gulliver’s Travels, Swift separates the mixed

qualities in human nature and then envisages fantastic creatures, whom he

endows with these separated, or purified, qualities: the Yahoos as pure sensuality,

and the Houyhnhnms as pure intuitive reason. Correspondingly, there should

also be a creature in Gulliver’s Travels which embodies pure discursive

reason—and that creature is found in the ruling philosophers in Laputa (for

convenience, in the following of my dissertation, they would be referred to as

“the Laputans,” but it should be kept in mind that “the Laputans” do not include

everyone in Laputa, for there are also people living on the flying island who are

not philosophers, for example, women and the servants).

The Laputans, though physically resembling human beings, are actually

but another fantastic creature, for they differ from the latter in important ways.

Such differences are noticed immediately by Gulliver the moment he sets foot

on the flying island, and quite astound him:
They beheld me with all the Marks and Circumstances of Wonder;
neither indeed was I much in their Debt; having never till then seen a
Race of Mortals so singular in their Shapes, Habits, and
Countenances. Their Heads were all reclined either to the Right, or the
Left; one of their eyes turned inward, and the other directly up to the
Zenith. (154)

The most striking singularity of the Laputans in this passage is the

orientation of their eyes: one turning inward, implying their constant

introspection; the other turning upward, indicating their interest in and concern

with the stars. As a result, they are not looking at the world in which they are

living, which shows their detachment from everyday reality. Such a singularity
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clearly distinguishes the Laputans from human beings, for no physically normal

human has eyes oriented like that.

Another singularity which tells the Laputans from human beings is their

dependence on the “flappers”: they cannot talk, listen, or walk abroad without

being attended to by the latter. Such a dependence results from the Laputans’

constant immersion in intense speculations, and it goes so far as to make them

somehow like invalids. Of the function of the flappers, and the Laputans’

dependence on them, Swift gives a detailed description:

I observed here and there many in the Habit of Servants, with a blown
Bladder fastened like a Flail to the End of a short Stick, which they
carried in their Hands. [. . .] With these Bladders they now and then
flapped the Mouths and Ears of those who stood near them, of which
practice I could not then conceive the meaning. It seems, the Minds of
these People are so taken up with intense Speculations, that they
neither can speak, nor attend to the Discourses of others, without
being roused by some external Taction upon the Organs of Speech
and Hearing; for which Reason, those Persons who are able to afford
it, always keep a Flapper [. . .] in their Family, as one of their
Domesticks; nor ever walk abroad or make visits without him. And
the Business of this Officer is, when two or more Persons are in
Company, gently to strike with his Bladder the Mouth of him who is
to speak, and the Right Ear of him or them to whom the Speaker
addresses himself. This Flapper is likewise employed diligently to
attend his Master in his Walks, and upon Occasion to give him a soft
Flap on his Eyes; because he is always so wrapped up in Cogitation,
that he is in manifest Danger of falling down every Precipice, and
bouncing his Head against every Post; and in the Streets, of jostling
others, or being jostled himself into the Kennel. (154)

This second singularity also shows plainly that the Laputans are not human

beings, for no human is ever dependent on a “flapper” because of his intense

speculation. Just as David Renaker explicitly states, “The populations of the two

islands [Laputa, the flying island; and Balnibarbi, the island below] are not even

of the same species; the Laputians are nonhuman” (936). Dutton Kearney also

calls the Laputans “inhuman” (4).

These two singularities, I would argue, are but manifestations of another

fundamental difference between the Laputans and human beings, namely, the
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predominance of discursive reason and the corresponding lack of intuitive

reason in the former. Firstly, one with intuitive reason should pay attention to the

world around her, as this is where her immediate life goes on, rather than

concern oneself primarily with observing the stars or narcissistically examining

oneself. Secondly, one with intuitive reason would not lose oneself in

speculations, for whatever conclusion there is is grasped almost immediately; it

is only with discursive reason, which requires one to go through complicated

processes of calculation and ratiocination, that one tends to get lost. Hence it is

fair to say that the Laputans are creatures of purely discursive reason.

Because of their purely discursive reason, the Laputans are the opposite of

the Houyhnhnms. Consequently, their reason would demonstrate the opposite

characteristics to those of the Houyhnhnm reason. In 4.4.1.1, I have listed four

characteristics of the Houyhnhnm reason; we can get the characteristics of the

Laputan reason/discursive reason by simply reversing those four:

Firstly, it is not direct or immediate, but indirect and discursive, leading

one through complicated calculations and ratiocinations. Hence the immersion

of the Laputans in constant speculation.

Secondly, it leads to disputes rather than unanimity. As discursive reason

works in processes, and different discursive reasoners may diverge in their

reasoning processes, they may reach different or even contradictory conclusions.

As a result, disputes arise: the Laputans are “vehemently given to Opposition

[i.e. devoted to opposing the views of others]” and “passionately disputing every

Inch of a Party Opinion” (158).

Thirdly, it is associated with and affected by private interests and passions.

The Laputans, with their advanced studies in the heavenly bodies, are “under

continual Disquietudes, never enjoying a Minute’s Peace of Mind,” because

they fear that the changes in the movement of the sun, the earth, or the comet

may bring catastrophes; as a result, “They are so perpetually alarmed with the

Apprehensions of these and the like impending Dangers, that they can neither

sleep quietly in their Beds, nor have any Relish for the common Pleasures and
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Amusements of Life” (158-59). Such fears and disquietudes show that the

Laputans are actually not as detached as they appear to be, and that their

discursive reason does not make them calm and stoic creatures like the

Houyhnhnms. What is more, the Laputans also have strong passions. However,

their passions are chiefly not sexual—as a matter of fact, they almost appear to

be asexual—but political: Gulliver wonders at their “strong Disposition [. . .]

towards News and Politicks; perpetually enquiring into public Affairs, giving

their Judgments in Matters of State, and passionately disputing every Inch of a

Party Opinion” (158). In other words, they have the passion to dominate the

world with their discursive reason, which is symbolically represented by the

flying island ruling over the island below.

Finally, discursive reason does not give one a sense of limit, but always

drives one on to probe deeper into the nature of things: there is no end to the

Laputans’s speculation, and even if they are called back temporarily to the real

world, they would fall back to their speculative mood very soon.

Just like on the Houyhnhnm island, in Laputa, many customs and features,

which may appear strange to human readers, are shaped by the Laputans’ purely

discursive reason. It is their discursive reason that makes them concerned

primarily with three branches of science: astronomy, mathematics, and music

(the music here should not be understood as an aesthetic or emotional

experience, but a study which is associated with the proportion of numbers and

the revolution of the heavenly bodies). As a result, their garments are adorned

with astronomical figures and musical instruments; they have their food cut into

geometrical shapes; and “Their Ideas are perpetually conversant in Lines and

Figures” (157). They have almost no aesthetics, and when praising the beauty of

a woman, “they describe it by Rhombs, Circles, Parallelograms, Ellipses, and

other Geometrical Terms; or else by Words of Art drawn from Musick” (157).

They have no study of ethics whatsoever. And “Imagination, Fancy, and

Invention, they are wholly Strangers to, nor have any Words in their Language

by which those Ideas can be expressed” (158). Constantly immersed in
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theoretical speculation, they despise practice and application; as a result, their

houses are ill-built and their garments ill-made.

Scholars in Swift studies almost agree unanimously on the discursive

nature of the Laputan reason (although they may not use the same expression),

which subjects the Laputans to constant speculation. For example, Neil Chudger

mentions “The theoretical self-containment of their thought” (146). Daniels

Todd expresses the same idea through a metaphor: the Laputans have “turned

their speculations into idols, systems of opinion that have become a fantastic

philosophy, idols of the cave” (96). John Sitter compares Book II and Book III

of Gulliver’s Travels and comes up with an interesting conclusion: “the Gulliver

who complained of the Brobdingnagians that ‘as to Ideas, Entities, Abstractions

and Transcendentals, I could never drive the least Conception into their Heads’

is soon after ‘drawn up’ into the company of men [i.e. the Laputans] whose

heads contain little else” (145). The Laputans’s preoccupation with the “Ideas,

Entities, Abstractions and Transcendentals” shows clearly the discursive nature

of their reason. Last but not least, Robert Fitzgerald detects an affinity between

the Laputans and Hobbes’ ideal rational figure. On the one hand, the affinity

comes from the importance Hobbes attaches to introspection in a rational being:

“whosoever looketh into himself and considereth what he doth, when he does

think, opine, reason, hope, feare, &c, and upon what grounds; he shall thereby

read and know, what are the thoughts, and Passions of all other men, upon the

like occasions” (Hobbes 10). On the other hand, the affinity comes from

Hobbes’ emphasis on the discursive nature of reason: “For REASON, in this

sense [i.e. as a faculty of human mind], is nothing but Reckoning (that is,

Adding and Subtracting) of the Consequences of general names agreed upon for

the marking and signifying of our thoughts; I say marking them, when we

reckon by ourselves; and signifying, when we demonstrate or approve our

reckonings to other men” (Hobbes 32); such a definition equals reasoning with

calculating, and highlights the exclusively discursive nature of reason for

Hobbes. Because of such an affinity, Fitzgerald argues, the depiction of the
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Laputans reflects Swift’s old grudge against Hobbes: “his suspicion of abstract

systems and of the materialistic, reductive method of Hobbes was long

standing” (228). Thus it can be seen that these scholars agree on the purely

discursive nature of the Laputan reason.

Having discussed the purely discursive nature of the Laputan reason, I can

now proceed to Swift’s attitude toward it. As can be expected, Swift is rather

critical of discursive reason, which is reflected in Gulliver’s judgments on the

Laputans: “They are very bad Reasoners” (158); and “I conversed only with

Women, Tradesmen, Flappers, and Court-Pages, during two Months of my

Abode there; [. . .] these were the only People from whom I could ever receive a

reasonable Answer” (166). It is interesting to note that Gulliver sees the

Laputans, with their discursive reason, as “unreasonable.” This is because he

makes his judgments by relying on his intuitive reason, which helps him see

through the absurdities of the Laputans. Thus it can be said that Swift’s critique

of discursive reason is, in a sense, also reason’s critique of itself, because from

the perspective of intuitive reason, discursive reason, when it becomes

overwhelming in one’s mind, and especially when it is instrumentalized to serve

evil purposes (as shall be demonstrated below), becomes “unreason,” or

madness. The self-critique of reason, in other words, checks its tendency to go to

its own opposite.

Swift’s view on discursive reason, with its complicated way of thinking,

and his attitude toward it, are also revealed in some of his other works. For

example, in the poem “The Dean’s Reasons for not Building at Drapier’s-Hill,”

he gives an account of how he is unable to get on well with Sir Arthur Acheson

because of the latter’s propensity for speculation. Sir Arthur Acheson is

described as

Still rapt in speculations deep,
His outward senses fast asleep;
Who, while I talk, a song will hum,
Or, with his fingers, beat the drum;
Beyond the skies transports his mind,
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And leaves a lifeless corpse behind. (45-50)
The poem was written in 1730, five years after the publication of Gulliver’s

Travels, and a quick comparison shows how much Sir Arthur Acheson

resembles the Laputans in his loss of self in speculations and his inattention to

everyday reality. But of course he is also different from the Laputans, for at least

he does not need to be constantly attended to by the flappers, which shows some

residue of intuitive reason in him.

In the poem, Swift also reveals his own temperament as less speculative

and metaphysical, and more reality-oriented and commonsensical:

But, as for me, who ne’er could clamber high,
To understand Malebranche or Cambray;
Who send my mind (as I believe) less
Than others do, on errands sleeveless;
Can listen to a tale humdrum,
And with attention read TomThumb;
My spirits with my body progging,
Both hand in hand together jogging;
Sunk over head and ears in matter,
Nor can of metaphysicks smatter;
Am more diverted with a quibble
Than dream of words intelligible;
And think all notions too abstracted
Are like the ravings of a crackt head;
What intercourse of minds can be
Betwixt the knight sublime and me,
If when I talk, as talk I must,
It is but prating to a bust? (51-68)

Not only does Swift reveal his temperament in these lines, but he also passes

judgment on discursive reason as essentially unreasonable: intellectual efforts

such as “To understand Malebranche or Cambray” are called “errands

sleeveless”—the word “sleeveless,” according to Johnson’s Dictionary, can

mean “wanting reasonableness” (1090). What is more, he associates discursive

reason with madness: the abstracted ideas are regarded as proceeding from a

“crackt head” (such an association is consistent with the view he expresses in A

Tale of a Tub, as will be discussed later in this chapter). Thus there can be little

“intercourse of minds” between “the knight sublime,” with his highly developed
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discursive reason, and Swift himself, who places more trust in intuitive reason.

The dislike of intense speculation through discursive reason is indeed a

persistent strain in Swift’s temperament. Walter Ong notes that “As he once told

his biographer Deane Swift, he never could understand logic, physics,

metaphysics, natural philosophy, mathematics, ‘or anything of that

sort’—anything of the sort demanding close thinking” (209). Similarly, Gregory

Lynall underlines Swift’s aversion to metaphysics, which “did not alter with

age” (120). An important reason for this, according to Swift himself, is because

“learning, like all true merit, is easily satisfied; while the false and counterfeit, is

perpetually craving, and never thinks it has enough” (Works 5:82). This

quotation shows that for Swift, real truths in both learning and merit are but

simple, and can be easily grasped by intuitive reason—as with the

Houyhnhnms—while falsity and counterfeit need to be sustained by complicated

arguments proceeding from discursive reason. Besides, it also reveals what

Swift regards as an important characteristic of discursive reason, namely, that it

has no sense of limit.

Despite the “falsity and counterfeit” it helps to sustain, and its lack of the

sense of limit, discursive reason would still remain harmless if only the

Laputans were content with losing themselves in speculations—whatever falsity

and counterfeit produced in their mind would, in that way, not affect the

everyday life. However, this is, unfortunately, not the case, for the Laputans

keep meddling into state affairs and passing judgments on politics:

But, what I chiefly admired, and thought altogether unaccountable,
was the strong Disposition I observed in them towards News and
politicks; perpetually enquiring into publick Affairs, giving their
Judgments in Matters of State, and passionately disputing every Inch
of a Party Opinion (158).

The word “passionately” shows that the Laputans do have a strong passion

for politics. As has been mentioned before, the Laputans are almost

asexual—the wife and her lover can “proceed to the greatest Familiarities” in

front of a Laputan husband without the latter’s noticing anything of it
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(159)—and their passion lies chiefly in politics. In its essence, such a passion is,

to use Nietzsche’s words, “a will to power,” to subjugate the world to oneself;

and the subjugation is greatly facilitated by discursive reason, which is, as a

result, instrumentalized.

The instrumentalization of discursive reason to serve the will to power is

symbolically revealed in the way the Laputan king rules over the island below.

This king, who “would be the most absolute Prince in the Universe” (164), is

definitely a power maniac. The methods by which he deals with the

insubordination and rebellions from the island below reveal his ruthlessness:
If any Town should engage in Rebellion or Mutiny, fall into violent
Factions, or refuse to pay the usual Tribute; the King hath two
Methods of reducing them to Obedience. The first and the mildest
course is by keeping the Island hovering over such a Town, and the
Lands about it, whereby he can deprive them of the Benefit of the Sun
and the Rain, and consequently afflict the Inhabitants with Dearth and
Diseases. And if the Crime deserve it, they are at the same time pelted
from above with great Stones, against which they have no Defence,
but by creeping into Cellars or Caves, while the Roofs of their Houses
are beaten to Pieces. But if they still continue obstinate, or offer to
raise Insurrections; he proceeds to the last Remedy, by letting the
Island drop directly upon their Heads, which makes a universal
Destruction both of Houses and Men. (164-65)

It can be seen that in dealing with the rebellious subjects on the island

below, the king can use the flying island itself as a mechanical weapon, which is

manipulated through discursive reason. While doing so, there is not a strain of

doubt as to whether such a deed is right or wrong. This is because discursive

reason, after being instrumentalized, becomes indifferent to morality and ethics,

its sole function now being to serve as a means to achieve certain ends—in the

case of the Laputans, the will to power. While serving, discursive reason never

questions whether such ends are justifiable or not; as a result, it may be used to

achieve any evil purposes—e.g. gas chambers and atomic wars.

Kathleen Williams has noted the evil of the Laputans, who at the first sight

only appear to be comic figures: “Laputa, where the search for the clarity of

abstractions involves such confusion in the living world, seems at first merely
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hilarious and absurd, but as confusion turns to mechanism and destruction this

remoteness and unreality becomes not only ludicrous but evil” (Compromise

175). Besides, some scholars, such as Daniels Todd (96) and Douglas Patey

(“Unity” 405), claim that the word “Laputa” is associated with the Spanish word

la puta, the whore—Patey argues further that “part 3 presents a zany series of

prostitutions (misuses) of reason” (“Unity” 405). To put it more clearly, such

prostitutions or misuses of reason are precisely the instrumentalization of

discursive reason to serve evil purposes.

However, I want to say that in a sense, these verdicts are somewhat

improper, because they are judging the Laputans from a human perspective. The

fundamental concepts of “good” and “evil” can be grasped only by intuitive

reason, because it is ultimately impossible to prove discursively why “good” is

good, and hence desirable, while “evil” is evil, and consequently should be

avoided—this amounts to tautology in logic. Human beings, who have some

intuitive reason, can understand “good” and “evil,” but the Laputans, whose

reason is purely discursive, do not have “good” or “evil” in their conceptual

system. They are, to use another Nietzschean phrase, “beyond good and evil.”

Contrary to the Houyhnhnms, who are concerned primarily with virtue in their

life, the Laputans have absolutely no sense of it. Therefore, the Laputan king’s

ruthless strategies against the rebellious subjects below cannot be regarded as

immoral; it is, properly speaking, only amoral.

What is more, Swift seems to regard such an amoral will to power as

inherent in many of his contemporary scientists and philosophers, whose

discursive reason is so strong that their intuitive reason is almost extinguished:

“I have indeed observed the same Disposition [to meddle into politics] among

most of the Mathematicians I have known in Europe; although I could never

discover the least Analogy between the two Sciences [i.e. mathematics and

politics]” (GT 158). Such a will to power is political, but Swift seems to think

that it derives ultimately from a more fundamental, epistemological will to

power, namely, the will to subjugate the world to one’s theories:
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Or, as philosophers, who find
Some favourite system to their mind;
In every point to make it fit,
will force all nature to submit. (“Cadenus and Vanessa” 722-25)

It is precisely this epistemological will to power, the will to force nature into

fitting one’s own systems, that gives rise to the philosophers’ political will to

power: “those People suppose, because the smallest Circle has as many Degrees

as the largest, therefore the Regulation and Management of the World require no

more Abilities than the handling and turning of a Globe” (GT 158).

Moreover, in A Tale of a Tub, the epistemological will to power is directly

associated with the political, and the religious, will to power, because the

conquerors, philosophers, and fanatics in religion all want to subjugate the world

to themselves. But this common will to power, which is shared by all three, has

a more fundamental cause, namely, enthusiasm, or madness: “For, the Brain, in

its natural Position and State of Serenity, disposeth its Owner to pass his Life in

the common Forms, without any Thought of subduing Multitudes to his own

Power, his Reasons, or his Visions” (TT 110).

Therefore, in Swift’s view, the scientists and philosophers, who want to

subdue the multitude to their “Reasons,” are, like the conquerors and the

religious fanatics, mad persons. But the question is, why would the scientists

and philosophers, with their “Reasons,” become mad? Is not reason supposed to

guard us against madness? Is not a reasonable person supposed to be

clear-minded rather than mad? To answer these questions, and to reveal the

relationship between reason and madness, it is necessary to take a closer

examination of Section IX of A Tale of a Tub, which shall be done in the next

sub-section.

4.4.2 Further Analysis of Section IX of A Tale of a Tub

In 4.1, it has been noted that the primary concern of Section IX of A Tale

of a Tub is “madness,” which Swift takes to be the opposite of reason, and which

he regards as common to many—the ambitious politicians, pedantic scholars,
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and religious fanatics (especially the Non-Conformists); and that, in order to be

satirical, Swift adopts a persona, and argues that “madness” is much better than

“reason,” for it is responsible for the greatest progresses in human history.

Now I want to proceed further, and show how those 14 quotations taken

from Section IX of A Tale of a Tub reveal not only Swift’s different ways of

using the word “reason,” but also his different attitudes toward the different

subcategories of reason. This is because the tones the persona adopts in these

quotations are not always the same, but vary from one sentence to another.

Generally speaking, where natural reason is concerned, the tone is more or less

neutral; where intuitive reason is concerned, slightly negative; and where

discursive reason is concerned, highly derogatory. Such a variation of tones

seems to be in line with Swift’s satirical purpose: in deriding and inveighing

against the faculty of reason (both as intuitive reason and as discursive reason),

he is actually upholding and defending it. In other words, the derision and

invective belong to the persona, while Swift himself adopts the opposite attitude,

as the following chart demonstrates:

towards

attitude

natural reason intuitive reason discursive reason

the persona’s attitude neutral slightly negative highly derogatory

Swift’s attitude neutral slightly positive highly commendatory

This seems to solve the problem perfectly: by simply reversing the attitude

of the persona, we get that of Swift. But is it really that simple? Does Swift

really uphold both intuitive reason and discursive reason—and especially the

latter? My answer is “No”; and I say “No” because Swift’s satire is much more

complex than can be demonstrated by the table above, and requires the utmost

meticulousness in analysis.

The complexity of Swift’s satire derives largely from his ambiguous and

volatile use of persona, which makes it extremely difficult to ascertain his true
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intentions behind it. The word “persona” (and “person,” too) comes from Latin,

and means “actor’s mask.” (Abrams and Harpham 258). It was originally used in

drama performance, where a mask (persona) stood for a particular character in

the play. Understandably, what the persona utters are the words and expressions

of the character, not those of the actor/actress. In the same way, what a persona

utters in a literary work expresses only its own ideas and attitudes, not those of

the author. But in some exceptional cases, the actor/actress (or the playwright)

may say through the mouth of the persona what he/she really wants to say (like

in some didactic religious dramas). Similarly, in literary works, the author may

express her true intentions through the persona (a good example would be “A

Madman’s Diary” by Lu Xun). However, in the case of Swift, the relationship is

much more complicated; for there are instances when the persona, as the butt of

satire, expresses the views Swift wants to criticize, but there are also instances

when the person’s views correspond to those of Swift, and it remains a daunting

task to differentiate between the two. Consequently, we cannot simply reverse

the persona’s views to get those of Swift, because “the rigidities of

mask-criticism [. . .] tend to compartmentalize what needs to remain a more

fluid and indistinct interaction” (Rawson, “From Order and Cruelty” 229). Such

a view has been endorsed by other scholars. For example, A. E. Dyson argues

that when reading Swift’s satires, “we cannot arrive at Swift’s ‘true’ meaning

merely by reversing what he [the persona] actually says” (159). Similarly, Judith

Mueller also points out that

Swift’s irony is not the simple sort that means the opposite of what it
says, although it sometimes does. Like many speakers in Swift’s satires,
the Tale’s narrator is not a consistent persona but rather the shifting
expression of a mélange of perspectives, some of them Swift’s, some
of them targets of derision. His readers face the daunting task of
distinguishing between them. (208; underline added)

So there is a consensus among these scholars that the persona’s views are

not always the opposite of Swift’s—sometimes the two do correspond. But the

difficult question is, how can we tell which is which? In other words, is it

possible at all to sort out the relationship between the persona and Swift in
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specific instances, and consequently ascertain Swift’s true intentions in different

passages?

In order to answer this question with regard to Section IX of A Tale of a

Tub, it is necessary that we analyze its design in more detail. As has been

mentioned, the purpose of this section is to denounce and satirize the “madness”

of Swift’s time, the cure for which, he thinks, lies in the faculty of reason. And

in order to be satirical, Swift reverses the position of the two by praising

“madness” and deriding “(human) reason.”

So the binary opposition between madness and reason is a most essential

motif in this section, and the tension between the two runs throughout it.

However, this binary opposition is not that simple—indeed it is not a binary

opposition at all, for human reason is not unitary, but consists of two distinct

parts (discursive reason and intuitive reason). In other words, the binary

opposition should more properly be called a “trinary” opposition—between

madness, discursive reason, and intuitive reason.

Now the interesting question follows: what is the relationship between the

three according to Swift? My argument is that for Swift, the opposite of madness

is intuitive reason, not discursive reason. Actually Swift regards discursive

reason as often in alliance with madness—a person obsessed with discursive

reason is very likely to become mad. And this can be accounted for by two

reasons. Firstly, a person who is obsessed with complicated ratiocinations and

discursive speculations is likely to pay inadequate attention to what is going on

in real life. As a result, he may come up with conclusions that contradict reality.

But because of his overweening confidence in his own logical validity, instead

of regarding the conclusions as somehow wrong, he may believe that the fault

lies in reality—if reality does not fit my theory, then too bad for reality!

Consequently, rather than modify his theories to fit reality, he tries to force

reality into fitting his theories—a good example of such a form of madness is

some ardent Maoists in China today. It is undeniable that the Cultural

Revolution initiated by Mao, who tried to remove the “revisionists” within the
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party through class struggle, has brought about great damages to the country and

the people. This was even admitted by the Communist Party itself.1 Hence its

change of policy toward reform and opening to the outside world, with the

emphasis on development rather than class struggle. The new policy was

obviously an improvement in that the general living standard was raised and

comparatively more freedom granted, despite the accompanying problems such

as corruption and environmental pollution. However, more than 30 years after

the Reform and Opening, there are still a group of “Maoist Leftists (毛左 )” in

China, who stick to Mao’s theory of class struggle and permanent revolution,

and based on that, regard the Reform and Opening as illegitimate, revisionist,

and a betrayal of Mao’s ideal. Some of them wanted, and even tried, to reverse

China back to the “good old days” of Cultural Revolution. These people are,

therefore, mad in that they try to force reality into fitting their theories.

Secondly, as has been mentioned before, discursive reason is easily

instrumentalized to serve as a mere means to achieve certain ends, without ever

questioning the justifiability of such ends; what is worse, it is sometimes even

used to find excuses to justify immoral or evil deeds. But if the ends themselves

are mad—like the genocide of Jews in the gas chambers—then the discursive

reason which serves and justifies these ends is inevitably also involved in

madness. The primary concern of designers and managers of the gas chambers

in their work was, of course, how to kill the Jews more efficiently, and they used

discursive reason in achieving that efficiency. Moreover, in order to justify the

persecution of the Jews, the Nazis hired economists, sociologists, and even

biologists to prove that the Jews are greedy, pernicious, and biologically inferior,

and thus deserve persecution. All these are obviously mad from the perspective

of intuitive reason.

1 In “Resolution on Certain Questions in the History of Our Party Since the Founding of the
People’s Republic of China (《关于建国以来党的若干历史问题的决议》),” it is admitted
that the Cultural Revolution was “responsible for the most severe setback and the heaviest
losses suffered by the Party, the state, and the people since the founding of the People’s
Republic” (32).
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Both ways of being mad through discursive reason are either mentioned or

exemplified in Section IX of A Tale of a Tub. On the one hand, the persona

associates the great introducers of new philosophical systems with “their present

undoubted Successors in the Academy of Modern Bedlam [Bedlam being an

asylum in London at the time],” because they share the ambition to make their

ideas prevail: “For, what Man in the natural State, or Course of Thinking, did

ever conceive it in his Power, to reduce the Notions of all Mankind, exactly to

the same Length, and Breadth, and Height of his own? Yet this is the first

humble and civil design of all innovators in the empire of reason” (TT 108). On

the other hand, in order to compare the outside and inside of the human body,

the persona carries out certain experiments and observations through discursive

reason, which include seeing a woman flayed and having a carcass stripped and

dissected in front of him. While doing so, no attention is paid to the cruelty and

indecency of such experiments and observations.

Thus it is clear that discursive reason cannot guard against madness—only

intuitive reason can. It is intuitive reason, the ability to tell immediately the true

from the false, and the right from the wrong, that ensures us a “clearness of

faculties” (to use Johnson’s words). As examples 1, 2, 7, and 14 in 4.1 show, it is

only when “great Revolutions” has overthrown “natural Reason,” when one

proceeds not by the Method of the “unrefined Reason,” when “Man’s Fancy gets

astride on his Reason,” and when “Imaginations” have “run away with reason,”

that one becomes mad. It should be noted that in all these examples, the

“reason” refers to intuitive reason.

Hence, for Swift, the opposite of madness is intuitive reason, not

discursive reason, which sometimes may even enter into an alliance with it. The

relationship between the three can be diagrammed as follows:
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Fig. 4.3 Swift’s view of the relationship between madness, intuitive reason, and

discursive reason

As has been mentioned before, the object of satire in Section IX of A Tale

of a Tub is madness, and Swift adopts a persona who upholds madness and

denounces its opposite, “reason.” But “reason” consists of two distinct parts, and

it is intuitive reason that is the real opposite of madness, not discursive reason.

So in order to achieve his purpose, Swift only needs to have the persona inveigh

against intuitive reason, and leave discursive reason alone. But this, curiously, is

not the case in this section—not only does the persona devote much energy to

attacking discursive reason, but the invective against discursive reason is much

fiercer than that against intuitive reason.

If this curious arrangement is analyzed according to the simple rationale of

opposition—namely, that the opposite of what the persona says is Swift’s real

intention—then the necessary conclusion is that Swift’s attitude toward

discursive reason must be highly approving. However, I find this not to be the

case; my argument is that both madness and discursive reason are the objects of

satire in this section—when the persona is eulogizing madness, Swift’s attitude

is on the opposite, but when the persona is denouncing discursive reason, what

he says is exactly what Swift wants to say.

In order to illustrate this point, I would like to quote a long paragraph from

Section IX of A Tale of a Tub, which contains an elaborate discourse on

discursive reason—the word “reason” appears three times in the paragraph, and
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in all cases they refer to discursive reason:
In the Proportion that Credulity is a more peaceful Possession of the
Mind, than Curiosity, so far preferable is that Wisdom, which
converses about the Surface, to that pretended Philosophy which enters
into the Depths of Things, and then comes gravely back with
Informations and Discoveries, that in the inside they are good for
nothing. The two Senses, to which all Objects first address themselves,
are the Sight and the Touch; These never examine farther than the
Colour, the Shape, the Size, and whatever other Qualities dwell, or are
drawn by Art upon the Outward of Bodies; and then comes Reason
officiously, with Tools for cutting, and opening, and mangling, and
piercing, offering to demonstrate that they are not of the same
consistence quite thro’. Now I take all this to be the last Degree of
perverting Nature; one of whose Eternal Laws it is, to put her best
Furniture forward. And therefore, in order to save the Charges of all
such expensive Anatomy for the Time to come; I do here think fit to
inform the Reader, that in such Conclusions as these, Reason is
certainly in the Right; and that in most Corporeal Beings, which have
fallen under my Cognizance, the Outside hath been infinitely
preferable to the In: Whereof I have been further convinced from some
late Experiments. Last Week I saw a Woman flay’d, and you will
hardly believe, how much it altered her Person for the worse. Yesterday
I ordered the Carcass of a Beau to be stript in my Presence; when we
were all amazed to find so many unsuspected Faults under one Suit of
Cloaths: Then I laid open his Brain, his Heart, and his Spleen; But, I
plainly perceived at every Operation, that the farther we proceeded, we
found the Defects encrease upon us in Number and Bulk: from all
which, I justly formed this Conclusion to my self; That whatever
Philosopher or Projector can find out an Art to sodder and patch up the
Flaws and Imperfections of Nature, will deserve much better of
Mankind, and teach us a more useful Science, than that so much in
present Esteem, of widening and exposing them (like him who held
Anatomy to be the ultimate End of Physick). And he, whose Fortunes
and Dispositions have placed him in a convenient Station to enjoy the
Fruits of this noble art; He that can with Epicurus content his Ideas
with the Films and Images that fly off upon his Senses from the
Superficies of things; Such a man truly wise, creams off Nature,
leaving the Sower and the Dregs, for Philosophy and Reason to lap up.
This is the sublime and refined Point of Felicity, called, the Possession
of being well deceived; The Serene Peaceful State of being a Fool
among Knaves. (111-112; underlines added)

This paragraph poses a contrast between “credulity” (to live contentedly

on the “Surface,” among the senses) and “curiosity” (which is satisfied by
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discursive reason), and the persona thinks that the former is much more

preferable to the latter—the “sublime and refined point of felicity” being “the

possession of being well-deceived.” Now the question is, what is Swift’s real

attitudes toward the two behind the persona? A number of scholars think that, by

simply reversing the attitudes of the persona, we get those of Swift. This view

has been expressed by Ehrenpreis:

The real proposition here is that man’s moral essence or reason—his
inside—is infinitely more important than his physical accidents—the
outside. Reason and judgment are therefore analytical or introspective,
while the senses, passions, and imagination (when divorced from the
understanding) may be tricked by appearances. It is better to be sadly
wise and know oneself, Swift really says, than to be complacently
self-deceived. [. . .] He says with contempt that reason is mistakenly
occupied with internals, but he means seriously that reason is correct in
its business. (1: 223)

To put it simply, Ehrenpreis is arguing that in this passage, Swift’s real

attitude behind the persona is that reason is good, and that we should look

deeply into ourselves in order to discover the moral essence. However, I have to

say that this is a misinterpretation of Swift’s original intentions. For one thing,

Swift does not think moral essence can only be discovered by looking deeply

into ourselves; on the contrary, it can be easily grasped: “learning, like all true

merit, is easily satisfied” (Works 5:82; underline added). For another, and more

importantly, Ehrenpreis does not distinguish between intuitive reason and

discursive reason here (even though he has made that distinction just a few

pages before), and is using the word “reason” in a somewhat confused way. The

word “reason” appears three times in the quotation from Ehrenpreis: the first

one, which is interchangeable with “moral essence,” should be

intuitive—Ehrenpreis has been talking about “moral insight” just a few pages

before, which clearly shows the undiscursive nature of the reason associated

with morality; and the second and third one, which are “analytical or

introspective” and “occupied with internals,” are definitely discursive. These

two kinds of reason are clearly different, but Ehrenpreis treats them as if they

were the same thing. Hence the confusion.



118

A similar view has been expressed by Phillip Harth, who argues that here,

“reason is ironically condemned as the enemy of delusion” (135; underline

added), implying that Swift is actually promoting (discursive) reason.

This line of thinking, in my opinion, is an over-simplification of the issue,

because Swift’s persona is much more complicated and mercurial than that. It

has also been rejected by other scholars. For example, Denis Donoghue

specifically points out Ehrenpreis’ “perversity of interpretation,” arguing that

“Swift gives us no warrant, here or elsewhere, to despise the evidence of the

senses or to think ourselves well employed peering into the depths”

(Introduction 7). David Bywaters argues against Harth, saying that his argument

“gains plausibility only by his equivocal use of the word ‘reason’” (590).

McKenzie notes that the satire in the quoted paragraph from Section IX is

“double-barreled,” namely, that it is targeted at both those who content

themselves with “Films and Images,” and those who look with morbid curiosity

into the deep: “if the credulous man is a fool, the philosopher is a knave” (123).

Last but not least, Kathleen Williams claims that to read Swift in such an

over-simplified way risks severely misunderstanding him:
[. . .] we assume that by reversing his [the persona’s] values we will
arrive at his creator’s [Swift’s] meaning; the Author [the persona], we
feel complacently, may be astray in a fairyland of dreams, but we at
least have our wits about us; we can see what is really intended. But
this confidence is soon shaken by the intellectual pyrotechnics of Swift
himself; we are continually pulled on to what seems to be firm ground,
where we feel that we know just what is absurd in the remarks of the
Author—and therefore, by implication, what is sensible—only to be
pushed briskly off again into chaos. (Compromise 135-36)

Therefore, to reach Swift’s real attitude, it is not enough that we simply

reverse that of the persona. More effort is needed, and the different points and

aspects in the paragraph must be analyzed individually. My argument is that in

this paragraph, Swift is opposed to both “credulity” and “curiosity”: we should

not live complacently in the delusion of the senses, but neither should we probe

with morbid discursive reason into the secrets of nature. The right path lies

rather in the middle: we should receive perceptions from our senses, and based
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upon them, with the help of intuitive reason, form sound judgments:
To live in enjoyment of what flies off upon our senses, accepting
impressions without shaping them into significance, is to be deluded,
a fool; to go beneath the surface is to be wretched and unnatural, a
knave. Swift has maintained [. . .] a delicate balance between two
unacceptable extremes, using each extreme as a temporary satiric
standard by which to discredit the other. (Williams, Compromise 141)

With this view in mind, we can see that when the persona is arguing for credulity,

Swift is against him; but when the persona is arguing against curiosity, Swift is

with him.

But my argument still faces a challenge: if Swift’s persona is indeed so

complicated and mercurial, on what ground can I claim that my argument

concerning the relationship between the persona’s and Swift’s attitudes (as

charted below) is in the right?

towards

attitude

credulity curiosity (as is satisfied

by discursive reason)

the persona’s attitude eulogizing highly derogatory

Swift’s attitude denouncing highly derogatory

Few people, I suppose, would disagree on Swift’s denouncing attitude

toward credulity, so the focus of analysis falls on his attitude toward curiosity

(as is satisfied by discursive reason). In order to clarify the issue, I would like to

draw attention to the metaphorical images the persona adopts when inveighing

against (discursive) reason: the flaying of a woman, and the stripping and

dissection of a beau. It is noteworthy that in both cases, human body is taken as

an analogy for Nature, who always “[puts] on her best Furniture forward”; and

the flaying, stripping, and dissection, for (discursive) reason, which, with its

“Tools for cutting, and opening, and mangling, and piercing” (TT 111), probes

into the interior and reveals how ugly, hideous, and appalling the inside of the

human body really is. Moreover, the persona presents the images in such a vivid

and graphic way that it is hard not to feel a sense of nausea over them—it seems



120

that the persona is indeed obsessed with the hideous inside of the human body

and firmly believes what he says. Now the question is—does Swift share his

view? In other words, does Swift also regard human body as essentially ugly,

hideous, and appalling? Does he also think that nature, like human body, puts on

a shiny veneer to cover up its nasty inside? And does he also think that curiosity

(as is satisfied by discursive reason) commits a serious error by exposing the

“inconvenient truth” inside both human body and nature? My answer is “yes.”

But that answer cannot be attained from examining the quoted paragraph

alone—it is only possible after an extensive survey of Swift’s other works. After

such a survey, it is discovered that the contrast between the hideous inside and

glossy outside in human body (and his/her social front) is a recurrent motif

throughout Swift’s literary career, and furthermore, that this motif is closely

associated with his critique of modern science. Therefore it can be claimed that

when the persona is inveighing against curiosity and discursive reason, Swift is

with him. Details of this survey shall be discussed in the next chapter.
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Chapter Five Swift’s “Grotesque” Critique of Science Based on

His Metaphorical Understanding of Nature as Woman

At the end Chapter Four, when investigating if there is any agreement

between the persona and Swift on the issue of curiosity in the quoted passage

from A Tale of a Tub, I drew attention to the analogy used in the passage, namely,

comparing nature to human body. To briefly recapitulate it, the persona’s view is

that the inside of the human body is essentially ugly and repulsive, and thus

should not be exposed by the stripping, flaying, and dissection; similarly, nature,

with all its “Flaws and Imperfections,” should not be probed into by (discursive)

reason, for that would only reveal that the “Depths of Things” are actually “good

for nothing.” Of course, the crucial question now is—does Swift share the

persona’s view?

This question is significant because if we can ascertain the correspondence

between Swift’s view and that of the persona, then we can claim that Swift also

shares the persona’s derogatory attitude toward curiosity and discursive reason.

More importantly, probing into the secrets of nature with discursive reason is

precisely what the new sciences did at the time, so by answering this question

we can also understand Swift’s critique of science from a unique perspective.

In order to answer this question, I would like to draw attention to another

detail when the persona first talks about nature, “one of whose Eternal Laws it is,

to put her best Furniture forward.” It is interesting to note that here the persona

is using the feminine possessive pronoun “her,” rather than “his” or “its”; in

other words, nature is personified, and personified as a woman. Even though

later on in the analogy both the male and the female body are mentioned, the

pronoun suggests that for the persona nature is identified chiefly with the female,

as the two share the practice of “putting their best furniture forward,” i.e.

covering up their hideous inside with a glossy veneer.

Of course in the passage it is the persona speaking and endorsing this view.

But at the same time it cannot be denied that the passage is written by Swift
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himself, and that the feminine possessive pronoun is his choice. Of course it

would be difficult to ascertain whether that choice is intentional or unintentional,

and whether Swift himself endorses the analogy between women and nature.

But on the other hand, the task is not impossible, either. In order to confirm

whether the analogy also holds for Swift, what we need to do is examine and

compare his view on women and that on nature—the latter of which is directly

associated with his critique of science. More specifically, three questions would

be explored in this chapter:

1. Does Swift, like the persona, think that women are essentially

disgusting and appalling in the depths of their bodies, but deceptively

cover up their hideous physicality with a glossy veneer?

2. If the answer to the first question is “yes,” then what, according to

Swift, is the proper attitude one (as a male) should adopt toward

women?

3. Does Swift regard the view on and attitude toward women as also, in a

metaphorical way, applicable to nature—or, in other words, does he

think the new sciences were doing the right thing in probing into the

“dirty secrets” of nature?

It should be pointed out that the first two questions are studied not as an

end in themselves, since this dissertation is not conducting a research on gender

studies. They are studied rather as a means to shed light on the third question in

an analogical way. As has been mentioned before, the more important task of

this chapter is to study Swift’s view on nature, and through that, his critique of

science and discursive reason.

Another thing to be pointed out is that Swift’s view on and attitude toward

women may appear rather misogynist, patriarchal and condescending to modern

readers. Hence I have to make it clear that in this chapter I am only presenting

his view and attitude, not showing any agreement with him on this issue—and I

am presenting his view and attitude only because it is a crucial stepping-stone

that leads to other more important issues, namely, his critique of science and
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discursive reason.

5.1 “Hatred of Bowels”

One peculiar characteristic of Swift as a writer is his obsession with the

ugliness and putridity of the human body (especially the female body) when it is

subjected to close examination, and the messy, murky and oozy stuff that is

revealed inside. The grotesque body, deformity, repulsive body odour, urination,

defecation, excrement—these are constant motifs throughout his literary career.

In his writings he would come back to these motifs again and again, and it

seems that he can never have enough. Here are just a few examples:

In the poem “Written in a Lady’s Ivory Tablebook” (1698), he describes

how the fops blot out each other’s writings in the lady’s tablebook—a tablebook

is, according to Johnson, “A book on which anything is graved or written

without ink” (Dictionary 1187); in other words, what is written inside can be

erased. The words written in the book are compared to excrement proceeding

from the fops’minds:
To think that your brains’ issue is
Exposed to th’ excrement of his,
In pow’r of spittle and a clout,
Whene’er he please, to blot it out. (19-22)

In “The Story of the Injured Lady” (possibly first written in 1707), Swift

personifies Ireland as a lady, who has been jilted by a man (England) for another

woman (Scotland). This is how Scotland is described:
As to her person, she is tall and lean, and very ill shaped; she has bad
features, and a worse complexion; she has a stinking breath, and
twenty ill smells about her besides; which are yet more unsufferable
by her natural sluttishness: for she is always lousy, and never without
the itch. (Works 9:308)

In Book II of Gulliver’s Travels (1726), there is a famous breast-feeding

scene which describes in detail the physical deformity of the nurse’s monstrous

nipples:
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
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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” (98).

In “An Answer to a Scandalous Poem” (1733), the pissing motif appears

twice:

You, when it rains, like fools, believe
Jove pisses on you through a sieve. (131-32)

and
’Tis true, a woman on her mettle
Will often piss upon a nettle;
But though we own she makes it wetter,
The nettle never thrives the better. (153-56)

The pissing and stinking motifs also appear in “The Legion Club” (1736):

Dear companions, hug and kiss,
Toast Old Glorious in your piss;
Tie them, keeper, in a tether,
Let them starve and stink together. (151-54)

Thus it can be seen that these motifs run throughout Swift’s literary career.

Of course, it has to be admitted that in most of the passages quoted above, Swift

is speaking through a persona rather than as himself, but the simple fact that he

keeps revisiting these issues in his writings is a clear sign of his obsession.

Actually in the contexts of most of these passages it is not necessary at all to

bring up such stuff—he could have avoided mentioning the repulsive contents or

resorted to other metaphors, but he chooses not to. Of course he must have

known that passages like these would definitely appall his readers, especially his

contemporary readers, as is reported in the Memoirs of Laetitia Pilkington, who

had known Swift in person:

but with all the Reverence I have for the Dean, I really think he
sometimes chose Subjects unworthy of his Muse, and which could
serve for no other End except that of turning the Reader’s Stomach, as
it did my Mother’s, who, upon reading the Lady’s Dressing-room,
instantly threw up her Dinner. (314)

However, knowledge of the readers’ nausea at such passages did not stop the

Dean; he persisted throughout his literary career in producing distasteful

passages like these—actually, in spite of the negative responses he received,
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such passages did not abate, but on the contrary became more frequent and

intensive. Reading these passages, one almost gets the feeling that Swift secretly

derives a morbid sense of pleasure from writing them—as if those “dirty ideas”

are pent up in him and he has to let them out in cathartic expressions. Of course,

these expressions have both appalled and puzzled many of his contemporaries,

such as Samuel Johnson:

The greatest difficulty that occurs, in analysing his character, is to
discover by what depravity of intellect he took delight in revolving
ideas, from which almost every other mind shrinks with disgust. The
ideas of pleasure, even when criminal, may solicit the imagination;
but what has disease, deformity, and filth, upon which the thoughts
can be allured to dwell? (Lives 345)

Of Swift’s obsession with the hideous aspects of the human body and the

excrement, there is almost a unanimous agreement among scholars, even though

they may refer to it in different terms. For example, Aldous Huxley calls this

Swift’s “hatred of bowels”: “he loathed and detested them [the bowels] with an

intensity of hatred such as few men have ever been capable of” (93); according

to Huxley, the hatred of bowels is “the essence of his misanthropy and [. . .]

underlies the whole of his work” (99). John Murry refers to it as “his direct

obsession with ordure” and “a peculiar physical loathing of women,” which is

unpleasant indeed but “cannot be burked by any honest critic of Swift” (439).

Norman Brown, borrowing a term from Murry, argues that passages like these

reveal Swift’s “excremental vision”; moreover, he claims that this “excremental

vision” is intellectually significant because it anticipates “Freudian theorems

about anality, about sublimation, and about the universal neurosis of mankind”

(617). Bonamy Dobrée asserts that Swift has a “disgust of the human body,”

“which was later to become an obsession with him” (62). Similarly, F. R. Leavis

refers to Swift’s “disgust-obsession”: “he cannot bear to be reminded that under

the skin there is blood, mess and entrails; and the skin itself [. . .] must not be

seen from too close” (132).

But why such an obsession? What are the grounds for it? Most scholars

tend to account for this issue psychologically, attributing it to Swift’s more or
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less neurotic condition. For example, Huxley argues that “Swift hated bowels

with such a passionate abhorrence that he felt a perverse compulsion to bathe

continually in the squelchy imagination of them. Human beings are always

fascinated by what horrifies and disgusts them” (94-95). Similarly, Murry also

contends that Swift shares “a frenzy of foulness” with Strephon, the male

protagonist of “The Lady’s Dressing Room” (442). However, Carole Fabricant

thinks that such accounts are inadequate, for they ignore an important fact in

Swift’s life, namely, that “his landscape was literally as well as linguistically full

of it [excrement]” (30). This is actually true, for the hygienic conditions in

Dublin at the time were very poor, and excrement could be seen almost

everywhere on the streets, as Swift himself records: “every person who walks

the streets, must needs observe an immense number of human excrements, at the

doors and steps of waste houses, and at the sides of every dead wall” (Works

9:271); therefore, argues Fabricant, what Swift’s works reveal is not only an

“excremental vision” but also an “excremental reality” (30).

In spite of Fabricant’s powerful argument, I tend to agree more with the

first school, for the very simple fact that there were other writers at the time who

had lived in Dublin—such as Richard Steele, Laetitia Pilkington, and Thomas

Ashe—but the hideous human (female) body and the excrement did not become

a prominent feature in their works. Thus it is clear that the external reason is not

the decisive factor on this issue, and that we should go more for the internal

reason. Therefore when studying Swift’s obsession, I will focus more on his

psychology while at the same time also acknowledge that the environment might

have had some strong influence on him.

Following scholars of the first school, I think Swift’s obsession derives

mainly from his fear of and/or disgust with the hideous human (female) body

and the excrement. When analyzing the sexual relationship between Gulliver

and the Yahoos Carol Barash says “Psychoanalysis suggests that one is

profoundly attracted to what one most fears” (453). And I think what applies to

Gulliver also applies to Swift. Indeed Swift has a strong fear of the female body,
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which is graphically stated by Phyllis Greenacre: “His castration fear of the

woman was overwhelming. Every bodily aperture became a threatening

vagina-anus” (197). At the same time, Swift is also disgusted with excrement

and filth—Leslie Stephen calls him “a man of the most scrupulous personal

cleanliness” (180). But what scares and appalls him in daily life he keeps

rehashing in his writings. In doing so he seems to be driven by what Freud calls

the “compulsion to repeat,” i.e. to keep restaging a past traumatic experience

which brought one great fear and pain, and while doing so to try (more or less

futilely) to overcome it through repetition (8-17).

Thus it is safe to say that Swift does think that the human body, especially

the female body, is ugly when subjected to close examination, with all the ooze,

urine, and faeces. But at the same time, following the general mode of his time,

he would sometimes refer to them as the “fair sex.” For example, the poem “A

Beautiful Young Nymph Going to Bed” is “written for the honour of the fair

sex” (Poems 1:200). Although, as Barnett points out, “Swift never used ‘the fair

sex’ unironically” (Company 100), he has to somehow rationalize the obvious

contradiction, namely, how can an essentially ugly creature be almost

universally regarded as fair? I will try to answer this question in the next section.

5.2 “The Progress of Beauty”

The solution to the apparent contradiction mentioned above may be found

in one of Swift’s poems called “The Progress of Beauty.” As the title of the

poem suggests, beauty is a progress, something that develops, or is constructed,

gradually. And according to Swift, this is precisely how feminine beauty arises:

it is the result of lengthy and conscientious artistry and work(wo)manship.

At the beginning of the poem, an analogy is drawn between women and

the moon: “’Twixt earthly females and the moon, / All parallels exactly run”

(9-10). The similarity between the two lies in the fact that when both get out of

bed, they look disheveled and ugly. The moon is jocosely personified as the

goddess Diana:
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WHEN first Diana leaves her bed,
Vapours and steams her looks disgrace,
A frowzy dirty-colour’d red
Sits on her cloudy wrinkled face. (1-4)

The “earthly females,” on the other hand, are represented by Celia, a prostitute

infected with syphilis. When Celia rises from her pillow, she is “All reeking in a

cloudy stream,” with “Crack’d lips, foul teeth, and gummy eyes” (14-15);

besides, the “Three colours, black, and red, and white,” which were gracefully in

their proper places when she went to bed, are now completely disarrayed,

forming “a frightful hideous face” (21-24). In short, her ugly and gruesome

physicality is fully exposed in this off-putting scene.

However, both Diana and Celia then go through a “progress of beauty,”

during which their former ugliness is transformed into dazzling beauty. For

Diana, the progress consists in mounting ever higher in the sky:

But by degrees, when mounted high,
Her artificial face appears
Down from her window in the sky,
Her spots are gone, her visage clears. (5-8)

For Celia the “progress” lies in making up:
But Celia can with ease reduce,
By help of pencil, paint, and brush,
Each colour to its place and use,
And teach her cheeks again to blush.
She knows her early self no more,
But fill’d with admiration stands;
As other painters oft adore
The workmanship of their own hands. (45-52)

So Diana and Celia resort to different means in their individual “progresses,” but

the speaker of the poem seems to think that Celia’s way is even more exquisite

and sophisticated than the goddess’s:

Thus, after four important hours,
Celia’s the wonder of her sex;
Say, which among the heavenly powers
Could cause such wonderful effects? (53-56)

The beauty thus constructed is essentially artificial, and according to the

poem’s logic, transient. It fades quickly. However, the poem does not only touch
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upon the everyday fading which takes place when Diana and Celia go to bed,

but also fading on a grander scale: the waning of the moon and the decaying of

Celia’s body. The moon’s face diminishes daily until it can barely be seen.

Similarly, Celia, under the sway of syphilis, gradually loses her hair, and her

facial features also get distorted by the disease until they finally become almost

indistinguishable. By then no cosmetic or work(wo)manship may restore her

artificial beauty:
When Mercury her tresses mows,
To think of oil and soot is vain:
No painting can restore a nose.
Nor will her teeth return again.
Two balls of glass may serve for eyes,
White lead can plaister up a cleft;
But these, alas, are poor supplies
If neither cheeks nor lips be left. (105-16)

This gradual decay of Celia’s body, and the blurring of her features,

however, can also be regarded as another “progress of beauty.” The word

“progress” implies ironically two opposite processes: both beauty’s construction

and its destruction. Although today we usually use “progress” with a positive

connotation, in Swift’s time it was oftentimes also used to denote deteriorative

processes (Rogers 183). Thus the progress of Celia’s beauty, like that of the

moon’s, ends inexorably in its undoing.

Nevertheless, there is still an important difference between Celia and the

moon, namely, that the moon would wax again after it wanes, but Celia, once

her body decays, would never resume her health and vitality. The progress in her

case involves not only beauty’s undoing but also its annihilation: “Her ‘progress’

concludes with the utter deterioration of her body and the simultaneous

elimination of any possibility that she might create a beautiful facade” (Chico

139).

Thus the poem ends with a jocular prayer to the heavenly powers that they

send new girls every time the moon waxes and wanes—“Send us new nymphs

with each new moon! (120)”—because unlike the waxing and waning of the
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moon, the annihilation of mortal beauty is an irreversible process.

Therefore, it can be argued that Swift’s solution to the apparent

contradiction between women’s ugly bodies and their almost universally

acknowledged beauty is revealed in the poem. In short, he thinks that despite

their hideous bodies—or perhaps precisely because of their hideous

bodies—women use cosmetics to cover up their ugly physicality and construct

their beauty. But the beauty thus constructed is essentially artificial and transient.

It vanishes quickly: the “progress of beauty” in women leads invariably and

irreversibly from construction to destruction.

Of course such an argument might be retorted in two ways. The first is to

say that in the poem Swift is probably adopting a persona, and that the persona’s

view does not necessarily correspond to his view. The second is to argue that

even if Swift is expressing his own view, it is but his view on a very exceptional

case—a prostitute infected with syphilis—which does not necessarily represent

his general view on women.

Both objections sound plausible, but I think they can be answered by the

following quotation from Swift:
I was to see lady ——, who is just up after lying in; and the ugliest
sight I have seen, pale, dead, old and yellow, for wane [want] of her
paint. She has turned my stomach. But she will soon be painted, and a
beauty again. (Works 15:218)

Firstly, the quotation is taken from Journal to Stella, which consists of a

series of letters Swift wrote to Esther Johnson between 1710 and 1713—Esther

Johnson being the woman with whom he maintained a life-long love

relationship. So it can be safely claimed that Swift is speaking his own mind

here. And it is obvious that the view expressed in this quotation is exactly the

same as the persona’s—if there is any persona—view in the poem.

Secondly, in this quotation Swift is not talking about any prostitute

infected with syphilis, but about a “lady,” a female member from the more

“respectable” stratum of society. However, in terms of covering up their physical

ugliness with cosmetics, there is no difference between the lady and the
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prostitute. Therefore, the view expressed in the poem does represent Swift’s

more general view on women.

Actually, exposing the “respectable” ladies’ physical repulsiveness under

their artificial make-up and splendid attire, and consequently their sham and

hypocrisy, is a recurrent theme in Swift’s satirical works. As he himself puts it,

“For the satirical part of mankind will needs believe, that it is not impossible to

be very fine and very filthy” (Works 5:136)—the contradiction is, after all, only

apparent.

For example, in the poem “Written in a Lady’s Ivory Tablebook,” Swift

impersonates a tablebook, which then tells what is written on its pages, so that

the sham and hypocrisy of those who wrote on it is exposed. Interestingly, there

are two categories of records in the tablebook: on the one hand, the fops’

(insincere) expressions of love and devotion—“Dear charming saint,” “Tru tel

deth [true till death],” “lovely nymph, pronounce my doom!” “Madam, I die

without your grace”; on the other hand, the lady’s own entries of her beauty

items and dresses—“A new receipt for paint,” “For an el breth [for an ill

breath],” “A safe way to use perfume,” “Laid out for shoes,” “Item, for half a

yard of lace” (7-16). Such a juxtaposition of the two suggests a connection

between them: it is precisely because the lady constructs her beauty through

cosmetics and fine clothes that she can “win” the hearts of the fops, although the

performances on both sides are but affectations.

And in “The Journal of a Modern Lady,” there is a lively depiction of the

ladies’ gatherings, in which they accuse each other of flaws and weaknesses

from which they cannot be exonerated themselves:

Mopsa, who stinks her spouse to death,
Accuses Chloe’s tainted breath;
Hircina, rank with sweat, presumes
To censure Phyllis for perfumes;
While crooked Cynthia, sneering, says,
That Florimel wears iron stays;
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]
And Rufa, with her combs of lead,
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Whispers that Sappho’s hair is red. (157-70)

It is clear that in covering up their stink and bodily imperfections these ladies are

no different from Celia the prostitute.

Last but not least, Swift also agrees on the evanescence of feminine beauty.

In a letter written to a newly married woman giving her suggestions on the

married life, he says, “You have but a very few years to be young and handsome

in the eyes of the world; and as few months to be so in the eyes of a husband,

who is not a fool” (Works 5:139). Beauty and youth will soon be gone. And in

the end, people would remember you not by how your beauty has struck them,

but by how your ugliness and stink has disgusted and appalled them: “For fine

ideas vanish fast, / While all the gross and filthy last” (“Strephon and Chloe”

233-34).

Therefore, Swift’s view on women does correspond to the persona’s in

“The Progress of Beauty.” But now a new question arises: given women’s ugly

bodies and their glossy veneer, what, according to Swift, is the proper attitude

one (as a male) should adopt toward them? This question is important because

of the analogy Swift draws between women and nature: the attitude toward

women is ultimately related to that toward nature, and furthermore, to the

exploration and study of nature, namely, natural science, which is a concrete

embodiment of discursive reason that was prospering at the time.

5.3 Swift’s Attitude toward Women

In order to answer the question posed at the end of the last section, I want

to take a look at a peculiar group of poems written by Swift, which are usually

referred to as his “scatological poems,” because I think the answer can be found

therein.

5.3.1 The Scatological Poems

Swift, it seems, never gets tired of exposing the sham of feminine beauty.

This theme runs through his literary career without abating; on the contrary, it
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becomes intensified. Toward the end of his creative life, he wrote a group of

poems that show so much obsession with the excremental and the obscene as to

be termed “scatological.” These poems include “The Lady’s Dressing Room,”

“A Beautiful Young Nymph Going to Bed,” “Strephon and Chloe,” and

“Cassinus and Peter.” A common theme of these poems is the duplicity of

feminine beauty: the female protagonists in the poems all appear beautiful

before men, but manifest all sorts of filth and hideousness when alone.

Moreover, most of them are filled with such graphic and detailed descriptions of

deformity, stink and excrement that one sometimes cannot help but feel a sense

of nausea reading them.

As can be expected, after their publication these poems received rather

negative reviews from his contemporaries. For example, John Boyle, the Earl of

Orrery, remarked in the 1750s that “The Lady’s Dressing Room has been

universally condemned, as deficient in point of delicacy, even to the highest

degree,” and that, despite the poem’s supposed moral intentions, the author’s

“general want of delicacy and decorum must not hope to find even the shadow

of an excuse” (80-81). And in response to Boyle, Patrick Delaney said that he

was seized by a sense of indignation when reading Swift’s scatological poems,

“which have given most offence, and apparently not without good reason,” so

much so that he could not bear reading them again until after Swift’s death (197).

Actually, not only Swift’s scatological poems, but also his poetical works as a

whole, were dismissed by the contemporaries as unworthy of critical efforts, as

Samuel Johnson pointed out: “[In] the Poetical Works of Dr. Swift there is not

much upon which the critick can exercise his powers” (Lives 346). According to

Denis Donoghue, William Hazlitt was the first critic to take Swift’s poetry

seriously (Anthology 63), but Hazlitt’s remark (in 1818) was “Swift shone as one

of the most sensible of the poets; he is also distinguished as one of the most

nonsensical of them” (218)—the latter half of the remark derives, no doubt,

partly from his reading of the scatological poems. Even as late as 1945 A. L.

Rowse claimed that “There is hardly anyone in our literary history [with perhaps
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Yeats as the only exception] who has a liking for it [Swift’s poetry] since his

own time” (138).

In the second half of the 20th century these poems received much more

critical attention, and what is noteworthy is that many critics—even some

feminist critics—tried to rehabilitate their reputation. As Harry Solomon puts it,

the “denunciatory tradition [in the criticism of “The Lady’s Dressing Room”]

with its emphasis on the author’s intellectual and emotional instability continued

into the twentieth century,” but then the poem was “rehabilitated on moral and

metaphysical grounds” (431-32). Extensive studies were then carried out on

these poems from different approaches—sociological, contextual (in the sense of

its relation to other similar texts in literary tradition), psychoanalytic, feminist,

etc. For example, Laura Brown sees a connection between Swift’s attack on

women and the rising mercantile capitalism, and argues that “Swift’s misogyny

[i.e. his attack on the artificial decoration of women] occupies the place of a

critique of mercantile capitalist expansion,” because in the 18th century England

“the richly adorned female figure is identified first of all with the products of

trade and prosperity, and then with the whole male enterprise of commerce that

generates those commodities” (429-32). In contextual studies, Felicity

Nussbaum places the scatological poems within two traditions: “Swift is within

the Juvenalian tradition [in his Sixth Satire, Juvenal tries to dissuade a young

man from marriage by presenting to him the hideous aspects of court ladies], as

well as the native English antifeminist tradition, not only in inspiration, but in

explicit grisly detail”; besides that, she also sees Swift as being influenced by

Ovid’s Remedia Amoris in these poems (“Juvenal” 544-46). Donald Siebert, on

the other hand, argues that in these poems Swift is influenced by Lucretius

rather than Ovid (25-36). In psychoanalytic studies, the most influential work is

probably done by Norman Brown, which has been mentioned above. Brown’s

central argument concerning these poems is that “Swift’s ultimate horror in

these poems is at the thought that sublimation [. . .] is a lie and cannot survive

confrontation with the truth” (619). In feminist criticism, interestingly, as J. Paul
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Hunter and Louise Barnett point out, the second-wave feminist critics tried to

rehabilitate Swift’s reputation and exculpate him from the charge of misogyny

(Hunter 235; Barnett, Company 158). Of course, among the second-wave

feminists, there were still some who adhered to the traditional negative view of

Swift. For example, in the famous feminist work The Madwoman in the Attic,

Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar denounces Swift for creating “monstrous

females,” and argue that Swift was just like Gulliver in projecting his own fear

and horror onto the degenerate women: “Thus for Swift female sexuality is

consistently equated with degeneration, disease, and death” (31; underline

added). However, the majority of the feminist critics tended to lay more

emphasis on the ironical aspect of these poems. As Barnett claims, according to

the feminist critics, it is the persona(e) rather than Swift himself that should be

blamed for misogyny: “Whenever we might criticize Swift for pejorative

versions of women, a created character is the responsible party. Swift the

inventor of many personae and many indirections, should therefore be

exculpated from misogynistic intentions” (Company 158). Such an approach

was, for example, adopted by Deborah Baker Wyrick: “Swift de-authorizes his

figural reinterpretation [. . .]. The tell-tale clothes, shed like serpent’s skin, have

exposed woman’s body, man’s metaphorical imagination, and Swift’s radical

ambivalence toward both” (149). Another way to somehow exculpate Swift is to

argue that as a thoroughgoing satirist, it would only be natural that Swift chose

women as a target, for his essential target was humanity as a whole, women

included: “[if Swift] hates all of womankind, it seems to be in the same way he

detests the whole of mankind” (Nussbaum, Brink 113). So his satire of women

does not necessarily entail any particular animosity towards them, because he

hates men as much as he hates women. Some feminist critics like Margaret Anne

Doody goes even further in claiming that Swift is sometimes “capable of odd

sympathies” towards women (92); and moreover, that “Feminist women, and

women writers of all sorts, have almost always found him helpful, and even

likeable” (108).
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Following these scholars, and in the light of my own research task, I

would study these poems with the intention of finding out in them Swift’s

attitude toward women. In particular I would focus on two of them: “The Lady’s

Dressing Room” and “Strephon and Chloe.” This is because different from the

other two, these two poems have comparatively long comments attached at the

end after the story itself has been told. These comments are of great interest to

my research, because we may possibly be able to infer from them Swift’s

attitude toward women, which is related to his attitude toward nature, and

ultimately, to his critique of natural science and discursive reason.

Of course, before proceeding with the job, I have to admit that such an

attempt again faces the big challenge, namely, that the narrators in these poems

are but personae, whose views do not necessarily represent Swift’s. But again I

want to argue that Swift sometimes does hide his own views among those of the

personae—like what he does in A Tale of a Tub. Moreover, I believe that through

careful textual analysis, cross-referencing, and resorting to biographical facts,

we can sort out his views from those of the personae. And this is what I will do

in the following subsections.

5.3.2 The Attitude Revealed in “The Lady’s Dressing Room”

I shall begin with the comment at the end of “The Lady’s Dressing

Room,” because it is comparatively shorter. In this poem, after finishing the

narration, the persona intervenes and gives the following comment:

I pity wretched Strephon, blind
To all the charms of woman kind.
Should I the Queen of Love refuse,
Because she rose from stinking ooze?
To him that looks behind the scene,
Satira’s but some pocky quean.
When Celia in her glory shews,
If Strephon would but stop his nose,
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]
He soon would learn to think like me,
And bless his ravish’d sight to see
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Such order from confusion sprung,
Such gaudy tulips raised from dung. (129-44)

This enigmatic passage has puzzled scholars greatly, and they disagree

with one another on whether Swift is expressing his own view here. As Richard

Rodino points out, “One cause of the disagreement is identifying the speaker’s

final message with Swift’s sincerest opinions” (341). On the one hand, some

scholars think that in the comment the persona is expressing Swift’s view. For

example, Huxley thinks that the person who feels disgusted by Celia is Swift

himself: “That the lovely Celia should obey the calls of nature like any cow or

camel, is for Swift a real disaster” (104; underline added). Similarly, Murry

claims that in the poem, “This creature driven into a frenzy of foulness by his

contemplation of woman as a physical reality, is Swift” (442). On the other hand,

however, this view has been challenged by other scholars. The most

representative figure in the second camp is perhaps Louise Barnett, who argues

explicitly for a distinction between Swift and the speaker/persona in the poem:
[Strephon] is a ridiculous and ridiculed figure throughout the poem,
but so is the speaker, who embellishes Strephon’s idiocy with such
mocking verve and slyness and then addresses us directly with
patently ludicrous advice. To assume that this is Swift speaking to the
reader is surely to do him a great disservice. (“Voyeurism” 22-23)

So basically Barnett is saying that the persona is offering the readers some

“patently ludicrous advice” which cannot possibly be attributed to Swift. And I

tend to agree with her. But let us first see what the persona’s advice is.

According to the persona, Strephon is blind to the female charms, but he himself

is different, as he would not reject the “Queen of Love”—which is suggestive of

sex—simply because of her filth; then he adopts a dramatic metaphor, implying

that we should only enjoy the show at the front stage but not look into the

backstage; and finally he gives his advice, namely, that one should stop one’s

nose and enjoy the “ravish’d sight,” or, to use Barnett’s words, that “it [the

female filth] should be overlooked in the interest of sexual pleasure” (Company

147). In short, the persona sounds like a womanizer who chooses to be blind to

the female filth and hideousness; he lives on the surface, enjoying all possible
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sensual pleasures from women.

Such an attitude is definitely not entertained by Swift. For one thing, he

does not think we should be blind to female filth and hideousness—otherwise he

would not have repeatedly written about it in his works and reminded his readers

of it. For another, he does not think we should indulge in sexual pleasure. On the

contrary, sex is something which he constantly avoids, both in his works and in

his life. It may be strange that, despite all the scatological passages, Swift almost

never describes sexual intercourse in his works, as Murry notes: “there is one

matter he studiously avoids: that is, the sexual act itself” (440). Moreover, he

seems to have never had sex throughout his life—and in recent decades scholars

are almost in unanimous agreement on this point. Gilmore says that Swift denies

“all possibility of sexual pleasure” (“Freud” 150). Similarly, Barnett claims that

“Swift never married, and, although opinions differ, there is no evidence that he

ever had a sexual relationship” (3). Greenacre also argues that “There was

nothing to indicate a sexual relationship between Swift and Stella, and much to

suggest that for Swift the idea was loathsome and perhaps impossible” (174).

What is more, some scholars even went so far as to claim that Swift is probably

impotent (Orwell 203; Ferenczi 59).

Therefore, the persona’s comment at the end of “The Lady’s Dressing

Room” cannot reveal Swift’s attitude toward women. But at least through this

analysis we get to know what his attitude is not. For a more positive answer we

need to turn to the other poem, “Strephon and Chloe.”

5.3.3 The Attitude Revealed in “Strephon and Chloe”

The comment given by the persona at the end of “Strephon and Chloe” is

too long (about 100 lines) to be quoted in full here, so I can only pick out some

lines for analysis. But before I proceed with my analysis, let me first briefly

state my argument. I want to argue that in spite of the ambiguities and

inconsistencies in the comment, it is indeed possible to detect Swift’s attitude

toward women in it; and that his attitude may be summed up by three
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keywords—decency, “whole-heartedness,” and friendship.

The comment begins with an invocation to “Fair Decency,” which is

personified as a goddess. Decency is beseeched to help Beauty, because if not,

Beauty would vanish fast:

Fair Decency, celestial maid!
Descend from Heaven to Beauty’s aid!
Though Beauty may beget desire,
’Tis thou must fan the Lover’s fire;
For Beauty, like supreme dominion,
Is best supported by Opinion:
If Decency bring no supplies,
Opinion falls, and Beauty dies. (219-226)

So beauty is supported by opinion—for if one has an ill opinion of somebody

one would seldom find him/her beautiful—and good opinion is best maintained

by decency. In the poem, neither Strephon nor Chloe is behaving decently.

Hence the disastrous result.

Therefore, decency is a golden rule for both women and men, although it

entails different requirements for them. Actually the comment contains advice

on decency for both sexes. The advice to women runs thus:
Authorities, both old and recent,
Direct that women must be decent;
And from the spouse each blemish hide,
More than from all the world beside. (251-54)

So women should hide their foul side from their husbands, and this requires

great skills and efforts, because their husbands are so close to them as to be able

to discover their dirty secrets easily.

Toward the end of the poem, the persona also gives men his advice:
Rash mortals, ere you take a wife,
Contrive your pile to last for life:
Since beauty scarce endures a day,
And youth so swiftly glides away;
Why will you make yourself a bubble.
To build on sand with hay and stubble?
On sense and wit your passion found,
By decency cemented round. (301-8)

Men are advised not to be too concerned with the female beauty because that
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vanishes fast; instead, they should found their passion on sense and wit and

cement it round with decency. The function of decency here is rather interesting:

it is as if decency is to build up a concrete wall around passion in order to

protect it. But protect it from what? I think from the female foulness, for

witnessing the female foulness is surely an off-putting experience which kills

the passion. So the implication is that men should be decent, too; and that their

decency lies in not peeping into women’s dirty secrets.

So “decency” acquires a special meaning in this specific context, namely,

avoiding the exposure/investigation of the dirty secrets; in other words,

“cleanliness” should always be maintained. As has been mentioned before, Swift

has a high demand on cleanliness, sometimes even to the extent of mysophobia.

However, it seems that he attaches more importance to cleanliness in women

than in men. In a letter written in 1700 to Varina (Jane Waring), the woman to

whom he had once proposed, he wrote, “These are the questions I have always

resolved to propose to her with whom I meant to pass my life; and whenever

you can heartily answer them in the affirmative, I shall be blessed to have you in

my arms [. . .]. Cleanliness in the first, and competency in the other, is all I look

for” (Works 1:280). So for him, in choosing a spouse, physical cleanliness in the

foremost requirement.

Moreover, it is interesting to note that in his writings, consciously or

unconsciously, he would often juxtapose “cleanliness” and “decency,” as if he

sees a close relationship between them. In 1699 he noted down a number of

resolutions he wanted to stick to when he grew old, one of which is “Not to

neglect decency or cleanliness, for fear of falling into nastiness” (Works 16:326).

In Gulliver’s Travels, when describing the education of girls in Lilliput, Gulliver

says “Thus the young Ladies are as much ashamed of being Cowards and Fools

as the Men; and despise all personal Ornaments beyond Decency and

Cleanliness” (75). And in “Cadenus and Venessa,” in the praise of Vanessa’s

fine endowments, “cleanliness” and “decency” are again juxtaposed:
From whence the tender skin assumes
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A sweetness above all perfumes:
From whence a cleanliness remains,
Incapable of outward stains :
From whence that decency of mind,
So lovely in the female kind,
Where not one careless thought intrudes. (27-33)

Therefore, it can be safely asserted that when promoting decency as a

golden rule for both men and women, the persona is actually speaking Swift’s

mind, and that “decency” in this context is closely associated with avoiding the

dirty secrets and maintaining cleanliness.

The second part of Swift’s attitude may be called “whole-heartedness.”

This term derives from a passage in the comment where the persona bemoans

Strephon’s fate. In short, the persona says that if Strephon had peeped through

the door of lavatory when Chloe was answering the call of nature and seen all

her “Distortions, groanings, strainings, heavings,” then “spite of Chloe’s charms

divine, / Your heart had been as whole as mine” (241-50).

It is obvious that the persona thinks that his heart, unlike Strephon’s, is

still “whole.” But what does this “whole-heartedness” mean? My argument is

that, judging from the context, it means “no matter how charming she appears to

be, I simply would not be charmed by her, because I know what she is really

like”—and an important implication of “not being charmed by her” is “not being

sexually aroused by her.” In other words, the persona here is exactly the

opposite of the persona in “The Lady’s Dressing Room”: while the latter

indulges in sensual pleasures with women, the former abstains from them.

Of course, Swift’s attitude is in agreement with the former. As has been

discussed before, sex is something he constantly avoids, both in his works and in

his life. It seems that he regards sex as essentially disgusting, bestial, and

base—Barnett argues that “for Swift sexual desire automatically reduces human

beings to the lowest category” (Company 137). He would not even consummate

his love with Stella, the woman whom he loves perhaps the most in his life, but

consistently takes the precaution never to be with her alone (Murry 444; Woolf
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162). In short, his heart is, like that of the persona, “whole.”

The third part of the attitude is expressed toward the end of the poem:
On sense and wit your passion found,
By decency cemented round;
Let prudence with good-nature strive,
To keep esteem and love alive.
Then come old age whene’er it will,
Your friendship shall continue still. (307-12)

Here the persona is talking about the ideal relationship within marriage,

but curiously, he is using the word “friendship” to describe it. This may sound a

bit unusual, since one would normally not use the word to describe the ideal

relationship between husband and wife—for most people it is just not intimate

enough and they would like to move a step further than that. Of course Swift

never got married, but I want to argue that if he had, this would have been the

kind of relationship he would like to cultivate with his spouse. In his letter to a

young lady giving her advice on marriage, friendship between the spouses is

what he keeps emphasizing. At the beginning of the letter he talks about the

importance of the cultivation of mind, “without which, it is impossible to

acquire or preserve the friendship and esteem of a wise man, who soon grows

weary of acting the lover, and treating his wife like a mistress, but wants a

reasonable companion, and a true friend through every stage of his life” (Works

5:134). Later on he says “But the grand affair of your life will be to gain and

preserve the friendship and esteem of your husband” (Works 5:141). Thus it can

be seen that for Swift, friendship and esteem are crucial in marriage, for they

make it durable.

Even outside marriage, friendship is the principle Swift sticks to when

dealing with the relationship with women, even the women closest to him. As

Susan Gubar puts it, “friendship between the sexes [is] the only kind of

relationship Swift could himself tolerate with women” (385). He describes his

relationship with Stella as “violent friendship,” and prefers it to violent love: “I

know not what I am saying, but believe me that violent friendship is much more
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lasting, and as much engaging, as violent love” (Works 1:344). “Friendship” is

also how he envisions his relationship with Vanessa (Esther Vanhomrigh),

another woman who has been very close to him. In the semi-autobiographical

poem “Cadenus and Vanessa”—“Cadenus” being the anagram of “Decanus,” the

Latin word for “Dean” (DeGategno and Stubblefield 42)—when Vanesssa

confesses to Cadenus her passionate love, the latter is more or less shocked, and,

after much reasoning, offers friendship in return:
But friendship, in its greatest height,
A constant, rational delight,
On virtue’s basis fix’d to last,
When love[’s] allurements long are past,
Which gently warms, but cannot burn,
He gladly offers in return. (780-785)

It seems, then, that friendship is the most intimate relationship Swift can

manage with women. In other words, he seems to be more or less afraid of

getting too close to them, and consequently always keeps a distance, “the

distance he needed to impose between himself and even a highly valued

woman” (Barnett, Company 8).

To sum up and come back to the three questions posed at the beginning of

the chapter, I think we have answered the first two by now:

1. Swift’s view on women is indeed the same as the persona in the passage

quoted from A Tale of a Tub, namely, that women are essentially

disgusting and appalling in the depths of their bodies, but deceptively

cover up their hideous physicality with a glossy veneer.

2. Correspondingly, he adopts a very peculiar attitude toward women:

firstly, he promotes decency between the sexes, so that the dirty secrets

of women may be left undisclosed; secondly, he keeps his heart

“whole,” avoiding sexual intercourses with them; thirdly, in the name

of “friendship,” he eschews any too intimate relationship with women

and always imposes a distance in between.

But the third question is still not answered, i.e., whether he thinks this
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view on and attitude toward women can, in a metaphorical way, also be applied

to nature, and moreover, how that relates to his critique of science, and

consequently, of discursive reason. I shall examine these issues in the following

section.

5.4 Swift’s View on Nature and Critique of Science

At the beginning of this chapter, it has been mentioned that in Section IX

of A Tale of a Tub the feminine possessive pronoun “her” is used to stand for

nature, and that it is difficult to ascertain whether Swift himself endorses this

analogy. The task is difficult indeed, but not totally impossible. One important

way to solve the riddle is conduct an extensive survey of Swift’s works, and see

whether the analogy between nature and woman is only a causal and singular

occurrence in A Tale of a Tub, or a recurrent theme in his oeuvre. If it is the

former case then he is likely to be mentioning the analogy only in an accidental

way, and does not really take it seriously; if, however, it is the latter case, then

we can argue with much certainty that Swift does regard it as somehow valid,

for otherwise he would not have taken it up again and again in his writings.

A close examination of Swift’s works shows that the analogy between

nature and woman is indeed a recurrent theme. For example, in his poems he

would repeatedly refer to nature as “Dame Nature” (Poems 1:329; 2:90, 382),

and occasionally also as “sister Nature” (Poems 1:12). Besides, the feminine

possessive pronoun is often used for nature: “Why then does Nature so unjustly

share / Among her elder sons the whole estate, / And all her jewels and her

plate?” (“Ode to Sir William Temple” 180-182); “With thy utmost skill express /

Nature in her richest dress” (“On Rover, a Lady’s Spaniel” 27-28). The same

usage occurs in his prose works as well: “because Nature in that Country

observing the same Proportion through all her Operation” (GT 118).

It is clear that Swift oftentimes does personify nature as female in his

works—in other words, he does recognize the analogy between nature and

woman. Consequently his view on and attitude toward woman would
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necessarily have some bearing on his view on and attitude toward nature, which

would further affect his critique of science. These are the issues that will be

examined in this section.

However, before proceeding to study these issues, I need to point out that

when upholding the analogy between nature and woman, Swift is not being

unique or idiosyncratic. On the contrary, in doing so he is merely following a

long tradition in the West. Swift is, in many ways, a traditionalist. In Chapter

Four, it has been shown that in regarding part of human reason as intuitive,

Swift is following a long tradition in Western philosophy. Similarly, in regarding

nature as female, he is following another tradition in the West, which shall be

examined in the following sub-section. It is only after such an examination that

we can fully comprehend Swift’s view on and attitude toward nature.

5.4.1 The Traditional View of Nature as Female in theWest

There is indeed a long tradition in the West of regarding nature as female.

Philosophically, this tradition can be traced back, if not earlier, at least to Plato,

who in Timaeus regards the world as endowed with life and having a female

soul, and calls the earth “our nurse” (121). The Middle Ages inherited this

tradition: “In general, medieval scholars perceived the world as a living

organism, nature as female, and male and female as two complementary parts of

a greater whole” (Sheffield 1-2). After the Middle Ages, it was still carried on:

“The Chaucerian and typically Elizabethan view of nature was that of a kindly

and caring motherly provider” (Merchant 6).

It is necessary to point out that the word “nature” has multiple senses in

English, which can roughly be grouped into three categories. Firstly, it can be

used to denote the (material) world as a whole, and everything that is in

it—mountains, rivers, forests, beasts, birds, insects, and even the human bodies.

Secondly, it also refers to the natural laws, as in the phrase “to go against

nature.” Thirdly, it can mean “the essential quality of something,” which, of

course, also includes “human nature.” I want to clarify that when I talk about
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“nature as female,” I am using the word in the first sense.

The abovementioned tradition has been studied and confirmed by a

number of scholars. For example, Suzanne Sheffield has ascertained “the use of

the term Mother Nature throughout history” (4). Similarly, Carolyn Merchant

asserts that “[i]n both Western and non-Western cultures, nature was

traditionally feminine,” and points out that “[i]n Latin and the romance

languages of medieval and early modern Europe, nature was a feminine noun,

and hence [. . .] personified as female” (xxiii). Last but not least, Camille Paglia

argues that “[t]he identification of woman with nature was universal in

prehistory,” and claims this identification to be “not myth but reality” (7-9).

Of course, these scholars study the tradition for different purposes because

of their different research orientations. And within their researches, there are two

points that are of particular interest to my dissertation: firstly, nature as

essentially ugly and destructive, and secondly, the transformation of the view on

nature in the 16th and 17th centuries. I shall examine these two points in the rest

of this sub-section.

5.4.1.1 Nature as Essentially Ugly and Destructive

Femininity is usually associated with beauty, gentleness, fertility, and life.

However, in terms of the femininity of nature, there is also an opposite side,

namely, the “wild and uncontrollable nature that could render violence, storms,

droughts, and general chaos” (Merchant 2). Moreover, as Merchant argues, this

opposite side is symbolically associated with “the dark side of women,” which

greatly affected the mentality of the Westerners and gave rise to social

movements like the burning of witches, who were regarded as invoking the

uncontrollable forces of nature (132-40).

If Merchant still tries to strike a balance between the “good” and “bad”

sides of nature, then in Paglia the scales certainly tilt toward the latter. Paglia

pungently points out what she regards as a misconception in the West, namely,

that nature is innocent and beautiful. The innocence and beauty, she argues, is
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but a veneer. Beneath this veneer, in “earth’s bowels,” nature is dark, ugly,

unpredictable, crude, daemonic, an ensemble of surging energy: “We say that

nature is beautiful. But this aesthetic judgment [is] woefully inadequate for

encompassing nature’s totality. What is pretty in nature is confined to the thin

skin of the globe upon which we huddle. Scratch that skin, and nature’s

daemonic ugliness will erupt” (5).

Here is another passage from Paglia which vividly depicts the

superficiality of nature’s beauty:

An apple tree laden with fruit, how peaceful, how picturesque. But
remove the rosy filter of humanism from our gaze and look again. See
nature spuming and frothing, its mad spermatic bubbles endlessly
spilling out and smashing in that inhuman round of waste, rot, and
carnage. (28)

Following Nietzsche’s distinction between the Apollonian and the

Dionysian in Western culture, Paglia groups nature into the Dionysian, and

applies to it a new adjective: “chthonian,” which means “of the earth” (5). The

chthonian in nature is the darkness which brings confusion and disruption, the

lurking force which always threatens to devour and eliminate. The ugliness and

destructiveness of the chthonian is so unbearable that two defense mechanisms

were invented: science and aesthetics—the former to understand nature and

bring her under control, the latter to cover up her ugliness—both of which,

according to Paglia, are Apollonian. However, Paglia seems to regard both

mechanisms as insufficient. For on the one hand, “science is always playing

catch-up ball” and providing “delusional certitude” (5); on the other hand,

aesthetics is also delusional because as a matter of fact, “there is [. . .] nothing

beautiful in nature” (57). So somehow, nature always wins in the end.

Thus it can be seen that Paglia definitely lays much more emphasis on the

ugly and destructive side of nature. As shall be seen later, Swift is rather similar

to her in this respect.

5.4.1.2 “The Death of Nature”
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It has been mentioned above that there has been a long tradition in the

West which regarded nature as female. However, as Merchant argues, during the

16th and 17th centuries there was a transformation of this organic world-view into

a mechanistic one: “Between the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the image

of an organic cosmos with a living female earth at its center gave way to a

mechanistic world view in which nature was reconstructed as dead and passive,

to be dominated and controlled by humans” (xvi). Such a view has been echoed

by scholars from different fields. For example, Encyclopedia of World

Geography claims that “we have lost this understanding [of the Earth as an

organism] only since the advent of objective science,” which replaced it with a

mechanistic view that “justifies ultimate human control over nature” (347).

Keekok Lee also mentions this “profound change in worldview, from an organic

to a mechanistic one,” and sees it as brought about by the “mathematizaion of

nature” in Kepler and Galileo (15). Karin Schonpflug views this transformation

from a feminist perspective: “The organic worldview saw men and women as

equal parts of one whole organic being, the world; the mechanistic worldview

replaces this medieval notion with hierarchical dualisms and an idea that man

must control and tame nature” (37).

It is precisely this transformation that is referred to by Merchant as “the

death of nature.” Moreover, according to Merchant, the death of nature was

brought about by the Scientific Revolution: “The removal of animistic, organic

assumptions about the cosmos constituted the death of nature—the most

far-reaching effect of the Scientific Revolution” (193). The Scientific Revolution

gave rise to mechanism, which regards the cosmos as a machine—the most

favored metaphor of the time being a clock operating on its own according to the

rules set by its creator. This mechanistic view justified the exploitation and

manipulation of nature: since nature is just a dead mass without feelings of

pleasure and pain, we can do anything we like with it: “Because it viewed nature

as dead and matter as passive, mechanism could function as a subtle sanction for

the exploitation and manipulation of nature and its resources” (193).
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However, it needs to be pointed out that the transformation did not happen

overnight. It was, on the contrary, a long and gradual process. At the beginning

of the Scientific Revolution, the traditional view of nature as female still held

sway, although changes started to appear in terms of the attitude toward this

female; and later, even after the mechanistic view had won the day, the discourse

of female nature persisted.

The change of attitude toward female nature at the initial stage of the

Scientific Revolution was perhaps best represented by Francis Bacon, who is

regarded as one of the fathers of modern science. Following the tradition, Bacon

still regards nature as female; but different from the traditional view, the female

nature is for Bacon not a figure to whom human beings must conform or even

submit, but a woman whose secrets and resources must be explored for the

benefits of mankind. This shift of attitude entails a different epistemological

outlook: while during the Middle Ages those who wanted to gain knowledge of

nature must “wait for nature to guide them to her secrets,” and “work with and

within nature” (Sheffield 5), now one must work more actively to penetrate into

the inner parts of nature, force her to reveal her secrets, and then transform her

as one wishes.

When explicating his method of inquiry, Bacon adopts a very sexist

language to describe nature. Well aware of the witch trials that were going on at

the time, he thinks the same method adopted in these trials can also be applied to

the study of nature:

For you have but to follow and as it were hound nature in her
wanderings, and you will be able when you like to lead and drive her
to the same place again. […] but likewise for the further disclosing of
the secrets of nature. Neither ought a man to make scruple of entering
and penetrating into these holes and corners, when the inquisition of
truth is his whole object. (428)

If the “holes and corners” in this quotation is only suggestive of sex, there are

more blatant moments when he refers to “the bosom of nature” (655) and even

her “womb”:
There is therefore much ground for hoping that there are still laid up
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in the womb of nature many secrets of excellent use, having no
affinity or parallelism with anything that is now known [. . .] only by
the method which we are now treating can they be speedily and
suddenly and simultaneously presented and anticipated. (292)

Thus the exploration into nature’s hidden secrets may be metaphorically

understood as a sexual intercourse, a penetration into nature’s womb with the

scientific method which works by discursive reason. This epistemological

outlook appeared at the initial stage of the Scientific Revolution, and was to be

followed later by further transformation of the view of nature as experimental

science developed. And, as Merchant points out, its impact can still be felt

today:
Here, in bold sexual imagery, is the key feature of the modern
experimental method—constraint of nature in the laboratory,
dissection by hand and mind, and the penetration of hidden
secrets—language still used today in praising a scientist’s “hard
facts,” “penetrating mind,” or the “thrust of his argument.” The
constraints against penetration in Nature’s lament over her torn
garments of modesty have been turned into sanctions in language that
legitimates the exploitation and “rape” of nature for human good.
(171)

5.4.2 Swift’s Critique of Science

Combining the two views presented in the last sub-section, this subsection

would conduct a study on Swift’s critique of science from a peculiar perspective,

i.e. Swift’s perception of beauty and grotesqueness. It is hoped that a

comparison between Swift’s view on woman and that on nature would shed

some extra light on his critique of science, and consequently, on his critique of

discursive reason.

5.4.2.1 Studies on Swift’s Critique of Science

Of course, this issue has already been extensively explored by scholars in

Swift studies, with voluminous literature from various approaches. The most

common approach is to study the critique itself, and almost all the scholars agree

that Swift holds a negative view of science. However, there is also a dispute as
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to how far his negativity goes. As Douglas Patey outlines, this dispute goes as

far back as Swift’s own time, when John Boyle, the Earl of Orrery, claimed that

Book III of Gulliver’s Travels was “in general written against chymists,

mathematicians, mechanics, and projectors of all kinds” (95), while Deane Swift

(not to be confused with Jonathan Swift) disagreed, arguing that Swift was not

against them all, but only those “who despise the useful branches of science, and

waste their lives in the pursuit of aerial vanities and extravagancies” (214).

Among Boyle’s modern followers are Richard Olson, who asserts that Swift

entertained “a full-blown antagonism to the scientific enterprise” (182); and

Frank Brady, according to whom Swift “disliked anything theoretical in

approach, including metaphysics and what we now call science” (2). However,

in recent decades most Swiftian scholars tend to reject such an extreme view for

a more moderate one. Patey himself belongs to this group, claiming that Swift is

not “simply the Luddite antagonist of science some have imagined” (“Satire”

814). Similarly, Herbert Davis asserts that Swift actually “approved of the

activities of the scientists in so far as their work could be of practical use,” and

that what he feared was only “the quackery and conceit of these investigators”

(31). Other scholars who hold to this line of thinking—namely, that Swift is not

against the sciences that could be of practical use—include Bonamy Dobrée

(456) and Ekhtiari and Amjad (3).

As to the study of the specifics of Swift’s critique, a number of views have

been presented by scholars. Some see Swift’s critique as targeting mainly “the

importation of the scientific method to areas where it does not belong”

(Cartwright and Baker 111). Along this view, it is argued that Swift believes the

scientists should be restricted in the laboratories rather than be allowed to

meddle into politics (Orwell 196-97), because he “saw science as being more

dangerous the more its techniques are extended to political and religious

concerns” (Olson 191)—in terms of the latter, it is claimed that Swift is “totally

opposed to such a reduction of religious faith to rational scientific reasoning”

(Zakai 200). Others relate Swift’s critique to his moral concerns, arguing that for
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Swift, science is, at best, “irrelevant” to morality (Brady 2), and at worst,

“essentially immoral in its consequences” (Kiernan 710). Still others relate

Swift’s critique of science to his historical awareness. For example, Frank Boyle

states that although Swift attacked modernity in multiple fields, “he located the

foundations of Modernity in philosophy, and he identified its most formidable

cultural representation as the New Science” (xi-xii). Similarly, Alan Chalmers

maintains that “Swift’s distrust of the new science [. . .] is best explained in

terms of his own understanding of time and apprehension of the future”

(22)—and by “apprehension” Chalmers means both “grasp/understanding” and

“fear.”

Another approach is to conduct a contextual study of Swift’s critique of

science and find out the motivations behind his critique. The rationale of this

approach is best articulated by Gregory Lynall: “Any interpretation of Swift’s

‘attack on science’ must appreciate the specific political and economic motives

behind it” (“Caricatures” 113). Lynall himself studies Swift’s “personal

vendetta” against Newton because of the latter’s involvement in the Wood

halfpence affair, and sees that vendetta as underlying many of his satirical

passages. While Lynall focuses on Swift’s vendetta against an individual

scientist, Arthur Case examines Swift’s grudge against scientists in general, and

regards it as deriving from his discontent with the shift in the government’s

cultural policy: “Swift apparently felt that the Whigs had transferred to the

scientists much of the encouragement which earlier administrations had given to

men of letters, and he regarded this tendency as symptomatic of the inclinations

of the Whigs toward chimerical experimentation in all fields” (112). A similar

view has been expressed by Frank Boyle, who sees the tension between the

humanistic and the scientific knowledge as the background to Swift’s critique of

science: Swift “view[s] humanistic knowledge [. . .] as threatened by the

seductive, reductive certainties of the emerging mathematically based

philosophies” (94).

A final approach, which is somehow similar to my own, may be called
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“hermeneutic.” This approach is represented by Beat Affentranger, who sees

Swift as inheriting from the Latitudinarians “the assumption of a close

epistemological analogy between Scripture and nature” (25). Viewed in this

light, understanding nature is rather similar to deciphering the Scripture.

However, Swift views science as failing pathetically in this hermeneutic attempt:

“Swift conceived of seventeenth-century natural philosophy as a collective

misconception, a misreading of nature” (27). Similar views have been expressed

by Patey, who argues that for Swift, the new scientists failed to account for

natural phenomena: “the new scientists are as guilty as the old of using

insignificant speech to frame explanations that do not explain” (“Satire” 814);

and also by Daniels Todd, who maintains that Swift sees the scientists as

“self-deceived” and their “mechanistic representations” of nature as but “works

of their own crazed imaginations” (113).

Of course, the approaches mentioned above are all more or less valid, and

have deepened our understanding of Swift’s critique of science. After presenting

these approaches and recognizing their validity, I would like to propose my own

approach to this issue—which I call “grotesque.”

5.4.2.2 My “Grotesque” Approach

In the following I shall conduct a study of Swift’s critique of science from

a “grotesque” approach. I call my approach “grotesque” because it relies on

Swift’s analogy between nature and woman, and argues that his view of woman

as essentially grotesque has a necessary bearing on his view of nature, and

consequently affects his epistemological stand with regard to (natural) science.1

To put it simply, Swift thinks that nature, like a woman, puts up a glossy and

gentle veneer to cover up its dirty and nasty secrets, and that therefore the

correct attitude toward nature is to maintain “decency,” refrain from probing into

1 Of course it has to be mentioned that this approach is mine rather than Swift’s, who never
called his own critique of science “grotesque,” and that it is necessarily based on my
interpretation of Swift’s works. However, as has been mentioned before, the purpose of my
interpretation is to trace his intention in creation.



154

her dirty and nasty secrets, and check the impulse to penetrate into her inner

parts—the last of which may be symbolically understood as a sexual intercourse.

Hence Swift’s critique of science, because science is doing precisely the wrong

thing with discursive reason as its tool.

This argument may sound a bit far-fetched, but it is actually not as

implausible as it appears to be, for cognitive linguistics has shown that the

analogies or metaphors that we draw between things do affect our understanding

of these things. This view was first presented by George Lakoff and Mark

Johnson, who argue persuasively in Metaphors We Live By that “Our ordinary

conceptual system, in terms of which we both think and act, is fundamentally

metaphorical in nature” (3). This is because we invariably grasp

something—especially something new—through its similarity to other

things—especially things we are already familiar with: “The essence of

metaphor is understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of

another” (5). For example, in the conceptual metaphor ARGUMENT IS WAR,

we try to understand, experience, and talk about argument as if it were a war.

Thus one can “win” or “lose” an argument, “attack” the opponent’s points while

“defending” one’s own, and adopt “strategies” during the process. In short,

metaphors do affect our understanding of things—perhaps it is not merely a

coincidence that the Chinese character “喻 ” can mean both “metaphor” and

“understanding.”

Toward the end of 5.4.2.1 I have mentioned that Affentranger adopts a

“hermeneutic” approach in the study of Swift’s critique of science. Actually

underlying this approach is the conceptual metaphor NATURE IS SCRIPTURE,

because it is only when nature is “metaphorized” as Scripture (or a book) that

one can regard the efforts to understand nature as hermeneutic practices, and see

the failure of science as misreading or misinterpretation.

If the conceptual metaphor underlying Affentranger’s approach is

NATURE IS SCRIPTURE, then that underlying mine would be NATURE IS

WOMAN. In the following I will show how Swift’s view of and attitude toward



155

woman affect his view of and attitude toward nature, and consequently, his

critique of science.

5.4.2.3 Swift’s Disruption of the Sexist Binary Opposition

It has been mentioned in 5.4.1.2 that during the 16th and 17th centuries

there was a gradual transformation from an organic to a mechanistic view of

nature. Of course, Swift is opposed to the mechanistic view, which he satirizes

in “A Discourse concerning the Mechanical Operation of the Spirit.” For Swift,

things like spirituality, soul, and mystery can never be explained mechanically,

and a mechanistic account of the world such as the one proposed by Hobbes can

only lead to atheism. It is produced only by the “crazed imaginations” of the

scientists (Todd 113).

It is obvious that Swift rejected the mechanistic view in favor of the

traditional organic view of nature as a woman. However, as has also been shown

in 5.4.1.2, from Bacon on there was a change of attitude toward this “woman”:

in the past human beings had been expected to conform and even submit to her,

but now they were encouraged to probe into her secrets, control her, and

transform her for their own benefits. So how does Swift respond to this change

of attitude?

Such a new attitude with its sexist discourse became prevalent in Swift’s

early years, which was associated with the foundation of the Royal Society for

the promotion of scientific studies. For example, St. George Ashe, who is

Swift’s “beloved tutor and lifelong friend” (Ehrenpreis 1:47), says that through

the foundation of the Royal Society, “the beautiful bosome of nature was

exposed to [view]” (qtd. in Ehrenpreis 1:54). But Ashe was probably borrowing

from Thomas Sprat, who claims in History of the Royal Society that through

natural philosophy, “The Beautiful Bosom of Nature will be Expos’d to our

view” (327). And prefaced to this book is an ode written by Abraham Cowley

called “To the Royal Society.” In this ode, Cowley recognizes Bacon as the

predecessor of the Royal Society, who, “like Moses, led us forth at last” (93).
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And, following Bacon, he presents a blatantly sexist image of nature:
Natures great Works no distance can obscure,
No smalness her near Objects can secure.
Y’have taught the curious sight to press
Into the privatest recess
Of her imperceptible Littleness.
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]
Y’have learn’d to read her smallest hand,
And well begun her deepest sense to understand. (141-50)

In this passage nature is depicted as a woman with secrets, which are hidden in

“distance,” “smallness,” or “depth.” And what the Royal Society does is

precisely to approach the distant, magnify the small, and penetrate into the deep,

in order to reveal the secrets of nature. Such a (natural) philosophical endeavor

carried out by the Royal Society is, on the contrary, regarded as masculine by

Cowley: “Philosophy, I say, and call it, He, / For Whatsoe’re the Painters Fancy

be, / It a Male Virtu seems to me” (5-7). Thus the binary opposition is

established—female nature vs. male (natural) philosophy—and knowledge

acquisition becomes the active penetration of the latter into the former, a

“voyeuristic penetration of nature’s (female) private parts” (F. Boyle 57).

As can be expected, Swift is strongly opposed to such a voyeuristic view.

And in response to Cowley’s ode, he writes “Ode to the Athenian Society.”

DeGategno and Stubblefield see this response as “unflattering” (240), while

Frank Boyle goes further, claiming that it is “not so much the expression of a

different opinion as a specific attack” (83); and that one target of his attack is

“the Mechanic way” advocated by Bacon and eulogized in Cowley’s Ode (75).

As far as Swift sees it, mechanism would necessarily lead to atheism, because it

tends to reduce the spiritual into the material. As a result, everything that we

“imagine to be wondrous wit, / [. . .] Is but a crowd of atoms justling in a heap”

(125-27). Such a reduction leaves no room for spirituality, and consequently, no

place for God in the cosmos:

The wits, I mean the atheists of the age,
Who fain would rule the pulpit, as they do the stage,
Wondrous refiners of philosophy,
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Of morals and divinity,
By the new modish system of reducing all to sense,
Against all logic, and concluding laws,
Do own th’ effects of Providence,
And yet deny the cause. (103-10)

Another, and perhaps more important target of his attack, is the sexist

binary opposition between female nature and male (natural) philosophy, and the

symbolic penetration it entails (of course it has to be admitted that Swift himself

is, in a sense, also sexist, but his sexism leads to the opposite direction, namely,

the avoidance of “penetration”). In order to disrupt this binary opposition, Swift

ingeniously resorts to sexual transformation as his satirical means. Of course in

doing so he has two choices: either transforming nature into male or

transforming philosophy into female. But as has been shown before, Swift does

recognize the analogy between nature and woman, so the only option left for

him is the latter, which is precisely what he does. In Swift’s poem philosophy is

called “This beauteous queen,” who is designed by heaven “For man to dress

and polish his uncourtly mind” (216-18). However, throughout the ages this

queen has been subjected to a series of besmearing and foul decoration so that

now she is in a pathetic situation and barely recognizable:

In what mock habits have they put her since the fall!
More oft in fools’ and madmen’s hands than sages’,
She seems a medley of all ages,
With a huge farthingale to swell her fustian stuff,
A new commode, a topknot, and a ruff,
Her face patch’d o’er with modern pedantry. (219-24)

Contributing to the “modern pedantry” are undoubtedly members of the Royal

Society.

Thus, through this sexual transformation, Swift disrupts Cowley’s sexist

binary opposition, and the symbolic penetration it entails. For Cowley, through

this penetration, the liberated philosophy would be able to reach “The Riches

which doe hoarded for him lye / In Natures endless Treasurie” (26-27). But

Swift obviously thinks otherwise: “We often search contentedly the whole world

round, / To make some great discovery, / And scorn it when ’tis found” (142-44).
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So according to Swift, by probing into the depth of nature, what we get are not

the riches but only the scornful. This is in exact accordance with his view of

nature, namely, nature as only superficially beautiful but essentially ugly, nasty,

and disgusting—just like a woman.

5.4.2.4 As in Woman, as in Nature

If Lakoff and Johnson are right in claiming that metaphors underlie our

conceptualization of the world, and if for Swift the conceptual metaphor

NATURE IS WOMAN holds, then it is most likely that his aesthetic view on

woman would affect that on nature. And this is indeed the case.

In general, Swift seldom writes about the beauty of nature in his prose

works—for example, the scenery descriptions in Gulliver’s Travels are mostly

done in a “scientific” rather than aesthetic manner, and appeal to the reader’s

curiosity more than his/her sense of beauty. But in his poems, especially his odes,

perhaps following the tradition, he does occasionally depict the beauty of nature.

For example, in “Ode on Science” he mentions the “mossy cave,” “verdure of

the woods,” “azure beauty,” “flowery carpets,” and “sylvan scenes” (3-8); and in

“Ode to the Athenian Society” he envisions a country “Scatter’d with flowery

vales, with fruitful gardens crown’d, / And many a pleasant wood” (40-41). His

most intense celebration of nature’s beauty that I have found occurs in a rather

insignificant poem called “On Rover, a Lady’s Spaniel”:
With thy utmost skill express
Nature in her richest dress,
Limpid rivers smoothly flowing,
Orchards by those rivers blowing;
Curling woodbine, myrtle shade,
And the gay enamell’d mead;
Where the linnets sit and sing,
Little sportlings of the spring;
Where the breathing field and grove
Soothe the heart, and kindle love. (27-36)

The scene described is indeed beautiful and pleasant, with the rivers, orchards,

meadow, and birds. But the tricky thing is that all these are but nature’s—and
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here again the feminine possessive pronoun is used—“richest dress.” It is as if

nature was only putting on this fancy dress in order to appeal to her viewers,

while how she really looks like when “undressed” is left uncovered.

However, there are passages in which Swift does show us the other side of

nature, or, to use his own words, “nature’s crazed convulsions” (Poems 1:32).

This is best presented in a poem titled “A Description of a City Shower,” which

describes a rainstorm in London. The rainstorm is, on the one hand, a natural

phenomenon in which nature stops being gentle and pleasant and unleashes its

primitive and brutal force; on the other hand, it is like a shower which washes

the paint and decoration off nature, revealing her true face (it should be noted

that nature as I use it here includes not only rural nature, but also the cities,

which are also part of the material world).

With the imminence of the rainstorm, nature begins to reveal its crudeness:

“Returning home at night, you’ll find the sink / Strike your offended sense with

double stink” (5-6). The wind also comes, wafting the dust, mixing it with the

rain and forming a blurring and confusing picture:

Not yet the dust had shunn’d the unequal Strife,
But, aided by the wind, fought still for Life,
And wafted with its foe by violent gust,
’Twas doubtful which was rain, and which was dust. (23-6)

Then the rain comes in “contiguous drops” (31), engendering much stir and

panic among the people. Here nature is no longer meek and gentle, but

impetuous and violent.

A more revealing scene occurs at the end of the poem, when, after the

rainstorm, the sewers are flooded, and all the refuse that is normally hidden

underground now comes to the surface of the street, forming a rather repulsive

picture
Now from all parts the swelling kennels flow,
And bear their trophies with them as they go:
Filth of all hues and odour [. . .]
[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ]
Sweeping from butcher’s stalls, dung, guts, and blood,
Drown’d puppies, stinking sprats, all drench’d in mud,
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Dead cats and turnips-tops come tumbling down the flood. (53-63)
This passage is reminiscent of “A Beautiful Young Nymph Going to Bed”: it

seems as if the rainstorm had washed off the artificial make-up on a woman’s

face, exposing her natural sordidness, which has been hidden beneath the glossy

veneer all the time. This natural sordidness is, to use Paglia’s words, precisely

the “chthonian.” Although there are not many scholarly comments on Swift’s

aesthetic view of nature, the ones that I have been able to find all stress this

“chthonian” side of nature. For example, Zakai notes Swift’s resemblance to

Pascal in viewing nature as corrupt (196); and Olson argues that seen from the

Swiftian perspective, “nature is gross and horrible, ‘bungling and deformed’”

(190).

Of course it may be wondered why Swift would regard nature as having

such a “chthonian” side, because after all, it is a creation of God, who is a

perfect being. Why would God create nature in this way—i.e. deliberately

creating something corrupted in nature and then hiding it from us? This question

may be answered in three ways. Firstly, the fact that nature is created by a

perfect being does not entail its own perfection: human beings are also created

by God, but are not perfect, either. Secondly, it is not God who hides the

corrupted side of nature from us—the hiding is done by nature herself—in the

same way as it is not God who makes some of us do evil. Thirdly, and perhaps

most importantly, the corruption of nature may serve to remind us of the

corruption of this world, and makes us aspire to heaven, where no such

corruption exists.

To sum up, it can be seen that Swift’s aesthetic perception of nature and of

women are rather similar: both hide their essential ugliness and foulness beneath

a glossy veneer. Now the following question is, what, according to Swift, is the

correct attitude we should adopt with regard to nature?

5.4.2.5 Swift’s “Grotesque” Critique of Science

In 6.3.3, it has been argued that Swift’s attitude toward woman can be
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summarized by three keywords: decency, “whole-heartedness,” and friendship.

As far as I see it, the first two can also describe, in a metaphorical way, his

attitude toward (female) nature, namely, that we should refrain from probing

into her dirty secrets, and avoid “sexual intercourse” with her. However, these

were precisely what the burgeoning science was doing at the time. Hence

Swift’s critique of science.

This critique is, in a sense, “grotesque,” because it decries science for

exposing the ugly, dirty, and repulsive side of nature, and consequently

destroying our sense of beauty. Of course, the sense of beauty may ultimately be

an illusion—as Paglia puts it, “There is [. . .] nothing beautiful in nature”

(57)—but Swift seems to think it necessary to maintain this illusion so that life

may go on in a bearable way.

For Swift, beauty is closely associated with our perception, especially our

vision—it is, in a sense, always in the eye of the beholder. Of course, our vision

is limited—we cannot see things too small or too distant—and it is precisely this

limit that constitutes the scale of beauty for us. If our vision were, say, 1000

times sharper than it is now, we would definitely make different aesthetic

judgments about things in the world.

For thousands of years, we had remained thus limited in our vision. But

with the onset of the Scientific Revolution, new tools were invented to

artificially sharpen our vision, so that what had remained invisible for ages

became visible: with telescopes people could look into the distant, and with

microscopes, into the small—and it is the latter that somehow appalled Swift.

The microscope has been generally recognized as an inspiration for the

first two Books of Gulliver’s Travels. Actually Swift mentions the microscope in

Book II, but when this happens it is associated with an appalling scene:

There was a Woman with a Cancer in her Breast, swelled to a
monstrous Size, full of Holes, in two or three of which I could have
easily crept, and covered my whole Body. There was a Fellow with a
Wen in his Neck, larger than five Woolpacks; and another, with a
couple of wooden Legs, each about twenty Foot high. But the most
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hateful Sight of all was the lice crawling on their Cloaths: I could see
distinctly the Limbs of these Vermin with my naked Eye, much better
than those of an European louse through a Microscope; and their
Snouts with which they rooted like Swine (115).

This scene is appalling because in Book II Gulliver is living in a

magnified world, a world seen through the microscope—Marjorie Nicolson

argues that Gulliver is somehow like a “microscopist” in the first two Books

(193-99)—and can see what escapes normal vision. Sometimes what he sees can

be really disgusting and repulsive. As Deborah Armintor puts it, if Gulliver is a

microscopist, then he is “a microscopist who views things he would rather not

see and then curses his magnified vision, an unwanted perspective” (620).

The magnified vision not only intensifies the repulsiveness of ugly things

like the cancer, the wen and the lice, but also makes what appears beautiful

under normal vision ugly. In Book II, after witnessing the off-putting

breast-feeding scene, Gulliver immediately observes:
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 but through a magnifying Glass, where we
find by Experiment that the smoothest and whitest Skins look rough,
and coarse, and ill-coloured. (98-99)

And he goes on meditating how his own skin has appeared ugly and appalling to

someone in Lilliput:
I remember when I was at Lilliput, the Complexion of those
diminutive People appeared to me the fairest in the World: And
talking upon this Subject with a Person of Learning there, [. . .] he
said, that my Face appeared much fairer and smoother when he
looked on me from the Ground, than it did upon a nearer View when I
took him up in my Hand, and brought him close; which he confessed
was at first a very shocking Sight. He said, he could discover great
Holes in my Skin; that the Stumps of my Beard were ten Times
stronger than the Bristles of a Boar; and my Complexion made up of
several Colours altogether disagreeable [. . .]. (99)

So Swift seems to think that beauty exists on different scales for creatures of

different levels of perception, and that in moving down the scales, one destroys

the beauty that can be maintained on a higher scale.

And moving down the scales is precisely what science does in probing
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into the minute aspects of nature which are normally hidden from our vision.

The yields of such an endeavor are for Swift disturbing rather than comforting:

“[man] rakes into every slut’s corner of nature, bringing hidden corruptions to

the light, and raises a mighty dust where there was none before; sharing deeply

all the while in the very same pollutions he pretends to sweep away” (Works

5:63). Here again, nature is compared to a woman (a slut), and the deeper one

penetrates into her, the more corruptions and pollutions would be brought to

light, until finally no peace of mind is possible and life itself becomes

unbearable:
I remember some years ago, a virtuoso writ a small tract about worms,
proved them to be in more places than was generally observed, and
made some discoveries by glasses. This having met with some
reception, presently the poor man’s head was full of nothing but
worms; all we eat and drink, all the whole consistence of human
bodies, and those of every other animal, the very air we breathed, in
short, all nature throughout was nothing but worms [. . .]. (Works
16:194)

Actually the “virtuoso’s” view is correct, if we take the “worms” to mean

bacteria and viruses, but such a view is, obviously, too much for Swift to stand.

Therefore it can be seen how Swift’s critique of science is, in a sense,

“grotesque.” He condemns science because, in a metaphorical sense, it fails to

maintain decency and “whole-heartedness” with regard to female nature. By

penetrating into nature’s inner parts and revealing her dirty secrets, it brings us

much more nausea than enlightenment.

What is more, Swift’s critique of science goes beyond that, for he regards

science as not only “grotesque” but also morbid. When penetration into the

depth of nature has exposed how ugly and repulsive her inside really is, the

sensible thing to do is just stop and avoid further unpleasant exposures. However,

science does exactly the opposite: instead of holding itself back, it seeks to

penetrate even deeper, only to be disgusted even more. This is best demonstrated

by Gulliver, who, after being nauseated by the monstrous lice, immediately says,

“They were the first I had ever beheld; and I should have been curious enough to
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dissect one of them, if I had had proper Instruments (which I unluckily left

behind me in the Ship), although indeed the Sight was so nauseous, that it

perfectly turned my Stomach” (115-16).

In spite of being nauseated by the lice, Gulliver wants to dissect one of

them. Or perhaps it is precisely the nausea that drives him to dissect. It seems

that he is suffering from some compulsive-obsessive disorder with regard to

dissection: the more nauseated he is, the more curious he becomes, and the more

he wants to dissect. In this respect he rather resembles Strephon in “The Lady’s

Dressing Room,” who, after being nauseated by his discoveries in Celia’s

dressing room and cursing her with the foulest language, rather than withdraw,

conducts an even more careful examination of the room: “A single sight or whiff

would have driven another man from the dressing room, but Strephon is

impelled in the opposite direction. The more he sees, the more, perversely, he

wants to see” (Gilmore, “Comedy” 36). It is obvious that Gulliver and Strephon

share the same morbid curiosity and compulsion to go deep, and with regard to

“similar” targets: one to nature, and the other to woman. The similarity between

the two is well captured by Gilmore, who calls Strephon’s adventure into Celia’s

room an “anatomizing expedition” (“Comedy” 36).

By the way, it needs to be pointed out that Gulliver is not only a captain

and adventurer, but, as the title page of the book suggests, “first a Surgeon, and

then a Captain of several Ships” (26; underline added). Actually he has had a

solid training in medicine and practiced it for some time, and thus can be

regarded as someone with a scientifically equipped mind. His compulsion is,

therefore, somehow representative of the general temperament of the scientists

at the time.

In modern medical science, it is believed that through dissection, we can

get a better picture of the inside of human body, and consequently understand its

functioning better. Similarly, in general natural science it is believed that a

metaphorical dissection of nature—i.e. probing into her inner parts with

discursive reason—brings us better comprehension of her operation on a macro
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level. However, such a view faces a dilemma, namely, that when we delve into

the interior of something in order to account for its exterior, this interior

immediately becomes a new exterior with its own interior, and in order to

account for this new exterior, we have to delve into its interior, which

immediately becomes another exterior to be accounted for, and so on ad

infinitum. As Locke puts it, “even if we dissect to the interior, we see only the

outside of things and only make a new surface to observe” (qtd. in TT 440).

Therefore, we are driven to delve ever deeper into nature in a never-ending

enterprise. Hence the “compulsion to dissect” of Gulliver and of the scientists in

general.

As a matter of fact, delving ever deeper into nature is precisely one of the

things modern science has kept doing. Take physics for example, we got to

know ever smaller particles that constitute the material world: molecules, atoms,

protons and neutrons and electrons, quarks…; and predictably, tinier particles

will be discovered in the future with the development of technology. But for

Swift, such a never-ending enterprise is only pointless and futile:

So, naturalists observe, a flea
Has smaller fleas that on him prey;
And these have smaller still to bite ’em.
And so proceed ad infinitum. (“On Poetry” 351-54)

So what science does is for Swift nothing but searching for ever smaller fleas,

and these fleas have no other function than disgust and appall us. And what is

worse is that science, which relies on discursive reason, would never stop doing

so, because discursive reason has no sense of limit—as has been pointed out in

4.4.1.2, this is one of the differences between discursive reason and intuitive

reason. Therefore someone whose intuitive reason is overwhelmed by his

discursive reason would never understand that the scientific enterprise should

have a limit, that maybe nature does not want us to probe too deeply into her

inner parts:
But man we find the only creature
Who, led by Folly, combats Nature;
Who, when she loudly cries, Forbear,
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With obstinacy fixes there. (“On Poetry” 19-22)
Thus it can be seen that implied in Swift’s “grotesque” critique of science

is his critique of discursive reason, because he regards science’s morbid

compulsion as deriving from discursive reason, which has no sense of limit.

After surveying Swift’s view on and attitude toward both woman and

nature, and his “grotesque” critique of science, it is clear that his view and

attitude do correspond to the persona in Section IX of A Tale of a Tub, namely,

that nature, just like a woman with all her hidden “Flaws and Imperfections,”

should not be probed into by (discursive) reason, for that would only reveal that

the “Depths of Things” are actually “good for nothing.” The significance of

confirming this correspondence is that we can thus ascertain Swift’s derogatory

attitude toward discursive reason, which he regards as both “grotesque,” and

more importantly, as driving one to morbid compulsion in the pointless and

futile scientific pursuit.
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Chapter Six The Limit of Reason and the Limit of Swift

In the last two chapters, I have argued for Swift’s derogatory attitude

toward discursive reason and shown how, in the critique of discursive reason, he

would sometimes appeal to intuitive reason. This, however, may create the

impression that Swift is all for intuitive reason, which is actually not true. The

fact is that Swift has certain reservations about reason, because for him, reason

(either intuitive or discursive) should always be subordinate to faith—in other

words, reason is always limited. In Chapter Five I have mentioned that one

characteristic of intuitive reason is a clear awareness of its own limits; for Swift

such an awareness is most salient with regard to its relationship with faith.

The relationship between reason and faith is a major preoccupation in

Swift’s career as a writer because at the time, there were intense debates over

this issue, and as a priest in the Anglican Church, Swift actively participated in

those debates in defense of the Church. In response to the challenges from

different groups, he tried his best to assert what he regarded as the orthodox and

correct position in a series of polemical tracts, sermons, letters, and other

writings. But perhaps ironically, in his emphasis on the limit of reason and the

consequent need for faith as embodied and ensured in an authoritative institution,

Swift reveals his own bigotry, intolerance, and authoritarianism, which show

how he was historically and ideologically limited.

6.1 Contextualizing Swift’s Participation in the Theological Debates

The first half of the 18th century witnessed fierce debates on theological

issues in Britain. According to Leslie Stephen, this has something to do with the

relatively peaceful milieu at home: the upheavals and disturbances of the 17th

century led to the thriving of political philosophy; however, with relative peace

restored toward the end of the 17th century, discussions on political philosophy

gradually abated, leaving room for theological controversy (281). At the time,

theological writings had the largest share in publication (Walsh 161), and among
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these published works, there were many that challenged the orthodox view of

the Anglican Church. It was in response to these challenges that Swift wrote a

number of polemical tracts and delivered some of his sermons. Nevertheless, it

should be noted that the challengers did not form a unified camp, but were

divided into several groups. In other words, the Church was being attacked from

different directions, as Swift himself puts it in a simile: “the church appears to

me like the sick old lion in the fable, who, after having his person outraged by

the bull, the elephant, the horse, and the bear, took nothing so much to heart as

to find himself at last insulted by the spurn of an ass” (Works 16:188). The “ass”

in the quotation refers to Matthew Tindal, a famous Deist at the time. Besides

the Deists (i.e. those who regard reason as the foundation of faith), other

adversaries of Swift include (with some overlap) the freethinkers, the atheists,

the Dissenters/Non-Conformists, and the Catholics (the long-term enemies of

the Anglican Church since the Reformation). Generally speaking, with regard to

the relationship between reason and faith, there were three major views held by

the different religious groups.

6.1.1 Three Views on the Relationship between Reason and Faith at the

Time

The first view, which may be called “enthusiasm,” was held by some

dissenting religious groups. This view attaches great importance to private

inspiration or revelation, and consequently leaves little room for reason.

“Enthusiasm” is essentially “A state of mind fundamentally opposed to

Enlightenment values” and “not subject to rational or objective control”

(Chisick 158). So the relationship between reason and faith, according to this

view, may be summed up as “faith is based on private inspiration alone and has

nothing to do with reason.” As has been discussed in 4.1, Swift regards

“enthusiasm” as leading directly to “madness,” which he ridicules in A Tale of a

Tub. In short, it is essentially “unreasonable,” while the right faith for Swift is

not contrary to reason.
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The second view was held by Deism, which is sometimes also called

“natural religion.” According to this view, “Reason is the only Foundation of all

Certitude” (Toland 6). Thus, everything that is to be believed has to be founded

on reason: “I cannot have any Faith, which will not bear the Test of Reason”

(Tindal 206). Consequently, if there is anything in the Christian doctrines that

cannot be accounted for by reason, it is to be rejected. Hence the Deists’

rejection of Trinity, the divinity of Christ, miracles, etc. As Swift saw it, the

Deists were undermining the foundation of Christianity because they were

denying its most essential doctrines. Hence his repeated attacks on them in his

writings: “Would any indifferent foreigner, who should read the trumpery lately

written by Asgil, Tindal, Toland, Coward, and forty more, imagine the Gospel to

be our rule of faith, and confirmed by parliaments?” (Works 2:386); “Those few

among them, who fancied they believed in God, were sure they did not believe

in Christ, or the Holy Spirit, or one syllable of the Bible; [. . .] how therefore

could they take such an oath as that, without ruining their reputation with Tindal,

Toland, Coward, Collins, Clendon, and all the tribe of freethinkers, and so give a

scandal to weak unbelievers?” (Works 3:80).

The third view was the orthodox view of the Anglican Church, which

appeals to three sources in establishing its beliefs and practices: “Scripture,

tradition, and reason” (sometimes referred to as the “three-legged-stool”)

(Ramsey 23). It is clear that this view is different from the previous two in that it

neither totally rejects reason as having nothing to do with faith, nor embraces it

exclusively as the sole foundation of faith. The Anglican Church’s view on

reason abides by the “principle of the indwelling Logos” (Ramsey 20), i.e.

human reason is part of the divine reason which permeates the entire universe; it

has been implanted in us by God and therefore should be made use of in

comprehending truth and establishing faith. Therefore, reason and faith are not

contradictory, but in harmony. Swift’s view on the relationship between reason

and faith is, to a large extent, in keeping with the orthodox view of the Anglican

Church, despite certain complications.
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6.1.2 Doubts about Swift’s Faith despite His Defense of the Anglican

Church

Of course, Swift upholds the third view against the previous two. In his

works, he would mock, ridicule, and sometimes directly attack his adversaries,

demonstrating a firm commitment to the Anglican Church. It would seem that

such a firm commitment could only proceed from someone with a strongest

faith in Christianity.

However, this is not how Swift has been perceived by many people. For

ever since his own time, there were doubts about the authenticity of his faith,

and this in spite of all the efforts he has made to defend the Church. John

Arbuthnot, who was Swift’s contemporary, noted that the latter’s “Affection to

the Church was never doubted, though his Christianity was ever questioned”

(121). Such questioning of Swift’s “Christianity” was most trenchantly

expressed in a poem by Jonathan Smedley, which was said to have been attached

to the door of St. Patrick’s Cathedral on the day when Swift was installed as the

dean there. The poem begins with the claim that Swift “serve[s] both God and

Mammon” (4), suggesting his avarice. Later, it claims further that Swift gets this

position not through his faith, but through “Wit and Rhime”:
This Place He got by Wit and Rhime,
And many Ways most odd;
And might a Bishop be, in Time,
Did he believe in God. (9-12)

The subjunctive mood in line 12 implies that Swift actually does not believe in

God. And finally, at the end of the poem, Smedley envisions a sacrilegious

epitaph for Swift:

And now, whene’er his Deanship dies,
Upon his Tomb be graven,
AMan of God here buried lies,
Who never thought of Heaven. (29-32)

The sarcasm here is clear: it is obvious that someone “Who never thought of

Heaven” can never be “AMan of God.”
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Suspicion about the authenticity of Swift’s faith persisted to this day, and

in certain cases to the point of outright denial of any faith whatsoever in Swift.

Such a radical position has been taken, for example, by Hoxie Fairchild, who

claims that Swift’s faith “was submerged in doubt, irony, and pessimism” and

that he “had no real sense of the spiritual significance of the Church. [. . .] No

one was ever less church-minded than this High Churchman” (26-27); and

David Nokes, who gives a psychoanalytic explanation for Swift’s disbelief:

“Swift’s ambivalence towards father-figures in his life extended also to God, and

inhibited him from truly believing in the personal love, for him, of God the

Father” (101). Most scholars, however, are less radical. They regard Swift as a

“theological pragmatist” (Parker 22) who values the Church chiefly for its social

and political functions, and for whom matters of faith are less important or even

irrelevant: “Swift was certainly a fiercely committed, partisan Anglican, but that

seems more a sociopolitical position than a matter of religious doctrine”

(Marshall, “State” 90); “For Swift, the Church’s institutional authority was

primary, the doctrine secondary” (Connery 78). For some of these scholars,

whether Swift’s faith is authentic is ultimately indeterminable: “the question of

what he really believed in [is] frustratingly unanswerable” (Marshall, “State”

90); “Only Swift and his Maker can determine the veracity of his religious

beliefs” (Ormsby-Lennon 43).

Of course, there are also scholars who regard Swifts’ faith as not feigned

but real. The representative figure of this group is Sean Michaelson, who argues

that for Swift faith is primary, rather than secondary to religion’s social

functions: “Swift’s whole sense of social obligation can be seen to be based on a

profound belief in God and the teaching of the Church of England” (3-4).

Similarly, Robert Mahony claims that Swift “trusts scripture not only as an

imperative guide to action or behavior, but also, in its description of the divine

character with no relation to any human behavior, as determining belief in God,”

and that “it is certainly the case that Swift never questions the truth of

Christianity” (39-40). But, as can be expected, the number of scholars in this
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group is comparatively small.

An interesting question behind all these controversies is, why, despite

everything Swift has done to defend the Church, would people suspect him of

being unfaithful? I think this can be, to a large extent, attributed to his cryptic

and sometimes self-contradictory writings. One example may suffice to

demonstrate this. In “Further Thoughts on Religion” he writes, “The

Scripture-system of man’s creation, is what Christians are bound to believe, and

seems most agreeable of all others to probability and reason” (Works 14:161).

But in a related essay titled “Thoughts on Religion,” he says exactly the

opposite: “To say a man is bound to believe, is neither truth nor sense. You may

force men, by interest or punishment to say or swear they believe, and to act as

if they believed; you can go no farther (Works 10:166). The contradiction

between these two quotations appears to be irreconcilable—either Swift is being

inconsistent or he is not telling his real opinion in one instance. Furthermore,

what does “bound to believe” mean? Does it mean “supposed to believe”? Or

“expected to believe”? Or “forced to believe”? Or “have no other choice but to

believe”? We may never know. Therefore, I tend to agree with most scholars that

the authenticity of Swift’s own faith is a matter of indeterminacy, and I would

not presume to solve this controversial issue in my dissertation.

Nevertheless, I want to point out that this controversial issue is somehow

irrelevant to my research, because in this chapter I am not studying Swift’s faith

per se, but his view on the relationship between reason and faith. Therefore the

important question is not whether Swift himself has faith, but whether he thinks

faith is necessary for most human beings, who are “animals capable of

reason”—in other words, not what is, but what should be. And I think the

answer to the latter questions is definitely “yes”: faith is necessary because

human reason is always limited.

6.2 The Limit of Reason and the Consequent Necessity of Faith

Despite Swift’s elusiveness and ambiguity on his own faith, he is quite
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unequivocal about the relationship between reason and faith. For him human

reason (either intuitive or discursive) is always limited, and therefore should

submit to faith. The limit of reason and the consequent necessity of faith is what

he keeps emphasizing in his writings and speeches.

As has been mentioned above, Swift, following the orthodox view of the

Anglican Church, largely assents to the harmony between reason and faith, but

there are certain complications. This is because, on the one hand, human reason

for Swift is not unified, but comprises two parts—discursive reason and intuitive

reason; and on the other hand, faith means belief in the Christian doctrines,

which also have two general parts—ethical doctrines in social life, and

“mysteries” (“mysteries” refers to those religious beliefs which cannot be

rationally accounted for, e.g. Trinity, Virgin Birth, and Resurrection). Therefore,

we cannot say Swift has a view on the relationship between reason as a whole

and faith as a whole, but must study specifically his view on the relationship

between different parts of reason and faith. Otherwise we risk the danger of

overgeneralization.

Through permutation and combination, we can get four sets of

relationship between different parts of reason and faith, which may be charted as

follows:

Faith
Reason ethical doctrines mysteries

discursive reason
discursive reason — ethical
doctrines

discursive reason —
mysteries

intuitive reason
intuitive reason — ethical
doctrines

intuitive reason — mysteries

In the following I shall examine the four sets one by one. As we shall see,

the limit of reason with regard to faith is asserted in all these sets of

relationships.
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6.2.1 Relationship between Discursive Reason and Ethical Doctrines

Discursive reason is unconcerned with the ethical doctrines, especially

when it is instrumentalized; moreover, it is sometimes even used to provide

excuses for unethical deeds.

As has been discussed in 4.4.1.2, discursive reason is ultimately amoral

because it is impossible to justify discursively the pursuit of “good” and the

avoidance of “evil.” Consequently, it is easily instrumentalized to serve various

goals without ever questioning the justifiability of these goals, as the Laputa

episode in Gulliver’s Travels demonstrates. What is more, there is a more

sinister aspect of the instumentalization of discursive reason, namely, that it is

sometimes also used to find excuses to justify immoral or evil deeds. This

second aspect of the instumentalization of discursive reason is vividly captured

in the religious fable in A Tale of a Tub. In the fable, the father dies, leaving one

coat to each of his three sons, with the explicit request that they are “not to add

to, or diminish from their Coats, one Thread, without a positive Command in the

Will” (51). The three sons, however, are tempted by the fashions of the world,

which require them to make different modifications to the coats at different

times, such as “Shoulder-knots,” “Gold Lace,” and “flame Coloured Sattin”

(51-57). All these modifications, however, are either not mentioned at all or even

strictly forbidden by the will. The three sons thus face the dilemma whether to

follow the fashions or the will. This dilemma, nevertheless, is once and again

successfully solved by Peter, the son who is “more Book-learned” and “so often

mentioned for his Erudition” (54-57). Peter’s solution is, at first, distortion, or

(mis)interpretation, “to find out a Meaning in every Thing but it self”; then,

tampering with the will by adding a “codicil” that permits whatever he wants;

and finally, “to lock up their Father’s Will in a Strong-Box [. . .] and trouble

themselves no farther to examine it, but only refer to its Authority whenever

they thought fit” (55-58). Thus, the three sons can do whatever they like without

being bound by the will. In this religious fable, if the will stands for the ethical

doctrines of Christianity, then what discursive reason does is nothing but help
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the unfaithful believers find excuses to disobey them: “the three brothers allow

themselves to be deceived and become more and more adept at using their

reason in service of their passions” (Williams, Compromise 134).

6.2.2 Relationship between Intuitive Reason and Ethical Doctrines

Intuitive reason is primarily concerned with, and can fully grasp, in a

plain and direct manner, the ethical doctrines; but it is weak in most people, who

consequently need the help of faith.

As has been discussed 4.4.1.1, for creatures of purely intuitive reason such

as the Houyhnhnms, the primary concern in life is the understanding and

practice of virtue. According to Swift, the same role is played by the intuitive

reason in human beings: “therefore God hath placed conscience in us to be our

director only in those actions, which Scripture and reason plainly tells us to be

good or evil” (Works 10:44). Two things in this quotation deserve our attention:

firstly, the “reason” here is obviously intuitive reason because it teaches us good

and evil, and teaches in a plain way; secondly, and more importantly, (intuitive)

reason is juxtaposed with “Scripture,” which indicates the correspondence of the

two on ethical issues—in other words, whatever the Scripture says to be good or

evil can be understood by intuitive reason to be so. Therefore, if we allow

ourselves to be guided by intuitive reason, we would lead a virtuous life: “this

would bring them to think and act according to the rules of reason, by which a

spirit of industry, and thrift, and honesty would be introduced among them”

(Works 10:113). However, intuitive reason is weak in many people, who are

usually swayed by their private passions and interests (which are oftentimes

justified by their discursive reason), and led astray to evil and sin—such as

those “cruel landlords” of Ireland who act “against common reason and justice”

(Works 10:112). In such cases intuitive reason is simply too weak to check the

degradation into wickedness. Hence the necessity of faith for human beings,

because only with the help of faith can we resist the temptations of evil.
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6.2.3 Relationship between Discursive Reason and Mysteries

Any attempt to account for the mysteries through discursive reason only

creates chaos.

As Swift sees it, mysteries are purely a matter of faith, which can never be

explained discursively by reason. In “A Letter to a Young Clergyman,” when

giving suggestions on how to deliver sermons, he says, “I do not find, that you

are any where directed in the canons or articles, to [attempt] explaining the

mysteries of the christian religion.” (Works 5:105). As Leo Damrosch (149) and

Christopher Fauske (5) point out, Swift has little interest in theology, i.e. to

justify and explicate Christian doctrines through fancy jargons and abstruse

arguments: “And I defy the greatest divine to produce any law either of God or

man, which obliges me to comprehend the meaning of omniscience,

omnipresence, ubiquity, attribute, beatifick vision, with a thousand others so

frequent in pulpits, any more than that of excentrick, idiosyncracy, entity, and

the like” (Works 5:89). His detestation of such abstruse terms and their users, on

the one hand, is embedded in his dislike of discursive reason; and on the other

hand, is because in his opinion such terms would only give rise to unnecessary

doubts in otherwise innocent believers: “neither do I think it any part of

prudence to perplex the minds of well-disposed people with doubts, which

probably would never have otherwise come into their heads” (Works 5:105). As

has been mentioned above, at the time Christian mysteries such as Trinity and

Resurrection were increasingly being challenged by Deists on the grounds that

they cannot be explained or justified by (discursive) reason. In response to these

challenges, some Anglican priests set to defend the mysteries by trying to prove

their validity through (discursive) reason. As Swift sees it, this is a totally wrong

strategy because it is to fall precisely into the trap of the Deists: “the method

taken by many of those learned men to defend the doctrine of the Trinity, hath

been founded upon a mistake” (Works 10:21); it is, in other words, “answering

fools in their folly” (Works 10:30). As Patrick Reilly neatly sums up Swift’s

critique of many Anglican priests’ strategy, “Swift detested Anthony Collins [a



177

Deist and freethinker at the time] but agreed with him that nobody doubted

God’s existence until Dr. Clarke tried to prove it” (217). The correct strategy is,

therefore, not “straight rebuttal,” as that would only provide more targets for the

Deists’ attacks; but “to dismiss freethinking without thinking about it [. . .] to

reject the invitation to reason” (Connery 89)1. In short, it is to keep discursive

reason out of the sphere of mysteries.

6.2.4 Relationship between Intuitive Reason and Mysteries

Intuitive reason cannot help us understand mysteries; the latter is above,

but not contrary to, the former.

If discursive reason cannot account for mysteries, then neither can

intuitive reason. And Swift is rather unequivocal on this point, as he says in “A

Sermon on the Trinity”: “if I were directly told in Scripture that three are one,

and one is three, I could not conceive or believe it in the natural common sense

of that expression, but must suppose that something dark or mystical was meant,

which it pleased God to conceal from me and from all the world” (Works 10:22).

Intuitively we know that one is not three and three is not one, but we have to

accept it as “something dark or mystical,” because this is a sign of our belief in

God. However, although the mysteries cannot be understood by reason, that

does not mean they are contrary to reason; they are, more properly speaking,

“above” it (Works 10:26). Such is the case with Trinity, which “can be contrary

to no man’s reason, although the knowledge of it is hid from him” (Works 10:23).

So who is hiding the knowledge of mysteries from us? Swift’s answer is, “God”:

“it pleased God to conceal [such knowledge] from me and from all the world”

(Works 10:22). And why would God do this? The answer is, to ensure our

dependence on and faith in him: God “has thought fit to conceal from us the

nature of the thing he commands; thereby to try our faith and obedience, and

increase our dependence upon him” (Works 10:26-27). It has been mentioned

1 For a detailed account of how Swift deals with Collins, see Connery’s “‘Wild Work in the
World’: The Church, the Public Sphere, and Swift’s Abstract of Collin’s Discourse.”



178

above that Swift keeps discursive reason out of the sphere of mysteries; now we

see that he does the same with intuitive reason. The sphere of mysteries,

therefore, becomes a dark area that cannot be penetrated by the light of reason

(Donoghue, Introduction 33), discursive or intuitive. To fully understand

mysteries would require other faculties, which we do not possess as yet: “It is

highly probable, that if God should please to reveal unto us this great mystery of

the Trinity, or some other mysteries in our holy religion, we should not be able

to understand them, unless he would at the same time think fit to bestow on us

some new powers or faculties of the mind, which we want at present, and are

reserved till the day of resurrection to life eternal” (Works 10:27). It has been

mentioned in 4.4.1.1 that one characteristic of intuitive reason is a clear sense of

its own limit; such a sense of limit is, no doubt, best demonstrated in matters of

religious faith related to mysteries.

Thus we can see that in all these sets of relationships, the limit of

(different parts of) reason with regard to faith is asserted: it is insufficient in

itself, and either goes against, or tries to undermine, or fails to grasp faith.

Therefore we cannot rely on reason alone, but must need faith in our life: “let no

man think that he can lead as good a moral life without faith as with it; for this

reason, because he who hath no faith, cannot by the strength of his own reason

or endeavours so easily resist temptations, as the other, who depends upon God’s

assistance in the overcoming of his frailties, and is sure to be rewarded for ever

in heaven for his victory over them.” (Works 10:25-26).

6.3 The Self-Contradiction and Limit of Swift

From the discussions in the last section it may seem that Swift has built up

a coherent system of harmony between reason and faith in accordance with the

orthodox doctrines of the Anglican Church. But a careful examination shows

that such coherence and harmony is only apparent, and that the system is

strained, and constantly haunted by two irksome questions: firstly, how does one
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deal with doubts (both in oneself and in others)? and secondly, how does one

choose out of and adjust the relationship between the multiple faiths? Swift’s

answers to these two questions reveal his self-contradictory views on liberty, and

consequently, his bigotry, intolerance, and authoritarianism.

6.3.1 The Way to Deal with Doubts

The first problem that keeps vexing Swift’s system comes from the doubts.

As reason (either intuitive or discursive) can never understand the mysteries, it

is almost inevitable that doubts may arise from time to time. And once one has

doubts about certain Christian doctrines, one is, in a strict sense, not a truly

faithful believer. So is Swift a truly faithful believer? As I have said before, this

is ultimately a matter of indeterminacy, but it is not very relevant to my

dissertation. For what matters here is not whether Swift himself has doubts, but

how he thinks we should deal with doubts if they do arise.

Although I hold that it is ultimately indeterminable whether Swift himself

has doubts, I tend to think that he possibly does. The reason for this comes from

a passage in “Thoughts on Religion.” Different from his sermons, which are

well-structured and delivered to the public, this short essay is written in a loose

way, consisting of a series of aphorisms, which may express his more private

thoughts. Among these aphorisms there is a revealing one on the issue of doubts:

“I am not answerable to God for the doubts that arise in my own breast, since

they are the consequence of that reason which he has planted in me; if I take

care to conceal those doubts from others, if I use my best endeavours to subdue

them, and if they have no influence on the conduct of my life” (Works 10:168).

It is noteworthy that Swift is using the first person pronouns (“I,” “my,” “me”)

here, so the “doubts” mentioned are possibly his own. Also, he regards the

doubts as a consequence of reason implanted in us by God—to reason is, in a

sense, also to doubt. Moreover, he states clearly three measures that should be

taken to deal with the doubts: to conceal them; to subdue them; and to let them

have no influence on one’s conduct. In short, it is to live as if one did not have
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any doubt even though one does, and somehow equivalent to suppressing

reasoning. This is certainly how Swift deals with his own doubts, if he has any:

“At any rate, those who knew him best never doubted his [religious] sincerity.

[. . .] However earnestly Swift performed his devotions, in private as well as in

public, he may still have harbored doubts. And if he did, it’s inconceivable that

he would have allowed anyone to know it” (Damrosch 147-48). As he himself

says in the same essay, “The want of belief is a defect that ought to be concealed,

when it cannot be overcome” (Works 10:167).

To conceal and subdue is not only how Swift handles his own doubts, if

he has any, but also how he thinks the doubts in others should be handled. For if

people make their thoughts known to the public, “they ought to be answerable

for the effects their thoughts produce upon others” (Works 16:321). The

publication of one’s own doubts may give rise to doubts in other people who

originally did not have any, so if everyone is allowed to air their doubts freely, it

would give rise to public confusion, and consequently, corruption: “That which

has corrupted religion, is the liberty unlimited of professing all opinions” (Works

16:221). Therefore “Every man, as a member of the commonwealth, ought to be

content with the possession of his own opinion in private, without perplexing his

neighbour, or disturbing the publick” (Works 10:166).

But what if, despite the admonishment, there are people (e.g. the

freethinkers) who are not “content with the possession of their own opinion in

private,” but insist on spreading it to the public? Under such a circumstance

censorship becomes necessary:
It cannot easily be answered to God or man, why a law is not made
for limiting the press; at least so far as to prevent the publishing of
such pernicious books, as under pretence of freethinking endeavour to
overthrow those tenets in religion, which have been held inviolable,
almost in all ages, by every sect that pretend to be christian; and
cannot therefore, with any colour of reason, be called points in
controversy, or matters of speculation, as some would pretend. (Works
2:424)

So censorship is a useful resort to deal with such freethinkers, a repressive tool
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to keep them silent. The advocacy of censorship is a salient characteristic in

Swift’s political and religious thought, and has been noted by numerous scholars

such as Marcus Walsh (173) and Judith Mueller: “Throughout his career, Swift

advocated censorship of writing he considered harmful to the public peace,

including works that questioned the existence of God or that challenged the

established church.” (208).1

Thus it can be seen how the problem of doubts vexes Swift’s system.

Following the orthodox doctrine of the Anglican Church, he tries to maintain

harmony between reason and faith. But the harmony he achieves is essentially

strained and not genuine because it involves subordination and repression.

Reason and faith are not on an equal footing in this system: the latter must

always be right and dominant, and consequently there would always be a

subversive element in the former, which has to be repressed in order to maintain

the “harmony” of the whole system.

6.3.2 The Choice out of and Adjustment of the Relationship between

Multiple Faiths

Despite the problem with doubts, a strained and artificial harmony of the

system could still have been maintained, if there were only one faith in the

world. But the fact is that there are multiple religions and denominations in the

world, each with its own more or less distinct faith, and most of them not

allowing its members to simultaneously believe in other religions and

denominations. So one faces the inevitable choice which one to believe in (not

to choose any is out of the question, since atheism was almost universally

condemned at the time). Such a choice obviously cannot be an act of faith, for

the faith which makes the choice has to be chosen in the first place, which

choice would have to be made by another faith, and so on ad infinitum. Neither

can it be an act of reason, because some doctrines in the faiths are beyond the

1 Of course, Swift’s relation with censorship is more complicated, for he is both a proponent
and a “victim” of censorship, as has been pointed out be Ian Higgins (“Censorship” 179) and
Randy Robertson (169).
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comprehension of reason, which consequently cannot make the judgment if they

are true or false. Logically it can only be made by a faculty higher than faith.

But for Swift faith is already the highest faculty in us, so the choice seems to

become a logical impossibility.

Such a logical impossibility, however, is easily solved by Swift. And his

solution is simple and practical, namely, to appeal to custom and tradition. He

agrees with Plato that “men ought to worship the gods according to the laws of

the country” (Works 2:262). The different religions and denominations in a

country cannot all be equal in terms of social status and political power—one of

them must be predominant or legally established: “And I think, in whatever

country that religion predominates, there is one certain form of worship and

ceremony, which is looked upon as the established; and consequently, only the

priests of that particular form are maintained at the publick charge; and all civil

employments bestowed among those who comply (at least outwardly) with the

same establishment” (Works 5:313). Living in such a country, the sensible thing

to do is conform to the predominant religion or denomination:

Nor is’t banter or jest,
That the kirk faith [i.e. Presbyterianism] is best
On the other side of the Tweed [i.e. Scotland]
[. . . . . . . . . . .. . . . . . . . . . . . . .. ]
For no soil can suit
With every fruit,
Even so, Sir, it is with religion;
The best church by far
Is what grows where you are,
Were it Mahomet’s ass or his pigeon. (“Ballad: To the Tune of
‘Commons and Peers’” 16-24)

So the sensible Scots should conform to Presbyterianism as the best in their land.

As for Swift himself, the sensible choice is, of course, the Anglican Church. It is

clear that such a solution is not very much concerned with the “truth” or

“falsehood” of the faiths, but more a matter of convenience. In other words, it is

not because it is true that I believe in it; but on the contrary, it is because I

believe in it that it becomes true for me. Moreover, Swift thinks that even if
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some doctrines are false, they should still be kept for the preservation of the

religion: “To remove opinions fundamental in religion, is impossible, and the

attempt wicked, whether those opinions be true or false; unless your avowed

design be to abolish that religion altogether” (Works 10:167). So in religious

affairs Swift is more pragmatic than positivistic.

But another problem remains, namely, not everyone is “sensible,” and

there would always be some “insensible” people who choose not to conform to

the dominant religion or denomination. So how should one (as a member of the

dominant group) deal with those on the periphery of the religious map? Swift’s

answer is simple and straightforward: although “liberty of conscience” should

be allowed to people of diverging faiths, we should be constantly vigilant and

conscious of the potential danger from the Dissenters; censorship should be

carried out to stop them from spreading their views and recruiting proselytes;

and laws should be enforced which keep them out of political power.

Firstly, Swift recognizes the necessity of granting “liberty of conscience”

to the Dissenting groups, i.e. allowing them to have their own faiths, because he

knows that it is impossible to force people to believe, that the most one can

achieve is only outward conformity. Granting such liberty is a sign of Christian

benevolence and moderation: “A man truly moderate, is steady in the doctrine

and discipline of the church, but with a due Christian charity to all who dissent

from it out of a principle of conscience; the freedom of which, he thinketh,

ought to be fully allowed, as long as it is not abused” (Works 10:64). But at the

same time, one should always keep a watchful eye on them, as these people are

potentially seditious and destabilizing: “And I think it clear, that any great

separation from the established worship, though to a new one that is more pure

and perfect, may be an occasion of endangering the publick peace” (Works

2:362). This is because many Dissenters would not be content with their

peripheral position on the religious map, and would consequently be easily

incited by instigators to overthrow the current establishment. Thus one cannot be

too vigilant with them.
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A crucial strategy of being vigilant is to prevent the Dissenting groups

from expanding and becoming too powerful, because if so they would threaten

the established religion. Liberty of conscience should only be granted under the

precondition that “it is not abused,” and Swift obviously regards publicizing the

Dissenting faiths and recruiting more converts as an abuse of such liberty,

because it would naturally lead to the attempt to topple the established faith:

“liberty of conscience is nowadays not only understood to be the liberty of

believing what men please, but also of endeavouring to propagate that belief as

much as they can, and to overthrow the faith which the laws have already

established” (Works 10:44). Therefore, he regards censorship as a necessary

means to keep those “books that instil pernicious principles” (Works 16:181)

from proliferating, as has been mentioned in 6.3.1. He would also “exhort all

men to avoid reading those wicked books written against this doctrine [Trinity],

as dangerous and pernicious” (Works 10:30). At the same time, he warns the

Dissenters to be silent and content with their status quo:
if his religion be different from that of his country, and the
government think fit to tolerate it, [. . .] he ought to be fully satisfied,
and give no offence, by writing or discourse, to the worship
established [. . .] if he hath any new visions of his own, it is his duty to
be quiet, and possess them in silence, without disturbing the
community by a furious zeal for making proselytes. (Works 10:78)

Another important strategy Swift steadfastly holds to is to keep all the

Dissenters out of politics. This was legally ensured by the Test Act, which

stipulated that only those who participated regularly in the Anglican rituals

could hold governmental or military offices, and consequently prevented many

Dissenters and Catholics from entering politics. Swift was a staunch defender of

the Test Act against the Whigs who tried to repeal it, to which task he devoted “a

great part of his political career” (Montag). He claims unequivocally that “we

had abundance of benefit by the sacramental test, and foresee a number of

mischiefs would be the consequence of repealing it” (Works 4:425); and that

those outside the established Church should “never [be] trusted with power”

(Works 10:64), for otherwise they would “advance their own models, upon the
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ruin of what is already established: which it is natural for all sects to desire”

(Works 2:353). So by keeping those dissenting out of politics, he wants to ensure

the almost exclusive possession of power by the established Church, which is

one of his political ideals.

Therefore we can see that the problems with doubts and with multiple

faiths reveal the incoherence and disharmony of Swift’s system. Furthermore,

they expose an essential self-contradiction in his thought, namely, his take on

liberty, which shall be discussed below.

6.3.3 Swift’s Self-Contradictory Take on Liberty

From what has been presented in the previous two sub-sections it seems

clear that Swift is rather illiberal, what with all his advocacy of repression,

censorship, containment, and political exclusion. But curiously, this is not how

Swift views himself, for he regards himself as a defender of liberty. This may

sound a bit ironic, but Swift is actually being rather sincere when claiming so.

Such a claim appears, for example, in his own epitaph, where he calls himself

“this vigorous (to the best of his ability) / Champion of Liberty” (“Swift’s

Epitaph”). It also appears in “On the Death of Dr. Swift,” which is written

toward the end of his literary career; at the end the poem, he humorously

envisions that after his death, he is one day accidentally talked about by

strangers in a tavern, one of whom says,
Fair LIBERTYwas all his cry,
For her he stood prepared to die;
For her he boldly stood alone;
For her he oft exposed his own. (347-50)

Thus we can see that “a defender of liberty” is how Swift, looking back on his

whole life at an old age, assesses himself. But such an assessment is in obvious

contradiction to what he upheld and practiced in his political life. So was he

aware of this contradiction himself? And how can we account for or rationalize

such an obvious contradiction?

Of course, Swift’s self-contradiction on the issue of liberty has been noted
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by many scholars. For example, Warren Montag claims that in some of his

works Swift writes “as if political liberty were perfectly compatible with the

systematic exclusion of dissenting Protestants from political life and the

suppression of all theological debate” (13). Patrick Reilly also notes the “tangle

of self-contradiction” in Swift: “[h]e wants banned what he dislikes, protests

angrily when his own principle is invoked against him,” and “is consistent only

in his inconsistency” (28).

As for the ways to account for Swift’s self-contradiction, there are two

general strategies among scholars. One is to separate Swift’s political views

from his religious ones, claiming that he is more liberal in politics but more

authoritarian in religion: “such tensions have led some readers to view Swift as

an amalgam, a Whig in politics and a Tory in religion” (Oakleaf 38). The major

basis for such a claim comes from a passage in Swift: “having been long

conversant with the Greek and Roman authors, and therefore a lover of liberty, I

found myself much inclined to be what they called a whig in politicks; [. . .] but

as to religion, I confessed myself to be a high churchman, and that I did not

conceive how any one, who wore the habit of a clergyman, could be otherwise”

(Works 4:293). This strategy seems well supported by first-hand source from

Swift, but the problem is that Swift’s own view here is essentially a

misrecognition, and this strategy perpetuates that misrecognition. What is

misrecognized is the relationship between religion and politics—it is taken as if

the two could be treated separately when in fact they were inextricably

entangled at the time: “Swift’s description of himself as a Whig in politics but a

‘High Churchman’ in religion is obviously problematic at a time when

ecclesiastical and political issues [. . .] are interconnected. Religion is central to

political formation in Swift’s lifetime” (Higgins, Swift’s Politics 34). In other

words, religion during this period was never purely a matter of spirituality. On

the contrary, it was constantly involved in the political struggles and

negotiations: it was almost impossible to talk about someone’s political views

without identifying his/her religious profession, nor was it likely to discuss
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someone’s religious beliefs in separation from his/her political stand. Swift

himself is a prime example to show how intertwined the two are: for him

religious issues are seldom purely religious, but almost inevitably implicated in

the maneuver of power in politics.

Another strategy to account for the self-contradiction is to divide Swift’s

political life into two phases and claim that the apparent contradiction is a result

of Swift’s change of attitude because of his failure in politics. Simply put, the

argument is that Swift was by nature authoritarian, and sided with the Tories as

their propagandist, so when the Tories were in power he wrote supporting the

authorities; but when the tide reversed and the Whigs came to power, his grudge

against them turned him into a challenger of authorities and defender of liberty.

Such a view is held, for example, by F. P. Lock, who claims that “by

temperament and conviction he was conservative and authoritarian; an accident

of history made him a patron and champion of liberty” (179). Ashley Marshall

agrees to this view, arguing that although by nature authoritarian, Swift

experienced “a major transformation in his political outlook” after he became a

“disgruntled and disenchanted outsider” with the Tories’ loss of power: “his

Queen Anne-era [1702-1714] works are distinctly different, in ideological terms,

from his edgier statements of the 1720s and 1730s. Post-1714 events evidently

led Swift to reinterpret major crisis points in English history and to revise his

positions on the nature and proper limits of political power” (Swift 200). Such a

contextualizing strategy, however, is not well supported by textual evidence. For

example, the passage quoted in the last paragraph in which Swift calls himself

“a lover of liberty” is narrating the events of 1702, while many illiberal claims

upholding authority quoted in the previous sub-sections are from his writings

and sermons during the 1720s and 1730s. So it is not simply that Swift was

authoritarian but became liberal after his political failure: there was a liberal side

in him during the earlier phase and an authoritarian one during the latter.

Therefore neither strategy, as far as I see, accounts for Swift’s

self-contradiction satisfactorily. They share two traits in common: firstly, both
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divide Swift’s thought into two parts (either two fields or two phases), try to

maintain a consistency within each part, and thereby “justify,” reduce, or even

abolish his self-contradiction; secondly, both are based on problematic

suppositions, namely, that Swift is a consistent thinker who tries his best to

avoid self-contradictions, and furthermore, what is obviously self-contradictory

to us must be so to him as well. In my opinion, it is these traits that make the

two strategies unsatisfactory. Therefore, I shall adopt a different strategy in

studying his self-contradiction, namely, not “justifying” or reducing it, but

recognizing it as a fact in Swift, which, however, may not be obvious to himself;

moreover, through studying his self-contradiction, I want to reveal how Swift

was limited by the religious, social, and political milieu of his time.

6.3.4 The Limit of Swift

David Hume, part of whose life overlapped with Swift’s, famously

claimed in one of his essays, “But what is man but a heap of contradictions!”

(193). Swift is of course no exception to this claim, what with his

self-contradictory take on liberty. But what is more interesting is that our

self-contradictions, which are clearly visible to others, may not necessarily be so

to ourselves. And this is also the case with Swift: his self-contradictory take on

liberty is obvious to us, but that does not necessarily mean he was aware of it

himself. This is because his perception of liberty is not the same as ours: what

appears blatantly illiberal to us may not be so to him. Thus where we detect

contradiction, he sees only consistency.

Swift’s view of liberty would appear rather unusual according to

contemporary standards. For example, in one of his sermons he calls Charles I,

the monarch who was beheaded during the English Civil War and whom many

regarded as authoritarian and repressive, “a real martyr for the true religion and

the liberty of the people” (Works 10:72). In another sermon he utters a passage

which fully exposes his contradictory take on liberty:
in those countries that pretend to freedom, princes are subject to those
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laws which their people have chosen; they are bound to protect their
subjects in liberty, property, and religion, to receive their petitions,
and redress their grievances: so that the best prince is, in the opinion
of wise men, only the greatest servant of the nation; not only a servant
to the publick in general, but in some sort to every man in it. (Works
10:36)

Here Swift is describing democratic constitutional monarchies, but what is

interesting is that these countries where the princes are bound to protect the

liberty of the subjects are for him only “pretending to freedom,” i.e. not actually

free; and “wise men” is very likely used sarcastically. In other words, the “true”

freedom of the country depends on the liberty of the princes, not that of the

subjects: “it was through the exclusion and subjection of many that liberty was

ensured to some” (Jamoussi 397). Of course, this does not mean that Swift

denies any liberty whatsoever to the subjects, nor that he thinks they can be

abused by the tyrant’s whims: “I have lived, and by the grace of God will die, an

enemy to servitude and slavery of all kinds”; after which, however, he

immediately adds, “and I believe, at the same time, that persons of such a

disposition will be the most ready to pay obedience wherever it is due” (Works

12:231). So there are emphases on both liberty and obedience for the subjects

(though not for the princes).

Swift’s extraordinary view of liberty has been noted by a number of

scholars. Besides Zouheir Jamoussi who has been quoted above, Claude Rawson

also points out that Swift’s liberty “had little to do with colonial emancipation in

the abstract and nothing with democratic egalitarianism or universal suffrage

(“Savage Indignation” 192); and Ashley Marshall claims that “Throughout most

of his career, liberty is more about civic stability than it is about individual

freedoms” (Swift 196).

In my opinion, it is Marshall’s claim that most accurately captures the

essential reason for Swift’s extraordinary view of liberty, namely, his (almost

obsessive) concern with civil stability, or in his own word, “order.” “Order” is

almost elevated to a divine level by Swift, and all attempts to disrupt order are

regarded as devilish: “All government is from God, who is the God of order; and
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therefore whoever attempts to breed confusion or disturbance among a people,

doth his utmost to take the government of the world out of God’s hands, and to

put it into the hands of the devil, who is the author of confusion” (Works 10:157).

This view is put more concisely in one of his letters to Stella: “Order governs

the world. The Devil is the author of confusion” (Works 14:244). According to

Swift, order can only be brought about by people of different positions dutifully

playing their roles accordingly, and for the subjects, that involves much

obedience. It is institutionally ensured by the government, without which the

state would fall into an anarchic chaos. And the ideal government should be

“ecclesiastic,” i.e. one in which religion plays an important role by inculcating

obedience and ethics into the subjects:
a church of England man has a true veneration for the scheme
established among us of ecclesiastick government; and though he will
not determine whether episcopacy be of divine right, he is sure it is
most agreeable to primitive institution, fittest of all others for
preserving order and purity, and under its present regulations best
calculated for our civil state: he should therefore think the
abolishment of that order among us, would prove a mighty scandal
and corruption to our faith, and manifestly dangerous to our monarchy.
(Works 2:352)

It can be seen that for the “church of England man” (Swift), “whether

episcopacy be of divine right” is not of much importance, for what he is really

concerned with is the preservation of “order and purity.” Here again he is being

more pragmatic than positivistic, and sounds almost like an ideologue whose

uses religion to serve the interest of the ruling classes and keep the subjects

submissive. Actually this is what he practiced as a priest: at the end of one of his

sermons he exhorts his congregation

to be good and loyal subjects; yet, according to your power, faithful
assertors of your religion and liberties: to avoid all broachers and
preachers of newfangled doctrines in the church: to be strict observers
of the laws, which cannot be justly taken from you without your own
consent: in short, “to obey God and the king, and meddle not with
those who are given to change.” (Works 10:82-83)

Warren Montag has pointed out that “it was Swift’s position in what remained

[. . .] an ideological state apparatus [. . .], the Anglican Church [. . .], that
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determined and made inescapable his participation in the struggles to make or

remake the British state” (4; underline added). If we use Foucault’s term, then

Swift’s Anglican Church would be a crucial institution in the formation of

“governmentality.”

Swift’s obsessive preoccupation with order not only led him to the

endorsement of ideological manipulation, but goes even further to flagrant

advocacy of oppression and persecution, which, he thinks, are necessary means

to ensure order and advance (established) religion: “It’s no riddle now / To let

you see how / A church by oppression may speed” (“Ballad: To the Tune of

‘Commons and Peers’” 13-15). In one of his tracts arguing against abolishing

the Test Act (the Act was regarded as persecutory by the Dissenters), there is a

singular passage on persecution, at the beginning of which he says, “I have been

sometimes admiring the wonderful significancy of that word persecution, and

what various interpretations it has acquired even within my memory”; he then

narrates how insatiable the Presbyterians were in their demand for more

“liberty”—once a repressive policy against them is abolished, they would

immediately spotlight another one, call it “persecution,” and demand liberation

from it; the passage ends with a rather bizarre analogy:

Where then is this matter likely to end, when the obtaining of one
request, is only used as a step to demand another? a lover is ever
complaining of cruelty, while any thing is denied him; when the lady
ceases, to be cruel, she is from the next moment at his mercy: so
persecution it seems, is every thing, that will not leave it in men’s
power to persecute others. (Works 4:436)

So Swift thinks that the persecuted will never be satisfied until he/she becomes

the persecutor; the latter is therefore justified in persecuting the former. It does

not occur to him that persecution itself should be abolished—he seems to regard

it as inevitable and permanent. Since there would be persecution anyway, the

logical choice is to be the persecutor rather than the persecuted. Thus in Swift’s

understanding, there does not seem to be any contradiction between

oppression/persecution and liberty, for liberty of the country as a whole is only

possible in an order maintained through the oppression/ persecution of the



192

dissenting and the rebellious.

But why does Swift have such a preoccupation with order? This question

has to be answered by resorting to the historical background. Swift’s formative

years were spent during the second half of the 17th century—Marcus Walsh

notes that Swift “grew up in the aftermath of the Civil War, when memories of

the overthrow of monarchy and the established church, the death of a king and

years of bloodshed and violence, were fresh,” and calls him “a writer whose

mind was deeply and permanently influenced by the events and ideas of the

seventeenth century” (169-70). The 17th century was specially turbulent, with

three changes of regime and political system. The turbulences have brought

familial and personal distresses to Swift: his family was royalist during the Civil

War and suffered accordingly; and in 1689 he had to flee from the Catholic

rebels in Ireland (Montag 4). Such experiences no doubt made him averse to

disruptions and longing for order, which he thought can only be guaranteed by a

relatively more authoritative government supported by religion—the

Interregnum (1649-1660), which he regarded as the most chaotic period, was

characterized by the beheading of the monarch and the abolishment of episcopal

church. Actually Swift was not being singular in thinking so, for his views were

shared by many intellectuals, who “were often (almost habitually) engaged in

attempts to recover order and unvexed authority” (Phiddian 27).

The Interregnum can also to a large extent account for Swift’s intolerant

attitude toward the Dissenters, whom he regarded as the perpetrators of all the

atrocities during those turbulent years—“This was the folly and madness of

those ancient puritan fanaticks: they must needs overturn Heaven and earth,

violate all the laws of God and man, make their country a field of blood, to

propagate whatever wild or wicked opinions came into their heads, declaring all

their absurdities and blasphemies to proceed from the Holy Ghost” (Works

10:78). When the Dissenters were in power during the Interregnum, they

showed little tolerance to the abolished Church, so now when the Church is

restored, they deserve little tolerance in return—this is one of Swift’s favorite
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arguments for his intolerant stand, which he keeps repeating: “in those fanatic

times the Presbyterian and Independent commanders in the army, by military

power, expelled all the moderate men out of the house, and left a Rump to

govern the nation” (Works 5:307); “Were not all the remainders of the Episcopal

Church in those days, especially the clergy, under a persecution for above a

dozen years, equal to that of the primitive Christians under heathen emperors?

[. . .] many of their [the Dissenters’] preachers then writ books expressly against

allowing any liberty of conscience, in a religion different from their own;

producing many arguments to prove that opinion” (Works 5:309). So “we” can

only grant a limited amount of liberty to them but at the same time hold them in

check, for fear that these Dissenters, who are essentially fanatic and intolerant,

would become strong, seize power, and persecute us again: “We are fully

convinced in our consciences, that we shall always tolerate them; but not quite

so fully, that they will always tolerate us, when it comes to their turn; and we are

the majority, and we are in possession” (Works 4:439)—the last part of which

sounds like a naked assertion of “might is right.”

Therefore through Swift’s self-contradictory take on liberty, we can see

how he was limited by his time: he was blind to his own self-contradiction

because of his singular view of liberty and (obsessive) concern for order, both of

which are shaped by his life experiences as a historically situated and limited

individual.

To briefly sum up this chapter, despite Swift’s positive attitude toward

intuitive reason, he still sees human reason itself as limited, and needs the

guidance of faith. Following the orthodox view of the Anglican Church, he tries

to maintain a system of harmony between reason and faith. The harmony,

however, is only strained and artificial, and a careful examination of the system

shows his self-contradictory take on liberty, and consequently, his historical and

ideological limit.
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Chapter Seven Conclusion

In Chapter One, after surveying the critique of the Enlightenment and of

reason by 20th-century thinkers and thinkers at the end of the 18th century, I

posed the central research issue of this dissertation, namely, whether there have

already been thinkers criticizing the Enlightenment and reason at its earlier stage.

Now, after the study carried out in this dissertation, I think that question can be

answered in the affirmative, because Swift was doing precisely that during the

first half of the 18th century in his unique way.

The uniqueness of Swift’s critique derives from his distinctive

categorization of reason: he regards reason as composed of two parts: “natural

reason” and “human reason,” the latter of which is further divided into “intuitive

reason,” and “discursive reason.” In his critique of reason, the main target is

actually discursive reason, and such a critique is made partly by relying on

natural reason and intuitive reason. Therefore, his critique of reason is, in a

sense, also reason’s critique of itself—it is reason’s attempt to restrain part of

itself from degrading to its own opposite, namely, amorality and unreason.

Moreover, Swift’s critique of reason is closely associated with his critique

of the age he was living in, namely, the Enlightenment (of course, this term was

still non-existent at the time). As has been pointed out at the end of Chapter

Three, the common understanding of the Enlightenment—also called the “Age

of Reason”—as characterized by the rise of reason to predominance in many

fields, is actually a misrepresentation. The more accurate way to put it is that the

Enlightenment is characterized by the rise of discursive reason to predominance

in many fields: it was discursive reason that emerged triumphant out of the

Enlightenment, while intuitive reason was gradually submerged and forgotten.

In other words, discursive reason is the Enlightenment’s version of reason. Thus,

in his critique of discursive reason, Swift can be seen as launching a critique of

the Enlightenment itself.

Swift is, in this sense, a critic of the Enlightenment at its initial stage, and
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embedded in his critique is a staunch disavowal of the Enlightenment spirit. In

order to demonstrate his disavowal, I would like to borrow Isaac Kramnick’s

characterization of the Enlightenment spirit. According to Kramnick, there are

eight such characteristics:

1) belief in “unassisted human reason”;

2) “assault on religious superstition,” promotion of “a rational religion”

(Deism), and demand for religious toleration;

3) reliance on science and technology;

4) “unbounded faith in progress”;

5) “a jaundiced view of the past” as prejudiced and cruel;

6) idea of “the perfection of mankind”;

7) “individualism and the legitimacy of self-interest”;

8) political, religious, and economic liberalism. (xi-xvi)

Swift is actually opposed to all these characteristics. With a strong

conviction that faith is necessary, he of course does not believe in “unassisted

human reason.” He assails Deism, and advocates censorship rather than

toleration. He is abhorred by the rapid development of science and technology in

his time. He has no faith in progress—on the contrary, history is for him

regressive rather than progressive, with human beings degenerating throughout

the ages: “men degenerate every day, merely by the folly, the perverseness, the

avarice, the tyranny, the pride, the treachery, or inhumanity of their own kind”

(Works 14:161). This is best demonstrated in the Glubbdubdrib episode in

Gulliver’s Travels, where the Governor has the power to summon the dead.

When a Roman senate is summoned alongside a modern Congress, “The first

seemed to be an Assembly of Heroes and Demy-Gods; the other a Knot of

Pedlars, Pick-pockets, Highwayman and Bullies” (184). William Freedman

reads Book III of Gulliver’s Travels as an attack on “the two heads of the

monster progress [. . .]: progress through science and the cumulative advance of

history” (458). Because of the regressive nature of history, the past is necessarily

better than the present. Furthermore, the degeneration of mankind rules out all
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possibilities of human perfection: for Swift human beings are essentially flawed,

and in his writing he never gets tired of exposing “how diminutive, contemptible,

and helpless an Animal was Man in his own Nature” (GT 136). Because of the

essentially flawed and corrupted human nature, individuals should not be

countenanced in the rabid pursuit of their self-interest, as that would only lead to

conflict of interests, disputes, and chaos. On the contrary, individuals should be

held in check by traditional institutions (in Swift’s context the Anglican Church),

esp. if their (intuitive) reason is weak. It is in this sense that Swift is opposed to

both individualism and liberalism: “his own views [. . .] are not markedly liberal.

[. . .] he does not seem to think better of the common people than of their rulers,

or to be in favour of increased social equality, or to be enthusiastic about

representative institutions” (Orwell 200-1)

It is therefore clear that Swift’s political view is rather conservative and

even reactionary. He was alarmed by the economic, political, and religious

transformations that were taking place in his time, which he regarded as

“monstrous, not so much developments as mutations, deviations from a natural

order that his theology told him was everlasting and unchangeable” (Montag

2-3). Therefore in his critique of the contemporary events and situations he

would appeal to tradition as the yardstick, which is also the case with his

critique of reason: the tradition of intuitive reason in Western intellectual history

is invoked in his critique of discursive reason.

Thus it can be said that in his critique of reason Swift was looking

backward, but the interesting thing is that despite the backward orientation of his

critique, it also foreshadowed the critique of reason and of the Enlightenment in

the 20th century—as Patrick Reilly claims, “Swift simultaneously looks towards

past and future, back to the crises of the seventeenth century and forward, with

uncanny prescience, to the problems of the twentieth” (vii)—especially the

critique of the instrumentalization of reason by Adorno and Horkheimer. From

the perspective of Swift’s critique, the instrumentalization of (discursive) reason

occurred because of the banishment and obliteration of intuitive reason, which
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was accomplished by the Enlightenment. As a result, reason becomes a mere

tool for achieving ends without questioning the justifiability of the ends

themselves. This would finally lead reason to its opposite, namely, unreason, or

madness. Nowhere is this dialectical relationship between reason and unreason

more fully demonstrated than in “A Modest Proposal.” In this satirical

masterpiece, the persona, with the professed aim to alleviate the dire situation in

Ireland, carries out a meticulous demographic and economic study, and after

much detailed analysis and calculation (which are executed with the utmost

exactness and accuracy), offers a crazy and inhuman proposal, namely, that most

babies in the country should be used for food. The persona is, therefore, both

rational and irrational—rational in the discursive sense, and irrational in the

intuitive sense: “In ‘A Modest Proposal’ reason has taken on a surrealistic

intensity, the rational world has become a nightmare world, reason has become

unreason—and from the point of view of reason itself” (Pinkus 195). To use

Adorno and Horkheimer’s phrase, this would be the new form of barbarism

brought to fruition beneath the cold rays of calculating reason.

Moreover, this dialectical relationship between reason and unreason is

deeply embedded in the dialectic of enlightenment itself, which found its fullest

embodiment in the Enlightenment. And Swift, through his critique of reason,

can be seen as launching a critique of the age he was living in. As has been

shown above, he is opposed to the Zeitgeist of his time, and in this sense can be

regarded as an early Counter-Enlightenment thinker within the Enlightenment, a

forerunner to the critics of the Enlightenment and of reason in the 20th century.

Therefore, today when we reflect the malaise of modernity and trace it back to

the Enlightenment legacies, his critique is still of great interest and relevance,

and merit our attention, especially in our investigation of the causes for the

instrumentalization of reason in the modern world.

Of course, because of the limit in time and scope, this dissertation has its

drawbacks. The greatest irony in my research is perhaps that when studying
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Swift’s critique of reason, I was relying largely on the part of reason which he

despises (i.e. discursive reason), progressing through involuted demonstrations

and analyses, and in that sense am also subject to his critique. Besides, in my

research I have focused too much on the tradition Swift inherited and his

critique per se, and consequently not paid enough attention to other related

issues, two in particular. The first is that I have not explored if there have been

other contemporary thinkers who, like Swift, also launched critiques of reason

and of the Enlightenment at the time; and if any, whether Swift had any

interaction with them. The second is that I only claimed that Swift’s critique

foreshadowed the critiques of reason and of the Enlightenment in the 20th

century, but could it have been more than that? Is it possible that his critique was

not completely ignored by the intellectuals, but persisted throughout the

centuries, albeit in a latent and perhaps mutated form, and finally influenced

those 20th-century thinkers? Last but not least, I have not engaged sufficiently in

dialogues with recent developments in the academic world, when actually

certain issues discussed in the dissertation might be related to some newest

theories and ideas in cultural studies and philosophy. For example, the

Houyhnhnms and Yahoos in Gulliver’s Travels may be viewed from a

post-human perspective; and the discussion of oversized objects in Chapter Five

can be deepened in relation to object-oriented ontology. Further researches

may be carried out along these lines.
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