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Introduction 

 
  

 Jonathan Swift’s novel Gulliver’s Travels offers a satirical look into varied aspects 

of human nature. First published in 1726, the novel is written and narrated from the 

perspective of fictional character Lemuel Gulliver. Mr. Gulliver presents the novel as an 

accurate and true account of the events that he witnessed on four separate sea 

voyages taking place over a span of many years. Being a satirical work, Gulliver’s 

Travels contains many scenes which explicitly ridicule English individuals, politics, and 

historical events contemporary to the time period in which Swift wrote the novel. 

However, beneath these overt examples of satire, lies a darker and far more subtle 

commentary on human nature in itself. This commentary is conveyed primarily through 

a deep transformation, or some may say a corruption, which may be observed in the 

character of Gulliver throughout his four voyages. The close examination of the process 

of this transformation and its larger implications for readers are my main focuses in this 

writing. Through an analysis of Gulliver’s character and personality as revealed through 

his narration, I hope to uncover what Swift is suggesting about the nature of humanity 

and its susceptibility to corruption.  

 

Who Is Lemuel Gulliver? 

  

 The novel begins with a short section where Gulliver introduces himself as 

narrator and provides a brief history of his life before embarking on his first voyage. He 

tells that he is the third of five sons born to a middle class English family. He later left 
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home to attend college and began an apprenticeship with a successful surgeon in 

London. Gulliver describes himself as a talented and hardworking student, and 

mentions that during his apprenticeship, he spent his money “learning navigation, and 

other parts of the mathematics, useful to those who intend to travel, as [he] always 

believed it would be some time or other [his] fortune to do” (Swift 41). After his 

apprenticeship, Gulliver says that he went to Holland and spent about three years 

formally studying medicine, again for its perceived usefulness on long voyages. Upon 

completing his medical training, Gulliver accepts a position as a surgeon onboard a 

ship. After another three years, he returns to London, gets married, and opens his own 

medical practice which he operates for some time before going out of business. Gulliver 

attributes the failure of his business to the idea that his “conscience would not suffer 

[him] to imitate the bad practice of too many among [his] brethren” (42). Gulliver returns 

to his former job as a ship’s surgeon and spends another six years traveling and 

“reading the best authors, ancient and modern,” and “observing the manners and 

dispositions of the people, as well as learning their language” (42). He claims that he 

has always been skilled in learning languages due to an impeccable strength of 

memory. This skill is prominently featured in the novel and serves as a great asset to 

Gulliver in his later voyages. These facts serve as the only information given to the 

reader before Gulliver’s first voyage. 

 By the end of Gulliver’s description of his life before the first of his four voyages 

several important character traits have been established. He appears to be studious 

and hardworking, as demonstrated by his ability to put himself through college and 

medical training. It is also established that Gulliver had developed a strong desire to 
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travel at a young age and spent his early life preparing himself to do so. Some sense of 

Gulliver’s morality is gained by his suggestion that his later medical practice failed due 

to his conscience preventing him from competing with physicians who were open to 

employing immoral means within their practices. He also reveals that he is well 

educated and well read in modern and ancient books. It is also established that Gulliver 

is well traveled and has experienced a variety of countries, and has studied many of the 

languages spoken in those countries. These traits comprise the reader’s initial 

conception of Gulliver’s character and will serve as a baseline to which his later 

character may be compared. 

 

First Voyage 

 

 Gulliver’s first voyage takes him to the land of Lilliput, where he encounters a 

society comprised entirely of humanlike beings who are approximately six inches tall. 

The voyage begins when he accepts a position onboard a trade ship bound for the East 

Indies. He says that the voyage is profitable until a storm arises and forces the ship to 

drift off of its course, eventually dashing it against a rock. Gulliver then swims to a 

nearby landmass and begins searching it for inhabitants or other surviving members of 

his ship’s crew. After finding no signs of any other people, he concludes his crewmates 

to be perished, and decides to go to sleep. When he awakes he finds that his body has 

been fastened to the ground and he perceives crawling upon his chest “a human 

creature, not six inches high” (45). Gulliver then describes his state of mind at seeing 

himself to be surrounded by a good deal more of these creatures. He writes that he is 



Lee  4 
 

first astonished, and then quickly becomes uneasy at the sight of them. Gulliver 

instinctively attempts to liberate himself and is able to break some of his bonds and free 

his left arm. This causes the creatures to attack him by launching hundreds of small 

arrows at him until he again becomes docile. The first communication between Gulliver 

and the Lilliputians begins when one of their citizens, whom Gulliver perceives to be of 

high rank based on his attire, begins to give a long speech. Gulliver claims that during 

this speech he is able to discern many familiar emotions by observing the orator’s face 

and tone as he speaks. Gulliver then says that he responded “in the most submissive 

manner, lifting up my left hand and both eyes to the sun, as calling him for a witness” 

(47). He then attempts to convey his hunger by repeatedly placing a finger to his lips. 

Gulliver confesses that he is at several times tempted to use his superior strength to 

break his bonds and demolish his captors, but he refrains because he considers himself 

to be “bound by the laws of hospitality to a people who had treated [him] with so much 

expense and magnificence” (48). When Gulliver has finished eating, he is approached 

by a citizen who makes signs to convey that he is a servant of the royal court and 

intends to move Gulliver. Gulliver replies by pointing to his bonds and suggesting that 

he requests his freedom. The royal servant denies the request and Gulliver makes signs 

to show that he accepts that he is and remains in their control. The first chapter then 

concludes with Gulliver being drugged and transported to the Emperor’s city. When they 

arrive at the city, Gulliver placed inside a large abandoned temple and restrained by a 

large chain around one of his ankles. After finding the chain to be adequately strong, 

Gulliver remarks that he is at this time the most melancholy that he has ever been.  
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 This first chapter fairly important because it serves as a record of the first time 

that Gulliver is confronted with a strange people on his voyages. Although the 

Lilliputians are very small, Gulliver is able to immediately attribute humanity to them 

based on their similarity in form. He then finds that they are also similar in mental 

capacity, as he is able to communicate with them by signs universally understood 

among humans. Although these physical signs allow some form of communication to 

take place, language still remains a barrier between Gulliver and the Lilliputians at this 

point. It is this recognition of the humanity present within the Lilliputians which sways 

Gulliver from attempting to kill them. He is well aware of his great strength relative to the 

Lilliputians, but allows himself to be imprisoned by them because he is bound by his 

personal sense of honor. This honor and respect for what he refers to as the laws of 

hospitality again demonstrate that Gulliver is a moral and upstanding character.  

 The city that Gulliver has been imprisoned in is a large metropolitan area and the 

political center of Lilliput. This provides Gulliver with an excellent opportunity to 

experience the Lilliputian way of life and political structure. Shortly after arriving at the 

city, he is greeted by the Emperor of the country. Gulliver attempts to communicate with 

the Emperor by speaking in all of the languages that he has learned during his prior 

journeys, but he is unsuccessful. He does however manage to impress the Emperor 

with his apparent docility and submissive manner, and the Emperor grants him 

permission to stay within the city until he has consulted with his councilors regarding 

what his fate will be. The councilors are at first concerned with the large amount of 

resources that will be required to sustain Gulliver as well as the inherent danger in 

keeping such a potentially dangerous prisoner, and support a motion to kill him. 
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Meanwhile, several Lilliputian citizens attack Gulliver with arrows and are then seized 

and offered up to Gulliver’s whim as punishment. He takes the prisoners in his hand and 

raises them to his mouth as if to eat them before gently placing them back on the 

ground and pardoning them for the attack. This display of mercy is reported to the 

Emperor and his councilors and makes such an impression that they feel compassion 

for Gulliver and decide that he will stay in Lilliput and receive daily sustenance in 

exchange for his promise to remain gentle and submit to the Emperor. Gulliver accepts 

this arrangement and is at once assigned six prominent scholars who tutor him in the 

language and customs of the Lilliputian people. Gulliver reports that he becomes 

proficient in the basics of the Lilliputian language in three weeks and begins to have 

regular conversations with the Emperor. Although he does not comment on being 

melancholy any longer, Gulliver does say that some of the first words that he learned 

were those needed to ask the Emperor for his forgiveness, which he does once every 

day. The Emperor responds to this request by suggesting that it may be possible to 

grant him liberty at some future point, but that such a decision would require much time 

and deliberation.  

 Over time, Gulliver becomes well liked by the Emperor and almost all of the 

Lilliputian citizens by way of his gentleness and good behavior. Gulliver is aware of the 

favorable impression that his submissive actions are making, and continues to 

deliberately display them. Although he continues making his daily requests for liberty, 

Gulliver remains optimistic throughout his time in Lilliput and says that when he noticed 

his newfound favor with the populous he “began to conceive hopes of getting [his] 

liberty in a short time” (62). During this period, he continues to study the language and 
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the customs of the people, happily reporting the peculiar things that he witnesses. After 

a period of several months, the Emperor agrees to release Gulliver from the chains that 

bind him to the temple if he agrees to swear an oath to follow a list of ordinances drawn 

up for him. The ordinances include, among others, the stipulations that Gulliver must not 

leave the country of Lilliput and that he must support them against the country of 

Blefuscu, which is their enemy. In return for these services he is guaranteed food and 

Gulliver once again says that he “subscribed to these articles with great cheerfulness 

and content,” as he saw them as representing another step toward his eventual return 

to his home country of England. After the Emperor releases him from his chains, 

Gulliver upholds his oath and does not attempt to flee Lilliput or exact revenge on his 

captors.  

 Gulliver lives amicably with the Lilliputians for some time, until the Emperor calls 

upon him to avert an expected invasion of Lilliput by the nation of Blefuscu. Gulliver 

pledges his assistance in accordance with the agreed upon terms of his freedom from 

chains, and wades across the channel separating Lilliput and Blefuscu. When he arrives 

at the port of Blefuscu he cleverly ties together their entire fleet of warships and steals 

them back to Lilliput. For this service, the Emperor awards Gulliver with the country’s 

highest honorary title of Nardac. The Emperor then reveals to Gulliver that he has 

further plans of using him to completely conquer Blefuscu and reduce that nation to a 

province of Lilliput, which would leave the Emperor as the sole monarch of their known 

world. Gulliver here comments on the absurd extent of the ambition of princes and 

expresses outrage at the idea of him playing a role in such a venture. He states that he 

attempts to convince the Emperor of the injustice of his plan before stating that he 
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“would never be an instrument of being a free and brave people into slavery” (78). 

Gulliver then states that the Emperor never forgave him for this expression of 

opposition, the result of which was that Gulliver was shortly thereafter condemned to 

death by the Emperor and his council. Gulliver is warned of this decree by a friend of his 

and once again considers simply killing any Lilliputians who attempt to harm him. He is 

still well aware that the Lilliputians could not stand against his great strength, but he 

once again “soon rejected that project with horror, remembering the oath [he] had made 

to the Emperor, the favors [he] received from him, and the high title of Nardac. He then 

resolves instead to flee to Blefuscu under the guise of visiting with the King for a few 

days. 

 After spending three days in the country of Blefuscu and continuing to think of 

possible ways to return to England, Gulliver happens to stumble upon a full-size boat 

lying overturned in the ocean. He attributes this find to good fortune, and after repairing 

the boat with help from the people of Blefuscu, he sets out in hopes of finding a familiar 

land or a ship which could direct him towards England. In his third day floating at sea, 

he is rescued by an English merchant ship which carries him safely home. 

 

Second Voyage 

 

 Gulliver’s second voyage takes him to a land called Brobdingnag, which in many 

respects is presented in opposition to Lilliput. The primary example of this opposition is 

the change in physical perspective. The Brobdingnagians who are the native inhabitants 

of the land appear to be gigantic in relation to Gulliver. This places Gulliver in the 
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perspective previously felt by the Lilliputians, who perceived Gulliver as a gigantic and 

powerful creature many times their size. In Brobdingnag, Gulliver finds himself to be 

almost completely helpless in the face of Brobdingnagian rodents and other usually 

insignificant animals which are quite sizable relative to him. He therefore becomes 

entirely dependent on the support of the Brobdingnagians, who consider him to be a 

curiosity and a sort of pet. During the time that he spends in Brobdingnag, Gulliver goes 

through very similar steps in acquainting himself with the Brobdingnagian culture as he 

did in Lilliput. He begins by learning the language and then later learns about the 

political structure of the nation by living in the royal palace and regularly conversing with 

the King. After spending some time in the country, Gulliver once again returns to 

England by an unseen fortuitous event.  

 After returning to England after his first voyage to Lilliput, Gulliver spends only 

two months there with his family before his “insatiable desire of seeing foreign countries 

would suffer [him] to continue no longer” (104).  Hoping to improve his fortunes and 

experience new nations and peoples, he takes a job onboard a merchant vessel called 

the Adventure. After several uneventful days at sea, the ship is blown far off course by a 

great storm and the crew sets it in at a strange land in search of water. Gulliver and the 

rest of the crew leave the ship and Gulliver is exploring the island when he sees his 

crewmates screaming and running back to the ship. Gulliver watches as a huge 

creature wades out into the sea after his ship before running inland so as not to be seen 

by the monstrous creature. He quickly runs into several more of the giants who then 

capture him and bring him to the farmer whose land he had been hiding on. The farmer, 

amazed by Gulliver’s size and apparent rationality, takes him around the country and 
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charges people to see him. During this time, Gulliver once again focuses on learning the 

Brobdingnagian language and quickly becomes proficient enough to communicate with 

the locals. After word of Gulliver’s existence reaches the Queen of that land, she 

purchases him from the farmer and from then on he lives in the palace.  

 Gulliver describes the Brobdingnagians as being about seventy feet tall and 

having entirely humanlike features. However, due to his small perspective, Gulliver is 

able to see all of the fine details and blemishes in their skin, which he describes as 

being very unattractive. He then reflects that the Lilliputians had made similar comments 

to him about the disagreeability of his features when viewed up close. Gulliver is well 

taken care of by the giants and once again maintains an optimistic attitude regarding his 

prospects of eventually returning home to England, saying “I had a strong hope, which 

never left me, that I should one day recover my liberty” (122). He retains this hope of 

freedom similar to the hope that he held in Lilliput, but does not every morning ask the 

King for his liberty as he asked of the Lilliputian Emperor. Gulliver spends much of his 

free time in Brobdingnag having political discussions with the King, who is especially 

interested in hearing of the political structure of England. Gulliver is very patriotic and 

enthusiastically tells the King of the entire history of England as well as its parliament, 

religions, and justice system. At the end of Gulliver’s long speech, the King is greatly 

surprised at many aspects of English politics which he felt were absurd and out of place 

in a society of free and honorable citizens. He is concerned about the qualifications of 

legislators and judges, as well as the abundant examples of corruption and conspiracy 

present throughout the English history that Gulliver narrated. The King summarizes his 

thoughts by telling Gulliver: 
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“You have made a most admirable panegyric upon your 

country. You have clearly proved that ignorance, idleness 

and vice are the proper ingredients for qualifying a legislator. 

That laws are best explained, interpreted, and applied by 

those whose interests and abilities lie in perverting, 

confounding, and eluding them… I cannot but conclude the 

bulk of your natives to be the most pernicious race of little 

odious vermin that nature ever suffered to crawl upon the 

surface of the earth” (157).  

 

Gulliver is hurt by the opinion that the King has formed of the English people, but he 

attempts one more time to convince the King of the power and glory of England by 

telling him of their mastery of gunpowder, which does not exist in Brobdingnag. Gulliver 

tells the King of a black powder that can be used to create weapons capable of great 

destruction. Gulliver offers his knowledge of the gunpowder to in return for the King’s 

generosity toward him, and suggests that it could be used to expand his empire or deter 

his people from ever revolting. The King is outraged at such “inhuman ideas,” saying 

that “some evil genius, enemy of mankind, must have been the first contriver” (159). 

Gulliver does not understand why the King would not desire to have such a powerful 

invention, and attributes this to simplemindedness which prevents him from 

comprehending the usefulness of such a power. The Brobdingnag society is observed 

to have a similar simplicity in many aspects. They have no formal army and their laws 

must not exceed in words the number of letters in their alphabet, which is twenty-two. 

Gulliver suggests that the learning of the Brobdingnagian people is deficient, as they 

study only morality, history, poetry, and mathematics. 



Lee  12 
 

 The politics of Brobdingnag are also opposed to those of Lilliput. In Lilliput, 

Gulliver commented on the political ambition and viciousness of the Emperor and his 

councilors. He was surprised at the Emperor’s wish to use him to conquer the people of 

Blefuscu and refused to do so. It is this refusal that causes a deep grudge that the 

Emperor eventually acts on in condemning Gulliver to death. However, in Brobdingnag 

Gulliver seems to have trouble comprehending the idea that the King has no desire to 

expand his empire by conquering his neighbors, and that the individual citizens do not 

twist and abuse laws for their own benefits. The Lilliputian society was very complex 

and exhibited all of the faults of England but those faults were greatly magnified. The 

result of this is massive corruption and deceitfulness among the Emperor and his staff 

as well as a never ending war with Blefuscu. The Brobdingnagians in contrast have 

cultivated a very simple society where lacking in some areas such as science and 

invention, while greatly surpassing Lilliput and England in the areas of morality and 

practical thinking.     

 Gulliver remains in Brobdingnag for two years, the whole time keeping his hope 

of eventually discovering means of returning to England. He says “I had always a strong 

impulse that I should sometime recover my liberty, although it was impossible to 

conjecture by what means, or to form any project with the least hope of succeeding” 

(164). Near the start of his third year in the country, he is carried in the small house that 

he lives in to visit the sea. The person in charge of carrying Gulliver’s house leaves him 

unattended on a rock by the ocean for a short time and a giant eagle picks the house up 

in its claws and carries it some ways before dropping it in the sea. After floating in the 

sea for more than a day, Gulliver is rescued by a passing ship which happens to see his 
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house floating in the water. He returns to England and spends two months with his 

family before setting off once again on his third voyage.  

 

Third Voyage 

 

 After remaining in England for two months, Gulliver agrees once more to take a 

job onboard a merchant ship sailing to the East Indies, saying that despite his past 

misfortunes, his desire for travel was “continuing as violent as ever” (176). On the tenth 

day of his journey, Gulliver’s ship is captured by pirates. They take his ship for their own 

and set Gulliver adrift in a small canoe with several days provisions. Gulliver paddles 

the canoe to a small island where he stays until the flying island of Laputa sees him and 

takes him in. The inhabitants of the flying island of Laputa devote all of their time to 

learning and studying entirely theoretical matters. They attribute no value to any 

practical knowledge and instead hold theoretical mathematics and music as the highest 

subjects worth consideration. The King of Laputa also resides on this flying island and 

governs his country by flying the island over it and administering punishment to any 

towns which rebel or fail to pay their taxes. This arrangement leaves the King far 

removed from the true governance of his subjects and the majority of them are very 

poor. Gulliver conceives of the poverty of the countrymen as a result of the lack of focus 

on any kind of practical application of knowledge.  

 After spending a short time upon the flying island, where the inhabitants held him 

to be a greatly inferior creature, Gulliver is taken to the Grand Academy of Lagado. In 

the academy Gulliver encounters many scientists who are all working on projects which 
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appear to be entirely impractical and largely useless such as extracting sunlight from 

cucumbers and producing “speculative knowledge” from vast amounts of random 

combinations of letters and numbers. Gulliver comments on the apparent absurdity of 

these efforts and offers some of his opinions in ways in which the academy could be 

more efficient. He then leaves Lagado and travels to the island of Luggnagg. 

 Luggnagg is famous for some of their citizens being born with the property of 

immortality. These people are called Struldbruggs, and are born seemingly randomly 

although rarely. When Gulliver first hears of the Struldbruggs, he is “struck with 

inexpressible delight” and exclaims “Happy nation where every child hath at least a 

chance for being immortal!” (234). He then has a chance to meet one of these immortal 

Struldbruggs and is horrified to discover that although they never die, the also never 

stop aging. The result of this is that they lose all of their mental faculties at an early age 

and then suffer endlessly for the remainder of their immortal lives. Gulliver is taken 

aback at this realization and gains a newfound perspective on the benefits of death to 

such a person. After spending several days in Luggnagg, Gulliver is able to board a ship 

that takes him to Japan. From there he boards a Dutch ship that returns him to his 

home in England, where he spends five months before accepting an offer to become 

the captain of a large and profitable trade ship.  

 

Fourth Voyage  

 

 Gulliver arrives in Houyhnhnmland in the fourth and final part of his travels after 

being mutinied by a group of pirates he unwittingly hires to crew his ship. As Gulliver 
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ventures inland in search of some inhabitants, he witnesses a group of Yahoos which 

he immediately feels a strong antipathy for. He describes the beasts as vaguely 

resembling a human, but covered completely in hair and variously disfigured. When the 

beasts notice him and attack, he is seemingly defended by a creature completely 

resembling a horse in all outward features. This is Gulliver’s first introduction to the 

Houyhnhnms, which he later finds out are a society of rational horses who use the 

savage Yahoos as beasts of burden. As Gulliver becomes more acquainted with the 

Houyhnhnms, he describes them as being extremely rational and placing the highest 

value in virtue and friendship. Due to their hyper-rational nature, the Houyhnhnms are 

unfamiliar with many concepts relating to the Europeans as Gulliver describes them 

such as war, lying, lawyers, money, and great wealth.  Gulliver immediately admires the 

virtue and apparent lack of corruption in the Houyhnhnms and seeks to become as 

much like them as he can. The Houyhnhnms believe Gulliver to be a more highly 

evolved member of the Yahoo species who has somehow developed some small 

amount of reason. Gulliver is at first unwilling to be associated at all with the brutal 

Yahoos of Houyhnhnmland, but eventually he comes to consider himself and all other 

humans as being essentially no better than these Yahoos. These realizations further 

entice Gulliver to purge himself of any remnants of his corrupt human nature in the hope 

of approaching the virtue of the Houyhnhnms. He praises their exceptional virtue and 

finds his fellow humans repulsive after spending several years among the Houyhnhnms. 

By the end of the time spent with them, Gulliver has undergone a complete 

transformation and taken a new perspective of the world and himself. He describes his 

new feelings that the Houyhnhnms are a far superior race than the savage Yahoos, and 
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he develops contempt for the entire human race. This transformation comes as a result 

of him spending all of his time learning from and imitating these Houyhnhnms in an 

attempt to purify his nature of the corruptions which are rampant in Europe. Over time, 

Gulliver comes to refer to the Houyhnhnm that he lives with as ‘his master,’ and 

earnestly seeks to please him in his manners. Gulliver describes himself as being 

perfectly content among the Houyhnhnms and considers his continual interaction with 

them as being the only way for him to retain his purity. In this way, the Houyhnhnms 

become for Gulliver the prime example of virtue and reason. Despite Gulliver’s best 

attempts at becoming more like the Houyhnhnms, their governing council decides that it 

is unnatural for his master to keep a Yahoo of any type in his home and treat it like 

family. They then give him the options of either sending Gulliver away or employing him 

in manual labor as is the proper occupation of the Yahoo species. Much to Gulliver’s 

horror, the master decides to send him back to England.  

 When Gulliver eventually arrives back in his home country, he finds that he 

cannot stand to be around his fellow humans at all. His time spent among the noble 

Houyhnhnms has made the flaws of his countrymen all the more apparent and odious to 

him. He describes his greatest fear as being that spending time around such people will 

inevitably cause him to regain some of the corruptions that he cleansed himself of by 

the company of the Houyhnhnms. To avoid this outcome, he buys two horses and 

spends the majority of his days in the stable conversing with them, as even without the 

faculties of reasoning, the horses are perceived to be closer to virtue than the people of 

England. 
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 It is clear that Gulliver’s time in Houyhnhnmland profoundly alters him. He 

aspires to be like them to such an extent that members of his own species and even his 

own family become utterly repulsive to him. The cynical and pompous attitude that 

Gulliver has taken on by the end of the novel exists in stark contrast to the cheerful and 

optimistic attitude that was apparent throughout his earlier journeys. Gulliver’s strong 

sense of morality, which previously seemed to be rooted in his humanity and 

compassion, has now been forsaken for that entirely rational morality of the 

Houyhnhnms. It seems apparent that although some qualities of the Houyhnhnms are 

admirable, such as their inability to lie, that the nature of the Houyhnhnms is not 

compatible with human nature. They are entirely rational beings, and have no capacity 

for emotions that may at times conflict with their reasoning.  

 The sequence in which Gulliver encounters the various peoples that he meets 

seems to suggest a steady moving further and further away from uncorrupted humanity. 

The first two voyages take him to Lilliput and Brobdingnag, where the main difference 

between Gulliver and the inhabitants is physical size. Apart from the difference in size 

their lives and habits are very similar both to each other and to Gulliver. In their political 

ideas and morality, Lilliput and Brobdingnag seem to represent examples of two ends of 

a spectrum, with England relatively lying somewhere between them. The third voyage 

takes Gulliver among the men of Laputa who are physically the proper size, but who 

commonly neglect a portion of their humanity in order to cultivate others. They are 

depicted as wholly concerned with attaining theoretical knowledge, but Gulliver 

describes them as having very poor reasoning skills and doing nothing practical. He 

then meets the immortal Struldbruggs who exist forever in a constantly declining human 
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body but who are left with no measure of reason. These people may be said to be less 

human than either the Lilliputians or the Brobdingnagians, as they are either neglecting 

a portion of their humanity or missing one. The final voyage takes Gulliver among the 

Houyhnhnms who are the first inhabitants that he meets who have no measure of 

humanity in them physically or otherwise.  

 The reader of the novel receives all of these accounts firsthand through Gulliver’s 

first person narrative. For most of the story Gulliver can be thought of as a fairly 

relatable and likable character. He is presented as a good and upstanding person who 

sometimes doubts himself but usually does what he perceives to be the morally right 

thing. Many times, the reader is just as pained as Gulliver is by the negative aspects of 

humanity which are highlighted by Swift’s satire. For this reason, it is likely that some 

aspects of the society of Houyhnhnms may have been appealing, as they were to 

Gulliver. Their society is productive, honest, and free from violence and wars. 

Nonetheless, the idea of Gulliver deliberately rejecting his humanity and striving to be 

more like the Houyhnhnms leads readers to pity him. This transformation leaves 

Gulliver truly alone for the first time in his life, as he can no longer tolerate the company 

of other humans and he has been rejected by the Houyhnhnms who he knows to be 

fundamentally superior to him.  It seems to be Swift’s intention to inspire pity for Gulliver 

as well as a deep fear at possibility of such a complete corruption of his human nature. 

Since it seems apparent that Gulliver was a good human at the start of the novel, it is 

not possible to argue that he is in fact better off after his time with the Houyhnhnms.  
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 Gulliver concludes the narration of his travels with a claim regarding the worst of 

all the vices demonstrated by the Yahoos. He claims this vice is that of pride. He 

suggests that humans are entitled to some vices by nature, saying: 

 

 “I am not in the least provoked at the sight of a lawyer, a 

pickpocket, a colonel, a fool, a lord, a gamester, a politician, 

a whoremonger, a physician, an evidence, a suborner, an 

attorney, a traitor, or the like; this is all according to the due 

course of things: but when I behold a lump of deformity and 

diseases both of body and mind, smitten with pride, it 

immediately breaks all the measures of my patience; neither 

shall I ever be able to comprehend how such an animal and 

such a vice could tally together” (320).  

 

This vice of pride alone is the one that is not natural and exists only as a corruption of 

human nature. Gulliver states that of all animals, pride is found only among humans, 

who are least of all deserving of it. Gulliver ends his narration by suggesting that he will 

continue to live in imitation of the virtuous Houyhnhnms and will try to prevent himself 

from reverting to his previous Yahoo nature.  
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