


















































































































































































































































































































Perhaps the most striking thing, though, is that Butler supplements his 

reference to the Rosicrucians with the following footnote: 

The Fraternity of the Rosy Crucians 
is very like the sect of antient 
Gnostici who called themselves so, from 
the excellent learning they pretended 
to, although they were the most ridiculous 13 sots of all mankind. 
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Swift, in the tenth section of the Tale, makes not so much an association 

as an identification of Gnosticism with Rosicrucianism by treating them as 

if they were interchangeable. 14 

Butler alludes to all tin main branches of occult learninr: of his day: 

he mentions Cabbalism and Rosicrucianism by name and supplies a number of 

details also from the Hermetic philosophy. (As many critics have 

recognized, the portrait Butler gives of Ralph 1s occult learning is 

virtually identical with the one he supplies in his "Character of an 

Hermetic Philosopher 11 •
15 ) Both Cabbalism and Hermeticism gained great 

popularity among Renaissance thinkers who reacted against the sterility of 

scholasticism in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries 

conceived of the central fonn of Christianity as a vision rather than as a 

doctrine. They include Narsilio Ficino, who first translated the Hermetic 

writings after they became available to the West (with the fall of 

ii Ed.cit., P•. 17. 

15 p. 187. 
Professor Starkman SU{;gests Butler's "Character" as one of the sources 

of the occult lore of the Tale; but the fact that Butler's 
Characters 11 were never printed before Swift 1 s death makes this 
most unlikely. (See Swift 1 s Satire on Learninf' in "A Tale of a 
Tu£11

, P• 52.) 
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Constantinople) in 1453; Pico della i':irandola, who attempted the first 

s;,'nthesis of the Cabbala and Hermeticism; :a.chulas of Gusa, author of 

De Doc ta Ip;norantia ( (;f Learned Ignorance), whose thought was strongly 

influenced by J;eoplatonic r:iysticism; the Abbot 'l'rithemius of S:ionheir.a, 

who wrote a nurrber of treatises shov,1.ng Hermetic influences; Cornelius 

Agrippa von :Iettesheiu (a disciple of Trithernius) Cabbalist, Herr~ticist 

and author of 7hc Vanity of Arts an'i Sciencos, i:,rnich inculcates the be::..ief 

that all scientific kr;owledge, especially scholastic theology, is v3.in, 

confuses the mind and is liable :-o abuse, tendine to make a man "as it >!ere 

rationally ruad. 11 ; Joha.11n Re:;.chliL, the Cabbalis·..,ic scholar; and l'aracelsus, 

the r::ost famous Cabbalist ard i-ierneticist of aii.
16 

~f these writers seem a rather heteroc;;er;cous group, they shared an 

iJeal that makes therr. rart of a single tradition: 

They 1iad in corur.:on a dislike of 
the scholastic philosophy in v;hich 
religion had got itself entangled 
and • • • upheld, for religion as 
well as iOr literature, imaginative 
interpretation against argument, 
the visious of Flato acainst, trie loe;ic 
of Aristotle' the ~-ord of God asainst 17 
the reason of man. 

Cabbalisu provided then with new imagin.::ti:ve interpret-:i.tions of the Bible, 

whilst Herrneticis.r:: offered a venerable tradition of learnir:e; that was less 

concerned ·dth theological di3tiLctions than witl1 the search for spiritual 

16 

17 

See Se:ree Hutin, A ~istory of Alclierey-, ( Xew York: Tower Publications 
1962), p. 51; turt .:Jeli:mnn, i..ar-ic, Supernaturalism, ,in~ r~digion, 
(i-~ew York: Gro sset and Dunlap, 1963), pp. 309 - 22; iiorthrop irye, 
Fea!'ful Symr:;etry, lPrinceton: Universit: Press, 1969), pp. 150 - 55. 
Professor ?rye, who emphasizes tae visionar;J: rather thar, the occult 
aspects of t.his tradition, also includes in it :.:;rasmus, liabelais ar:d 
the lJ.Ore oi Ctooia. 

N.Frye, Fearful Syrn:r,etr;, p. 150. 

Inc., 
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perfection. The veneration that wa.s accorded to the Cabbala and the 

Hermetic writings was partly a result of the misconception that they dated 

from very early antiquity. The Cabbala was thought to have been a record 

of Jewish wisdom handed down orally from Hoses himself, though some claimed 

that it derived ultimately from Adam: hence Butler 1 s wry refe:rence to 

18 "Adam's first green breeches". Hermetic philosophy was based on writings 

supposedly composed by Hermes Trismegistus (or "Thrice-great Hermes"), 

the Greek name for the Egyptian god Thoth. Plato, Diodorus of Sicily, 

Tertullian, Galen, Iamblichus and many others, had referred to him as a 

historical person, so that nobody doubted his existence.19 dis ?ymander, 

an account of the creation, was considered the Egyptian Genesis, because it 

w·is in many respects strikingly similar to the Mosaic account, especially 

in that it ascribed the creation to the Word, or the iCJgos, issuing forth 

f th ·.r 20 b l . . . rorn e i~ous. The resem lances are ess impressive when one realizes 

that the Herffietic writings actually date from the second century and that 

they belong to the movement of mysticism and philosophy known as neo-

Platonism, founded by Plotinus, a fact that was first proved by the great 

classical scholar Isaac Casaubon in 1614. When he did so the Christian 

interpretation of the Hermetica had been so thoroughly established that he 

d th k t h b f . b Ch . t. 21 assume e wor s o ave een orgeries y ris ians. 

If this movement of thought appears remote from sectarian Protestantism, 

there is nevertheless a strong connection. Butler does not explain the 

18 ,Frances Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Herrretic Tradition, (London: 

19 
Routledge and ?~ec;:i.n Paul, l9b6), p.84. 

20 Seligmann, op.cit., p.126. 

21 Yates, op.cit., p. 85. 
Ibid., P• 170. 



the connection, but seems to take it for granted that his audience will 

understand it. Professor Frye, however, points out the influence of the 

tradition on left-wing inner-light Protestantism. If the ideal of a 

visionary and theosophical Christianity was rendered hopeless by the 

Reformation, it survived in modified form in various offshoots, such as 

the Anabaptists. 

It was to this group that the 
apocalyptic vision came moct vi vi.dly. 
They were political anarchists 
because they regarded all social 
systems without exception as tyrannies. 
They looked for the millennium because 
they denied natural religion to the 
point of insisting th~t the whole 
physical world was a doomed illusion. 
They acknowledt;ed no authcrity but 
that of the Scriptures and their own 
'inner light 1 • • • The iuiabaptist 
leaven, working in Germany, produced 
Boehme, and through Baehr.le and its 22 Quaker descendents it came to England. 

14S 

The Boehme Professor Frye mentions is the same Jacob Boehme whom Butler 

and Swift both allude to in their satire on occult learning. He is 11the 

first conspicuous example of the affinity between occult and left-wing 

inner-light Protestant traditions". 23 Though his writings were essentially 

speculative and visionary rather than dogmatic he was constantly in trouble 

with the ecclesiastical authorities of the Lutheran Church on charges of 

heresy. 24 The fact that, outside the Bible, Paracelsus is the primary 

influence on his thinking emphasizes how he belongs to a tradition in which 

the ordinary distinctions between Catholic and Protestant are irrelevant. 

Paracelsus, like Cornelius Agrippa his contemporary, had sympathy with the 

22 
23 Fearful Symmetry, pp. 151 - 2. 

24 
Ibid., p. 153. 
Spence, An :&lcyclonoedia of Occult Sciences, pp. 74 - 5. 
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reform movement but chose ultimately to remain within the Catholic Church. 

Along \dth many other intellectuals he was attracted by the Anabaptist move-

ment because it combined demands for both social reform and intellectual 

freedom. 'When the Peasants' War broke out in Germany in 1524, Paracelsus 

joined the Anabaptist cause and barely escaped hanging for his part in the 

revolt. rlis social, political and economic writings reflect Anabaptist 

teachings and sometimes he reproduces whole paragraphs from the works of 

rebel leaders like .l'.ichel Geismayer, Thomas Muenzer and Jack of Leyden. ·1.ben 

Paracelsus finally became disillusioned with the Anabaptists it was because 

they had sacrificed the broad idealism that began the movement for the sake 

of a small collection of strongly held convictions, chief among them being 

their repudiation of infant baptism from which the name of the sect is 

derived. The more obvious it became to the Anabaptists that their cause 

was lost, 

the more stubbornly they clung to 
dogma. Finally, as is often the case 
with defeated movements, the urge to 
assert themselves as 'peculiar people' 
submerged the original motives. The 
movement disintegrated in~o sects 
which sought to outdo each other in 
religious bigotry. Religious folly 
and ecstacies became a sign of loyalty 
in some fraternities; others gave a 
literal interpretation to Christ's 
words that whores would be the first 
to enter the Kingdom; others were 
'seized' by 'spirits'. 25 

All this has a definite bearing on the satire on enthusiasrr. in the Tale and 

th~ Mechanical Operation. The tradition to which Jack of Leyden, Paracelsus 

25 
Henry Pachter, Paracels:1s: HaP:ic into Science, (New York: Collier Books, 

1961), p. 95. 



and Boehme belong has little to do with the Calvinistic centre of the 

Puritan reform movement which first fostered it: it was a mystic and 

visionary movement with strong heretical tendencies. It is this same 

visionary tradition that Swift has in mind when he refers to the 

11 fanaticks 11 that 

started up in f,';ermany, a little 
after the Reformation of Luther; 
sprincinr;, as b1shrooms do at the 
End of a Harvest; such were Jack of 
Leyden, U:tvid George, Adam Neuster 26 and many others. 
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Jack of Leyden was one of the founding fathers of the _'\nabaptists. lli.vid 

George (or Joris), another Anabaptist, was Henry More's principal example 

of relit;ious enthusiasm: l-1ore lists nine heresies that George propagated, 

including his claim to be the true Christ, born of the Holy Ghost and 

the spirit of Christ.27 Adc..m Heuster, a German Socinian theologian, 

eventually became a 1-~ussulman and died in the Mohammedan faith. Swift 

also provides some Enr;lish equivalents of these fanatics in the sects known 

as the "Family of Love" and the "Sweet Singers of Israel". The Family of 

Love was founded by a Dutchman named Henry Nicholas, who taught that the love 

of God, mystically experienced in the soul, is one with the love of man. 

Men should therefore live as one great family united in the bond of love, by 

which alone men can be freed from sin and hell hereafter. However, his 

universal brotherhood dwindled to relative insignificance and the term 

"familist" ultimately became a general terrr, applied to any eccentric 

26 
27 Guthkelch-Smith, p. 286. 

Henry Hore, Enthusiasmns Triumnhatus (1662), (Augustan Reprint Society, 
No. 118, Los Angeles: ·•illiam Andrews Clark hemorial Library, 1966), 
PP• 23 - 4. 
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1 . . t• 28 re igious mys ic. The Sweet Singers of Israel were a group who claimed 

that, as God's elect, they were incapable of sinning, "although they were 

the Dehauchest and most Profligate "\!retches living". 29 These sects are so 

different from the main body of Puritans that there T'1USt be some doubt as 

to whether the term "Puritan" is broad enough to include them. 30 Orthodox 

Presbyterians, with their belief in Calvinistic predestination, could 

still subscribe to the Thirty-l~ine Articles, which were so framed as to 

acconunodate the doctrine of predestination or of free-will as the individual 

chose. But whereas most Puritans wished to reform the national church along 

Presbyterian lines, these sects were separatists and set up their own 

congregations independent of the national church. uany such sects also held 

beliefs that were the antithesis of Presbyterian doctrjne such as 

antinoraianism the belief that one has been freed of one's duty to obey 

the moral law and univer3al grace and free will, as opposed to grace for 

the elect only. 

It is difficult to see how such completely opposed beliefs could have 

arisen from the same movement. W. Haller explains the development of the 

sects by reference to the individualistic and equalitarian tendencies in 

Calvinist teachine. 

The doctrine, too convincingly set 
forth, of Cod's i~~&diate concern for 
the indivjdual soul and of the 
individual aptitude for understanding 
what the Holy Spirit revealed through 
the spoken and printed word, 
encouraged some to t~e idea that they 

28 W.Haller, The Rise of Puritanism, (ifow York, Evanston and London: darper 

29 and R01-1, 1957), pp. 2u5 - 6. 
JO Guthkelch-Srnith, p. 287. 

See E.V.Kevan, The Grace of L1w, (London: Carey Kingsgate Press, 1964), 
pp. 17 - 22. 



need trust nothing so much as their 
own untutored notions even in defiance 
of sense and sound learning. The call 
of the preachers to the unconverted, 
too evangelically urged, suggested to 
many that every rr.an either could be 
saved if he chose or was saved already 
and must reject grace of his own will 
if he were to be damned at all. Such 
were the deviations from orthodox 
Puritanism which led to the rise of 

31 the sects. 
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On the basis of this explanation it is understandable why some sectarians 

had enough confidence in their own divine election and in their heterodox 

opinions to separate into self-contained congregations. Dy the same token 

one can appreciate why the sects continued to subdivide and proliferate. 

The leader of any one sect might be challenr;ed from within the sect by a 

man confident that his ov.n insights were superior on some question and, 

faili:ig to reach agreement, would feel obliged to dissociate himself from 

it. Those whom he had rr.anaged to convince would follow him and form a 

new sect. The extent to which such a sect survived would depend largely on 

the character and abilities of the new leader. 

However, there was obviously a limit to how far this process could 

continue. 

• • • every sectary tended to draw 
the lines of tolerance about himself so 
close, to reject so vast a pronortion of 
the huma.n race as by definition 
reprobate, that the remnant of true 
believers still beside him bade fair to 
dwindle until he should be left utterly 
alone with his private God, whatever 
that God mi[ht be. The principle of the 
limitation of grace to a predestined few, 
of conscience as the determinant of 

3l Haller, The Rise of Puritanism, p. 175. 



election, of the exclusion from the 
church of all but the elect, could 
go no farther • • • 32 
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Some sects rnanat;ed to exercise sufficient control over their mer:1bers 

to prevent disintegration. Others rejected the dogma of election of the 

few, concluding that perhaps nothing could be surely known except that God 

was revealed in nature and in the Bible, and that men were meant to believe 

in him and show forbearance with one another. Thus it was possible for men 

who had begun as reformers impatient to build the hew Jerusalem to end as 

mystagogues and lovers of mankind.33 

Two preachers associated with the Fanily of 1.ove indicate what this 

meant in practical terms. John Everard, who preached the doctrine of 

universal love and free will and taught God's imr.ia.nence in nature and ma.n, 

was constantly in trouble with the authorities. In 1639 he was convicted 

b th H. h I'~ • • ha .f' f ·1· t' . . d b t' 34 
y e l£ vvmnussion on c rges o.i. a.ml. ism, an 1nornian1sm an ana ap 1.sm. 

John Ea.ton, autf1or of Honey-combe of free Justification by Christ alone, 

also preached the general redemption of r.ian and was cited by many 

contemporaries as the first English founder of antinomianism. 35 Both drew 

to some extent on long-established traditions of Christian r.iysticism, 

particularly the Theologica Germanica, an ;;i,nonymous fifteenth century work 

first published by Hartin Luther in 1518. It is the classic statement of 

the belief in the real presence of God in the human soul, relegatine the 

scriptures and the sacraments to a useful secondar~r but not essential role. 

32. 
33 ~., P• 203. 

34 Jbid., pp. 175 - 203. 

35 Ibid., PP• 207 - 8. 
The Grace of law, p. 26. 
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Everard was the first .wnglish translator not only of this work but also of 

Sebastian Franck' s The Tree of Knowled"'e of Good and Evil, Nicholas of 

C ' v· · God ,~ · · · f H Tr. · t 36 usa s ision of and se~ct1ons of the writings o ermes ismeg1s us. 

Nowhere is the split between orthodox Calvinism and Sectarian unorthodoxy 

more evident than in Ea.ton and Everard. They also show equally clearly the 

connection between the extreme Puritan left and interest in occult mysticism. 

Professor Haller corrunents: 

There can be little doubt that Everard 
seconded by Randall and other disciples, 
was an important agent in puttine into 
circulation in the decade before 1640 the 
type of mystical enthusiasm which was to 
flourish so abund~ntly and so much more 

37 extravagantly a little later. 

The fact, however, that there is a genuine connection between left-

wing Protestant inner light and occultism does not remove all problems 

from interpretation of the Aeolist section of the Tale. Though Swift 

clearly devotes most of his consideration to the radical frinee of 

Puritanism he is careful to incluie more orthodox representatives as well. 

Amongst Jack's varied manifestations he lists: Jack the Bald (Calvin), Jack 

with a Ianthorn (all pretenders to inward light), fA.ltch Jack (Jack of Leyden), 

French Hugh (the Huguenots), Tom the Beggar (the Gueses) and Knocking Jack 

of the North (John Knox). John Knox, the founder of Scottish Presbyterianism, 

is rather different from the Anabaptist Jack of Leyden. But Swift adds 

rather tantalizingly that 

it was under one, or some, or all 
of these Appellations (w~ich I leave 

~~ The Rise of Puritanism, pp. 207 - 8. 
ill£.·, P• 208. 



the learned Reader to determine) 
that he hath given rise to the 
most illustrious and Epidernick 
Sect of A~olists. 38 
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The fact that Swift uses Jack of Leyden as his chief examnle of relieious 

enthusiasm39 does not alter the fact that Swift finds a place in the Aeolist 

sect for the more orthodox presbyterians, who had no connection with 

occultism or mysticism. 

The likeliest explanation I can offer is that Swift attributed the 

rise of sectarianism to the energetic preachinr of the more orthodox 

puritans. Whilst the Presbyterians did not place inner conviction abare 

the Scriptures in authority, they did teach that the inner voice of 

conscience was the voice of God and that it was the Christian's right to 

interpret the Scripturef; for himself by spiritual illumination. Such 

teaching obviously fostered the individual's confidence in his inner light, 

and at least one presbyterian conceded that "Antinomianism rose amonf us 

from our obscure Preaching of Evangelical Grace, and insisting too much on 

tears and terrors". 40 Swift might therefore legitimately include 

Presbyterianism in a survey of inward light that is especially concerned with 

the extreme manifestations of it, even though it was not the principle article 

of doctrine of that sect. 

We must be wary, however, of defining too narrowly a category as broad 

as 11All pretenders to inspiration whatsoever". Swift in his survey of 

fanatics in the hechanical Operation does not limit himself to the post-

Reformation era. He includes also 

~ 8Guthkelch-~th, pp. 141 - 2. 9Swift mentions him in the "Digression on Madness" and the hechanical 

40 Operation. 
The Grace of law, p. 23. 



the numerous Sects of Hereticks, 
appearing in the first five Centuries 
of the Christian AEra, from Simon 
Magus and his followers to those of 

41 Eutyches. 
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Amongst these early Sects are the Gnostic heretics of the fi:-st century A.D. 

whom, as we have seen, Swift associates with the Rosicrucians. There is, 

moreover, good reason to see Gnosticism as the epitome of Aeolisrn for Swift 

places on the title page of the ~' alon~ with his epigraph from Lucretius, 

a Gnostic doxology taken from Irenaeus, the earliest and most comprehensive 

critic of Gnosticism from among the Church fathers. The two epigraphs are 

obviously complementary. If Lucretius is the archetype of the atheistic 

natural philosopher who sees everything solely in physical terms, the 

Gnostics aptly represent rejection of the physical world in favour of the 

purely spiritual. 

The name 11Gnostic 11 comes from the Greek word 11 gnosis", meaning 

11knowledge". The Gnostics, however, -...ere not philosophers in the ordinary 

sense of the word but theosophists, and their "gnosis" is not discursive 

intellectual knowledge but "seeing God 11 and "knowing mysteries 11 , which are 

attained by personal intercourse with God and by his revelations. 42 It is 

difficult to generalize beyond this about the group as a whole because the 

name covers such a wide range of different opinions. Irenaeus reports that 

they differ widely with respect to doctrine and adds that "those who are 

recognized as being most modern ~ake it their effort daily to invent some 

41 
42 Guthkelch-Smith, p. 285. 

K.E.Kirk, The Vision of God: 
_ (New York: Harper and Row, 

The Christian ilictrine of the "Surnmum Bonum:•, 
1966;, p. 211. 



new opinion 11 •
43 In this they resemble not only all other sects of the 

kind Swift is considering, 44 but also the extreme modern attitude that 

Swift depicts in the Tale. In religion, as in learning, proponents of 

total originality (or inspiration) cannot be expected to cohere in their 

ideas. Irenaeus, howeve:r;-, indicates certain points of agreement. 
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The knowledge on which the Gnostics prided themselves and which they 

considered essential to salvation was mystical in character. Irenaeus 

describes at length the cosmic system taught by Valentinus, who recounts 

how the spiritual world was created by a series of emanations from the 

divine father. It was as a result of an aberration from spirituality by 

the last-born and lowest of these erna.nations that the physical world came 

into being. The natural world and with it man himself are therefore far 

removed from the source of their happiness, but by cultivating their 

spirituality a privileged few can redeem themselves fron their corrupt 

state.45 This scheme, which contains both a theory of nature and a theory 

of man, is corrrnon to all the Gnostic sects, although they differed over some 

of the details. In many respects, however, their account of the creation 

has a resemblance to the Genesis story and they called upon Scripture, 

adopting highly idiosyncratic interpretations, to corroborate many details. 

Irenaeus cites as an example their proof of the existence of thirty-two 

divine emanations by reference to the parable of the labourers sent to the 

. d 46 v1neyar • 

Swift shared the common attitude of learned seventeenth-century writers 

4.3 11 Irenaeus Against Heresies", The Ante-Nicene Fathers, (New York: Charles 

44 
Scribner's Sons, 1903), I, 347. 

45
cr. Guthkelch-Smith, p. 270. 

46The Ante-Nicene Fathers, pp. 316 - 23 • 
.f!?..:!i.. ' p • J 1 7 • 



158 

to the Gnostics that they were corrupters of language.47 This is the main 

significance of the epigraph to the Tale which runs: 

Basirna eacabasa eanaa irraurista, L+B 
diarba da caeobata fobor canelanthi. 

This answers very well to Swift 1 s definition of the enthusiasts 1 inward 

light: 

that is to say a large Memory, 
plentifully fraught with Theological 
Polysyllables and mysterious texts 
from Holy Hrit. 49 

The use of mumbojumbo to give a bogus air of solemnity, instead of proper 

use of language, to convey meaning, is also Swift's target when he refers 

to Rosicrucianism in 3ection X of the Tale, where he connects it with 

Gnosticism by using the terms Hythus, ~ and Acamoth, all taken from the 

Valentinian system. In this passage he also mentions (by his pseudonym 

Eugenius Philalethes) the r:zystic and defender of Rosicrucianism, Thomas 

Vaughan. The only other point in the Tale where he mentions Vaughan is in 

Section V, where he calls Vaughan's writing 

the most unintelligible Fustian 
that, perhaps, was ever publish'd in 

50 any language. 

It is the same criticism that, as we have noted, Butler makes of both 

Rosicrucians and Gnostics and their pretence to learning, when they are 

actually "the most ridiculous sots of all mankind". 

There is, however, a slightly more subtle meaning to be seen in Swift's 

t~ See l 1iartin Price, Swift 's Rhetorical Art, p. 6. 

49 
Guthkelch-Jmith, p. 1. 

50 
Ibid., p. 278. 
Ibid., p. 127. 



use of the Gnostic quotation. Irenaeus provides a tentative translation 

for it which runs as follows: 

I invoke that which is above every 
power of the f'ather, which is callee 
Ll.ght, and good Spirit, and life, 51 because thou hast reigned in the body. 

This formula was used by the Gnostics for the rebaptism of those who have 

attained true gnosis, for they rmintained that a second baptism was necessar;y 

for redemption. This quotation, therefore, is an interesting reminc.ler of 

the heretical Anabaptists' insistence on adult baptism. Hore important, 

however, is the reference to a power above the father, with its 

implications that the creator of the world was not the suprer:i.e God but one 

of the lesser emanations, the Demiurge. '!'his heretical opinion, coupled 

with the references to :ight and spir~t, could well serve as a comment on 

the heretical opinior.s to which the alleged inspiration of the seventeenth-

century English sects eventually brought thera. 

Another associ~tion of the Gnostic sects is suggested by the Scottish 

Presbyterian divine, 3a.muel Rutherford, who stated that the antinomianism 

of the Puritan left wi~g was derived from Gnosticism. 52 For this claim 

Irenaeus gives ample warrant, notint; particularly the claim of some Gnostic 

sects that their members will achieve salvation not by means of cond11ct 'out 

because they are spiritual in nature. 53 ...:iuch sects are characterized by the 

same kind of sexual promiscuity that Swift also singles out as one of the 

;; ·The Ante-l~icenc Fathers, p. JL,.6. 
See :Kevan, The 1;racc of l;i.w, p. 34. Apart from St.Paul 1 s reference 

in Romans 6 : l - 2, the Gnostics provide the earliest instance of 
antinomianism in the Christian Church. 

5J The 1illte-Nicene Fathers, p. 324. 
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distinguishine characterics of the sectarians of all ages. 54 Irenaeus is 

led to speculate whether some of these men are possessed by demons, or 

whether they worship not God but the devil, questions that Swift likewise 

raises about the enthusiasts. 55 

It should be apparent that Swift 1 s critique of the enthusiasts is 

largely the same as Irenaeus applies to the Gnostics: visionary m;ysticism, 

antinomianism, the abuse of language, pretence to inspiration and the 

suspicion of diabolic possession all attach to both groups. It was 

obviously a point in Swift's favour that he could associate the enthusiasts 

very closely with a group that had been condemned as heretical at the very 

dawn of Christiani tJr. Hith particular reference to the Aeolist section, 

Gnosticism provides a paradigm of false inspiration that complements 

seventeenth century manifestations of it. However, Swift undertakes to 

portray in the .i.eolist- Section not just false inspiration, but all pretenders 

to inspiration whatsoever. Unless, we can find a better reason for Swift 1 s 

reducing 11spirit 11 to "wind" in that section than a cheap sneer, then his 

analysis is trivial and inconsequential. The only way to do this is to 

show that Swift' s use of 11v.i.nd 11 is not so much a caricature as a diagnosis. 

One indication of a possible diagnosis is supplied by the most obvious 

satiric antecedent for Swift' s use of the wind motif -- P.abelais 1 s account 

of the Island of Ruach in Book IV, Chapter 43 of Gargantua and Pantap-ruel. 

11 Ruach" is the Bebrew word for "spirit", but it also designates both "the 

breath of the nostrils 11 and ''the wind rr. 
56 It occurs with all these meanings 

;~ Guthkelch-Smith, p. 286. 

56 1!?1.i•, P· 275. 
See Thierry ~'iaerten s, The Breath and Sniri t of God, (Notre fume, Ind. : 

Fides Pub~ishers, Inc., 1964), p.12. 
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in the Old l'estament. Rabelais plays on these different meanings in very 

much the same way that Swift pur:s on 11animus 11 , "anima" and "spirit.us" in 

the Aeolist section and there are some reser.lblances in the way they tredt 

the subject. Here are the paragraphs in Rabelais that most clearly 

resemble parts of the Aeolist system: 

' Deux jours apres arrivasmes en 1 1 isle 
de Ruach, et vous jure, par l'estoile 
Poussiniere, que je trouvay l'estat et 
la vie du peuple estrange plus que je ne 
diz. Ils ne vivent que de vent. Rien 
ne beuvent, rien ne mangent, sinon vent 
• • • ,~uant ilz font quelque festin ou 
banquet, on dresse les tables soubs un 
OU deux moulins a ver.t. La, repaissent, 
aises corrur.e a nonces. ~t durn.nt leur 
repas, disputent- de la bonte, excellence, 
salubrite, rarit~ des vens, comme vous, 
beuveurs, par les banquetz philosophez 
en matiere de vins. L'un loue le Siroch; 
l'aultre, Zephyre; l'aultre Gualerne. 
Ainsi des aultres. L'aultre, le vent de 
la chemise, pour les muguetz et amoureux:. 
Pour les rna.lades ilz usent les vens 
couliz, corru;,e de couliz on nourrist les 
malades de nostre pays • 

Ilz ne fiantent, ilz ne pissent, ilz 
ne crachent en ceste isle. En recompense, 
ilz vesnent, ilz pedent, ilz rottent 
copieusement. Ilz patissent toutes 
sortes et toutes especes de maladies. 
Aussi toute maladie naist et procede de 
ventosit{, comme deduyt Hippocrates, lib. 
de Flatibus. Ea.is la plus epiderriale 
est la cholicque venteuse. Pour y 
remedier, usent de ventoses amples, et y 
rendent forte ventositez. Ilz meurent 
tous hydropicques, tympanites; et meurent 
les horr.mes en pedent, les fer:rnes en 
vesnent. ,\insi leur sort l 'urne par le cul. 

Je advisay que ainsi, comme vous, 
beuveurs, allans par pays portez flacoons, 
ferriers et bouteilles; pareillement 

" chascun a sa ceincture portoit un beau 
petit soufflet, Si par cas vent leur 
falloit, avecques ces joliz souffletz ilz 



en forgeoient de tout frays, par 
attraction et ex:ou ~_sion reciproque, 
coJ'l'llTle vous s~avez que vent, en 
en essentiale definition, n'est 
aultre chose que air flottant et 
undoyant. 

En ce moment, de par leur Roy, 
nous feut faict corrmadernent que trays 
heureS n I eUSSiOflS a retirer en DOS 

navires home ne femme du pays. Car 
on luy avait robbe une veze plene du 
vent propre que jadis a Ulysses donna 
le bon ronfleur ,»eolus, pour guider 
sa nauf en temps calme. 

(Two days later we arrived at the 
Island of Ruach, or ·,iindy Island, and 
I swear to you by the stormy Pleiades 
that I found tile conditions and customs 
of its inhabitants stranger than I can 
say. They live on wind. They drink 
nothing and they eat nothing but wind 

i'/hen they hold a feast or a 
banquet they set up their tabJes under 
one or tHo windmills and feast there as 
faily as at a weddinG, discussing 
during the meal the goodness and 
excellence, the rare and salubrious 
qualities of winds as you, my fellow 
drinkers, philosophize at your banquets 
on the subject of wines. One praises 
the Sirocco, another the rleschj another 
the Garbino, another the Bise, another 
the Zephyr, another the Galerne, and 
so on. Others praise sMock winds for 
suitors anc lovers. The sick they treat 
with draughts of air, just as we do with 
draughts of sirop. • • 

They do not shit, piss or spit on this 
island. But on the other hand, they poop, 
fart and belcr1 most copiously. They 
suffer from aD_ sorts and varieties of 
diseases. For every J:B.lady originates 
and develops fror:i flatulence, as 
Hippocrates proves in his book, un Hind. 
But the worst epid8mic they know is 
windy colic, as a remedy for which they 
use large cuppint";-glasses and so draw 
off muc;1 wind. They all die of dropsy 
or tyl'lpanites; they a]J_ fart as they die, 
the men loudly, the women soundlessly, 
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and in this way their souls depart 
by the back passage • • • I noticed 
that just as you, r:i.y dear boozers, 
carry flar,ons and leather bottles, 
and flasks whel1 you go about, so each 
one of them carried a pretty little 
bellows on his belt. So i·f the wind 
!1appened to fail them, they could 
blow up a fresh one \dth these neat 
bellows, by process of attraction 
and reciprocal exnulsion. For, as you 
know, wind in its essentfal definition 
is nothint_; more than air in movement 
and undulation. 

At this moment we received an o~der, 
in the i. inz 1 s name, not to lot any 
man or WOII1:1.n of their countI"J aboa~d 
any of our ships for the next three 
hours. i•or he had been robbed of a 
full fart of the original wind which 
that old snorer Aeolus had eiven to 
Ulysses of old, to propel his ship 

57 in a calm.] 

Whilst not precisely a paradoxical encomium, this passage is very like a 

paradoxical encomium in the way it mgnifies the imr:iortance of a single 

principle. Like the earlier praise of debtors it attempts a wellnigh 
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exhaustive treatment of the theme. It is not surprising, therefore, that 

Swift's comprehensive account of the same theme should have many details 

in common with Rabelais 1 s: windmills, bellows, the distinction between 

different winds, the internal operation of wind on the body and the allusion 

to Aeolus's part in the Odyssey all occur in both passages. There is more to 

the resemblance, however, than this. 

The exact significance of Rabelais's Ruach is still a matter of 

uncertainty amonr; scholars. A.J .Krailsheimer, however, ventures the plausible 

57 Rabelais, Oeuvres Comnletes, ed.cit., II, 165 - 7; Garp;antua and 
Pantaeruel, ed. cit., pp. 54U - 42. 



164 

suggestion that the episode 1nay be an allusion to the sixteenth-century 

debate between Averroists and more orthodox thinkers about the complex 

shades of meaning conveyed by the Green words "~", "psyche" and 

"pneuma". Renaissance Averroists made much of the fact that Hebrew "ruach" 

is Greek "pncuma" which carries strong physical connotations. 58 To them 

the idea that man's ratio:ial faculties derived from a physical principle was 

unthinkable. As J .H. Randall, Jnr. explains it: 

Aristotle had said that intellect 
is 'separable' from matter and 
independent of it, a deathless and 
eternal activity. He also JM.de clear 
that whatever is eternal, independent 
of matter and not individuated by it, 
can only be one in nur.iber in a sinfle 
species. J~oreover, if each body had 
its own intellect, then those 
intellects would depend on U:e bodies 
for their separate existence and die 
with the:r... They would be themselves 
part of toe body or bodily powers; 
as particular and material thines they 
could never know universals or 
indivisibles or abstract things but 
could receive only particulars. They 
would thus be indiscinguishable from 
sense. 59 

The Averroists thus distineuished individual cogitative souls as a purely 

physical function, that suffers dissolution and death with the body, from 

the single and inunortal intellect by participation in which men partake 

of the eternal. ~~en a rran dies this intellect does not die but rerrains 

the same in number in those that are left. This single intellect of mankind 

58
·A.J.Krailsheimer, Rabelais and the Franciscans, (Ox.ford: Clarendon Press, 

1963), pp. 14 7 - 8. 59 The RP-naissance Philosonhv of .l·.an, ed E.Cassirer, P.O. Kristeller and 
J.H.Randall J~r., (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 
1967), P• 262. 



thus enjoys an impersonal and very abstract im.~ortality. 60 

The Averroistic scheme is clearly opposed to traditional Christian 

teaching for it allows no place for the doctrine of personal immortality 

for the soul. That Rabelais was acquainted with the dispute can be taken 

for granted, for in the 1530's he was living in Lyons, the centre of 

Italian influence in France, and the chief arena of the dispute was the 

Italian universites.
61 

Like most Renaissance humanists iiabelais had a 

strong conviction in the personal inunortality of the soul and it remained 

a cardinal tenet of his philosophy.
62 

It is logical, then, to regard the 
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Ruach Island episode as a mockery of the peculiarly physical concept of the 

words 11 ruach 11 and "pneuna 11 • 

This physical understanding of tne nature of the soul would explain 

why when the Fluach Islanders die their souls are expelled with a fart. It 

is only logical that physical souls at their departure should prompt 

physical manifestations. A similarly mterialistic concent of the sould 

would also help to explain why Swift felt justified in treating "spirit 11 

as synonymous with "wind 11 and why he invokes the concept of the anima 

inundi as his chief illustration of the meaning of "spirit 11
• 

The other significant area where Rabelais 1 s account of wind resembles 

Swift's is the one dealing with the effects of wind on the human body. 

Whereas in the first paragraph quoted above wind is described as the staple 

of life for the Ruach Islanders, by the second paragraph it has become the 

6o 
61 ~., PP• 261 - 2. 

See G. T. Buckley, .l..theism in the En,r;lish Renaissance, (New York: Russell 
and Russell, 1965), p. 28. 62 

Krailsheimer, op. cit., p. 141. 
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origin of their diseases and ulti~ately the c~use of their death. This 

dichotor.iy is very close to the one Professor Harth m:i.kes between Swift's 

two main uses of the "wind" motif in the Aeolist Section of the Tale, as 

both the principle of explanation that the Aeolists attribute to the 

universe and, because they suffer from "windy melancholy" the cardinal 

symptom of their behaviour as well. Rabelai s mentions "windy colic 11 as the 

worst epidemic that the Ruach Islanders can suffer but does not enlarge on 

the symptoms. He contents himself with pointing the contrast between the 

salubrious and the debilitating effects of ventose imbibition to ridicule 

the idea of a physical soul. Swift may well have taken hints from the 

Ruach Island episode, but he went much further than Rabelais. ~'ie must now 

return to the Aeolist section and take a closer look at Swift's treatment. 

Here is Swift's opening paragraph 

The Learned Aeolists, maintain the 
Uriginal Cause of all thinr;s to be 
Wind, from which Principle this whole 
Universe was at first produced, and 
into which it must at last be resolved; 
that the same Breath which had kindled, 
and blew up the flame of nature, should 
one Day blow it out. 63 

Quad procul a nobis fleet.at Fortuna gubernans. 

It is virtually impossible to tell from this exactly what Swift is up to. 

There is no system, and never was, that believes wind to be the original 

cause of things. Professor Harth has suggested that Swift was here thinking 

of the system of the Greek philosopher Anaximenes who believed that the 

63 Guthkelch-Smith, P• 150. 
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original element which produced the other three was air. 64 The basis 

of Professor Harth 1 s conjecture is a verbal resemblance between the 

openinr, of the Aeolist section and the account of Anaximenes supplied in 

Thomas Stanley's popular history of philosophy. Professor riarth argues the 

resemblance plausibly, but I find it difficult to see how this in it self 

contributes anything to the satire. If one concedes the resemblance and 

the fact that Swift could expect his readers to recognize a parody of a 

passage from Stanley's History of Philosophy, one still faces the problem 

of how a syste~ based on wind ea~ be eauated with one that is based on air. 

Some explanation is needed of how 3wift got from 11air 11 to 11wind 11 and, 

ultimately, some justification as well. Wind must in some way correspond 

to a kej-' element in the Aeolist section, because it is a key word in the 

satiric po~trait. 

We have to wait until the second paragraph of the Aeolist section 

before we get much idea of who the Aeolists actually are. Swift has 

described the origin of the universe as deriving from wind and has 

prophesied its end by the same cause. He continues: 

This is what the Adenti understand 
by their Anima Eundi; that is to say, 
the Spirit, or Breath, or IJind of the 
World: for examine the whole system 
by the particulars of Nature, and you 
will find it not to be disputed. For 
whether you please to call the Forma 
Informans of Han, by the Ha.me of 
S~iritus, Animus, Afflatus, or Anima; 
what are all these but several Appel­
lations for Wind? which is the ruling 
element in every comnound, and into 

64 
Swift and Ant;lican Rationalism, PP• 66 - 7. 



which they all resolve upon their 
Corruption. Farther, what is Life 
itself, but as it is commonly calJ'd, 
the Breath of our Nostrils? Whence 
it is very justly observed by 
Naturalists, that 'tJincl still continues 
of great Emolument in cerb.in Eysteries 
not to be named, giving occasion for 
those happy Eoithets of Turgidus and 
Inflatus, apply'd either to the 65 Emittent, or Recipient Oreans. 

It is in this passage that Swift provides us with the major key to 

understanding what the Aeolist system represents. Aeolism is a reductive 

philosophy like tr,e tailor-worship s,ystem insofar as both claim the pre-

eminence of a sin13le principle that pervades the universe. They should 

also be antithetical in th3.t the tailor-worshippers are preoccupied with 

the material world whereas the ,\eolists' concerns are spiritual • 

Surprisingly, though, the principle that the Aeolists extol is no less 
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physical for being spiritual. This is clear from ~wift 1 s reference to the 

11anirra r:.undi 11 or world-soul which he glosses by the English terms "Spirit, 

or Breath, or ~;ind of the World", as if they were all equally valid 

renderings. The implied equation between two such different concepts as 

"spirit" and "wind" is a strange one but not without justification on no 

less an authority than the Bible. 

We have seen in connection with Rabelais' Island of Ruach how tl:e 

Hebrew word "ruach" can have a purely physical meaning or a more specialized 

theological one. Thierry Maertens' book The Breath and Snirit of God, as its 

title implies, is devoted to an examination of this ambiguity. Maertens 

traces the develonment of the viorct "ruach" and its Greek counterpart "nneuma 11 

65 
Guthkelch-Smith, PP• 150 - 51. 
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in the Bible, showinc how it developed by metaphorical extensj on, from 

its original meaning of both the breath within men and the breath of air 

that anirre.tes nature, to the more subtle meaning it acquired as expressing 

the nature of the Holy Spirit, the third Person of the Trinity.
66 

The 

Englir:>h word "spirit" has a similar ambiguity, derjving as it does from a 

67 physical metaphor. 

The identification of the Holy Spirit thus has some etymological 

warrant, though of a rather questionable significance. The opening of the 

Biblical account of the creation of the world provides an excellent 

example of wind associated but not yet identified with God: 

And the earth was void and empty, 
and darkness was upon the face of the 
deep; and the spirit [i.e. the breath} 
of God moved over the waters. (Genesis,

68 
1 :2). 

Even after the word 11 spirit 11 crune to be applied to God's actual nature, 

wind could still be used as an analoeY to illustrate the way God works: 

The wind blows where it will and 
thou hearest its sound but dost not 
know where it comes from or where it 
goes. So is everyone who is ~orn of 

69 the Spirit. (John, 3:8) 

The fact that spirit or its equivalent in a number of laneuages, is derived 

from a physical metaphor of wind and frequently retains residual associations 

with it does not, however, justify a close identification of the two. Such 

~~Maertens, op.cit., esp. pp. 7 - 76. 
"See W. Empson, Some Versions of Pastoral, (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 

68 1966), PP• 51. - 5. 

69 Maertens, op.cit., p. 14. 
~-' p. 1). 
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an identification, taken to its logical conclusion, would result in the 

concept of God himself, the supreme spirit, as no more than wind. 

The equation of spirit with wind has, however, a special relevance in 

the context of philosopM cal thou,sht in the seventeenth century. The 

notion that spirits in general and the soul in particular were material 

was one of the nost notorious heterodoxies of that very heterodox figure 

Thomas Hobbes. lt is not therefore surr.ri3ing that William Wotton should 

have suspected an allusion to Hobbes 1 s Leviathan in this part of the Aeolist 

section. Opposite the second paragraph of the section Hotton remarirn: 

All this is like Mr.Hobbes's banter 
upon in-blov.iing. 70 

Hobbes uses the term nblowing in 11 at several points in Leviathan to deride 

the concept that a man can receive faith, wisdom and otter virtues by 

infusion, 11as if the Vertuous and their Vertues could be asunder". (IV, 

46). 71 The most significant occasion (in. the present contexr,) on which 

Hobbes anploys the term, however, is. in the crapter where he deals with 

"the Signification of SPIRIT, ANGEL, and INSPIHATION in the Books of Holy 

Scripture" (III, 34). 

The three categories Hobbes deals with in this chapter are really 

different aspects of the same thing since he is essentially concerned with 

establishing a precise and proper understandin13 of the word "spirit". He 

takes as his point of departure t~e scholastic definition of body and spirit 

as corporal and incorporeal substance respectively. To this definitior. of 

i~ See Guthkelch-Smith, p. 314. 
Cf. Leviathan, I, iv, ed.cit., p. 17. 
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spirit he opposes the semantic argument that a substance is by definition 

corporeal and that "incorporeal substance" is therefore a contradiction 

in terms. According to Hobbes the distinction between body and spirit is 

not absolute but relative, and based upon the fact that certain substances 

are not discernible either to the sicht or to the touct. 

Therefore, in the cornmor: laneuage 
of men, Aire and aeriall substances 
use not to be taken for Bodies, but 
(as often as men are sensible of their 
effects) are called Hind and Breath, 
or (Because the sar:le are called in the 
I.at.in Soiritus) Spirits. 72 

That Hobbes illustrates his argument with the example of air and aerial 

substances is significant: he undoubtedly knew of the experiments conducted 

by Torricelli and Pascal which demonstrated that air had weight (somethine 

denied by Aristotelian scientists) and could to a large extent be treated 

as if it were a fluid. 73 Hobbes himself had lived in france for ten years 

preceding publication of his Leviathan and had become one of the circle 

of natural philosophers that centred arqund Hersenne and included Descartes 

and Pascal. Although the work of Torricelli and Pascal did not irnmeciiately 

satisfy everyone that air was actually a substance, it was a stror1g point 

in favour of Hobbes's argument. 

His rejection of immaterial spirits leaves Hobbes with three 

categories of spirit. One is a "subtile, fluid, invisible body 11 liKe air. 

The second is "a GhoGt or other Idol or Phantasme of the imagination". To 

these Hobbes adds the metaphorical signification of spirit, "for sometimes 

72 
73 Ibid., P• 2ll. 

See Kearney, Science and Change, 1500 - 1700, p. 163 ff. 
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it is taken for Disposition or Inclination of the mind 11 (e.g. a "froward 

spirit") arid sometimes for any ecinent ability or extraordinary passion or 

disease of the mind" (e.g. the "spirit of wisdom"). 74 It is not hard to 

guess which of these meanings of spirit Hobbes considers most important. 

A categor; defined as 11phantasmes of the il'ffit:;ination", the chief example 

of which is ghosts, hardly corrJ!B.nds much res~ et. Since Hobbes lists 

metaphors along with tropes and other rhetorical figures as one of the 

chief contributors to absurd conclusions in reasoning (1,5] the only 

category with real validity is the physical one. Plainly a world of reality 

that is not subject to physical scrutinJ his little interest for him. 

This naturally involves Hobbes in some difficult:>' when he has to find 

a place for God in his scheme of things, as is apparer:t from the way he 

continues: 

Other signification of Spirit I find 
nowhere any; and where none of these can 
satisfy the sense of that word in 
Scripture, the place falleth noL under 
humane Understanding; and our Faith 
therein consisteth not in our Opinion, 
but in our Subroission; as in all places 
where God is said to be a Spirit, or 
where by tre S:Jirit of God is meant 
God himselfe. For the nature of God is 
incomprehensible; that is to say, we 
understand nothing of what he is, but 
only that he is; and therefore the 
Attributes we give him, are not to tell 
one another, what he is, nor to signifie 
our opinions of his I:ature, but our desire 
to honour him with sue~ names as we 
conceive most honourahleamongst ourselves. 75 

74 Leviathan p. 211. 
75 ' Ibid., pp. 211 - 12. 
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In view of Hobbes's readiness to accept the concept of God the great 

engineer and the use he nakes of that concept, this reluctance to 

predicate the attributes of Goct is revealing. It shows that Hobbes is on 

the defensive: he is unwilling to push his denial of incorporeal substances 

to its logical conclusion and defy orthodox Christian teaching either by 

denying the existence of Gcd or by asserting that God is material. ,!is 

admission here that immaterial existence is possible, albeit incomprehensible, 

undermines the whole basis of his earlier argument. 

i~evertheless, Hobbes is satisfied to leave God outside his frame of 

reference ancl examine t;1e Bible according to the criteria he has established. 

The remainder of the chapter is taken up with examination of the different 

scriptural uses of the word 11 spirit 11 or its equivalent. All the examples 

Hobbes considers he is able to reconcile with his tripartite definition, 

though occasionally with some difficulty. As his first instance he q 11otes 

the opening of the dook of Genesis: "The spirit of God moved upon the face 

of the Waters". Hobbes comments: 

Here is by the Spirit of God be meant 
Goct himself, then is motion attributed 
to God, and consequently Place, which 
are intelligible only of Bodies, and not 
of substances incorporeall; a~d so the 
place is above our understandL~e that 
can conceive nothine moved that changes 
not place, or that has not dinension, 76 
and whatsoever has dimensions, is Body. 

For Hobbes, it seerrs, there is no alternative to describing uod by the 

same self-contradictory term that he uses to disprv--ve the existence of non-

76 Ibid., p. 212. 



174 

material spirits. It is easy to see how he acquired the reputation of an 

atheist: this is tantamount to an essertion that God does not exist. 

Hobbes nevertheless rescues himself from this imputation by citing another 

passage for comparison: 

But the meaninr, of the::ie words is best 
understood by the like nl:1ce, Gen. g:l. 
Where when the earth was covered with 
water, ~s in the beginning, God intending 
to abate them, and again to discover the 
dry land, useth the like words, '·I will 
bring my Spirit upon the Earth, and the 
waters shall be diminished': in which 
place by Spirit is understood a ·,Jind, 
( tmt is an Aire or Spirit moved,) which 
might be called (as in t.he former place) 
the Spirit of God, because it is God's 77 wori<. 

Hobbes's reconciliation of Scripture with commonsense, therefore, depends on 

a sharp distinction between the fact of God's existence and his manifestations 

in the natural order. By this distinction God is effectively cut off from 

his creation. His providence, if it operates at all, does so not by super-

natural but by purely natural means. He is a _ds;us abscoodjtus, a primary 

cause, outside but in control of the chain of causality that governs a 

creation that has nothing of his divine nature in it. 

The theological difficulties implicit in the Hobbesian dichotomy 

become apparent in the final two paragraphs of the chapter, where he deals 

with inspiration. Here his argument is again a semantic one: 

77 ~., P• 212. 

On the signification of the word 
Spirit dependeth that of the word 
Inspiration; which must either be 
taken properly; and then it is nothing 
but the blm·ling into a man some thin 



and subtile aire, or wind, in such 
a m:i.nner as a man filleth a bladder 
with his breath; o:- ii' spirits be 
not corporeall, but have their 
existence only in the fancy, it is 
nothinL but the blO\·.i nt: in of a 
Phantasr:ie; which is improper to say, 
and impossible; for Pha~tasmes are 
not, bu:. only seem to be somewhat. 
That •:·ord therefore is used in the 
Scripture metaphorically only: As 
(Gen. 2:7) where it is said, that God 
inspired into man the breath of life, 
no I'.10re if; meant, then that God gave 
unto him vitall motion ••• 

• And thought it be said of many, 
and of our Saviour himself, that he 
was full of the Holy Spirit; yet that 
Fulnesse is no~ to be understood for 
Infusion of the substance of God, but 
for accmnula t ion of his e;ifts, such 
as are the gift of sanctity of life, 
of tongues arid the like, whether 
attained. supernaturally, or by study 
and industry; for in all cases they 
are the gifts of God. So likewise 
where God sayes (Joel ~:28) 11 will 
powre out my Spirit upon all flesh, 
and your Sons and your :J:i.ughters 
shall prophecy, your Old men shall 
drean Drea"Ils, and your Young men shall 
see Visions', we are not to understand 
it in the proper sense, as if his 
Spirit were like '11ater, subject to 
effusion, or infusion; but as if God 
had pronised to give them Propheticall 
Dreams and Visions. For the proper 
use of the word infused, in speaking 
of the graces of God, is an abuse of 
it; for those graces are Vertues, not 
Bodies to be carried hither and thither, 
and to be powred into men, as into 78 barrels. 

This is undoubtedly the passage Wotton means when he refers to Hobbes 1 s 

"banter upon in-blowinr,". So anxious is Hobbes to keep supernatural 

78 
~., PP· 217 - 18. 
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operations out of the natural world that he describes grace not as an aid 

to virtue but as the virtue itself. Aclrnittedly he seems to allow for the 

acquisition of God's gifts by supernatural means as well as by study or 

industry, but he effectivel;y denies this later on by scoffing at the idea 

that faith, wisdom and other virtues can be infused or "powred into" a 

man, "as if", he says, "the Vertuous and their Vertuous could be asur.der 11
• 
79 

This rebuttal leaves no room for supernatural agency as a direct cause in 

the affairs of men: only secondary causes or natural rrocesses remain. 

The relationship between the Aeolist section and Hobbes' s account of 

the nature of snirit is at first sight puzzling. Admittedly Swift has 

already parodied a passage from the leviathan in the clothes-worship section, 

but there Hobbes serves as an object lesso~ in the pernicious conclusions 

that rationalistic phj losophy can reach when sundered from ethical reason. 

In the present context, however, Swift appears to be agreeini:; with iiobbes 

and, far from making him the butt of the satir<:::l, using him as convenient 

source to draw on in his mockery of "all pretenders to inspiration 

whatsoever 11 • Indeed the closin£; paraeraphs of Hobbes 1 s chapter, with their 

jibes about bladders and barrels, constitute a miniature satire on 

inspiration, utilizing motifs that also occur in the Aeolist section. 

Since Hobbes 1 s account of inspiration is predicated upon his materialistic 

concept of the soul, one is bound to question how far Swift shared this 

view as well. 

The problem disappears, however, when we look more closely at Hobbes's 

a.rgument. 

79 Ib'd -.!....·' 

Given the absolute distinctions between the divine and the natural 

P• 369. 
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that Hobbes argues, it is hard to envisace the immaterial snirit that is 

God finding any direct access to the r.aterial spirits of men: that is why 

Hobbes 1 s grossly physical account of the mechanics of inspiration is so 

successful in making the concept souncl ridiculous. But if he had followed 

his argument through t..o its logical conclusion, Hobbes would have made the 

deity, like all other spirits, a material being. There would ther1 have 

been no logical ~~pedir.'lent to God communicating himself to his faithful 

quite literally by 11 inspiration11 as Hobbes defines it. This inconsistency 

admits of two possible solutions. 3ince he admits that "inspiration 11 may 

be a metaphor derived from the world of physical experience but by corrmon 

usage now expressive of something quite different, Hobbes may equally well 

concede the same of the word "spirit 11 • If 11 spirit" is granted to be a word 

that conveniently denotes an immaterial entity by analo['Y with the closest 

comparable physical phenomenon we can find, then like the God whose existence 

Hobbes also concedes, the soul is not a fit subject for scientific scrutiny. 

Alternatively one can take the materialistic view that Hobbes obviously 

prefers and apply it wholesale. If we bear in mind Hobbes definition of 

Wind as 11an Aire or Spirit r:ioved 11
, this will give us a scheme of things 

remarkably like the one outlined in the Aeolist section. Indeed, the 

Aeolists are only more logically consistent Hobbists, since they believe 

wind to be the substance not only of the soul but of the deity as well. 

Despite the abstractness of his argument, Hobbes undoubtedly has 

specific examples of pretenders to inspiration in mind and it is not 

difficult to guess who they are. later on in Leviathan he makes a much 

more pragmatic objection against inspiration: 



r'or who will endeavour to obey the 
laws, if he expect Obedience to be 
powred or blown into hin'? Ur who will 
not obey a Priest, that can make r.oct 
rather than his Sovereign, rray, than 80 
God himselie? 
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When Hobbes wrote these words he was in exile in France and the Civil hars 

in Ene;land had barely ended. He knew from experience just ho..,,.. strong an 

incentive the inspiration of the clergy could be to civil disobedience. 

Swift's account of inspiration is also general, like his account of 

rationalistic philosophy in the clothes-worship section. Nevertheless, 

the Aeolist section does tie in closely with Swift' s account of the 

dissenters. In Section XI of the Tale Swift makes explicit what Hobbes 

implies, although he takes the dissenters less seriously as a threat to 

national security tha.n Hobbes does, regarding then more as a social pest. 

Thus he devotes a number of pages to retailing a number of Jack's perverse 

antics that incommode Jack as much as anyone else. Two of these, which 

Swift dwells on at length, are particularly relevant to the Aeolist system. 

The Calvinistic doctrine of predestination is lampooned in a speech 

that Jack makes after he bumps into a post and damages his nose because he 

has been walking through the street with his eyes closed. According to 

Jack it was pre-ordained that the post and his nose should meet at this 

precise tine and place. Admittedly Providence
81 

did not alert him to his 

danger or protect him from it but the injury he suffered is nothinr, to the 

perils that await those who put their trust in those "blind guides", the 

~~ ~-, P• 369. 
After the fourth edition of the ~' Jwift changed "Providence" to 

"fortune". 
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82 
eyes. Hare Jack's trust in primary causes rather than secondar: causes 

makes him a danger less to others than to himself. •ie1iance on God's 

intervention is an abdication of personal responsibility, but where Hobbes 

is concerned with the social dangers of this, Swift is content to point 

out its comic aspect. Jack, unaided by Providence, is an ineffectual 

automaton. The incident is a hunmle but effective example of the 

dehumanising quality of absolute conformity to tte dictates of primary 

causes. 

The second major incident that Swift recounts of Jack concerns the 

interpretation of Scripture. The point Swift stresses is Jack's pedantic 

literalness in his understanding of his father's will. So obsessed is 

Jack with the need to consult the will on every occasion that he adapts it 

for all kinds of mundane purposes, "so that it served him for a Night-cap 

when he went to Bed and for an Umbrella in rainy iJeather". 83 His obsession 

leads him also to avoid using any word or phrase that has not the sanction 

of his father's will: 

Once in a strange House, he was 
suddenly taken short, upon an urgent 
Juncture, whereon it r.iay not be 
allowed too particularly to dilate; 
and not being able to call to mind, 
with that Suddenness, the Occasion 
required, an Authentick Phrase for 
demanding the lvay to the Backside; 
he chose rather as the rr~re Prudent 
Course, to incur the Penalty in 
such Cases usually annexed. i~either 
was it possible for tte united 
Rhetorick of Hankind to prevail with 

~~ Guthkelch-Smith, PP• 192-4. 
Ibid., p. 190. 



him to make himself clean again: 
Because ha'1ing cor:sulted the \dll 
upon this Emergency, he met with 
a Pas save near the Bottom (whether 
foisted in by the Transcriber, is g

4 not known) which seemed to forbid it. 

The "passage near the bottom" that Swift alludes to is from the nook of 

Revelation (22:11): "He which is filthy, let him be filthy still". It 
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gives a pointed reminder that Scripture will not always bear too literal an 

interpretation. But Jack is the supreme literalist, even to the point of 

defying corrtr.1.onsense, and in this he demonstrates himself a perfect Aeolist. 

The Aeolists surpass even Hobbes in their literalism. It was Hobbes 

who named metaphors as one of the chief causes of error and absurd 

conclusions but he at least forbore to cl.J.im that God was a material being. 

For the Aeolists, however, literal inspiration is an article of belief. 

because they fail to interpret the term inspiration as a metaphor, they are 

constrained to believe that all spirits are to be understood by their 

original significJ.tion as wind or breath. With perfect logical consistency 

they are prepared to accept this belief. In order to accoru::odate fully the 

spirit or wind that inspires then, however, they oust allow it to possess 

them. This involves the abdication of personal judgement that turns them 

into automata, like Jack who walks into a post and breaks his nose. 

Just as Jack's slavish addiction to the literal makes a neat antithesis 

to Peter's unscrupulous exploitation of metaphor, so the Clothes-~orshippers' 

elevation of a metaphor into an absolute truth is intended to balance the ~ 

Aeolist reduction of a metaphorical concept to the literal expression from 

which it derives. Swift emphasizes the antithesis just before he begins his 

84 Ibid., p. 191. 



account of Jack's eccentricities, which he introduces by declaring his 

confidence that 

they will furr.ish Plenty of noble 
Matter for such, whose convertine 
Imaginations dispose then to reduce 
all things into T:,'pes; who car. make 
Shadows, no thacks to the Sun; and 
then mold ttem into substances, no 
thanks to Philosophy; whose peculiar 
Talent lies in fixing Tropes and 
Allecories to the Letter, and 
refining what is literal into Figure 

85 and Eystery. 

A.long with its r...isuse of language, each of the two systems involves 

adherence to a single inflexib:e principle. In one case it is the 
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evaluation of the universe entirely in terMs of the physical; in the other 

it is the transcendence of the physical by the spiritual. Though these 

systems appear to be at opposite extremes, they invite the same conclusion: 

both are deterrriinistic systems that ultim:1.tely deny man 1 s role as a free 

moral agent. Whether human moral freedom is sacrificed to nature or to God 1.-/ 

does not really ~atter: man might just as well be a suit of clothes or a 

puff of wind because his life is meaningless. That is why Peter and Jack 

eventually become indist,inguishable and are constantly mistaken for one 

another.- It is also why both the Aeolist and Clothes-worship systems can 

so readily be reconciled with the materialism of the deterministic philosophy 

of Hobbes. 

If we return nm .. - to the opening paragraphs of the Aeolist section, we 

are in a much better position to make sense of them. The first two paragraphs 

85 Ibid., PP• 189 - 90. 



have enough resenIDlance to Hobbes's account of spirit in Leviathan to bear 

out ~otton 1 s tentative identification. The source of the equation of 

spirit, breath and wind is Hobbes 1 s observation that: 

in the common lanf;Uage of men, Aire 
and aeriall Substances, use not to 
taken for Bodies, but (as often as men 
are sensible of their effects) are called 
Wind, or Breath, or (because the same are 
called in the la.tine, Sniritus) Snirits. 87 

This is the key argllElent of the Aeolist section, and on it the whole 
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philosophy of wind depends. From it derives the whole idea of the :3oul (the 

"for~a informans 11 , as Swift calls it, accordinr; to the Aristotelian 

definition) as nothing more than wind by definition, which can also be seen 

as a reflection of Hobbes 1 s view that the soul is material. There are also 

two furthe~ references that recall Hobbes 1 s argument. vihen Swift asks 

Father, what is life itself, but as 
it is commonly call'd, the Breath of 
our Nostrils? 

he is alluding to the phrase used in the Bible to describe the creation of 

Adam. Hobbes quotes this passaee and gives his own interpretation of it: 

Gen.2.7. It is said, 1 God ms.de 
Xen of the dust of the Earth, and 
breathed into his nostrils (sniraculum 
vitae) the breath of life, and mar! 
was made a living soul 1 • There the 
breath of life inspired by God signifies 88 no more, but that God gave him life. 

Hobbes, then, makes no distinction bet\-ieen the breath (sniraculum) that 

animates man and the livin:; soul (animaiL viver:tem) that man becomes. One 

co~ld easily infer from this that man's essential nature, his soul, is 

~~ Leviathan, p. 211. 
Ibid., P• 213. 



nothing more than the breath he breathes. This is the inference Swift 

takes, as is obvious frorr.. the way he inverts the l:1iblical phrase ("nostrils 

• • • breath of life") to "life ••• the breath of our nostrils". The 

difference is that Swift insists on sticking to the literal meaning of the 

phrase. 

Furthermore Swift's opening lines, where he describes the Aeolist 

belief that all things originate from wind, can be traced to a Biblical 

passage that likewise comes under Hobbes's scrutiny: 

Gen. 1:2. The Spirit of God moved 
unon the face of the Waters. 

Hobbe3 remad::s that we cannot take this literally, because it attributes to 

God motion and place "wf:ich are intelligible only of Bodies, and not of 

substances incorporeall". Thus we have to understand "spirit" to mean "a 

wind (that is an Aire or Spirit moved) which might be called ••• the 

Spirit of God because it was God's work 11 •
89 Once again in his version Swift 

rejects the metaphorical reading Hobbes offers and fastens on to his 

reduction of "the Spirit of God 11 to a wind. 

What Swift tells us about the soul, inspiration and the origin of the 

universe, then is deducible directly or by implication from Hobbes's account 

of spirit as it features in the Bible. But there is another element in the 

opening paragraphs that still has to be explained. The references to the 

"adepti" and the "Anima Eundi" take us into a world seeminr,ly quite a.lien 

from Hobbes 1 s rationalism -- the world of Hermetic philosophy. Moreover 

thepe references cannot be considered incidental, for they are an integral 

89 Ibid., p. 212. 
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part of Swift' s argument. When he claims the synonymity of "spirit 11 , 

"breatr, 11 and "wind", Swift does so not abstractly but by explicit reference 

to the example of the Anima hundi, which is, he says, the "Spirit, or 

Breath, or Wind of the World". The obvious inference from this is that 

Swift sees some important connection between Hobbes 1 s mechanistic account 

of spirit and an aspect of Hermeticism. 

The Anima Lundi is an important feature of the Ueoplatonic tradition. 

In the lfoopla tonic scheme of things it serves as a link between the world 

of intelligence and the physical world, both of them emanating from the 

mysterious and transcendent "one 11 • The universe of the Neoplatonists 

consisted of the "Cosmic hind 11 (Greek: Nous, La.tin: ~ens mundana, intollectus 

divinus sive anrelicus); the "Cosrri.c Soul" (Greek: Psyche, I.a.tin: anir:i.a 

mundana) the Realm of Nature; and the Realm of Matter. The Cosmic Mind was 

engendered directly by the One, but each successive emanation arises out of 

the last stage, matter being the very lowest form of creation and furthest 

removed from the One. Han is inprisoned in matter but is also able to 

participate in the cosr.iic mind because he has in miniature all the 

characteristics of the cosmos, which he reflects microcosmically. Thus he 

participates in matter and nature through his body, in the Cosmic Soul 

through his rationality and in the intellect of the w.orld through his own 

intellect -- an intuitive and creative faculty that transcends mere 

d
. . 90 iscursive reason. 

iiithin this broad scheme there were differences about the exact 

significance and function of the Anima l<undi (or Anima Hundana). I do not 

90 See E. Panofsky, Studies in Iconolor,y, (New York: Harper and Row, 1967), 
PP· 135 - 6. 
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propose here to exa~ine all its ramifications. The important thing in the 

present context is to see what characteristics ~~ift is interested in, and 

since he invokes Hermeticisn with his referer:ce to the "ri.rlenun, it is 

primarily with Hermetic philosophy that I shall be concerned. 

Since each successive e~anation from the One is the source of the next 

emanation, it is obvious that the whole of the natural world proceeded from 

the Ani.m~1 hundi. On that count Si.rift 1 s statement that the orie;in of the 

universe is the animci. mundi is vindicated. ·,mat we now need is an independent 

means of justifying the notion that the anima rrtundi is wind, apart from 

the definition of Hobbes. Something like a jus!:.ification is provided by 

Dr. Yates' redaction of Ficino in her book on Hermeticism. In attempting 

to sununarise Ficino' s views on natural magic, Dr. Yates gives the follmdng 

account of the mechanics of the cosmos on \'1hich his rngic depends: 

In the divine ~or intellect 
are the Ideas; in t:1e soul of the 
world are 'seminal reasons' as many~ 
in number as there are ideas in the 
mens, and corresponding to then or 
reflecting t~em; to these seminal 
reasons in the soul there corres!'JOnd 
the species in natter, or in the 
body of the world, wr:ich correspond 
to the reasons or are dependent on 
them, or are formed by then. If 
these material forms degenerate they 
can be reformed in the 'niddle pl;1ce', 
presumably by manip..ilating the next 
highest forms on which they depend. 
There are congruities between the 
'reasons' in the soul of the world 
and the lower forms - - These links 
depend not so r.i.uch on stars and 
demons as on the soul of the world, 
which is everywhere present. 91 

91 
Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Herrnet:ic Tradition, p. 64. 
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Upon this basis :Heino built a theory of natural magic, according to which 

changes could be effected in the 1113.terial world, by drawing a portion of 

the anim. rmmdi into the realm of matter. The theory is complicated by a 

further necessary element, a soiritus nu~'li, 

which is infused throughout the 
universe and through which the stellar 
influences come down to man, who drinks 
them in throuzh his own soirit, and to 
the corpus rmndi • • • The spiritus 
is borne upon the air and upon the wind, 
and it is a kind of very fine air and 92 
also fine heat. 

The relevance of this theory of "pneumatic magic", as Dr. Yates calls it, 

to Swift 1 s Aeolist section is twofold. The association of the 11 sniritus" 

with air and wind shows that Ficino conceives of it primarily in physical 

or at least spatial terms. That, would be enough to warrant the Aeolist 

identification of the Anima •·.iundi with wind. But in addition this :riassage 

is significant for the way it shows the difficulty of conceiving of something 

purely spiritual acting directly upon somethinc; physical. T'.1.ere is an 

element of inconsistency in the notion no matter how many intermediate 

stages are invented to facilitate the transition. 

It is, nevertheless, a common motion a~ong the Renaissance maei. It 

occurs in a slightly qifferent form in the won:s of Paracelsus, as the basis 

of his medical theories. His three alchemical nrincioles (salt: sulnhur and 

mercury) are anologieal to spirit, soul and body. 93 Another figure who shows 

the more alchenical emphasis is Faracelsus 1 s teacher the At:bot Tritherrius, 

whq stated in one of h~s works that the goal of alchemy, the philosopher's 

92 
Ibid., pp. 68 - 9. 

93 Hirt'In, Historv of .-1.lchemv, p. 62. 



stone, is the soul of the world, or sniritus mnndi, rendered invisible. 

One mir;ht call it the petrificJ.tion 
of God 1 s breath, as the abL,ot affirms 
that the world soul is the breath 

94 emanating from its divine source. 

Besides furnishing an additional warrant for Swift 1 s identific~tion of the 

world soul with breath or wind, it also introduces a concept that has 

considerable bearint; on the opening of the Aeolist section. 

Whilst Hermeticism is not a Christian philosophy, it has rrany points 

of similarity with Christian mysticism. Many efforts have been ma.de to 

reconcile the two. An added spur to such attempts was, no doubt, the 

resemblance of some hermetic teachings to the Hosaic account of creation and 

to the opening of St. John 1 s gospel. CJne attempt to weld the two more closely 

together was an identification of the Neoplatonic One, the Nous, or 

Intellectus and the Anima Lundi with thn Holy Trinity. As a result the Holy 

Ghost was tr11nsforred into the /mj m;:i. Hindi • 95 This concept was never really 

orthodox, because it is impossible to reconcile the eternity of the trinity 

with belief in a series of temporal emanations. Nevertheless, if we unite 

this notion with Trithemius's statement that the philosopher's stone is the 

Anirna hundi in visible, petrified form, we end up with the Philosopher's 

Stone as the alter ego of the Holy Ghost.
96 

This would give considerably 

more force to the passage in Section XI of the Tale where Jack claims that 

94 
95 
96' 

Seli;;l:'laTln, hagic, Supernatu:-:1lism. and Heligion, p. 312. 
Allers, 111'.icrocosmus 11

, pp. 359 - 60. 
I have nowhere ~een this idea exr1ici tly stated. However, the same 

conclusion c?..n he arrived at in other wa,vs. E.g. the tract on ro.agic 
called Picatrix equates God ~-ith fonnless orime natter and Thomas 
Vaughan equates prime natter with the phil~sopher's stone. (See Yates, 
op.cit., p. 36 and Vauehan, Works, pp. 51-2.) 
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his father's will is "the Philosopher's Stone, and the Universal Fedicine 11
•
97 

It aptly sums up Jack's attitude to scripture that it should be seen as a 

pocket-size physical manifestation of the Holy Ghost in complement with his 

natural receptivity to immedi~te inspiration. 

There is no way of proving that Swift knew of this identification by 

Trithemius and, though it is possible that he came across it elsewhere, 

this allusion remains doubtful. There is, however, a strong pas sibili ty 

that Swift knew of the assocfa tion of the Anim-1. J:.tmdi with the Holy G:C10st 

since at one time it had a general notoriety.
98 

If he intended to conjure 

this association by including a reference to the Anjma i.'lundi in his exegesis 

of inspiration, we can assume that Swift was t hinkin[_'. quite specifj ca.lly of 

the Puri tans, to whom there is no explicit reference in the opening paragra~hs. 

Beyond this, in any case, the central point of the openinc of the Aeolist 

section is now clear. Taken by itself, the reference to Anima hundi could be 

simply an illustration of belief in spirits taken to an extreme. In combination 

with the Hobbesian allusions, however, it can only refer to the physical 

character of the spirits envisaged or the physical implications behind the 

terms in which their operations are described. Whether conceived in terms 

of spiritual illu."llination or of pneumatic maeic, attempts to tap trehigher 

spiritual forces are truly a mechanical operation of t"e spirit. To see 

spirit as a ~ind of force to be manipulated is to play into the hands of 

materialists like Hobbes. Alternately, to conceive of spirit as something 

that enters the individual to possess and govern him is to acquiesce in a 

~~ Gut.hkelch-Srnith, p. 190. 
Allers, 11hicrocosmus", pp. 359 - 60. 
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spiritual determinism as invidious as any materialism. 

This explains why at the beginning of the Aeolist section we are given 

a quotation from Lucretius where we might expect one from Irenaeus. 

Lucretius was the spokesman of the ancients for the atomic viev; of the 

univ~rse, a doctrine that was charged with atheistic implications because 

it ruled out the possibility of divine providence. A quotation from 

Lucretius at this noint is doubly appropriate because, as Dr.Yates points 

out, atomism is one of the rmny doctrines that were assimilated to Hermetic 

h • 1 h d h • fl k h h T • • • I ' fl '' t 9 9 p l osop y ar: was c le y nown t roug LJ.J.Cretius ue .erun •'la ura. 

This provides a good illustration of the way the spiritists play into the 

hands of the materialists. 

A further illustration of t:us is given in the closing sentence o±.' tl-e 

second paragraph. !laving established that life is only "the Breath of our 

Nostrils", he remarks: 

Whence it is very justly observed 
by Naturalists, that Hind still continues 
of great Emolument in certain Eysteries 
not to be named, giving Cccasion for 
those happy Epithets of Tuq;idus, and 
Infb.tus, apply'd either to the ~ittent, 
or Recipient Organs. 

100 

As the mention of 11 Naturalists 11 indicates, this is the languaee of l~atural 

Philosophy. It recalls the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Sac iety 

in 1667 where the terms 11 emittent" and "recipient" are used in the record 

of an experiment that successfully transfused the blood of one dog into 

another. It is hard to see the relevance of blood transfusion as a comment 

99 Yates, op.cit., p. 248. An illustration of this is the readiness of 
Thomas Vaughan to quote Lucretius to reinforce a derrnetic point. 

100 (See Vau~h~n, -~orks, p. 54.) 
Guthkelch-~uth, p. 151. 
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on the Aeolist section except for its c;eneral connotations of mechanistic 

natural philosophy. .Swift may, however, be thinkini:; in terms of the equally 

notorious experiments of the virtuosi performed in their investigation of the 

principles of respiration. For one of these Robert Hooke opened the thorax 

of a dog and £ave it artificial respiration by blowine air into its windpipe 

with a pair of bellows. So long as the process was maintained the deg lived, 

but as soon as Hooke discontinued, it went into convulsions and died. The 

experiment was notorious enough to gel a place, alone with the blood-trans-

fusion episode, in Shadwell 1s satirical play The Virtuoso (1676). Slia.dwell 

also uses the terl"ls 11 er.rittenV1 and 11recipient 11 •
101 

In the context of Aeolisrr, 

they suggest that Aeolist notions of inspiration are mechanical enoueh to ce 

put on a par with scientific speculations about respiration. 

'i'he two opening paragraphs, therefore, establish a connection between 

spiritisr:i and materialism. They show that spirit, when cc,nceived as someti!ing 

that can enter a human being and effect a chanGe in him corresponds to the 

physical spirit described by Hobbes. Unless one understands "inspiration" to 

be a metaphor for something that really is not susceptible t.o human analysis, 

one invites a theory of inspiration that is as deterrninistic as it is mechanical. 

This paves the way for Swift's account of how the Aeolists behaviour patterns 

are determined not by divine inspiration but b~r their own internal vapours. 

He does not, however, make the transition immediately, but tells us a little 

more about their beliefs. 

The openin;_: of the third paragraph tells us that, "the Compass of their 

101 
See Tho!'l.3.s Shadwell, The Virtuoso, ed. M.H. Nicholson and D.S.i:iddes, 

(Ll.ncoln: University of i:,Jebraska Press, 1966,) II, ii, pp. 47 - 8. 



Doctrine took in two and thirty ?oints". The prirrary allusion here is 

obviou.sly to the thirty-two main bearings on a compass anG. is quite 

approprfate for a philosophy based on wind, since winds are often desie;nated 

by a compass bearing. Eore sienificantly, it looks like a cor.tlc 

simplification of the microcosm/macrocosm conceit. Renaissance magi were 

fond of illustratin1:; the relationship of the greater and lesser vwrld with 

diagrams: both Pc..racels'Js and his disciple Fludd produced count less diagrams 

of this kind. Since, however, the accent in the Aeolist section is on 

literalness of interpretation, it is quite apposite for Swift to ignore its 

possible symbolic significance and treat it as no more than a ceographical 

diae;ram. This interpretation is rrede likelier by the fact that Swift refers 

explicitly to Paracelsus 1 own neculiar macrocosmic speculations at the end 

102 
of the paragraph. 

Another possible function of the reference to the "two and thirty 

points" is a veiled reference to the Thirty-nine Articles of the Anglican 

Church, or rather to the failure of the dissenting sects to give their 

assent to the basic articles of Anglican belief. As there is no way of 

confirming the allusion it would be pointless to expend much energy in trying 

to trace very specific inplicc:.tions from it. But it is worth noting as at 

the least an interesting coincidence ttat the Savoy Jeclaration of 1658 

comprised exactly thirt~r-two articles. T!'1is document was prepared by the 

Independant win[ of the Gornnonwealth church and was based on the ;Jestrninster 

Confession of 1647. The most imoortant point of divergence of the Savoy 

Declaration is its twentieth article which lays special emphasis on the 

102 
Guthkelch-Smith, p. 152. 



19::: 

necessity of 'an effectual, irresistable work of the HoJy Ghost upon the 

h 1 1 11 f f . , J,_ 1 . t. f. t. 103 w o e sou or purposes o spiri·Jua JUS l ica ion. 

An oblique reference to the Sa·roy Declaration would have a certain 

appositeness at this point, then; but the fact that eve!! so uncertain an 

allusion as this depends upon a recondite identification is an important 

index of how the argunent operates. ·,ie have now reached the third paragraph 

of the Aeolist section without coming across any unequivocal reference to the 

nonconforrrd_st sects or even what could be construed as an oblique reference 

without a considerable amount of thought. The Aeolist section, therefore, 

is no simple allegory showing a one-to-one correspondence between the 

puritans and occult philosophers. Interpretation still has to come less 

from seeking aller,orical equivalents than from examination of tLe play of 

ideas. 

From the thirty-two points reference Swift moves into an extension of 

the microcosm - macrocosm idea. He rentions as one of the most important 

Aeolist precepts the rraxim that 

103 

104 

Since Wind had the M3.ster-Share, 
as well as Operation in every Compound, 
by Consequence, those Beines must be of 
chief Excellence, wherein that Pr:imordium 
appears most prominently to abound, and 
therefore man is the highest Perfection 
of all created things, as having by the 
great Bounty of the Fhilosophers, been 
endued with three distinct Anima's or Winds, 
to which the sage Aeolists, with much 
Liberality, have added a fourth of equal 
Necessity, as well as Ornament with the 

104 
other three. 

See Erik Routley, Creeds and Gor.fessions: The Tieformation and its 
Ecumenical Imnlica.tions, (Lor.don: Gerald iJucr:worth and Co.Ltd., 
PP• 122-7. 

Guthkelch-&nith, pp. 151 - 2. 
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This is actually a conflation of two separate ideas. The notion that man's 

soul is threefold stems originally fror. Aristotle who distint;uished a 

vegetative, sensitive and rational soul. According to Aristotle, ho~ever, 

man 1 s rational SOl:l virtually contains the other two and subsumes their 

functions within its own. This was the way the threefold nature of the 

soul was generally understood in the seventeenth century and, though they 

were sometimes referred to as separate entities, the "three souls" were 

actually regarded as 11apects 11 or "virtues" of the same sinr;le soui.
105 

It 

was a system that purported to accour.t for the qualitative difference between 

disparate forms of organic life, vegetable, animal and hurra.n. Swift, of 

course, mocks this division of the soul into parts by suggesting that man's 

excellence, according to the philcsophers, is founded on the sheer number of 

souls he possesses. The reason, however, for considerinc man as the 

perfection of creation brings us back to nicrocosmism. Though man is a 

beine imprisoned in matter, the lowest form of creation, he likewise 

possesses a soul and a spirit (or intellect) that is above mere discursive 

rationality. By virtue of this threefold structure man is a perfect 

microcosmic reflection of the universe created by God. The spirit that is 

above reason may be described as of equal necessity with the threefold soul 

because if it did not exist man would not be a perfect microcosm, lacking 

something that corresponded to the di vine "Nous", the first emanation from 

the One. In view of the fact that he goes on to mention Paracelsus by name, 

Swift may well be thinkinf specifically of the fourth soul, the 11Man of the 

105 
Allers, 11Eicrocosm11!'> 11 , P• 347; Barnboroueh, The Little World of h~n, p. 32; 

Burton, Anator.y of he1ancholy, p. 135. 
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New Olympus 11 or "spiritual soul" that Paracelsus postulated. This would 

be especially appropriate in the present context because Paracelsus accepted 

the Averroistic teachint.; that individual souls were reabsorbed at death into 

the world-soul. His hypothesis of a fourth soul was an attempt to safeeuard 

the traditional Christian doctrine of personal immortality.
106 

superimposed, however, on this concept is another, more ffi3.terialistic 

one. Swift refers to wind/spirit as a 11 primordium11 and t!'.is is a word that 

appears over and over at;ain in Lucretius 1 De Re rum Ha tura. For the present 

purpose the nost significant thing is that occurs in that poet's exeeesis of 

the soul, be uses it to describe the operation of air as one of the vital 

principles of the body. Like the Aeolist s llicrctius distinguishes three 

separate souls, calling then: 11vapor 11 (or 11calor 11 ), nventus 11 (or 11~11 ) r:i.nd 

1~1 , names sui tabl~ physical in accordance 111i th his belief that the nature 

of mind and spirit ( 11animi atgue animai" 1 is physical. Lucretius is also a 

good Aeolist in that he finds it necessary to introduce a fourth principle 

( 11guarta ••• n;:i.tum necessest11 ) that is the 11 spirit of the whole spirit 11 

(anirn est anirr.a~ • • • t.~5-~") to account for so subtle a thing as 

thought. This fouth spirit is the most refined substance in the whole body, 

but substance nevertheless. 

This covert allusion to Lucretius brings us back to deterministic 

materialism. It shows once again the difficulty of attributing merely to 

matter the functions proper to the soul. No !"'>.atter how refined matter nay be 

106 
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Pachter, Para.celsus, pp. 194 - 8; Burton, Anator.'.Y 
Swift uses the Parace1san term 11 soiri tu3..lis 1 to 
11&"1irna", Guthk~lch-S:nith, p. 15;:, n.l. 

Lucretius, De iter:.im JJatura, III, 161 - 281. 

of I'.e JanchoJv, p. 13 5, 
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it is separated by an unbrid£able gap from the notion of an immaterial spirit. 

This seems to b~ the point also of ~wift's next allusion. "~ferring s:.ill to 

fourth "anirna.1' or "wind" he points out that this quaternity car responds to 

the four corners of the world. 

which gave occasion to that Renowned 
Cabbalist B~mbast.us (Paracelsusl, of 
placin[; the J.:ody of 1<.an, in due position 
of the four Cardinal Points. 

In Conserrnei:ce of this, their next 
Principle W3.S, that Ean hrings with him 
into the World a peculiar Portion or 
Grain of '/ind, whicr. rra.y be called 3. 

_O.ui nt!'l e s sPnt i~, extracted from the other 
four. 

108 

This is more than just another parody of the microcosm/macrocosm idea. 

Paracelsus's use of the co'1ceit here has nothing to do >rith the concept of 

a fourfold soul. He believed the tradi:.ional teaching that man was made 

from the four e:ements and in conjunction with this held that there was a 

correspondence between the elements and the cardinal points.109 iJow since 

Paracelsus' day onecf the elements had effectively been lost. Air and fire, 

as the two lightest elements, were supposed to rise until they found their 

natural position of rest. Since the resting place of fire was not apparent 

to the hunan eyes, it was loc.ated above the element of air and in all the 

intervening space up to the sphere of the moon. The burning of comets was 

accounted for by their passage through the element of fire -- a most 

satisfactory hypothesis until in 1577 a comet was sighted beyond the orbit of 

the moon, effectively destroying the neatly O!'dered pl!3.n of the cosmos 

ig~ Guthkelch-Smith, p. 152. 
Ibid., p. 358. 
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hitherto universally accepted. like Tycho Brahae's new star of 1572, it 

introduced mutability into the spheres beyond the r1.0on, but it also 

discredited the only real confirrri.ation of an element of fire between the 

moon and the element of air.
110 By transposing the fourfold soul into the 

four elements Swift reminds us of the shortcomings of the theory of be 

elements and suggests the implausibility of the far more tenuous theory of 

four souls. 

There is, however, a more cogent reason for the association. The four 

elements lead naturally to t!le id.ea of the quintessence, which is another 

idea conveying anbiguous connotations of spirit and netter. As Professor 

Starkman corrunents, the quintessence, drawn from the four elements, was 

strictly material in character according to Aristotle, "a materialisr.-. the 

111 
occultists found repugnan~ 11 • As conceived by the Hermetic philosophers, 

it was icientical with the Anima hundi, the source of all material existence 

and its soul: 

The prir..a ru_:teri~ the alchemists 
declared ca~1 be found everywhere. lt 
was considered the essence of all 
substances, the 'underlying something 
that always remains identical and one'. 
It was the world soul, the world spirit, 
the quintessence from witich had sprung 
the elements. 

The alcherrd_sts wanted to capture this 
ever-present and yet unseizable power and 112 
confine it to the ~hilosopher's stone. 

The notion of the quintessence as at the same time spiritual and the author 

110 

111 
112 

See Earie Boas, The Scientific 
1962), p. 90 ff. 

Starkman, op.cit., p. 49. 
Seligmann, op.cit., p. 160. 

:!.enaiss~mce, (New York: Harper and Row, 



of the physical gives us once acain an ambieuously spiritual and material 

cone eption. For Paracelsus, hov1ever, the quintessence is something t'.-1?.. t 

sounds suspiciously physical; "not an essence above the four elements 11 but 

a subtle 11 ch:i.os 11
, invisibJe to the human eye and so concentrated that 

"nature 11as been fortified beyond its grade" •
113 

The word "chaos" has 

given us the mouern word "r,as 11 a'.1d carries the sa..i11e basic meaninr;. From 

this we must inf~r that man's quintessence, like any other, is also a gas, 

and the. t the more tangible physical world th~.t proceeds from it is J ikewise 

a degenerate gassy nature. If we add to this the statement of Thomas VauGhan, 

that there is ''no fifth principle -- no quintessence as Aristotle dreamed 

b t Go ~ ~ . h+,,I" ll4 1 ha God u a a .. unlg 'il ·, we a so ve a gaseous • Even Vaughan's modific~tion 

of this stateri1ent says substantially the same thing: 

this blessed cement [that mediates 
between the elements] and balsam is the 
Spirit of the Llving God, which some 
ignorant Scribblers have called a 115 quintessence. 

It rnie;ht seem unfair on the Herrretic philosophers to use one as a 

commentary on another but of course, if they were less obscure in their 

explanations it would not be necessary. If their writings were not such an 

exasperating .mixt1lre of arch hints and portentous statements, indeed, they 

would be subject to the ordinary logical tests of discursive philosorhy. It 

is their method of bypassint: discursive reason that creates the difficulty. 

Even so equivalence of the quintessence with nrime rratter and of both with 

i~ Pachter, op.cit., 

115 
In "Anthroposophia 
Ibid., p. 230. 

PP• 1G8 - 9. 
Theornagica", Works, p. 24. 
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the animc munii are common ideas among the Hermetic philosophers. S.Jift 's 

development of Aeolist belief from the anirr1a mundi to the soul and to the 

quintessence are logical enoueh by Aeolist standards. The Hermeticists stand 

convicted of spiritual materialism by their own beliefs. 

The first three paragraphs contain essentially the whole of Swift's 

philosophical rejectfon of inspiration when understood literally rather than 

metaphorically. 1;/hat follows is, on the whole disappointing. The whole of 

the next paragraph is devoted to an account of Aeolist practices predicated 

upon the fact that their deity is wind rather than a spirit. To be sure, this 

does fol low on quite naturall~· from the references Swift had r.iade at the end 

of the third paraeraph, but the whole picture we E:et is presented for its 

physical effect and the manner of its presentation degenerates into a purely 

one.,,.to,,..one allegory in which by Aeolists we are to understand Puritans. 

Swift, having shown the macrocosr.Ue effects of wind goes on to show its 

operation in the microcosm. In other words, as Professor Harth has shown, he 

portrays the Aeolists as suffering from windy melancholy. 

Swift describes the quintessence as "of a Catholic use upon all 

emergencies of Llfe'' and "improvable into all Arts and Sciences". Here he is 

obviously hinting at somethin~ like the Philosopher's stone and the universal 

medicine. He goes on to sho~ the Aeolists as so anxious to share with eact 

other their quintessential winj that they pump it into one another by physical 

means. The Most interesting feature of the paragraph comes when Swift gives 

us the Aeolist's attitude to learninr which they justify both logic'llly and 

by scripture, just as the Clothes-vforshippers justify their contention that 

the soul is a suit of clothes. The Aeolists believe all learning is "compounded 

from the same Principle" -- that is, it proceeds from inspiration. The first 
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proof is syllogistic: 11Words are but Uind; and learning is nothine: but 

Words: Ergo Learninf is Nothing but Wind". Rather more significant is the 

second proof: "It is generally affj_rmed ••• that Learning puffeth Yan up 11
• 

The source of this proof is St.Paul's First Epistle to the Corinthians, and 

the complete quotation runs: 

Knowledge puffeth up, but charity edifieth. 
And if any r:L::1.n thinketh that he knoweth 

anythin£, he knoweth nothin~ yet as he ought 
to know. 

But if any man love God the same is known 
of him. 

[Corinthians, I, 8, 1-3] 
'The opposition of knowledge to charity at this point is a shrewd hit at the 

doctrine of justification by faith. What is more, it takes place in an 

interesting context: st. Paul is berating those Christians who have been 

eating meat that was formerly offered to idols, against the Jewish laws. 

Apparentl:· Christians had been stressine; their Christian freedom by eating 

' it. This is thus an apt comment upon Puritan self-righteousness, particularly 

when it strayed into antinomianism. 

The remainder of the paragraph is taken up with an account of the bodily 

contortions suffered by the Aeolists when in the throes of wind. It is rne!"ely 

a caricature of Puritan preaching and requires no special comment. 

The following paragraph exists chiefly for the purpose of identif~ring 

Scotland as the homeland of sectariar1 enthusiasm. ~wift, however, exercises 

a certain anuunt of inGenuity in expressing his ideas through occult laneuage. 

He begins by stating that the heolists 1 gods are the fm.1r winds, whom they / 

worship as the spirits that "pervade and enliven the Universe". One might 

suspect from this that Swift is about to refer to some actual tenet of 

Hermetic belief~ but actually the point is only to enable him to designate 



the North wind as the mightiest of all. The purpose of this is twofold: 

it indirectl:-' designates Scotland but it also raises the traditional 

association of the north parts of heaven with the rebellion of Lucifer and 

his angels, a tradition best known through 1-;ilton's Paradise lost. Swift 

continues: 

This God [i.e. the North '.Jind.], 
tho' endued with Ubiquity, was yet 
supposed by +,he profounder Aeolists, 
to possess one peculiar Hahitation, 
or (to speak in Form) a Coelnm -----Empyraeur;:, wherein he was more 
intimately present. This was situated 
in a certain Ree;ion, well known to the 
1;ntien:. Greeks, by then called ~koT[<X. 
or the land of Darkness. 

116 

Scotia is, of course, a pun on "Scotland 11 and "darkness 11
, but it is also 

rather more than this. The particular "ancient Greeks!I Swift had in miYid 

were those who had read uiodorus of Sicily. Diodorus records in his Librarv 

of History a tradition that Hades is actually no more than a legend based upon 

the burial practices of Egypt. Amongst the evidence for this he lists the 

fact that there is a temple to Hecate called "the Shades" ( 11 Skotias 11 ). Far 

from being a 11 coe1Ul"1 er.:nY~aeur:: 11 , 3cotia is actually a temple to the Goddess 

of the Underworld and patroness of witches! Yet Swift achieves this innuendo 

without actuall3· departing from the Hermetic context he has sugt:;ested. The 

ubiquity that he attributes to the North wind could he taken for a reference 

to the all-pervasive intellectus mundi ;ind the Coelum Emnyraeum to the 

specifically Neoplatonic conception of the Nous-Lor·os :1s residing immediately 

beY.ond the sphere of t!ie fixed stars. (There exist Hermetic diagrams depicting 

llb Guth.Kelch-Smith, PP• 154 - 5. 
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the structure of the universe witt Christ, the Christian equivalent of the 

Nous-locos, sitting enthroned in the Er.i.pyrean heaven). Egypt, of course, 

th d ·t· 1 h f H t· . lll was e tra i iona ome o erme icism. 

The next paragraph is another thinly veiled caricature of Puritan 

preaching: except the openine:;, there is little ,.,orth commentinr, on. Swift 

remarks that the uvirtuoso's of former A13es 11 had a device for "carryin.s and 

preserving Winds in Casks and 1Jarrels 11 and laments its loss. He is 

therefore, playinr: the role of the hapless commentator tryinc to make sense 

of the data he has by !"leans of a purely literal readin[:. His literalism 

extends as far as takin~~ seriously even a work of fiction -- Hon~er 1 s 

Odyssey that narrates an incredible anecdote. For the rerrE.inder af the 

paragraph he describes the way wind is introduced from such barrels into 

the "posteriors" of Aeolist preachers in order to induce inspiratior. -- an 

allusion once again to Puritan preachin.:::; but with sugc;estions of the effects 

of "windy relanchcly". 

The next paragraph continues the account of wind in the body as an 

agent of inspiration, but extends the ranee of reference. Swift now begins 

to speak of the ancient oracles, noted for their charlatanism, and of the 

female prophetesses that perfor~ed in them: 

117 

It is true indeed, that these [i.e. 
the oracles] were frequently managed 
and directed by Fer.ia.le Ufficers, wnose 
organs were understood to be better 
disposed for tr.e ,\dmission of those 
Oracular Gusts, as entring and passing 
up thro' a Receptacle of greater Capacity, 

T.Burckhardt, Alchemy: Science of the Cosnos 3cience of t'.l.e Soul, 
(Baltimore, haryland: Lar;land, l9t/1 ! pp. 4? - 9; Hutin, oe.c::...t., 
P• 37. 



and Causing also a Pruriency by the 
Way, such as with due Manar;ement, hath 
been refined froI'.1 a Carnal, into a 
Spiritual exstasie. And to strengthen 
this profound Conjecture, it is farther 
insisted, that this C11stom of Female 
Priests is kept up still in certain 
refined Colleges of our :·fodern Aeolists, 
who are at;reed to receive their 
Inspiration, derived thro 1 the Receptacle 118 
aforesaid, like their Ancestors, the Sibyls. 
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The "certain refined Colleges" are identified in a footnote as the "~uakers, 

who suffer their '.,¥omen to preach and pray". There is notLing very 

attractive abou.t the irony in this passage and it is quite the most vicious 

attack in the entire A.eolist section, as well as the most explicit. The 

suggestion of sexual excitement as the sole cause of ~uaker inspiration 

seems quite out of character with the imat;e that the ~uakers enjoy today. 

It takes an effort to adjust one's historical perspective and recognize 

that one of the raost notorious examples of religious enthusiasm in the 

seventeenth century involved a Quaker, James rJayler, who in 1656 rode 

symbolically into Bristol on an ass 1-.rith women strewing palms before him.
119 

The hi.nt.s about the uterus of worr:en are not intended to be merely obscene 

since uterine hJsteria was recognized as a genuine condition in the 

seventeenth century, though it has since been discredited. Burton mentions 

120 
uterine frenzy as one of the symptoms of windy melancholy. It is worth 

notinr:, to put .3wift 1 s remarks in a proper pArspecti ve, two notorious 

examples of supposed demonic possession that afflicted the nuns of Loudon ar.d 

118 
119 
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Revolution, 1603 - 1714, (London: 



203 

Louviers in France, causing the most extreme physical manifestations in the 

sufferers and accompanied by blasphemous utterances and behaviour. The court 

physicia.11 Dr. Yvelin, who saw the evidence of both at first har:d, believed 

they were no more than cases of uterine hysteria. He remarked, in words 

Swift may have read, "If Aeolus makes the earth shake, why not a girl's 

bodyp•_ 121 The conco~~tant of rejectior. of inspiration is rejection of 

demonic possession and. if '':ir.d;y melancholy is the only alternative it is at 

least a less daneerous disease than possession by a spirit whose identity 

is questionable. 

This may, perhaps, have been 3wift 1 s feeling since he chooses to end 

the Aeolist section hy reference to de~ons and witchcraft. After a long, 

rhapsodic parae;raph, in which he questions exactly why it is that men have 

to invent an evil principle opposed to the God they worship, and mocks the 

sharp distinction between good and evil ("how near the Frontiers of Height 

122 and depth, border upon each other") Swift finally identifies the devils 

of the Aeolists as the Chameleon (because it is said to live on air) and the 

windmill (because it beats the wind with its arms). A great deal of 

121 
J. Hichelet, Satanism n.nd \!itchcraft· a Stud r in a HP.diaeval Suoerstition, 

(New York: The Citadel Press, 1969, pp. 225 - The outbreak of 
"diabolic possession" at Louviers might serve as the best vindication 
of Swift 1 s point that supposed insriiration could have a sexual orit;in. 
The superintendent of the convent was one Father David, a nernber of a 
heretical sect called the ~llu:r:~nati, and he believed that anyone 
inspired by the Hol~,r Ghost cannot sj_n, that the body cannot 
contaminate the soul, and that sin must be conquered through sin. 
The practices he enjoined on the nuns of Louviers are a r:lixture of 
sexual fantasy and deliberate sacrilege and would be hard to 
distinguish from pure de:r:.onolatr:• (See Satanism and '•·itchcraf't, 

122 Gu~~ei~~-S~~{l: pp. 157 - 8. C.f. Mechanical Operation, pp. 274 - 6. 
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ingenuity has gone into atterr.pts to identify the non-allegorical equivalents 

of these devils, but I suspect there is no key that will explain them 

adequately. Swift has simply provided the Aeolists with devils appropriate 

to their systen and pretty silly-looking devils too. Swift actually 

remarks in a footnote himself that he does not know what the author means 

by them. 123 

Swift's closing reference is to "that polite nation of laplanders 11 

whom he includes as a nost authentic branch of the Aeolist sect. .Le.pland 

had a reputation for producing witches and one of the best known powers of 

a witch is the ability to raise a storm at sea. However, the witches of 

Lapland were either more benien or more enterprisine than most, as they 

used to sell their winds to visiUnr, merchants and then enlist t.he aid of 

devils to ensure calm weather.124 Swift's closing remarks can thus be 

interpreted two ~ays: tne Laplanders, he says, 

appear to be so closely allied in 
point of Interest, as well as 
Inclinations, with their bro"':-her 
Aeolists anone; us, as not only to buy 
their i;;inds by i.lholesale from the same 
Merchants, but also to retail them 
after the same fi.3.te and Lethod and to 
customers much alike. 125 

He can understand this to Mean that the inspiration of the Aeollsts is 

demonic or else, more likely in view of the sugeestion that the customers 

are dupes, that the Aeolists are simply charlatans. 

Having finished his account of the Aeolists Swift brings us back to 

i~~ ~id~, ~- 159. . 
125 

;:,ee .iellgm,r~, op.cit., p. 225. 
Guthkel ch-0m.i th, p. 160. 
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Jack and does so with a reference to the terms of the will of nis father. 

Some writers, he says, believe th:i.t Jack fashioned the Aeolist sect from 

the Original at ::Jelphos 11with certain Additions and Emendations suited to 

Times and Circumstances", a phrase that recalls 3wift's description of the 

Christian religion as fitted to all times, places and circumstances, ;is 

well as Jack's father's injunction in the will that his son's coats b0 

"th dd d t d" .. h d 126 nei er a e o nor iminis e • 

The Aeolist section, then, is an uneven piece of writing. The first 

few paragraphs OIJerate in the same way as the Clothes-worship section, 

showing the relationship between what seem like profoundly different ways 

of thinking. The method is a fruitful one and results in the interesting 

insight that pretenders to inspiration are, philosorhically speakin[;, hand 

in hand with advocates of materialistic determinism. Swift does not attack 

inspiration in itself uecause he does not have to. Hobbes's point that the 

virtuous and their virtues cannot be separated is a valid one. Tl'le true test 

of a man's worth is ethical, but if a man stands this test there is no way 

for him or anyone else to ascertain whether it is by the power or aid of 

God. The r.ia.n who claims to be inspired is automatically suspect because he 

does not allow his actions to speak for themselves. 

Speaking more philosophically, the sharp dualism between body and soul 

which characterizes both the Neoplatonists and the followers of Calvin 

actually tends to foster a material concept of the soul. Accardi. ne to 

A.H.Douglas: 

The very antithesis of soul and 
body implies a fundamentally physical 
concept of the former; to conceive of 

126 Ib'<l 8 --2;_•, PP· 73, 1. 



the two as distinct, yet related, 
is to imply sone community of 
nature between ther, and to put 
them in some sense upon a level. 
To speak of the soul as 'separate' 
from the body is to use a mechanical 

127 category. 
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W'1ilst it engages these ideas on a serious level the !1.eolist section makes 

fasci~~tinr, readinb. 

Unfortunatel;i.r Swift succur.ibed to the temptations to ridicule puritanism. 

When he claims 3.t the end of this section to have put Aeolism in its truest 

and fairest light (i.e. to have written a paradoxical encomium?) it is a 

hollm; claim. For too much of the time Swift has forborne to argue a case 

and been content merel~· to equate. I suge;est that one of the main reasons 

for the fascination of both the Clothes-worship section and the Aeolist 

section of toe Tale is that they are not mere allegory but a confrontation 

of ideas out of which something of real philosophical interest emerges. 

In the r:ia.in part of the :~eolist section, despite its bright moments, we 

learn essentially nothing new and Sv1ift is only saying at greater lengt~1 

what Samuel Butler had said in two couplets: 

127 

128 

• Wind in th 1 Hypochondries pent 
Is but a blast i~ downward sent; 
But if it upwards chance to fly, 128 
Becomes new Light and Prophecy. 

A.H.Douglas, The Phi]osonh;v and Ps;vcho~Of,T of 
(Hildesheim: Georg Olns Verla['.;sbuchhan~ilung, 

Hudibras, II, iii, 773 - 6 (ed.cit., p. 184). 

Pietro Pomnonazzi, 
1910), P• 18. 



VI: The 1 Digression on Vca.dne ss' 

"For the unlearned man knows not v:: .. :..t it is 
to descend into himself or to call himself 
to account, nor the pleasure of that 
1 suavissima vit:i., indies sentira se fieri 
meliore'.'1 1 , [to feel hir:iself each d'3.y a 
better ma.n than rl8 W3.S the day before] • 
The good parts he ha th :1e will learn to 
show to the full and use them dexterously, 
but not nuch to increase them: the faults 
he hath he will learn how to hide ~nd colour 
them, but not r.1uch to arr.end them; like an 
ill mower th-1t rnows on still and never whets 
his scythe: whereas with the learned nE.n it 
fares other1:ise, tit;1t he doth ever inter.mix 
the correction and amendment of his mind with 
the use and employment thereof. l~ay further, 
in general a:xi in sum, certain it. is that 
veri tas (trut:'ll and honitas (e;oodness1 differ 
but as the seal ar,d the print; for truth 
prints goodness, ar.d they be the clouds of 
error which descend in the storws of passions 
and perturbations. " 

Francis Bacon, The Advancement of 
Learnint; 
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Of the three major sections I have chosen to deal with, the "Digression 

on Madness 11 is the rr:ost obviously related to the paradox.i cal encomium. The 

full title of this section is: rt;~ Digression concerning the Original, the 

Use and IM.provement of Madness in a Commonwealth it. As the title sugr;ests, 

Swift is here more than anywhere else in the Tale both arguing a case and 

doing so on behalf of something usually considered unworthy of praise. The 

basic argument of the digression is tr.at rn3.dness is of two kinds which can 

be distinguished only by r.ieans of the degree of success those who are tainted 

with it achieve in their chosen station of life: one variety leads a ms.n to 

be committed to bedlam whilst the other makes him a venerated benefactor in 

the sphere of religion, philosophy or military conquest. This is a tantalizing 

enoup,h pronosition but it is not the major stumbling block to interpretation. 

\'/here critics really founder is over the long middle section on happiness 

as the state of being "well deceived 11 , which has been as variously inter-

preted as there have been critics to attempt it. 

In I!\Y own endeavour to come to a satisfactory reading I shall be trying 

to show the importance primarily of two works, The Praise of F'ollv by Erasrr1us 

and the De Herum Katura of Lucretius. It is in this section above all, I 

think, that Cci.roline Goad wou::_d best be able to substantiate her suf,gestion 

that 11 Swift seems to have been considerably j_mbued with the spirit of 

lllcretius whilst writine A Tale of a 'fub."1 I shall also attempt to show, 

however, that it is to Erasraus that we must turn for illumination on the 

l 
Caroline Goad, Horace in the En lish Literature of the ::lighteenth Century, 

Yale Studies in ..'ille;lish, LVllI, i(ev1 Haven: Yale University Press, 
19H~), p. 172. 



problematic middle passage. Whilst it is clear that the similarity in subject 

of the encomia that Erasmus and .::.\'rift undertook suggests a basis of 

comparison, I shall go beyond this general rese;,,blance to contend that Swift 

was indebted to Erasmus's argument for his own and that Swift at times echoes 

directly the John liilson translation of The Praise of Folly. 

In attempting to show the usefulness of madness in a commonwealth Swift 

is not merely offerillg ironic praise of his satiric targets: he is usine 

their own rrethod against them. Since the 11 J:igression on Madness 11 claims to 

be an account of the sinele principle that causes man to invent reductive 

systems, whether philosophical or religious, the digression itself is the 

reductive system to end reductive systems and as such it represents a 

clinchini:; comment of t~;e Tailor-worship and Aeolist 3ystems that Swift has 

already outlined. The opening passage of the digression is patently 

reductive, for it claims, without any attempt at proof, that the greatest 

actions perforn:ed by individuals in recorded history are the conquest of new 

empires, founding of new philosophical schemes and creation and propagation 

of new religions. The triplicity of the division is in accordance with 

Swift's undertakine in the introduction to the Tale to reduce everything 

under the bar:ner of the nUJI'ber three. Swift may have included the third 

category of military conquest for this reason or just for the sake of 

completeness but it is quite possible that, as Professor Harth suggests, he 

was indebted to Henry Hare's ilithusiasre.us Triumnh3.tus for this hint.
2 

Swift claims that the common factor that leads to innovation in these 

2 Swift and Angljc~n B~tionalism, pp. 62, 96. 
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three fields is a disturbance of the nintellectuals 11 of their initiators 

which we normally suppose to be a distemper and call it "madness" or 

"frenzy". In context this sounds like a reference to the 11 furorem animi 11 

that Lucretius mentions in the De ~{erum i:atura (III, 828 - 9) which he 

uses as an argument against the immortality of the soul and in favour of a 

mechanistic theory of human nature. :Jince the soul is subject to diseases 

just like the body, Lucretius argues, it ~ust be subject to mortality just 

like the body and must be corporeal. This accords well with Swift 's 

mechanistic assessment of human behaviour at this point but would rer.iain 

questionable as an allusion -were it not clear from what follows that .Swift 

has Lucretius particulady in mind. After attributing this frenz;: to 

11 Dyet, ••• Education, the Prevalency of some certain Temper, together with 

the particular influence of t1.ir and Climate", Swift gees on to assign a 

further cause -- "sor.iethjng Individual in human minds, that easily kindles 

at the accidental .Approach ar..d CoEision of certain Circumstances, which 

tho' of paltry and mean appearance, do often flame out into the greatest 

Emergencies of Life 11
•
3 This is an unmistakable reference to the 11 clinamen 11 

of Lucretius, which 3wift will go on to name explicitly later in the 

digression. It is appropriate at this point because it is Lucretius' account 

of how the original atoms were able to combine into complex forms. Here is 

lllcretius' account of their "clinamen" or "swerve": 

Illud in his quoque te ret~~ cognoscere ave~us, 
Corpora cum deorsun rectur.i. per inane feruntur 
Ponderibus propriis, incerto tempore ferne 

3 Guthkelch-Sr.lith, p. 162. 



Jncertiso_ue locis spatio se pcllere paulum, 
Tantum quod momen J:!Utatum dicere _!)Ossis. 
(Juod nisi declinare so::I..erent, ornnia deorsum, 
Imbd s uti guttae, caderent per inane profundum, 
Nee foret offensus natus nee plaga creata 
Principiis: it,a nil unquam na tura creasset. 

(One further point I desire you to understand: 
that while the first bodies are beinc carried 
downwards b:r their own weight throuc;h the void, 
at times quite uncertain and uncertain places, 
they swerve a little frcm tneir course, just 
so r.iuch as yo'. 1 mip,ht call a change of notion. 
For if tl:ey were not apt to incline, all would 
fall dovm.wards like raindrops, through the 
profound void, no collision would take plo.ce 
and no blow would be caused among the first­
heginnint;s: thus nature would never have 
produced anything. 

II, 2i 7-2L ( cf. II, 1058-63 )] 4 
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The resenblance of' this to Swift 1 s "accidental approach and collision 11 is 

obvious enough. But even r.i.ore pertinent is the fact that Lucretius uses 

the 11 clin<lr'.len 11 to explain the phenomenon of will 

4 

Ll_bera per terras unde ha cc anir:anti bus exs t;:it,, 
Unde est haec, inquar1 fat is avolsa voluntas 
Per quam proe-rediT.'iur cp..;o ducit quernque voluptas, 
Declinamus item motus nee ternpore certo 
hec reeione loci cert.a, sed ubi ipsa tulit mens? 
Iamne vides ie;itur, quamquam vis extera multos 
Pellat et invites cq;at prccedere sae!Je 
Praecipitesque rapi, tanen esse in pectore nostro 
\..,.uiddam quod cor:tra pugna.re obstareque possit? 
Cuius 3,r_l arbitdum 1uoque copia r:iateriai 
Cogitur interdum flecti per membra ne' artus 
~t proiecta refre~atur retroque residit ••• 
Pondus eni~ prohibet ne plagis OnL~i~ fia.r.t 
~~terna quasi vi; sed ne nens ipsa necessum 
lntestinum habeat cunctis in rebus agendis 
~t devicta quasi hoe cogatur ferre partique 

Lucretius, ue :-i.erur:i. Ifatur;:i,, ed.cit., pp. 100-101, 160-61. Where 
Lucretius is usinc technical r,err::s it is worthwhile quoting the original 
Latin as well as the ::::nt;lis~~ rendering, 0ut in other cases I quote only 
the translation. 
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Id faci t exicuum clinamen nrincipiorum 
Nee regione loci certa nee tenrnore certo. 

(Hhence comes this free will in living 
creatures all over the earth, whence I 
say is this will ·wrested from Vte fates 
by which vie proceed v.:hither pleasure leads 
us, swerving also 01;.r motions not at fixed 
times and places, but just where our mind 
has taken us? ••• Jo you not see, then, 
that thou£}1 an external force often propels 
men and forces them to move on and to be 
hurried headlor.;:;, yet there is in our 
breast something strong enough to fight 
against it and resist? by the arbitrament 
of which the mass of m;:t ter is compelled 
at times to be turned throur,hout body and 
limbs, and althoUf,h thrust forward is 
curbed back and settles baci-. steadily 
For it is weight that prevents all thinr,s 
from being caused through blows by a sort 
of exterm.l force; but wb.t keeps the mind 
itself from having necessity within it in 
all actions and fror:i bci ng an it were 
mastered and forced to endure and suffer 
this, is the ninute swerving ('clinamen') 
of the first beginnings at no fixed place 
and at no fixed time. 

II, 257-60, 277-83, 288-93 J S 

Lucretius' attemnt to explain the measure of freedom man enjoys seems a 

little odd because in asserting a mechanistic explanation without the 

interposition of a prime mover he has to attribute the clinamen to chance; 

but chance is as preposterous as determinism in accounting for free will. 

This seems to be the point of the contradiction between the phrases Swift 

uses: 11 scrr.etnint; individual" which 11kindles at the accidental approach and 

collision of certain circUI'.lstances", and "accidental" being Lucretius' 

"incerto tempore incertisgue locis". Where Lucretius talks of atoms, Swift 

5 Ibid., PP• 102 - 5. 
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refers to circumstances, thereby heiehtcning the inconr;ruity of applying 

the aton:i.c hypothesis to human beh wiour. 
6 

This follows '.luite lof;ically 

from Swift' s mechanistic treatment of the soul in the preceding Aeolist 

section of the T<tle, jn w:1ich Lucretian concepts are also used. 

The conclusion of the openinr; paragraph, if not, as clearly indebted to 

Lucretius, does contain irna~es reiriniscent of the Epicurean poet. They are 

part of an exercise in indiscriwination desigp.ed to express the prime 

limitations of deterministic theories in general. The idea that man 1 s soul 

is only a threefold vapour and is composed of the same uori ginals 11 

( "primordia renm 11
) as the materials of the s~,y is p:irt of the atomic 

hypothesis. Differences are accounted for purely by the way the originals 

combine, since they are finite in number (De Rerum Natura II, 479-30). 

Swift expresses this notion in a way that accentuates the parallel: 11the 

upper Region of l·~m is like the r:iiddle Region of Air", as if both can be 

split up into regions in much the same way. The central image hamners the 

point horr.e: ":i.11 clouds are the same in composition, as well as Consequences, 

and the :F'-.mes issuinL': from a Jakes, will furnish as comely and useful a 

vapor, as Incense from an Altar". 7 This passage has incurred the wrath of 

some critics who have seen it as merely wit at the expense of decency. But 

this is to r.d.ss the point. This witty defence of the fundamental sameness 

of all matter is undermined by the introduction of words expressing a value 

6 
Lucretius remarks at one point tha.t "things done do never at all consist 
· or exist in themselves as body does, nor are said to exist in the same 

way as void; hut rather you r:iay call ther.i. accidents [ 11 eventa 11 ] of body, 
and of the pl<1.ce in which t!:ings are severally done". (I, 478-32), 

7 ed.cit., pp. 34 - 7. 
Guthkelch-Smith, p. 16J. 
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judgement -- 11 comely 11 and 11 useful'l - and even more so by the reference 

to objects of very different hUin3.n connotations, a jak<~s and an altar, which 

oppose an idea of discrimination to one of simple cause ar.d effect. Swift 

chooses to illustrate ~1is mechanistic argument, with precisely the examples 

that best serve to confute it. A reader familiar with Lucretius' poem 

might also rec~ll that Lucretius uses the irnace of an altar exhaling its 

heat ("vanor") into the sky as an illustration of how fine in composition 

the soul is, and how easily it disperses once the vessel ( "~") that contains 

it is ruptured. (III, 425 - 9, 455 - 6). The irna[:e of Nature's face as 

overcast and disturbed like a human face, which Swift uses in this passage 

also has a close analoR'le in Lucretius (IV, 136 - 38). Lucretius is, of 

course, trying to snow similarities; Swift, by pressine the analogy, is 

highlir;htin£; the differences between the objects of compari g:i n. The 

reductio aci :ibsurdum technique, whereby one pushes one's opponent's argument 

to the point wr,en it becomes untenable' is a tiroo-honoured one. 

Swift now proceeds to an account of the operation of the phrenzy he has 

named by reference to two military examples. The first is a mechanistic 

account of the large-scale r:iilitary preparations ma.de by Henri IV of France 

shortly before his death. After describing his a:::tions Swift even calls him 

an "engine" arrl a "machine", querying what 11 secret wheel 11 or "hidden spring 11 

- 8 
could account for such industry. This could equally well be an allusion to 

Hobbes o:r- Descartes, both of whom, as we have seen, used the mechanic'.l.l 

analogy to descril'e rran. The re:'erences to springs and wheels in this 

connection occur in the openint:, of Hobbes 1 s I..evia than and Descartes' s Di scours 

8 !l2!1·, P• 164. 



de la H6thde, but .it was .='.escartes who went on to teach in his Tractatus 

de HoPline (1662) that all things in nature, including animals and men, are 

h . 9 mac ines. Both Hobbes and :Jescartes shared with Lucretius the desire to 

explain human behaviour in purely r.i.echanistic terms. It is fitting, therefore, 

th<1.t Swift should find a purely mechanical explanation to answer his query, 

though the "hidden spring" is kept so hidden that he never actually mentions 

it. His response is an incomplete qiwtation from Hor<lce: 

-- Teterrina helli 
Causa 

the word omitted being "cunnus" (before "teterrima"). H.Rushton Fairclougn 

points out in his edition of Horace 1 s Satires that the passage in which this 

reference occurs ( , ... . I 
~.~ires, , iii, 99 ff.) is modelled on Lucretius 1 s account 

of the evolution of society. In context i'c, p.!'ovides an illustration of the 

injustice that prevails in primitive societies when Nature is the law; for, 

as Horace says, Nature can draw a distinction between things gainful and 

10 
harmful bu'c, not between right and wronc;. Reducing man to the level of 

nature, therefore, inevitably abolishes the foundation of the view that man 

is a moral being: this is exactly the direction in which mechanical hypotheses 

lead us. It is no surprise to find that Lucretius, that most mechanistic of 

diagnosticians of love, is again referred to in this passage, this time 

offering a remedy for Henri IV's r.i.alady: 

He tried in vain the Poet's never­
failinr; Receipt of 1 Co::--Y'ora nnaerme'; For 

i0see G.R.Taylor, ~cience of Life, (London: Panther Books, 1967), p. 42. 
Horace, Satires, ~riistlec; ccnd '';, .... :; '-'oetic:::.", ed. & trans. H.R.Fairclough, 

(London and C1rr.briir,e, Lass.: "illia~:t Eeir.raann Ltd. and ilarvard Unive-rsity 
Press, 1966), p. 41. 



Idm.i.e net.it corn11c; nens unde cs"", p;::.nci''. ;To.,...P; 
Un~ferjtur, co r,"md"_+,, .,.e,.;ti+~--i·Je co:i.,.·e. 

Havin~ to no purpo3e u0ed all peaceable ~r.deavours, 
the collected part of ".:,he Ser:,en, raised and 
enflamed, becarne adust, converted to Choler, 
turned head upon the spinal Duct and ascended to 11 
the Brain. 

Strange though ti1is sounds it is in accordance with seventeenth-century 
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medical opinion, which held the view, dat:ing back to Hippocrates, that the 

spinal marruw was an extension of the brain which was thereby connected to 

12 
the lower organs of the body. The most significant thing to notice in the 

present context is that the king is as muc!-1 controlled and possessed by his 

semen as any Aeo1ist by his wind. The subject of the last-quoted sentence 

is not Henri IV but 11 the coJJ.ected part of the Semen 11 and since the r.:arti:i.l 

impulse came from it rather than from an act of volition by the kinr, himself, 

the activity of the semen is described b;r the military metapho.c "turned heau 11 • 

Ironically, though, the lines Swift quotes from Lucretius describe not his 

advice but his clinical description of the condition. In fact Lucretjus 

counsels the sufferer not to seek the source of attraction: 

it is fitting to flee from ir11c'le;es, 
to scare away what feeds love, to turn the 
r.tind in other directions ••• For the sore 
qLickens by feeding, daily the nadness 
takes on and the tribulation grows heavier. 

13 (IV, 1063 - 69] 

Even the mechaListic Lucretius here comes out in favour of exercisine the 

will towards self-restraint. 

11 
Guthkelch-Srnith, pp. 164 - 65. 
This idea persisted throughout 

12 

Science of Llfe, p. 1913. CL 

13 
Guthkelch-Sr:iitn, p. ':.87. 

De Reru:rt i~atura, flP• 322 - 3. 

t~1e ei~hteenth century. See Taylor, Th~ 
The 1-:echanical ODeration of the SDj :d~ 
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Less readily identifiable as a reference derived from Lucretius is 

the description of f[enri IV 1s death at the harrls of an assassin who 11 broke 

the bag [i.e. Henri) and out flew the vapours". Nevertheless this :recalls 

Lucretius 1 depiction of deatr1 as the r.i.oment when a nan loses what he calls 

variously a "warl:l vapour" and a "vita1 wind and warmth 11 : 

cum corpora pauca caloris 
Diffugere forasque per os est editus aer, 
Deserit extenplo venas atque ossa relinq:.dt. 
~st igitur calor ac ventus vitalis in ipso 
Gorpore f1.Ui nobis rnoribundos deserit artus. 

(when a fm; ;iarticles of heat have dispersed 
abroad and air is driven out throu£h the 
mouth, the same spirit in a moment deserts 
the veins and leaves the bones ••• There is 
therefore within the body itself a heat and a 
vital wind which deser',s our frame on the 
point of death. III, 121 - 3, 128 - 9J 14 

Swift 's conclusion is a nodel of indiscriminat::.on achieved by witty argument: 

The very same Principle that influences 
a Bully to break the \;indows of a Whore, 
who has jilted him, naturally stirs up a 
Great Prince to raise mghty Armies and 
dream nottrinc but SieGes, Battles and 

15 Victories. 

The next example Swift gives of military aggrandiser:i.ent is Louis XIV, and 

since it does not differ greatly from the first I shall pass over it. 

Swift now brings us to an examin°1tion of philosophical innovation, which 

comes in for lengthier treatment. The discussion is to be twofold; it will 

be concerned with finding out "from what faculty of the soul 11 the disposition 

arises in men of trying to advance new systems "in things agreed on all hands 

14 
Ibid., P• 179. 

l5 Guthkelch-Smith, p. 165. 
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impossible to be known"; and it will also attemy.it to discover wrat qu'llity 

of human nature has been o:'.:' most im~ortance in contributing to their success 

at proselytizing. There is an irony in this scheme, of course, in that it 

sounds suspiciously like the Lind of analysis one of ti1ese irrr1ovators mie:;ht 

himself undertake. It is somethL1g of a surprise to find Swift referring 

directly to the soul after he ~1as for so long used only reductive 

terrrinology in acco~nt ing for hum.i.n beruviour; but this reference do~s not 

indicate the beginninr, of a less reductive rhase of the argument, for it is 

followed by the phrase 11 from wmt seeds this disposition springs 11 w::icr1 

though here used metaphorically is a figure constantly used by Lucretius with 

a more literal connotation. 

The examination of philsophical innovation is broad-ranging, including 

"both Ancient and .Modern 11 (in a chronological sense). Swift notes that 

innovators of this kind were often deemed mad by all except their followers 

because the proceeded 11in the cor.unon Course of their words and actions bJ' a 

Method very different from the vulear Dictates of unrefined Reason 11
• B; 

inference the reason of these philosophers has somehow been refined -- a 

word sue;e;estinr, the expurgation of grosser elements and thus denoting 

reduction in a good sense. But it is clear that theme is ironic and that 

their reducti veness is pernicious when Swift demands shortly a.fter\,;ards: 

16 Ib. d 
--1:_·' P• 166. 

what Ean in the natural State, or 
Gour se of thinking, did ever conceive 
it in his Power to reduce the Hotions 
of all Mankind, exactly to the sar.ie 16 
Length, Breadth and Heie;ht of his own~ 



He suggests that a more percipient era than "our undistinguishin!j Ase" 

would certainly co;:ir.tlt them to bedlam for their mad beh::iviour, which is 

rather ironic in view of the fact that his own exegesis of the two kinds 

of madness is a parody of the reductive method which :makes a resemblance 

equivalent to an identific'ition. 
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The examples Swift gives of innovators in philosophy are instructive. 

They include 1ucretius and his IIL.:i.ster Epicurus. For Diogenes Professor 

Harth suggests iliogenes Apollonites, the disciple of Anaximenes, who 

believed that the principle elerrent was air. 17 The fact that Diogenes 

Apollonites, however, was a pupil and not the founder of this system rr.akes 

it more likely tlu.t Swift is referring to the famous Diogenes of Sinope, 

co-founder with Antisthenes of the Cynic school of philosophy. Descartes, 

like Lucretius and Epicurus, was a mechanist. In The Battle of the Books, 

as we have seen, he appears alon.sside the other two great mechanistic 

philosophers of the century, Hobbes and Gassendi, in the ranks of the moderns. 

Appolonius of Tyana and Paracelsus represent one ancient and one modern 

example of the :magical tradition which, though seemingly at the opposite 

extreme from Cartesianism, is equally mechanical in its understandin[ of 

11 spirit 11 • 

The subsequent few lines, describing how these philosophers tried to 

win followers, parody two of their s;ystems, one ancient and one modern in 

the chronoloc;ical sense. The first is the scheme of Epicurus and .:in quoting 

this passaee I have inserted Lucretius's latin equivalents for Swift's 

phrases: 

17 
Swift and Anp;lican :lationalism, p. 87. 



Epicurus nodestl;y hoped, that one 
time or another ( 1 incerto teMnore 1 ; 

II, 218], a certain Fortuitous Concourse 
of all ?-'."en 1 s Opinions, after perretual 
jostlini~S, the Sharp with the Smooth, 
the Llr,ht and the i1eavy, the Ro1 'nd and 
the Square [' nariri s f:i 1'nris' , 1 maj ori bus 
elementis', 'levibus atriue rutundiS, 
1amcra ataue as~era'; ~I, 385 - 4U4; 
1aliis guadrci.ta ••• nulta rutunda.; IV, 
653 - 4] would by certain C:linamina 
[II, 29;d unite in the notions of the 
Atoms and the Void [ 1corncra', 'inanum'; 
passim] as these did in the Uriginals of 
all Things ['orimordia rerum 1 ; oassim]. 

18 

The second is Jescartes's cosmology -- not the most notable achievement 
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of his philosophy but the one Swift most commonly as so ciat ed him with: it is 

mentioned both in The Battle of the Books, where Descartes is struck by an 

arrow fror.i. Aristotle that causes him to whirl round in pain until Death 

"draws him into his own Vortex", and in Gulliver's Travels (Book III, 

Chapter 8) where the theory of the vortices features, in the company of 

Gassendi's neo-Epicureanisrn, as an example of vain philosophy.19 Unlike 

Lucretius Descartes rejected the notion of atoms in the void and hypothesised 

that the universe W3.S full of matter. Motion was therefore a displacement 

or rearrangenent, involving a constant impact of particle on particle. A. 

Rupert Hall comments: 

Under these conditions any movement tends to 
create a swirl or vo::"tex. The solar syster:i is 
in fact such an aetr.erial vortex wiUc the sun 
at the centre of subsidiary vortices carIJ'ing 
round satellites such as the moon. Trie whole 
universe consists of such vortices, each with 

18 
19 Guthkelch-Smith, p. 167. 

See above, pp. 81 - 3. 



a star at the centre, fitting together 
like a nass of soap bubbles • • • The 
spots on the sun are amalgaI!!ations of 
coarser particles floatint; like scum 
on its surface; srwuld these accumulate 
sufficiently they would form a skin of 
ordinary rntter, the er:iission of light 
would cease, and the vortex collapse. 
Thus in tir:i.e a star may become a planet 
and be cap+,ured as a nassi ve body in some 
neighbouring vortex. 
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20 

This is exactly the concept bat 3wift parodies at this point in his account 

of how system-builders achieve their proselytes: "Cartesius reckoned to see 

before he died, the sentiments of all Philosophers, like so many lesser stars 

in his Romantick system, rapt and drawn within his own Vortex". The point, 

once again, :is that these systems sound silly when applied in a mecr1anical way 

to human understandint;. 

Having lampooned these two system builders, Swift returns to his own 

system again, and it is significant that in doing so he uses another phrase 

borrowed from Lucretius. 

Now I would gladly be informed, how 
it is possible to account for such 
Imaginations as in these particl:lar Hen, 
without recourse to m;y Phoenomenon of 
Vapours, ascendir.g from the lower 
Faculties to over-shadow the .brain, and 
thence distillinf, into conce~tions, for 
which the IJarrowness of our iv:other-Tongue 
has not yet assigned any other NaP1e, 21 besides that of Madness or Phrenzy. 

Lucretius twice apologizes for usine; Greek, once "because of the noverty of 

our mother speech" ("nee nostra dicere linr;ua/concedit nobis natrii 

20 A.Rupert Hall, From Galileo to Newton, 1630 - 1720, (London: Collins, 1963), 

21 pp. 117 - 19. 
Guthkelch-Smith, p. 167. 
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sermonjs er.estus 11 I 831 - 2)· and once in a case that comes much closer to 
~~~~~~'~'~-'~ ' ' ' 
Swift 1 s own situation: 11because of the poverty of the language and the 

novelty of the matters" ( "pronter e5estatem lincuae et rerum novi tater;; 11
) 

Swift is quite aware of the novelt:; of his argument and that his method is 

as reductive as that of any of his satiric targets. 

Swift now proceeds to the second half of his argument, in which he 

undertakes to shoK why system builders have been so successful in obtaining 

proselytes. His answer is another mechar:ical one but the mechanism he re!'ers 

to comes from a different intellectual tradition from Cartesian or Epicurean 

mechanism: it derives from the occult tradition. Accordin0 to Swift, a 

"secret necessary S;ympathy 11 may be established between yourself and another 

person if' you can 11 screw up to its rir;ht ke;r 11 a 11necaliar String in the 

Harmony of Human Understanding". The notion of' sympathetic forces was a 

very outdated one hy ~wift' s day and had little currency. 

The harmony idea has a distinguished ancestry, however. Its earliest 

pro pounder was traditionally supposed to be Pythagoras, who used it as an 

explanation of the order in the universe. As a theory of the soul it was 

attacked by such different writers as Plato (in the Phaedo) and Lucretius. 

Many mediaeval and Renaissance occultists imbibed the Pythagorean notion 

and developed it in different ways. Cornelius Agrippa built out of the 

microcosm/macrocosm idea the theory that because the world is built to hurr.an 

proportions, 

man moving in h::i.rmonious gestures 
means that he is expressing t'.-1e world's 
harmony. He is in relation with the 
All. 1.'hen his bod;r !'loves accordine; to 
these ideal figures, then he has captured 
the nngical meaning of the earliest 
sacred da11ces tnat are performed in 



mystical rites. Such movements cause 
the gods to rejoice, and echoes to 
haunt the planets, like strin[ed 
instruments that vibrate when their 
harmonies are sun13. The dance creates 
curative forces. \r'leri a person is 
sick, he is in discord with the 
universe. He may again find harmony 
and reD'lin health, when he turns his 22 
movements to those of the Stars. 
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The famous Enelish mac;us ar1d Hosicrucian apo1ogist Robert Fludd (1574-1637) 

developed the concept further in his treatise On the i·:usic of the Soul, 

where he offers 

an imase depictine: man, the r..icrocosm, 
tuned to the harr:1ony above, built in 
musical intervals, reaching fro~ the head 
to the hips and comprisine:-; his soul and 
his mind as well as his physical being. 
Above, there is the dianascn spirituaJjs, 
extendine from the head to the heart, 
which marks the sepa.r2.tio.11 from the 
dianason cornoreaJis. l'nis dividing line 
is not arbitrary: as in the greater world 
the sun is the giver of life, so in the 
lesser universe the heart takes the place 
of the sun. ~y and nigh1~, sunrise and 
sunset are contained in Fludd's incenious 23 scheme. 

Both of these theories combine the notion of universal harmony with that of 

occult forces of s;rmpathy. Swift might have known either or both, or he 

might have come across the idea in reading one of his six rmd modern 

innovators, Paracelsus. The belief in harmonies that roughly correspond 

to what today a scientist would call '1quantitative laws" was a belief shared 

by all the 11magi 11 of Paracelsus 1 s time. ~le should, however, note a more 

22 
Seligmann, Ea0ic, Supernaturalism and Helip;ion, pp. 359 - 61. 

23 lliS·, P· J64. 



224 

important theory within the same tradition that \\as framed much closer to 

Swift's time -- Newton's theory of univers3.l gravitation. Professor Kearney 

reminds us tr.at Newton's Princi pia was not given its due when it first 

appeared in print (1687) precisely because it seemed a reversion to the 

outmoded occult tradition. 

The Cartesians • • • disrnissed !lewton 1 s 
thesis on the ground that i-!:, rested upon 
the assumption o::' 'action at a dist:mce', 
in short, occult forces ••• Christian 
Huygens, the Jutch Cartesian, dismissed 
rJe ... ton's principle of attraction <is 
'absurd 1 and in no way 'eicplicab le by a"!',y 
principJ e of rechanics'. Leibniz wrote 
to Huygens in lo93 referrini:; to ,Jewton 
along with Aristotle as a believer in 
'sympathies' and 'antipathies', which 
were completely ir.LplausibJe. Yontenelle, 
whose Entretien~ became a layrr.an's 
j_ntroduction to tne heliocentric system, 

24 took a similar stand a,_:,e:J.inCJt Hewton. 

Though Swift's reference to a string in the harrr:ony of human understanding 

clearly alludes to this tradition, it is too vat.,rue to be identified '"it!'-, a 

sine:;le explicit source. The general point of the allusion is nevertr:eless 

plain enour,h: it applies the metaphor of harmony to intelligence as if it 

were literall~: true, in the same way as one rtlt:ht extend the modern 

colloquialism about people being "on the same wavelength" by statinr, that 

the hunnn understandin0 is a radio set. It simply reduces human intelligence 

to mechanism. 

Swift's next comment leads to an interesting illustration of this 

concept: 

It is therefore a point of the nicest 
conduct to disting~"ish and adapt this 

24 
Kearney, Science ~nd ~hanpe, 1500 - l?OQ, pp. 194 - 6. 
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noble talent, with respect to the . 25 
differences of persons and times. 

To further this point he adduces Cicero, who wrote sixteen letters to a 

yo1mg protege of his, e>. lawyer named Trebatius. Cicero understood the 

difficulty, Swi.ft tells us, and refers to ·~he section in Cicero' s Fa.T".iliar 

Enistles (VII, vi) in which he advises Tre!aatius to beware of British 

charioteers. In Swift's acc0unt the ch3rioteers become "Hackney-Coachmen" 

and Cicero gives a caution 

to beware of being cheated by our 
Hackney-Coachmen (who, it seews, in 
those days were :is arrant rascals 26 
as they are now) • 

This is in fact a deliberate misreading of the passage. Cicero is actuall;r 

advisine Trebatius, who is about to change his profession from a lei.:;al to a 

CT.ilitary one, to look after himself. In doing so he uses a humorous analogy 

between the professions to wish Trebatius safety in the field of battle: 

You, who have learnt to take 
precautionary measures for your clients, 
must look out in liritain that you are 27 not cheated by the charioteers. 

This misinterpretation, based as it is on a failure of historical pers~ective, 

can be taken as an incidental satire on the li:nited horizons of modernism. 

If it adds nothin,3 to the argument, it should at least alert us to follow 

the argument ver._1 closely and be wary of false conclusions, for Swift proceeds 

to the text of Cicero which he wishes to use in favour of his harmony theory. 

~~·Guthkclch-Srriith, p. 168. 

27 Ibid., p. 168. 
Cicero, The Letters to i1is Friends, ed. fr. trans. W.G.Williams, 3 vols., 

(London and Camhride;e, hass., ·.-{illiai:c '.ieimnann Ltd. & Harv:i.rd University 
Press), II, 29. 



The quotation he cites is: 

:Sst. quocl gc:..Lldeas te in ist,a loca 
venisse ubi aliq;_,i•i sapere videre. 
[You r:iay well be over joyed at 
comin0 to an area where your talents 
show to be~t acivan:.aGeJ (VII, x, 1.) 
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This is a much more elaborate joke. To begin vdth, as the Guthkclch-

Sr.iith edition of the Tale notes, the words that irnmediatel;y follow these in 

Cicero's epistle show that Trebatius never went to Britain at all: 

Had you got as far as britairi, too, 
I aJll sure you would not have found 
a single rr.an in that great island 
~ore of an expert than yo~~self. 28 
(VII, x, 1.) 

In fact, far from the idea of rejoicir:.g aL the idea of going to Lritain, 

Trebatius was rrd.serablc to be as far away from Rome even as Gaul. As a 

soldier Trebatius was as much a fish out of water as he possibly could be: 

Cicero' s epistles make it clear that he had a great deal of dii'ficulty adapting 

to the requirements of his situation. In tr.e twelfth epistle of Cicero's 

Enistles to his Friends, Book VII, the second epistle after the one Jwift 

quotes from, Cicero discloses that he has learned from a friend that 

Trebatius has become an Epicurean. The Stoic Cicero would hardly be 

expected to approve of this and he asks: 

What would you h'.lve done if had I 
sent you, not to Sar.1R.robrivia, hut 
to Tarentum? (VII, xii, 1.) 29 

The implication is that if the rough camplife at Samarobrivia, so far from 

makin11; a man of Trebatius, had turned him into an E!Jicurean, it is a good 

;~Ibid., II, 33; l"rllthkelch-Snith, p. 16S. 
Cicero, letters to his Friends, II, 33. 
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job he did not go to Tarentum, the most l~cx:urious of winter resorts. 

Cicero 1 s te gau.deas is there+-ore more a picus hope than an accurate description 

of the facts. It is in no way a vindica.tion of the harmony theoF.f that Swift 

has put forward. The reference to Trebatius turninb into an Epicurean is a 

further irony in view of the position Epicurus holds in this section of the 

Tale. 

After a brief sally against '.lotton (a comparison between Hotton and 

Trebatius) Swift concludes his rationale of successful proselytization and 

returns to the vapour called "madness" and its usefulness. To u,e ;;ositive 

data he has already established -- that it is the source of those two !'great 

blessines", conquests and systems -- he adds the negative fact that without 

its help "even all ~13.nkind would unhappil;~,r be reduced to the same Delief in 

Thincs invisible". "Things invisible" is such a va[;Ue term that it hardly 

has any meaninc. It could refer to the ki:n.d of things invisible that Thomas 

Vaughan, the occult philosopher, would have his readers believe in when he 

asserts that the upper air is 

Nature's Commonplace, her index, 
where you may find all that she ever 
did or intends to do. This is the 
world 1 s panegyric; the excursions of 
both globes meet here; and I !'..a.y call 
it the rendezvous. In this are 
innumerable ma~ical forns of men and 
beasts, fish and fowl, trees, herbs, 
and all creepinc: thinGs· This is 
'the sea of invisible thinrs' (Hare 
rerum invisibiliuml. 30 

But ~>wift could equally be referrin;:; to the 11 invisibilia" which God, maker 

of all things, cre::i.ted along \;ith the 11~i_bilia" according to the Nicene 

30 
Vaughan, Works, pp. 24 - 5. 
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Creed. There is further cause for confusion in the fact that "unhappily" 

in the quotation from the T::ile just cited Has changed to "happily" in the 

fourth and fifth editions of the Tale; but stranc;ely enough, the chan£e 

makes no real difference to the argument: one of them ought to be ironical 

but it is not at all clear which. In fact the possibility of changing a 

word for its opposite indicates that neither of these words presents so much 

of a problem as the formulation "things invisible 11 itself. It is a blanket 

term and the reJ.der ca.nnot assent to any conclusions as to whether things 

invisible are credible until they are more closely defined. Furthermore, 

11things 11 can equally be taken to mean 11 some things 11 or "all things" and 

Swift never actually tells us ~hich he means: he lets the ambiguity stand. 

But he does give us some clues. One is in The Hechanir.al Cperat ion of tbe 

Spirit where, as we have noted, he calls the principle of good and evil: 

the most Unj_versal Notion that 
Mankind, by the meer Li8ht of Nature,

31 ever entertained of Things invisible. 

This might serve to remind us that apart from the moral sense which the soul 

possesses, the soul itself is likewise invisible and immaterial according 

to orthodox Anglican doctrine. That Swift himself believed this is clear 

from his sermon "On the Trini t;y", where he ad:nowledges that the nanner :in 

which soul and body are united is inexplicable and concludes that, like the 

union of the Holy Trinity, it is a mystery. In the same sermon he cites with 

approval St. Paul's definition of faith as 11 the Evidence of Thine;s not seen 11 •
32 

In the context of his recent ridicule of physical theories of the soul, 

31 
32 Guthkelch-Smith, p. 274. 

Swift, Prose i,,'ork s, IX, 164. 
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part.icular ly those of the ator:Usts, it seems plausible that Swift might 

here be thinld.nc of the soul as something that exists invisibly and, by 

endowing a man with rr;oral choice, redeems him from mere mechanical 

determinisms. The use of the word 11reduced" to describe the state of belief 

in thin[;S invisible then becomes ironic, because it has already been used 

to describe the systematizers to whom Swift attributes the vapour called 

madness; and this vapour, because it accoun':.s for the behaviour of human 

beings without leaving room for free will, is itself reductive. 

The next observation is certainly mechanistic in the extreme: 

The former postulatur'.l being held, 
that it is of no Import fron what 
Originals this Vapour proceeds, but 
either in what .ir1gles it strikes and 
spreads over the Unaerstandin:;, or 
upon what Species of Brain it ascends; 
it will be a very delicate Point, to 
cut the Feather, and divide the several 
Reasons to a Idce and Curious Reader, 
how this numericc:.l Difference in the 
Brain can produce effects of so vast a 
Difference from the sane Vapour as to 
be the sole Point of Individuation 
between Alexander the Great, Jack of 33 Leyden and 1-:onsieur Des Cartes. 

To achieve this, Swift claims, he will have to strain his fa cult ie s to the 

highest stretch -- it is the most abstracted argument that ever he engat;ed 

in. What he preser,ts the reader with is the first half-line of an argument, 

a hiatus of nearly six lines and a conclusion: "And this I take to be a clear 

solution of the matter 11 • 

This, as Swift rnicht say, is a joke with a nu."rlber of handles. IL could 

be taken as a parody of ancient texts (such as a text of Lucretius) which 

33 
Guthkelch-Smith, PP• 169 - 70. 
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have been partially lost and have to b.; presented incomplete. Again, 

since ato:r'.1ic theorists do not believe in abstracts, it is only loe;ical 

that an argument so 11abstracted 11 as this should be presented as refined 

into nothingness. Or at;ain, in view of his observation that v.i thout the 

aid of his theory of vapours mankind would be reduced to belief in the 

invisible, it makes a nice irony that he should present. his clinching 

areument so invisibly that it even lacks words. 

One of the terms Swift uses before this hiatus, however, casts further 

light on the passar;e. 11 Individuation 11 is a scholastic term to Jenote what 

it is that gives man his individuality as ~istinct from his participation 

in a species. /is Swift no doubt knew, the two greatest scholastic 

philosophers of t l1e Middle Ages, Duns Scot us and Thomas Aquinas, had 

differed strongly on this point, a good indication of why they are both 

included amongst the moderns in The Battle of the Books: it is the kind of 

debate that is not easily resolved. Its connection with Lucretian and 

Cartesian thought, and particularly with their materialism, can be seen from 

Father Frederick Copleston 1 s account of it. 

(In his treatise Je Anirna.) Scotus is 
• • • engaged in showine that the 
presence of matter in the soul can be 
deduced with probability from the 
premises of Aristotle and St.Thomas, 
even though St.Thomas did not hold the 
doctrine. For example, he ari:;ues that 
if matter is the principle of 
individuation, as St.Thor.ias (but not 
Scotus) held, then there must be matter 
in the rational soul. It is useless to 
sa:r that the soul v;hen seriarated from 
the body, is ciistinguis hed from other 
souls by its relation to the bo~y, 
first because the soul does not exist 
for the sal-:e of the body, seco~1dl;;; 

because the relation or inclination to 



the body, which no longer exists, 
would be no more than a relatio 
rationis, and thirdly because the 
inclination or relation supposes 
a foundation, i.e. this soul, so 
that the tliisness coul'i no'~ be due 
to the relation. Thus 3cotus in 
the Je Anirr.a is trying to show that 
if one maintains with St.Thomas 
that matter is the principle of 
individuation, one oueht to assert 
the presence of matter in the 
rational soul, in order to explain 
the individuality of the soul after 
death. 34 

We have seen already what Swift thought of scholastic disputatiousness in 

general and of Duns Scot us' s cor,tribution to it. There is not muci-. doubt 

that for 3wift such a dispute \\OUld cone under the heading of things 

impossible to be kno1-:n 11 • Swift emphasizes this -vri th a footnote to his 

hiatus: 

Here is another Defect in the 
V.anusc ri pt, but I think the Author 
did wisely, and that the Hatter 
which thus strained his Faculties, 
was not worth a Solution; and it 
were well if all Metaphysical Cobweb 
Problems were no otherwise answered. 35 

The "cobweb" is, of course, the ernbleI'.'l Swift allots to the moderns in The 

Battle of the Books. 
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The general trend of the "Digression on Madness" thus far, then, is easy 

to follov.. Swift conducts a survey of those who have invented reductive 

systems a.r.d claims their reasonint; is defective. Even the military C8n~uerors 

come under this headine; (if the;r fit a little oddly along with the 

34 
35 Copleston, on.cit., II, 237. 

Guthkelch-SI'.'lith, p. 170. 
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philosophicc:~l and reli,-;ious thinkers) because one of thee is supposed to 

have a scheme for universal rc,onarcl1y, whilst another (Alexander the Great) 

is popularly reputed to have died of grief that there were LO !:'.ore worl:.is 

to conquer. All are irrational in wishing to reduce everything to the 

dimensiol,s of their own notions. At the sa"tle time Stri.ft satirizes thee with 

a parody oi: reductive logic, a. highly allusive scheme trot diagnoses their 

defect as a sophisticated variety of :madn'3ss, distinguished from the more 

common variety only by the r'.'.ilieu in which it occurs. The operation of this 

!IBdness is described in te~ms ostensibly of praise but so mechanistic that 

the systematizers are dininished to the level of automata. ~·:ithin the te::-ms 

of this e;eneral proposition, however, Swift is unable to account fc:!' the 

different manifestatio::-is of 11refined reason 11 that this malady produc~s in 

them. 

Having completed his ~echanic.::U. exe6esis, Sid.ft embarks, in a new 

subdivision of this sect:._on, on a psycholot;ic.3.l investigation of the 

phenomenon. After restatine his theor.r and reaffirm::g the tripartite 

division of its main manifestations, he gives us some indication of what 

"unrefined 11 reason is like: 

the Brain in its natural Position 
and -.>tate of Se~enity, disposeth its 
owner to pass his i.ife in the Gammon 
Forms, witho_:t any thou(_,ht of subduing 
Multitudes to his own Power, his 
lwasor,s or bis "Jisions; a; d the more 
he shapes his Unders:.andirit, by the 
Pattern o1 ifoman Learning, the less he 
is inclined to forrn Parties after his 
O'W11 riotions; because t,hat insi:.ructs 
him in his private Infirmities, as 
well as the stubbor .. I,s;norance of the J6 
People. 

36 ~., P• 171. 
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This is about as close as Swift comes to a direct statement of a norm. 

Humanistic learning is distinguished from that of the Ifoderns by the ap.rieal 

it makes to the favourite dictum of the hurranists, "nosce teinsum 11 
-- "knov-: 

thyself" with the implication that such knowledge produces humility 

rather than nride. If "corr.rr:on forms", however, seems to suggest that it is 

accessible to all but the mad few system builders, the final line about the 

stubborn ir,norance of the people makes it clear th~t the serenity of true 

self-knowledge is the prerogative of only the few who have earned it. 

There is no break in the parae;raph as Swift proceeds to give some 

account of the reverse of the picture: his subject, without any warninG, 

becomes the psychology of those who are impressed by men of refined reason. 

This marks a new phase in the argument of the digression. Whereas hitherto 

3wift has occupied himself with examining behaviour that reduces everythjng 

to tbe level of mechanisr,1, he no\'; begins to introduce large abstract concepts, 

alternately broadening and limiting them, and illustrates them with physical 

inngery. Th.is new development means that the satire is taking a different 

direction, and it is significant that Erasmus's Praise of Follv provides, 

as we shall see, a number of close analoeues to Swift's argument. 

It looks init:iaJ.ly as though Swift is going to talk again about the 

system builders, but this is only a means of reintroducing the t:1eme of 

proselytization. He achieves it by a dichotomy between the processes of 

convincing oneself and comrincing others of one's theories: 

37 
Ibid.' p. 171. 

the first Proselyte he makes is himself, 
and when that is once compass 'd, the 
difficulty is not so ~reat in brincine over 
others; a strone Jelusion always operating 

37 from without, as vigorously as from within. 
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This eives the two processes a ::omewhat artificial resemblance to one 

another, and leads away from the madmen towards the effect that they have 

on the world at large. A further analogy !:lakes "Cant ar:d Vision" the same 

to the eA.r alld e~re that "ticklint_; is i...o the touch 11 • Next comes a value 

judgement ma.squ eradine: as objective comment: 

Those Entertainr.ien-!:,s and PL::asures 
we value r..ost in Life are those such 
as Jupe and play the hag with the Senses. 

The two expressions .Swift gives are delivered as j f they are synonyms but 

to 11 dupe 11 sore one is usually to deceive him utterly, whereas "to play the 

wag" ir:iplies the subject's knowing participation in t:-1e deception. The 

proposition itself insidiously invites the reader's participation and assent 

by use of the first person plural. From this we are brought to a definition 

of happiness as 0 the perpetual possession of being well deceived 11
• This 

definition is admittedly limited by two qualifications; it is onJy .happiness 

as applied to "the understanding or the senses", and it is 11what is t:;encrally 

understood 11 by happiness. R.F .Jones points out that t!1e division or 

antithesis between mind and senses is one of the most characterisitic 

scientific attitudes of the seventeenth centUI"J, so Swift 1 s r.iore educated 

readers r.Ucht be expected to be f.3.l'!liliar with the dichoto~y. It is, however, 

a rather artificial dichotom~', that separates mind from senses and de:i.ls 

with each inJependently, as if there were no connection between the two. 

As for the definition of happiness as being 11well deceived 11 , Jwift 

has yet to demonstrate its validity, but even re re he is slippery enout:;h to 

avoid makin«~ a direct equation of happiness with deception, merely sayini:; that 

"all its properties and adjuncts will herd under this short definition1r .38 

38 Ib"d --1:._.' p. 171. 
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This is, of course, recl.ucti ve ~easonini_;, but by means of the circuitous 

phraseology Swift contrives to give an impression of a meticulous attempt 

at exactness and inclusiveness. 

The Guthkelch-Smith edition notes that Swift may have based his definition 

on a passage in Horace 1 s Enistles, v;hc!"e the poet declares that he would 

rather be thought a foolish and clumsy scribbler so long as his failincs 

please hir.1 -- or even delude him: this vTould be preferable to being wise 

and unh3.ppy. And Horace then goes on to relate the story of a man who could 

corwince himself v:hile sitting in an e~t;y theatre that he wa3 listening to 

a performance by the nost rrE.rvellous trat;ic actors. Altnough this whirr.sy 

did not prevent him from perforninr, his household duties properly, his 

friends took rmasures to cure him; bu-'., \:hen they did he gave them no thanks, 

only the reproach that they had robbed hir.1 of the greatest and most innocent 

pleasure of his life. 39 

The basic concept is very much the same as Swift 1 s but there is no 

special reason to su;ipose this as a source. Another author Swift was fond 

of reading was Jon ,~laixote, and Professor Paulson goes so far as to call 

Swift 1 s treatment of delusion "the .,1uix.ote theme". 
40 

The theme of the I'.lan 

who creates his own reality out of his irr.a.Lination also features in a 

different form in another of Swift's favourite works, Butler's Hudib:::-as. 

But a more obvious source, and one \;hich far more closely parallels Swift' s 

argument is The Praise of Folly of [~rasrnus -- an obvious reference book for 

a man writinr; a digression on folly within a dieression on madness. Since 

39 Horace, Satires, Enist:i_es .s.wl. "\r5 ?oetica 11
, ;.p. 1+31+ - J5. 

40 See a. Paulson' Ther:i.e ;in i :)tr11ctur·~ in .J.'."ift. Is ''Tale of a Tub"' (.t!ew Haven: 
Yale Universit.r Press, 19 1jG), pp. J5 - 52. 
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it is also 12,rgely an attack on the r:iethods of scholastic argu1aent, one of 

Swift 1 s nain paradi,sms of reductive reason, it has even greater relevance 

to his purpose. 

Erasmus, proceeding by means of definition and restriction or extension 

of terms, is able to reduce a great rrany activities under the banner of 

folly in his wide-ranging work. One of his mo~t basic arguments rnakes both 

wisdom anci ignorance foolish. Happiness is attainable only through 

ignorance and therefore through folly; wisdom is inconsistent vlith happiness 

and is therefore folly. (1~rasmus, incidentally, cites the Horatian anecdote 

just quoted in support of hj_s eulogy of ignorance). Areuments like these 

demonstrate how useful a model Erasl!lus was likely to be for Swift in his 

attempt to prove th:it wisdom is to be equated with delusfon and thus with 

folly. Some more specific references will show how close Swift is to the 

great humanist scholar. At one point in the work Erasrr,us defends the 

"possession of beine; well-deceived" in the following terms: 

But 1tis a sad thing, they say, to 
be mistaken. Nay rather he is most 
mserable that is not so. For they are 
quite beside the mark th~t nlace the 
happiness of mm in things themselves, 
since it only depends u~on opinion. 41 

Erasmus 1 formulation makes man the measure of the relative worth of truth 

and falsehood, and in adducinG happiness as a criterion, reveals that if his 

happiness is to be taken as the absolute criterion, then falsehood rray be 

preferaole because certain truths are painful. Swift uses much the same 

ar&ument in rraking happiness the issue and !Jroposin[~ the precedence of 

41 
Erasmus, The Praise of Folly, (trans. J.Wilson), p. 75. 



falsehood over truth: 

And first, wit:1 relation to the Hind 
or Understanding; 'tis mar.ifest, what 
mighty Advan~ares Fiction has over Truth; 
and the Reason is just at our elbow; 
because Imagination can build no"hler 
Scenes, and produce more wonderful 
Revolutions than Fortune or lfature will 42 
be at Ex!"Jence to Furnish. 

The Guthkelch-Smith edition refers to a passage in Bacon's Advancerr,ent of 

LeA.min"' witl-i a similar idea. The passage is instructive, because it is 
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Bacon 1 s account of the nature of poetry, which he calls "Feigned History", 

and explains its appeal by the nature of the soul's superiority to the 

world 11in propor·(.ion", 

by reason whereof there is agreeable 
to the spirit of man a more ar:lple greatness, 
a nore exact goodness, and a :no re absolute 
~a:iety, than can be found in the nature of 

43 ..,hings. 

Bacon is restating here the traditional justification of poetry, which dates 

back to Aristotle, on the grounds that though not literally true, it 

inculcates the precepts of philosophy more pleasurably than philosophy can 

and that it presents a hicher truth and a higher seriousness than history, 

which is limited to literal facts. That Swift should oppose truth to 

"fiction" -- a literary term -- rather than "falsehood" shows that he is 

appealing, if somewhat covertly, to this justificc-,tion, although he makes 

the pleasure of the fiction an end in itself rather than the means to an end. 

The most famous expression of the theory in Znglish is that of Sir Philip 

Sidpey, whom Swift adr:1ired as a critic. He contrasts poetry and history in 

~ Guthkelch-Smith, pp. 171 - 2. 
Bacon, Selected ~.'ritings, p. 244. 



these terrr.s: 

For indeede Poetry ever setteth 
vertue so out in her best cullours, 
ma.kine 1'ortune her well-wayting 
hand-Mayd, that one r:rnst needs be 
enamoured of her. • • • 

• • • But the Historian, beinc; 
captived to the trueth of a foolish 
world, is many times a terror from 
well dooing, and an incourae;ement 
to unbrideled wickedness •••• 

• • • Onely the i)oet, disdayning 
to be tied to any such subiection, 
lifted up witll the vigor of his owne 
invention, dooth erow in effect 
another nature, in rr.a.kinr, thin£:s 
either better than Nature bringeth 
forth, or, quite a newe fornes such 
as never l'Tere in Nature. 44 

Sidney also gives an exA.n1ple of pcet:r.r in operation as an incentive to 

virtue. 

For even tho8e harde harted evill 
men who thinke vertuc a schoole name, 
and knowe no other good but indulp;ere 
genio, and therefore despise the 
austere admonitions of the Philosopher, 
and feele not the inward reason they 
stand upon, yet will be conter:t to be 
delit,;hted, which is al the £OOd felow 
Poet seemeth to promise; and so steale 
to see the forme of goodnes (which seene 
they cannot but love) ere themselves be 
aware, as if they tookc a medicine of 45 Cherries. 
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Swift advocates tah ing the cherry and leaving the medicine. The metaphor 

is one that he does not use, but it is similar to the one from Lucretius 

at the beginnine of the work, and also to the Horatian admonition to 

44 

45 

Sidney's Apolorie for Poetrie, 
Press, 1961), PP• 8, 23. 

fil9_., P• 27. 

ed. J.Churton Collins, (Oxford: Claredon 
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"miscere utile dulc;i" which 3wift refers to earlier in the '~'lle. It should 

also remind us of the shell/kernel lnn<-;e th~t he uses in one form or another 

throughout the Tale. 

Despite the lart;e nur'.lber of possible sources for the opposition of 

fiction to truth, there is still good reason to suppose '.)wift is also 

thinking of Erasr.lUs at this point. The metaphor of exnense ("than Fortune 

or Nature will be at t::Xpencc to Furnish") is one that Erasmus uses twice in 

his account of opinion's superiority to truth: 

And now at how chean a rate is this 
happiness purchased! For.s.sr:mch as to 
the thin 1', itself a man 1 s whole endeavour 
is re(1uired, be it never so inconsiderable; 
but the opinion of it is easily taken up, 
which yet conduces as much or r:iore to 
happiness • 

• • • the fools have the advantage, 
first in that their hapriness costs them 46 least . 

Truth, however, has one advantaee over fiction, that it does at least 

exist. This is the obvious objection to a preference for fiction. Swift 

answers this by restating the terms, callin[; truth 11 '.i'b.ings past" and fiction 

"things conceived". -;:'his is a rather artificial antithesis, since lt assu;ncs 

that the two categories of "thines 11 are of the same kind. Within the limits 

of literary theOlJ" the argument is still valid. History is concerned with 

things past and poetry with thint;s conceived. But the argument is becor.ring 

dangerously general. As already noted, 11 thin,cs 11 has two meanlngs: "all 

things"_, as implied by the title of I.ucretius's poem De ::terum i.Jatura --

11of the nature of things", and merel;.' "some :.hings 11 • Unless some distinction 

1-i.6 Th p . , T, ~ J e raise oi ~o~ v, np. 75 - 6, 77. 
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is made to resolve the ambiguity, this argument could lead to a vindication 

of the modernist position as given by the spider in The Rattle of the Fooks, 

that the Moderns are superior to the "ancients" (those who, like the hee 

try to correct their infirmities from the common pool of inherited wisdom) 

merely by virtue of originality. Swift, however, lets the ambiguity stand 

and redefines the terms: 

and so the :~i~estion is only this; 
Whether thincs that have T)lace in the 
Irragination, TBY not as properly be 
said to Exist, as those 1;hic ~L are 
seated in the heri.ory; i-,rhich r.ia;y justly 
be !1elo in the affirmative, and very 
much to the :i.dvantaL;e of the former, 
since This is acknowledged to be the 
Worub of Things, ar:d the other allowed 47 to be no rwre tlim1 the Grave. 

This closes the argument in favour of Imagination, Fict.ion and Deception. 

The ambiguous use of 11 things" is still there in the final sentence but 

Swift allows no mitigation of the completeness of his formulation. By a 

continual manipulation of terms Swift has proved the paradoxical proposition 

that falsehood, and oresumably any falsehood, is more real than truth. 

This kind of artful l"lanipulatlon is the classic method of presentini::; a 

paradox. One example that proves the continued fascination of such exercises 

is the refutation of time by the Greek Sceotlc, Sextus Empiricus, revived by 

the popular contemporar~' writer J. L.Bort;es in his own 11 A lJew Refutation of 

Time". Sexti.l s Empiricus 

47 'Guthkelch-Smith, p. 172 (Note how sir.uJ..ar this formulation is, apart from 
the inversion of values, to that 11sed by tll.e bee in conmarin1~ the 
ancients and the f'.locierns. See Lhe passage quoted from Tl-.e Battle of 
the Dooks on p. 71 above. 



denies the existence of the past, 
that which already was, and the future, 
that w:nich is not yet, and argues that 
the present is divisible or indivisible. 
It is not indivisible, for it 11ould have 
no beeinning to link it to the past nor 
end to link it to the future, nor even a 
middle, since wbat has no bee;im,jn[~ or 
end can have no middle, neither is it 
divisible, for in such a case it wuld 
consist of a part that was and anoU:er 
that j s not. Erp;o, it does not exist, 
but since the past and the future do not 

48 
exist either, time does not exist. 
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The key to this areument lies in the technique of dividine the disproof into 

sections and ap:ilying to the 11 fourth dimension" terms that treat it as if it 

were no different frorr. the other three. But since time :is not a physical 

object, the word "dinension" is scientifically imccurate to describe it. 

The paradox therefore shows the dc?.nt;ers of descrihi11c sometr.inr, in 

inappropriate terr.iinoloQ· and of di vidirit~ an argument into separate components. 

Ifobody is likely to be convinced by it that time does not exist. 

In the same way 3wift shows, not that falsehood is better or more real 

than truth, but the insidiousness of the method by which he r.akes a 

superficially convincing case for this proposition. The terms he uses are 

wittily but not realistically appropriate: an act of judgement is required to 

discriminate betweer. the kinds of "things" that are being compared. In 

making a case for the moderns, Swift resorts to precisely the kind of 

scholastic subtleties that they claimed to be rebellin[ ae;ainst and which are 

criticized not only by Erasmus but by the putative founder of English 

mod~rnism, Francis Bacon~ 

4s J.L.Borges, fabyrintr.s, (I!armondsworth: Penguin Books, 1970), p. 268. 



Having dealt with the understandine, Swift proceeds now witb his 

auxiliary proof that the senses also pre fer to be well deceived: 

A.gain, if we take this definition 
of Happiness, and exc!.mine it with 
reference to the Senses, it will be 

49 acknowledged wonderful1;v adapt. 

"Adapt" is a curious word to use as an adjective. It is an an~licisation 
L· 

2i+l 

of the la tin 11adantus 11 , which has essentially the same meaninrr as the r~ore 

usual 11apt. 11 By using the La.tin form where :iapt" would be 

intellieible and more natural to an English ear, Swift is 

the scholastic origin of his method of argument. The next 

are not so much statenents as rhetorical questions: 

How fade and insipid do all Objects 
accost us that are not convey' .:i in the 
Vehicle of Delusion? Ho\oJ shrunk is 
every Thine, as it appears in the Glass 
of IJature? 

S\dft follows them up by aff'irmin;;: 

So that if it were not for the 
assistance of Artificial Hediur.;s, 
false Lights, refracted -"mr;les, 
Varnish and Tinsel; there i:ould be 
a mighty Level in the Fefrity and 

50 Enjoynents of Eortal Een. 

just as 

probably emrihasizint; 

two sentences 

The Guthkelch-Smith edition notes the reser:iblance of this to anotr'.er passage 

in Bacon, this time from his essay "Of Truth", where he observes: 

Truth may perr.aps come to the 
price of a pearl, that sheweth hest 
by day; but it will not rise to the 

~~ ,Guthkelch-Smith, p.172. 
Ibid., p. 172. 



price of a diamond or carbuncle, that 
sheweth best in varied li£hts. A 
mixture of a lie doth ever add pleasure. 
Doth any mr: doubt that if there were 
takeri out of rner. 1 s minds vain opinions, 
flatterint; hopes, false valuatiuns, 
irna£inations as one would, and the like, 
but it would leave the minds of a 
number of men poor shrunken thint;s, full 
of melancholy and indisposition, and 

51 
unpleasin~ to themselvesZ 

But again, there is a passar;e in Erasr:rns, from the same context as the 

previous quotations I have cited, which rrakes ;Jrecisely the same point: 

the mind of mer: is so framed that 
it is rather taken with the false 

52 
colours than truth. 

Neither of these is ve~ close verbally to Swift 1 s account and both 1113.ke 
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the same basic noint: there is nothine t.o suggest that Swift had either of 

the passa1::es in mind to the exclusion of the other. But whereas Bacon makes 

no value judgement, Erasmus makes this willingness to be deceived praise-

worthy as bein[_; an important syr.i.ptom of folly, and in this he is very close 

to Swift, whose argument in favour of fie tion and against truth is a 

similarly ironic value judgement. 

Swift proceeds to offer a disarmincly good-natured criticism of man 1 s 

powers of criticism: 

If this were seriously considered by 
the World ••• Hen would no longer 
reckon arr:.ong their hish ?oints of 'disdor.i., 
the Art of exposir,g weak sides and 

53 publishinb Infirmities. 

51 
52 

Bacon, Selected Uritinr;s, p. 8. 

53 
The Praise of Foll v, p. 75. 
Guthkelch-SmHh, p. 172. 



Here we may reco[nize 3wi ft' s description of the "True Critick" as a 

"Discoverer and Collector of Writers Faults" earlier in the Tale (p.95). 

Recollection of this is likely to give the argumer:t extra force in the 

reader's mind. But the implied antithesis between finding fault and not 

finding fault is loaded because the latter is attached to the notion of not 

minding about faults and deludint; oneself that they do not exist. Ignoring 

faults does not improve them. 

The closing words of the paragraph are a remarkable piece of 

impudence on Swift's part. Sxposing weak sides, he says is 

an Employment, in my Opinion, 
neither better nor •:o rse than that 
of Unmasking, which I think, has 
never been allowed fair Us~r,e, 

54 either in the lilorld or the Play-House. 

Having started with a literary argument and developed it into a general, 

all-embracine:: form:ila, Swift has the nerve to return to matters literary 

and confirm his diagnosis by an analogy of the world to the theatre. 

It is worth noting that the theatre is used as an illustration of the 

power of delusion, not only in the rather special case of Horace 1 s madman 

who thought he was watchin,s actors who were not there, but also in The 

Praise of Folly, where the very activity of watching a play is catalogued 

as folly. The parallel is not close, but since Erasmus is concerned at this 

point, like Swift, with the love mankind has of delusion, it bears quotation 

as an oblique commentary: 

54 Ibid., p. 172. 

If anyone seeinr, a player act his 
part on the stage should zo about to 



strip him of his discuise and show him 
to the people in his true native form, 
would he not, think you, not, only s~oil 
the i·1hole design of tne pla;v, bu~ deserve 
himself to be pelted off with stones as 
a phantastical fool and one out of his 
wits? It is true t'.~at actors are 
constantly charging disguises to deceive 
the audience b1it • to discover this 
were to spoil all, it being the only 
thing that entertains the eyes of the 
spectators. And what is life but a hind 
of corned;;.~, wherein all ne:i walk un and 
down in one another's disguises and act 55 their respecti1e parts? 
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In connection with this allusion it is also worth recalling that Bacon, 

in the Novum Orr;anuf!! classifies one category of errors in human understanding 

as "Idols of the Theatre". These are mistakes "plainly impressed and 

received into the mind from the play books of philosophical systems and 

the perverted rules of demonstration 11 •
56 If Swift had this Baconian dictum 

in Mind, he gives no indication of it, but it >ould at least be appropriate 

in a section of the Tale so concerned both with system-builders and i·rith 

faulty demonstration. 

The next paragraph, extendinr; a pace and a half in the Guthkelch-Smith 

Tale, has lone been recognized as the most crucial passat~e in it. The main 

probler:: is t tie method of argument by which Swift turns what he starts out by 

calline "wisdom" into "the serene and peaceful state of being a fool among 

knaves". Since such an argument is obviously paradoxical, we may expect to 

find Erasmus' s satire useful acain as a commentary on the are:;ument. I shall 

try to show that Swift is not only indebted to Erasmus, but at times actually 

55 S6 The Prr:i.ise of Folly, p. 44. 
Bacon, Selectf:ti ' .. orks, p. 479. 
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echoes phrases iri the John Wilson translation of the ?raise of Folly. But 

at the ver;;: beginning of this paragrar)h it is to Bacon that one may most 

usefully turn for elucidation. The passare o~ens: 

In the Proportion that Credulity is 
a nore peaceful Possession of the E:ind 
than Curiosity, so far preferahle is 
that Wisdom w:1ic~1 converses about the 
surface to that ~reter;ded Philosophy 
which enters into t'.1.e .Je:ith of tr,ini:r,s 
and then come~> gravely b;~ck with 
lnformaU ons and Discoveries that in 

57 the inside they a .... e eood for nothing. 

The initial dichotomy draws on the argument of the preceding r,aragraph and 

what ;)wift has established in it. Credulity is a fair description of a 

preferer:ce for- delusion over truth. ,\s alternatives, though, neither is 

very attractive. 11 Curiosity 11 was in Swift 's day as pejorative a word as 

"credulity". In The .\dvancement of I..e2.rr1ing Bacon uses them both to 

describe 11three vani tie~· in learning 11 which have contributed most to its 

dishonour: 

For those things we esteem vain, which 
are either false or frivolous, those which 
have either no trt:.th or no use: and those 
persons 111e esteer1 v:!.in, which are either 
credul0t1s or curious; and curiosity is 
eit}'.er in matter or words: so that in 
reason as well as exrerience, there falJ 
out to be these three distempers (as I may 
terI'l them) of lea.rnin~;; the first, 
fant3.stical learning; the second, contentious 
learninc:; and the last, delicate learning; 
vain imat:;inations, v:.in altercations, and 58 vain affectations. 

It car~ hardly ~ ~ coincidence tint .3wift here uses the same dichotomy as 

57 
58 Guthkel ch-:Jr.d_th, p. 173. 

Bacon, 3clected \;orks, p. ieo. 
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Bacon does in the precise section of The Advancenent of Lea:'"'n~_n13 that gave 

Swift the two key notifs for The 13atU e of the Eooks. One of them 

immediately follows the passage just quoted as an exarrple of vain affectation 

and describes how l-:artin Luther, 

finding his own solitude, beint; in no 
ways aided b;y the o'.linions of his own 
time, was eni'orced to awake all antiquity, 
and to call fom.er times to his succors 
to r:uke u. party ;1[air.st the present time; 
so that the ancient authors, "bot'1 in 
divinity and in hur:-anity, whi~h had lon[; 
time sle)Jt in libraries, her,an p;enerally 
to be read and revolved. 59 

It is but a short step from this to a tattle fouc;ht between ancient, and 

modern books. The other motif is that of the spider as the represen7,ati ve 

of :nodernism. I have tried to show in chapter three that the spider's 

confrontation with the bee and the arguments that pass between therr; c..re based 

on Bacon's criticism of scholasticism as the prime example of vain alter-

cation. He describes the schoolrnen as mer1 who: 

havinb sharp and strong wits and 
abundance of leisure, and sr;iall variety 
of readinG; but their wits beini; shut 
up in the cells of a fe\·1 authors (chiefly 
Aristotle their dictator) as their 
persons were shut up in the cells of 
monasteries and colle~es; and knowinr; 
little history, either of nature or time; 
did out of no great quantity of matter 
arid infinite ar;itation of wit, spin out 
unto us those laborious webs of learning 
which are extant in thei r books. For the 
wit and nind of r.un, if it work upon 
matter, which is tr.e contemplation of the 
creatures of God, worketh accorJing to 
the stuff, and is lirrit-::~d therehy. Rut 

59 Ibid., pp. l~O - 81. 



if it worketh u;::ion itself, ;is the 
spider \·iOrketh his web, tr.en it is 
endless, ard hrin: s forth indeed 
cobwebs of lea.rnin:·, a.dr..irable for 
the fineness of threat and work, 60 
but of no substance or profit. 

Since Swift dated the decline of Christian learninc from the time when 

Aristotelian scholastic ism bec<lrre supreme, he ha;i a· good deal of cor.unon 

ground witn Bacon. But Swift also believed t'1at the leading ~hilosophers 

of the seventeenth century, far from bringing sweetness and lir;ht, were 
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system builders of the sar.i.e brand as the Aristotelian schoolmen. Naturally 

he found it useful to discredit them with the voice of the very rnan who 

was so widely hailed in the seventeenth century as the prophet of the new 

science. 

Not everybody, however, diSJ':lissed credulitJr and curiosity as equally 

undesirable alternatives. Thomas Hobbes, in r·is Leviathan, attributes 

credulity to ienorance of natural causes but defines curiosity as 11 love of 

the knowledge of causes 11 which he claims leads a man directly, by subordination 

of efficient causes, to a belief in the first cause, God.
61 

Here Hobbes is 

obviously justifyiD£: the investigation of natural causes against the usual 

objection, that it was impious to pry into the secrets of God's ways. It is 

an objec+:.ion that features in The Prah:e of Follv in a passace where Zrasmus 

attempts to reduce the activities of natural scientists under the banner of 

folly. Speaking of the simple people of the golden age, he says: 

they were more religious than with 
an impious curiosity to dive into ti1e 

~~ Ibid., pp. ~83 - 4. . 
Hobbes, leviathan, ed.cit., p. 53. 



secrets of nature, the dimension of 
stars, the motions, effects and 62 
hidden causes o:t' things. 

These dj_fferent usages of the word 11 curiosity" illustrate the rather 
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different impJiczitions it had besides that of a simple antonyn to "credulity 11
• 

Clearly it is impossible to decide whether 3'.vift is usinc, it pejoratively 

or not without sor.ie definition. Swift, however, does not define it; he only 

illustrates :it by an analogy that exploits rather than resolves the ambiguity 

by presenting us with a philosophical context of argument, thus playing on 

its associations with natural science. 

So far preferable is that Wisdom 
which converses about the S:1rface to 
thA.t pretended Philosophy that enters 
into the Depth of T·1ings, and then 
comes gravely back with Info:rmaLions 
and Discoveries tr1a t in the Inside 

63 
they are good for nothing. 

"Inforrnat.ions 11 are not the same thint;s as "Discoveries". Unlike "inforna.tion 11
, 

a discovery is necessarily somethinr, that was not known before. The discovery 

that something is good for nothing sounds much more fatuous than the 

info!'I'm.tion because it implies wasted effort. However, "discovery 11 also has 

another meanint:; (now obsolete) closer to the modern "uncoverin['.", which 

suggests the pr?.ctice of unmaskine;, which if applied to the eJC;)osure of a 

charlatan would be by no mear,s a wasted effort. The va;::;ue word "thin[s" again 

gives no indication whether curiosity is the desire to know natural causes 

or the desire to pierce through deception, so that the 11depth of thinss" n:ight 

refer to physical objects, people (who :rre.y try to conceal their feelin;;s or 

62 6J The Praise of Folly, p. 53. 
Guthkelch-Smith, p. 173. 
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motives) or even abstract statements ~such as Swift is usint; in the present 

argument). The contrast between the wisdom of surface and the philosophy 

of depth uses the familiar inside/outside forrr,ulation so frequently employed 

in the Tale, but this does not help because preference for one or the other 

depends upon t.he case to be considered: we do not have enough data to go 

on. 

Swift now purs1.Ies a kind of opposition between "Reason11 and tne senses 

which he expounds in Dore stronc;ly physic;il terms. Instead of 11tr1ings 11 we 

now have the more concrete "objects 11
, which he says address themselves 

firstly to the senses. Reason, on the other hand, wishes to correct the 

senses and show that these objects are not c.f the same '1consistence 11 through-

out. The :matter is complicated b;· the fact that Swift never states which 

of the two kin::is of reason he has distinruished -- 11 refined 11 or 11unrefined 11 

is involved. 

• • • then comes Heason officiously, 
with tools for cutting, anci. openinr., and 
mangling, and piercine, offering to 
demonstrate th:it they are not of the same 
consistence quite thro 1 • 

Reason here coi.le s to life and begins to act in an alarr:iinr,ly menacin;:'., manr:.er. 

But despite the vividness of the metaphor it is still not clear whether this 

refers to the process of perceivine imposture or diving into the secrets of 

nature. Let us look more closely at the "t!iings 11 w:,ich the reason is trying 

to "di sser.t 11 to use Swift 1 s implied metaphor. 

The two senses to which all objects 
first add~ess themselves, are the 
Sight and the Touch; these never 
examine farther than the Colour, the 
Shape and the Size, and wh~tever other 
qualities dwell, or are drawn by Art 
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upon the outward of bodies.
64 

The first half of this passa~e implies purely physical objects, which r.iay 

be exactly as nature produced them. But the second half, with its reference 

to Art, definitely involves human agency. Both possible definitions of 

curiosity are thus retained. But at the same time the argument has been put, 

on a more physical basis: Swift has moved from 11 things 11 to "objects" and 

then from "objects" to "bodies". The stroncly physical description of 

rational activity th~t follows this passage, therefore, serves to confirm 

the physical bias of the argument. 

The next step is a vindication of nature, despite the earlier assertion 

that e verythine; is shrunken when seen in her glass and tie fact th:it Swift 

h3.s made allowance for '1Ualities to be 11 drawn by art on the outward of 

bodies 11
; then he goes on: 

And therefore, in order to save 
the charges of all such expensive 
Anatom:r for the time to come; I do 
here thin!• fit to inforn the Header 
that in such conclusions as these, 
Reason is certa:i nly in the right; 
and th3.t in r.iost corporeal bein.§~S 
that have fallen under r::y Cot;nizance, 
the Outside hath been infinitely 
preferable to the In: 1iihereof' I have 
been farther convinc 1 d by some late 
experiments. 65 

This is the most brilliant and pernicious part of the whole argument. In 

this one sentence Swift establishes all the data he needs to complete his 

case. He has already discredited reason by showing its findings to be 

neg~tive ar.d dircctint; our attention to the way it operates, danaginc 

64 
6 5 Ibid. , p • 1 73 . 

Ibid. , p. 173 • 
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wh:-.tever ITL"it.erials it is exercised on. He disnisses it therefore as 

"expensive", usin~ the same metaphor by which he justified delusion in 7,he 

preceding pa:'a;-raph. This implicit com;iay-ison between reason and im._1cination 

is not stated, but it is enough to suggest a meta:1Jhoric:1l applicaUon of tr1e 

word "anator1y 11 , w::ic'1 c::~n ':>c applied fi;::uratively to the more lirrited aspect 

of reason tl" _ _.t, we call anaJysis. On the other hA.nd, a rnore specific reference 

is 'tlso possible: 11 .ci,natorr:~crr has :,ho sc.me et~molo;:::y as 11 aturn 11 ( frcra the Greek 

11 tor:mein 11 , to cut) and describes reasonably well the approach to science of 

tne atord c the or is i:-s wr10 divided everything into sr!l.c111 basic particles, in 

opposition tc tLe or[;anic method of the Aristotelians. '.fowever, it is at 

this point that Swift chooses to l~efla te the remaining objection that 

reason is in the rit:ht -- by rather disar!d n~ly conceding the point; arid he 

then ;1roceeds to tilt the argument decj sively towarris the physical bj' 

lim:i_ting it to the example of 11 corporeaJ bein.::s" -- the latest addition to 

a series of reforrrr.Jations which has brought us from 11 t'.1in,;_;s 11 throur;h 11objects 11 

to 11bodies". Tl:is prenares the wa:;/ for the hu:m.-.1n beings that Swift wil~ soon 

adduce as il lustratlon. The centre/surface motif also reappears nm-r as inside/ 

outside, again with a purely physical connotation, hecause applied only to 

"corporeal bein,-s 11 • FinalJy the reference to experiments pifrs up t'.le motif 

of natural philosophy but with particuhr applica':,ion to its specificalJy 

modern innovation -- experimental science. 

Even after the words 11 cor.noreal beinr::;s'' wl·ich su~gest something livint;, 

it is a shock to find that 3wift' s exa.r.1ple is two hc,man ::u bjects. Flaying a 

woman and dissectine:; a beau are scientific experiments that are likely to 

repel most people, particularly when described. with such clinical detachment 

as Swift here achieves. But ever. ti1is repulsion is a calculated effect in 
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the service of the argument. 1iihilst its most obvious effect is to make 

experimental philosophy repugnant, al thouch tr.is is a logical extension 

of treatine huma.n beincs as if they were ri~erely machines, we m-1.y easily 

forget that it :is suppo:Jed to stand as an exar.iple of the opern.tion of t:~e 

reason. irnilst this is b~1 ir.iplication only the refined reason sa tir:i zed 

earlier in the sect.ion, no 1ir.iitinc definition has yet been rilaced on 

11 reason" in th:i s para[;ranh. The exanple is presented in the context of a 

proposal t!'lat credulity is better than curiosity and curiosity has been 

taken as synor.ymous with reason. 

The conclusion 3wii.'t draws from his example widens the argument aeain: 

fron all wh} eh i justl~i fcmed this 
Conclusion to myself; 'i'hat. wh;:itever 
Philosopher or Projector can find an 
art to soddcr or patch the Flaws and 
Imperfections of k1'!:,u!.'e, will deserve 
much bett~r of Lankind, anci teach us 
a more useful Science, than that so 
much in present esteem, of widenine; 
and exposini: them (like him who heJ_d 
Anatomy to be the ultimate end of 66 Physick). 

This irnat:;e, which is the central point of the art,rument, is thick with 

ambiguity. Having shown by his graphic exampl·; of a beau and a woman flayed 

that mankind is not to be treated as if merely a part of nature, but as 

somethine to which different values have to be applied, Swift proceeds 00 

ignore the difference and use his experiments as the basis for some general 

conclusions about lJature. The phrase 11 sodder or patch the flails and 

imperfections of nature" is puzzline because it is not at alJ clear how this 

66 
~., p. 171.. 
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hov1 this rrii~;ht be Jone. "ith referer.ce to human bein~-:;s it might refer to 

the poetic creation of an i teal nature th;it will j_ncite mer. to virtue; but 

it might e,1ualJy denote the use of ima[ination to delude men 1 s minds with a 

show, which woulli apparently improve the situation by r;JakinL, falseho·ou seem 

true. Just what forn that delusion FU[;ht take is suggested by the r·,ore 

literal meanine; of "soddering" and 11patc'.1ir1£ 11 , terms boITov.;ed fro:t:l the 

occupations of the rn.etallur['.ist and the tailor. In view of the uses to 

which :Jwift puts the clothinc metaphor in the Tailor-worship seetion of the 

Tale, both these terr.1s should conjure sugce stior.s of mechanical philosophy. 
\ 

The choice Swift offers us between a "Phi::osopher" and a "Projector" nicely 

balances the literal and metaphorical possibilities of the argument, w'.1ilst 

the ambiguity is r.i.aintained by the fact that the proposed sodderine and 

patchint; enterprise js c3.lled both ar, art and a science. The opposite 

extrer:ie -- widenin-· and exposin,~ flaws -- is a1so ambiguous: wideninr: implies 

distortion a:' the truth ani exposinc, merely the discover;;r of it, but, on the 

purely physical leveJ_, they are t~e successive stages of a dissection. 

·whether a man ever existed or not w-,o actually believed anatory was the 

ultimate end of physic hardl;y matters: he stands as an analogy which, wlt:ile 

reinforcinD t'.'le inhumanity of the human experiment just described, extends 

the curative sug;estions of "sodderin;: and patchinc" which sounds rriore 

plausible wher: applied to human beings than to nature. Nevertheless, thoug:-i 

the stress is no,.; upon the physical, 11anator:iy" retains the nore al.Jstract 

connotation that it acquired earlier in the arge<ment. It can denote both the 

scientific approach o~, atomic theorists and the operation of reason. 

The.next sentence begins: 

And he, whose Fortunes and Dispositions 



have placed him in a convenient Station 
to enjoy the "Pruits of this nob1e Art; 
he that co.r. v1ith i~nicurus content his 
lcteas with the FH~s and Ir.a;-es th;it 
fly off upon his senses from the Super- 67 
ficies of Things ••• 

The first half of V:is is reasonably neutral except insofar as the terrrs 

"Fortunes" and "Jispositions" h'Licht lead to a mechanistic account of the 

hum.:rn situation, such as we have encountered since the very beginnin.~ of 
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the digression on r:J.adness. The second half, hmrever, is ouch nore particul';r. 

There is a referer.ce to Lucretius' r.echanistic and rather inplausible account 

of the phenomenor; of sight: 

••• ea quae simulacra voc~mus: 
Quae quasi menbranae su::ur.o de corpore rerum 

Dereptae, volitant u:'..troque cito,1ue per auras. 
Dico ieitur reri.;.;;--. effit:;ias tenui~'n.ue figuro.s 
!viit tier ab rebus su!'1r.:o de cor'.'ore rerur., 
C).uae quasi nembranae ve::... cortex no:ninitandast, 
'~od sped er.1 ac form'lr:l sir.ilen t;erit eius il"l2.GO 
Cuiuscunque cluet de cor:Jore fusa vai::;ari. 

[, • • what we call im1.r,es of thinr;s; which 
like filr..s drawn fror:i the out,err.,o3t surface of 
thinr,s, fljt about hither and thit!cer ttrou8h 
the air. • • • 

I Sil;'i', therefore, t:v1t serr!h2-m1ces and thin 
shanes of tllinr,s are thrmm off fror.i_ their 
outer surface, Hnic'' are to ':le c;illed as it 
were the· r filnis or ba:r~:, bec:iuse the irr.a,'.';e 
bears a look or shane like the bodv of t:-i.1 t 
from which it is sr,~d to go on its' way.] 

(IV, 30 - 32, 42 - 6). 68 

It is ironical that at, this point Epicurus should be cited as ar1 example, not 

only bec:i.use he is :i prime example of a meci1anistic system-builder but even 

more for the fact ti:at his pupil :Lucretius salutes him, in a lengthy eulogr, 

67 68 Ibid., p. 174· 
.Je Rerum N:i:,ura, p~. 250 - 51. 



as a dist,int.:;··dshed anatomist of nature: 

• • • quod sic natura tua vi 
tum rt:a.nifesta riatens ex omni parte 
retecta est. 

G •• becau5e nature thus by they 
power has been so rrianifestly laid 
open and unr: overed in every rart .] 

(III, 29 - 30). 69 
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11 I·~atHre", of courc.e, .includes rankind accordinr; to Enicurus and Lucrel:.ius. 

It s'.-iows the sli;:iperiness Gf the aroment when Ericurus can be quoted on 

both sides of it. Furthermore it was part of Epicurus' theory tmt absence 

of bodily pain and contentillent of mind were all that life required (Lucret.i us 

summarizes the doctrine at t:1e start of his second book.); hence the word 

''content 11 in Swift 1 s passar_-e has a specii.:..l appropriateness. 

With this passal_'.:e in Swift v:e also returr. to the all-ernbracints v:ord 

11 thin[;s 11 • The reference to Epicurus r.1ifht sur;gest that these thinr,s are 

limited to thos.:; :'rod11ced in external nature; but the films and ima,_:es, we 

mi£:ht rm1ef'lber, can be qualities tb3.t either "dwell" or 11are drawn cy art" 

upon the outw'trd of bodies, and this jncludes t:1e possibility of delibe··ate 

deception, especi;tlly when taken with the recent reference to an nart.'1 to 

sorider and patch 1;;:i flaws and imperfections. The refsolution of the argument 

could now be given, for tnis art is no More than a means of fooling neoole. 

But Swift defers the resolution .J.S he builds to a climax of maximum irr:pact: 

69 

Such a rran, truly wise, cre.1.ms o·nf 
Nature, lea'!inc tr:e Sowe~ and Dre2s for 
Philosophy qnci :le1.son to lan u;n. This 
is the sublime and refined poj nt of 
Fe lid ty, c1.l1ecl, the Possessj on of be in;::: 

Thid.' pp. 17.2 -· 3. 



well-deceived; The Serene .::i.nd Peaceful 70 
State of beinc a Fool amonr, Knaves. 
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Har.;.' of the0e terns are restatements of terDs we have heard before. "Truly 

wise" recalls the orii::inal definition of that wisdom "which converses about 

the surfg_ce of U:inLs 11 • Swift uses ti:e word "wise 11 in order to give his fir.al 

statement of the parae;raph its uost paradoxical form: "such a r1an, truly 

wise 11 is "a fool ar:i.onc knaves 11 • The ima[e of refineI'lent in 11 crearr.s off 11 crnd 

11 refined 11 rec'llls "refined reason 11 ar.d points to a similci.r dis:..ort:ion of the 

truth. 11 The possession of being well-deceived'' is a repetition of U:e saJT'o 

phrflse used in the preced:in(, paragr3.ph. For "serene'! \·;e have to r,o even 

further back, to the point hhere Swift describes the br:lin in iLs natural 

s-'.:,ate of sereriit.y, as ·!isposir:c its mm er to o'-l.ss his life in coT'lJ"':on for;>'ls. 

T::o onl:.t thing these tw<J states have in col11.r.on is passivit:,r: serenit:; :l n t:1e 

present context is acquired by submission to furns so uncormon that nature 

will not be at tLe expense of furnisninr; them. "Feaceful" draws attention 

to the be binning o.:' ti1e pa.ragrap 'i: 11 In the prcport ion that credulity i:::> a rr::ore 

peaceful possession of nind than curiosi ty 11 • This should rer:'.ind us that. the 

whole arglJJ;lent is conducted on a relative bacis, ,_.,..ith peace:'ulr,ess as the 

criterion. It also draws attent:i on to the fact that the same Kord 

of mind 11 -- is used in connection with 11 credulity 11 and being 11well-decei ved 11
, 

showirit; that the conclusion of the paragrapr1 was implicit even at its openine::;, 

once the criterion of peace:'ulness was chosen. 

If the realer feels th<J.t Svrift has sor::ehmv given an uncomfortable 

plausibility t,o a wront:; ide:1, :-ie C3.n hardly be blamed. l':ie trouble s~arts at 

70 ' h ' • ' Guthkelc .. -omit'.l, p. 174. 
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the openinb of the~ rara;;:;;.~aph, 1-1!1ere b~' ci. 1-ind of lor,ic:Jl elision he allows 

cu:::-iosity to mea:i both the use and the abuse of rer.son. :.'hen he nakes the 

centre/su~·f;lce dichotor~:r parallel the curiosit~)creduJit~; one a:id refers to 

tha.t "pretender1 philosophy 0 t:1at enters into t:~e derth of tclinr;s, he seems 

to indicate a pejorative de:inition. :-'u:. iT!lJ11edi'l tel~r afterv:ards Svd ft 'lses 

"reason 11 as synonynous v-i th this pretended philoso:;:ih~' and stilJ fails to 

define it. This ar:•bi[;uity is central to the arQ-.<ment: where Swift could be 

referrin,; either to refined or to unrefined reason, h_i_s failure to distin.;uisl: 

between then allows hir;i to refer to both at tl-:e same time as if the;r 1··Gre 

identical. :;hen therefore r1e gives an example of refined reason at 1rnr~:, 

he can take t!-1is as discredi tint; both false reasoninc; and the -...:ea non i-:e use 

tor efute it -- unrefined reason. T!:e physical exarr.ples he gives of :'h;-i ir;g 

and dissection are ar;r,"·oprfate illustration of reason r.ii~>directed bt:t r~ight 

be taken metaphoric llly as an accmmt of correct re.'.lsonin;:;; so that they 

constitute a kind of mskin,: dev lee to conceal the full implications of t1::1e 

argument. However harr:i_less the illustration rna;y appear, it is the r:1ear_s by 

w!-lich Swift contrives to vindicate reason ..-,rO!!erly userl and yet is o.ble later 

to cb.in tl".a.t he has discredited it. Dut this would still have been a possible 

inference from the Ve:J· first words of the paragraph, 1:;here "c11d osity" has 

been r,iven two a1Jow'3.tle raeaninc;s, oneof ~-;hich -- "reason" -- was in conflict 

with the other -- "abuse oi"' re:i.son". 

There are otl1er technir1ues that h.1.ve alri_oc,t equal ir:iportance with t:,is. 

l'ne nost basic is the reduction of terrr.s in a rnnner that chant:es the nature 

of the argument. Tne ori.;ina1 credu::_ity/cu_riosity dicho"'.:.or.w is constantly 

restated and in the process its meaninc is dr;;i.stically altered. "Curiosity" 

is successivel~; a "pretended philosophy", "reason", 11 inside 11 , a widener o_" 



flaws, an anator:izc;r, "sower and drecs 11 and 11 reason and )1hilosop:,y 11
• 

"C:redu lity 11 becomes the "wisdom tlta t converses about the surface", the senses, 

"outside 11 , a r<1ilant'.;ronic wish to patch up imperfections, uncritical 

acceptance of "filv~s .s.nd ima.r,es 11 , "wise", 11 creamin;:_; off 11
, "refined 11

, 
11 fe~ici ty", 

11well-d8ceived 11 , and fin-i.,l;.' a 11 .fool 3.mong knavec; 11 • l·kanwi1ile a series o.i 

sio1ificant shi '.ts o:' mear.int_; l'.'.lodifies the basis on which t::ese two sets of 

qualities are contrasted. i.:1v1t he;·ins as 11 tliinzs 11 is ~,ransformed ir:to 

"objects", "bodies", 11atu:·e 1 s "furniture", 11 cornoreal heings", G. vonan, a 

beau, Nature, ;i sic;.;: person (by inference) and finally b3.ck a.;ain to 

11 t!1ings 11 • In the first two lists t!-lere is a clear shift of ernp'.'lasis from 

the abstract to the physical and then bac'r\: again to the abstract. In the 

third list, however, the movement is raore complicated: it starts with the 

general catecor~/ 11 thincs 11
, be~ins to focus on words eenerally used to signify 

inanimate objects, then suddenly switches to ver;,r r.mch anim:1ted objects --

a woman and a beau. '.i'hen no distinction is r.mde between categories -- when, 

indeed, Swift goes on to arply t.:Us human exaTl!l'le as typical of nature as a 

whole -- we can reasonably conclude that this is a parody of the way 

mechanistic scientists reduce everytl1ing to the same (physical) level. 

This argument, however, is not sor1ethin,~ apart, but pla;rs a:;, im:1ortant 

role in the development of the whole paraera~ih. Besides the more limited 

sugr;estion tha '.:. human bein:·s need noL he rJistin.cuished from ex~,ern;il nature 

easily disproved when isola ·.ed there rerriains the questionof how much 

force it r;ives to the abstract assertion that creduli t: is sureri or to 

curiosity. The fact that :.he areurnent is i:.;eneral and abstract and the exam_r'le 

limited ·and concrete does not necessarily falsify it. But wheL t'.1e basic 

dichotor..1:,1 b one of outside ar-:ainst inside and it is 3.pplied first 
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metaphorically, then literall;--, :uid fjnall~; metanhorica11J' acain, we have 

an argur1ent tl-iat treats two different levels of argument as if they were the 

same. Reason r:ay have the sarr.e relation metaphorically to credulit:r' that the 

inside of a body has to V1e outside, but there tile siritilarit.1 ends. unly by 

means of metaphor is the comparison possible at all. 

Swift therefore gives us in this passa::;e the two (.inds of arGUr.1ent tiHt 

he r.1ost frequently satirizes in the Tale: confl·1tion of the literal and 

metaphoricaJ., and conflation of the physical with tht: intellectual or 

spiritual. DoV1 are expressed l\r the inside/outside dichotorrw that Swift 

likewise uses throi.:t:hout the Tale: Swift shows th'it such a forr~mlation is 

unsatisfactoljr unless we show discrir:iinatj_on in how 1;1e use it. The whole 

pass;ir,e is in fact an interestinG vr~riation on the ther,:e of inside/oc.ttside. 

The illustration at its centre is not a legi~,imte e:x.amnle of the general 

proposition that flanks it on both sides. W1at, is more, in the abstr;i.ct 

proposition we a:;-e lookinr; at hum..:1.n beinr,s from the inside and intellectually 

(despite Vi.e im.!l.gery of physic'11 ar:;i;ression that seems to give "reason 11 a 

concrete existence of its own); but in the concrete example we view from tr.e 

outside and physically. 'foese facts destroy the apparent neatness of t r.e 

orir,inal formulation. 

The basic rhetorical and intellectual faults that Swift shows i. n the 

passaee are false metaphor, false analo[,y, faulty definition and faulty 

forraulation. B.1t this does not mean thci.t its irr,plications are )IUrel~· 

negative. The idea of the dissection of a beau implies tl1e difference in 

kind between hurnar; bein~s and external nature and hence the need for 

different standards of judt:;ement. There are two other occasions l·.'hen Swift 

sugeests what t~wse standards rrdt;ht be. 
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On two occasions Swift uses a debased version of the hurrianistic i_dea 

th<J.t nature is inferior to t~1c ir3eal natnre of the poets, both of them to 

justify the preference "'or delusion over truth. Bu+, tl.-',e realization t:-i:it 

nature pu'-.s her best rrftffr!iture 11 forward and that na+,ure cannot "furnish" 

the nobler scenes t'.-iat the irnarination can, need not lead to a love of 

del1~sion. TI1e argunent that Swift here IJarodies, as eiven by Sir f'hilip 

Sitiney, justifies fiction as an inciter..ent to virtu8 -- r.,uch the same idea 

as Swift uses in sut;gestine th3.t learninc instructs a man :Ln his own 

infirrr,ities. T'tis theory also allows for the fact that ihture' s world is 

a bra7.en one, or j_n Christian terms, a fallen. world. It is the ort!'todox 

Christian world, in which man must i.:se his free will to choose Lhe best 

course of action and strive to better not nature but hinself. 

This hri'lgs us to the secor:d implied assertion of value. If we look 

at the terms "creduJ it~r" and "curj 0si ty 11 fro~ a slightly different point 

of view -- a Chris:.fa.n one -- a eood deal of the areument becomes cleci.rcr. 

Swift cqua tes reason \<;it,h curiosi :.;r -~ the zeal for adv:wcinc new systems 

"in thines a.creed on all hands impossible to be known" -- to show tl~:it tr.ey 

are incompatitle. T:Le reason is ti:e opposite of both credulit;r .:rnd curiosit.v 

but in different wa~lS. The antidote to credulity is obviousl:r reason, 

becau:oe credulity is an abroratiori of reason. I3ut since curiosl ty is an 

excessive use of reason, it is difficult to judge at Hnat point reason should 

be told "Thus far a:-1d no farther" 0:1 rational grou:1ds alone. A different 

criterion is necessary and that cr.:1-terion is faith. Faith and reasur. cor:1bined 

forn: ar: ansHer to the secular abuse of ther:-t, credulity and curiosit:i; for 

curiosity is an insufficient trust in God, ar. abdicc:.tion of faith. Swift puts 

the matter neatl;;; in his sermon "On the Trinity": 



Faith, says the apostle, is the 
Evidence of TrJncs not seen: Ire means, 
that Fait:_ is a Virtue by which an:·thing 
co!TII'landed us b~- God to be}ieve, appears 
evident ar rl certain to us, aJ.thouch v;e 
do no', see nor c:in ~oncei ve j t.; because 
hy Faith >Te depend ent irel:· upon the 
Truth and noxer of God. 

It is an old Jistinction, th:it Things 
may be above our J.eason wH.'.iout bein,G 

71 
contrary to it. 
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Faith ancl reason, though they sound like opposites, are in fact complementarj', 

unlike credulit,y and curiosity, which cannot be combined into a harrr.onious 

unity but lead to a "fools and knaves 11 dichotom;y. '.='his quotaticn 3.1so gives 

us a SOlU'ce .:'or 3>-1ift 1 s 11 thincs invisible". The "apostle 11 is St.Paul and 

the definition referred to is in the Epistle to the Eebrews (11:1). belief 

in thini:;s invisitle (i.e. 11 not seen 11
) is Swift' s alterr.a ti ve to belfof in 

his s: st,em of vapours v:hich he labels "r:i.s.dness" and uses riecr,:i.nisticJ.lly to 

exnlain beh«:viour. ~ut Christian faith offers rnn the freedom to ::ake his 

mm choice for .::;ood or ill, and eives the lie to Swift 1 s systeCT -- as indeed 

to all r.iec:nnistic accounts of huran beh.=tviour. 

All this is directl~,r deducible from Swift 1 s argur:ient, but it f:BX help to 

clarify it if '"1e take another look at Erasmus' Praise of ?olJv, in which the 

paradoxical reasoninc and the diacnosis of the hum1n condition closely 

reser:bles that in the central passage of the "Digression on V.adness". Its 

most important feature is the basic equation it m:.1.kes betweer; wisdom and 

fo,112, wlric;1 3w.:.~t reproduces in niniature. Erasmus also notes that v.-hereas 

man prefers false colours to ti-1e truth, rr.,ature hates all false coloi.;_ring and 

71 
Swift, Prose :;'orks, IX, 164. 
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72 
is eve:r bef3L when she is least achJlterated b;v art1'. Swift makes the same 

corm:ie.nt (lfature always puts her "bes:. furnj tu:re 11 forwa:::-d); and, havinr; sh01.-m 

that ner. fjnd her furniture disappointinG, uses ths as the ba.sis for the 

need to adulterate nature with art, and ultimately, for delusion. Hher. 

Swjft finall:. desc rj bes delusion as t::e 11 sublime and refined :ioint of 

felicit~: 11 , he is ecl>oinr not just a conce;.t hut the very words of 2rasrus 

(at le:J.st in the John T,;ilsor:. translation). Cor:rrr.enting on the v:11ue of 

flattery, I:rasm1~s tells us that ''it Dakes ever;) rr.an more joci.;.nd and 

acceptable to h_;_:'lself, wiiic'.'.1 is the c.iiefest point of felicity". 73 'lhe 

resenblance of the concluding phrase to Swift 
1 
s ::.s unmista~able. lt also 

suggests wLat 3wift 's phrcise tends to cover up, that r.ian, like nature;, has 

defects which nake him unacceptable to himself, which Swift elsewf:ere calls 

his "private infjrr:.ities". The obvious comment on the Erasrdan passage would 

be, better to improve one 1 s shortcoJ11ings than to pretend they do not exi_ st. 

But if the criterion is one of happiness and or.e has defects that Ir.ake one 

unhappy Hith oneself, it is obviously "cheaper" in terms of effort, to 

!Jretend one does not have faults than to try to amend then: 

And at hov: cheap a rate this happiness 
is purchased! Foras:cuch as to tr1e thing 
itself a r:E.n 1 s d10lc endeavour is required, 
be it never so inconsijera'cle; but the 
opinion of it is easily taken up, 1·:hich yet 
conduces as much or T'lore to happiness. 71.i. 

Swift's are1u:1er.t is a little More complicated, but it, too, is predieated on 

the assumption that happiness is the hit:;hest good. And :Jwift presen t,s us with 

72 Th P . 
73 

e . ra1se of 

7 4 Ibid • , p . 7 4 . 
~·, PP• 75 

Fo 11 v. p. 54. 

6. 



263 

the alternatives of recognizinc; our infirmities aml doinc somethinr; about 

them or else hecoF.:ing founde:r-s or proselytes ("fools" or "knaves") of 

foolish systens. To recoe;nize our faults may not make us happy but it do.-,s 

offer the possibility o.f a real solution rather than an ima1_;inary one. 

Swift 1 s method differs in one major respect from Erasr..us 1
• Swift wishes 

to present the areurr.ent as plausibly as possible and surririse his reader b:1 

its implic~1.tior·.s. AccordingJy he suppresses the pejorative terms "fools" 

and 11 knaves 11 until the VP,ry last mor.ent 1.-:hen, h::winc established his case, 

he can nresen.t ther;i with r:aximurr. impact. Erasnus, howe»rer, lets the reader 

see what he is doin~ frol"l. tr.e first. r;i s initial prer.ise is that all 1:!orth-

while thincs come under fac banne~ of folly. Th..-oi:t;h arcument and definition 

he reduces alJ under the soi.me heariin:, good and bad alike, forcing the 

reader to distinguish between categories tnat legitirriately beloni;; there ?..nd 

those that do not. :r.;ven Christianity is ultim'l.tely brou~=ht within folly 1 s 

jurisdiction, by the sancUon of the PaulinA paradox t'.:a.t if a man seem 

wise in the world, he should become: a fool in oraer to be wise, "For the 

wisdora of this >:orld is foolishness with God" (I Corinthians, 3: 18-19). 

This is a paradox that, 3wift does not use, bnt Erasr'lus 1 argument later on 

has some relevance to his own. In an interesting passae=e that contains 

another definition of "tliinr,s invisible", probably drawing on the same 

definition from the Epistle tot he Hebrews that Swift quotes in his serrr:on, 

Erasmus gives an account of religious belief, usinr; the imacc of the ca1.'e 

dwellers described in Plato's -:1epuhlic: 

It fares "Wi t'.1 them as, accordinr: to 
the fiction of Plato, hn.:>peLS to tl1ose 
tha~, bein1· cooped up in a <~ave star:.d 
gaping witr. adrr.ira tion at t'.',e shadows 
of thini:s; and that fugitive who, 
havinr; bro,·~e from thefll. and returninz to 



them a;-ain, told ther:J lie h·:d seen thinr,s 
truly as the:,' '.Jere, and that the~· were 
the Lost rr.ist.q,Y.en in believin:::- there -was 
nothin2 hut pi ti ,~u;_ :::ha.dows. For as this 
wise man pitied and bewa:iled their 
palable r:iadness t'.v.:.t were possessed with 
so ero ss 'iil error, so they in return 
laughed at him a~> :i. doU ng fool and c:lst 
him out of their comp::rny. In like manner 
the corrn.1on sort of Vien chiefly adr~i re 
those thines that are r.1ost corro:reaJ and 
almost believe there .Ls nothin.'.: beyond 
them. ~lnereas on the cont.r::i.ry, these 
devout persons, by hov iiluch no1·e they 
ne[;lect it and are hurriect cway with the 
contemplation or' thini:'s invisible. For 
the one cives the first place to riches, 
t:-te nBxt to their cor::ioreal plt::armres, 
leavint- the last place to their soul, 
which yet most oJ' tliem do o;carce beiieve, 
because the.r can't see it wit~: their o;,res. 
(.m t'.':e contrary, the others first rely 
wholly on God, tte 1·~st unchCl.neeable of 
all things; and next hir.1, yet on tl-lis 
that cones nearest i1in, they bestow tl-!e 
second on their so1~l; ;-;.red last' ~J to t~eir 

75 body. 

To Era~:0ous, U:en, "thin,cs invisible" are the rr:ost, irripo:rtant of all, and he 

uses the term "madness" to describe t!1ose w;~ose faj th -- one night c~tll it 

"credulity" -- c..:;oes no furU~er than the corporeal. '.:Jome li::iitations, of 

course, have to be placed on belie'.' in thin;:s invisible, a probleri "':hic~1 
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concerns .3wift r.,ore than it does E:rasr,us. Nevertheless, Swift' s indehtedness 

to Erasrms in the ter~·1s of hLs arguM.ent and the technique he enploys is 

clear enough. 

Swift .has one T'.'.ore Erasd_an twist to present. iiaving brou,:;ht to a 

conclusion his arguI"lent tint hapniness Lased on anything other than truth 

Je,uis to the state of Leint; a .fool anoni:.: knaves, he opens Lis next par:1i:;ranh 

7 5 2£. ' pp • 11. 5 - 6. 
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wit.!1: 11 l~ut to return to madness 11 • Apart ±'ror., the abruptness of the phrase, 

it is quite a shock to fi:id there V1e i1Tl!1lication tha:. the y:>recedinc,; 

paragr·aph, with its ostens5_'ole praise of delusion, is not r..a:lness. The 

c;.mcJudin.:.:; shift of terninolo~/ from praise to blame has rr.ade it quite ~1l:i.in 

that voluntary delusion is tantamount to insar.ity. lt w..-i.s, ho1·ever, onl:: a 

terr.porary dropping of the mask, fer Swift nm\" takes up his phenome:ion of 

vapours and for t.:ne rest of the dic:;rese>ion develops it co its logical 

conclusion, that ti1ere is no difference between the inhabitanLs of hedla1:: 

and the r:1en oc:-up;yine:; positions o:' pm1er and influence, exce_!Jt tr..at the 

fonter lac'.·: a proper nllieu in v.b ich to exercise their talents. For his 

openin6 to this Yoern~w::.l of U e areument 31.rift is a.rain inde, ted to Zrasnus, 

who has a digressior: ·.-:it hin '1is a.:-count of hov1 fools are the happiest of 

men, wlicre he exrilains !-:o\: fools also .rrn.ke others hap)")Y· Fools, :1e ex;-ila:i.ns, 

are sought b:r :-irinces t~cc::lllse they aMuse, and these same princes, •::~o avoid 

wise ner, lest they should "dare spe.:ik t,o theY'i thin(;s true rather tha:i plcas::nt, '', 

are pre!iared to hear the same tru7,hs fro;:-l the li1)s of fools. One nigl,t infer 

from t l1is that, sue :1 princes suffered a ccrtai n degree of foll;'.,r thensel ves 

and that their prPference for nleQsant things over true ones was rat~e~ a 

foolish one for men in their position. Erasmus, however, makes no such 

assertion. ,\fter corapleting the paragraph be he,_:::ins a new one witr.: "But 

76 
to retur11 tc the happiness of fools 11

• l~ver, ar.tld tr1e brilli.ance of T:i.e 

Praise o~ Follv this piece oi' irony sL:i..nds out as one of' the r::ost SLrikinG 

moments in the entire satire. Cne might legi tirna.tely see 3wift 1 s cc!to of 

this phrase and of the techni ·iue it uses as a tacit acknmded,JT..ent or his 

76 
Ibi· d. , 59 60 PP• - • 
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debt to the r:;.oJel Erasr:lls created .fo:- this, the wost Erasmian passat::;e in 

the Tale. 

I do not p!"opose to follow the "".Jigression on Hadness" any further. 

Enough has been said ~,o st:m-r that it is absolu-':-clj' central to the r<.ti.jor 

issues of the '~ale o.nd !Jartic :12.rl~, those in"'.",roduced b~r the Tailor-worship 

and \eolist sections. The ~ectucth·c s:» stem of nad n8ss, by !Jl'es-2n':, jnz, 

reductive s:·ster.iatizers witrlin a frar:eh·o:-k as tar-reachin'-~ in its -3.,Dp1ication 

as their own, provides a humorous refutation of their brand of' refin<:!d 

reason, as i:ell as confirrr.inl: tr:at Vol.rio:_;s :-..:inds of mechanir.al thin;.-.ir.c::: are 

the n:i.in preoceupa. tj on of the Tale. I11 contrasting the pattern of rnrr:.'ine 

learnin,· v:hich instructs a rrn.n in his infirmiti0s, ind'..lcin[: hurr:ilit:', vith 

preference for one's i.nar;ina ti on over one 1 s experience (r.ieIT'.or~') whic:1 leads 

to pride, S\tlift reinvokes the confrontation of the spider and the bee and 

reminds us that -She battle of :,he ancients and the moderns is not a locGt.l <lnd 

temporar;y event but an enduring st:ruez;le. Finally, and with ~erfec t 

appropriateness in accordance with the rwck-lo[ic of the Tale, S"ift 

digres;:-95 1, ithin his digression to give us a. miniature mocl< encomium of 

credulity. The paradoxical nat11re of this argument, in which he rrian<~fes to 

prove to us both the necessity u.n 1 l t~e ::-iernicirnnmess of' mar,' s reason, is <>, 

·brilliant warninc of the dan[ers of lo.::;ic :ind rhetoric at the service o.:.' an 

unscrupulous and unethical orat0r. 
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"It is not enough to 'use technology 
with a deeper uncierstandinc of hu:r:ar; 
wishes 1 , or to 1dedic;i.Le technoloQ' 
to man's spidtual needs', or to 
1 encourace techno-1 o.'.:i.c;ts to look at 
human p:roblerrs 1 • Such ex~ressions 
imply that -.,·here hurran behaviour 
begins, techno~or,y sto~s, and that we 
must carry on, as 1·e have in the past, 
with wln t vie have lc~arned from 
personal experien~e or from t'.1o:>e 
collections of !Jerso:ia.l ex;::ieri enc es 
called rli~;t.ory, or 1.ith L:e 
distillations of experience to he 
found in folk wisdon and rracticaJ 
rules of t:mmb. '.'.'hese h:1ve been 
a1,railah1e for centuries, am all we 
have to show for them is the state 
of the world tod~i.y. ~.n..iai:. we need j s a 
technolov· of behaviour • 11 

B.F.Skinner, Bevonri Freedom a!!.d 
Diznitr 1_1971) 

"Les anciens sont les anciens, mais 
nous sor.imes les t::ens de ra.intenant 11 • 

Eoliere, .u; La.lade 11;aginaire 
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I have tried to demonstrate that in,\ Tale of' a Tub .Swift, des.rite his 

conc~m 1:ith particul':cr riistoricccl events and issues, assu11cs ci perspective 

which essential 1:,. transcends the historical limit.s.tions of his exoi.mr:les, and 

U:.at his adaption of the genre known as the paradoxical encomium is che r.:ain 

method by wr1ich he achieves it. 

Tile paradoxical enconium characteristicall.Y eI'lplo;ys a calculated abuse 

of logic to el~vate a seemincl~r trivial principle to a positio:. of supreme 

ir.1po::·tance. It.. is thus admirably s:1ited to parody the i<,ind of' loi.;ic t};at 

atter.pt:> to reduce all phenomena within the scope of an all-embracing 

sci.'3ntific system. In t;-,e tai1or-worship section of the T:i.le S1..rift offers 

Uf; :-,n enco~du:.i of cl othir.r, that is not merely ri parody but a dia£nosis of 

the kind o~ reductive thinking shoi.red alike b~; ,'\ristotelian scholasticism 

n.nd Enbbes:hri necr.anism. Furtherr~ore, by linkin['. these two systems toge:.her 

throuch the clothing metaphor ar:d fir1dinf: a corr:~,on source for their short­

cor..in0s, 3',...ift cor:':,riv-es to T'nke his cri+-,ique valid not merely for the 

genuine intellect1nl s;yste;cs t-.8 deals with but for all such systems; and he 

Joes it, paradoxicall;y enougi1, by reference to an intellectual syste11. tll.a t 

does not exist and never has. This lifts tl:e satire above the level of r:w~e 

top1cality to abiding CO!"£Jent on hu:IUn nature iDustrated by a !!1e:-:or:1hle 

inabe. The clothing netaphor reiru~orces Swift' s diagnosis because he also 

calls upon the related idea of fashion, :rngr;ec.tinc:; the ephenerality o:' the 

intellec:Jual systens he com..11ents upon. The fashion rr.otif itself arises 

naturally out cf +,::e <'-llegory in which Christianity is represented ls a coat 
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"fitted to all times, p1:1ces and ci~·cumsta.nr:es;r, which provides a fitting 

co!ltrast to t,h_e trarisierrt y10P'1larit.y of scientific par-adj_uns. T\1is in turn 

illustrates the eternal t;attle between the andents, with their concern for 

w!ia.t is rerrn3.nert in human le.'l.rni'1t~' and the noderns with th·,~ir Jove o-!' mere 

i.ovel ty. .::wL't ha.c1dles all these is.sues brilliantly and his a-::'p:i ica7.ion cf 

In U:e ,~eolist section Swift's success is a r:i.ore qualified one. Li;,e 

U:e tailo.:--worship section it is an encomium of an apparcrctly insignificaEt 

princ:i;:ile -- wind. T;ie objective S',·:ift purs'rns in this sectior1, however, is 

more limited: ~e Je:-rtonstrates by substitutinr; "wind" for Hspirit 11 t:1at tte 

noUon of s~irit held by the Herr:ietic philosophers is essentially the same 

as thci.t Leld by Ho'ubes ;:i.nd other rr_1terialistic tninke:·s. Jjecause there is no 

apparent r;ieans hy which ir.iJL'l.terial substaw:es cc.n act directly upo!l rrateriaJ 

ones, both eroU)JS tend to rer;ard spirit, either overtly or unsuspecti n,cly, 

as if it o;.ierated in exactl;/ the same manner as wind; instead of seein.: wind 

as no nore t•1an an aDproxir.nte anqJo,ey for it. As in the tailor-worship 

section, s-,,rj_ :t intends his diar,nosis of a particular kind of thinking to 

-1:.ranscend tr,e linited exarri:--·les he uses. A :.iaj or weakness of this section, 

hov.-ever, is t:1e fact that its basic principle does not arise naturally out 

of the allet:;ory as the clot hint; !".letaphor does: "wind" has no further associations 

in this section be~·ond its analow with a particular understarnling of the Y<ord 

"spirit" and its crude pnysical connotations. Tr1ere is, however, '' r::ore serious 

flaw in tne Aeolist section, for it is consirforably lont;er th3.n the tailor-

worship section a11d ,.Jwift does not justify its length. Tho:igh Jwift initially 

devotes his attention to a serio11s philosophical issue, he succumbs there'1fter 

to the temptation of makinG fun of the sectarians for ~heir belief in 
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inspiration. I-hving shown that inspiration, i,-hen interpreted too li~erally, 

i3 like inhaline:; wind, Swift feels it is lei_;itirnate to mock the mannerisr:1s 

of disscntin[ ;)reachers 'LS hein[ the result of' windy I'lelanc holy. This j s not 

just a lapse in taste but a failure of art as well, for Aeolisrt is no loncer, 

like the tailor-worshir systen, an intellectual systen ~,hat never existed, 

allowin,.... an ir.marthl examination of ccrtaln j_deas and their rariific.:tions: 
LI • -

Aeolisr;t becor:ie:> a thinly di8[Uised alle.:;orical re!Jresentn.U on of V,e sectadans. 

The Aeolist system thus tie13enera~es fron a philosophic,;_]_ analysis to a 

denigration of a partic11lar ~roup of people. Admittedl~- the logic of the 

paradoxi\'C.il er.corriiur.i is hetter suited to exanininr tne abuse of reason tha · 

the abdic·'ition of it rut th~re :;,,s no doubt that this section re_r:rcsen~,s a 

falling-off fron the high acrdevement o: t:-ie clothes-wor5t:ip section. 

Swift 1 s fines-::. acf-:icvencnt jn the Talc is another exercise in oaradcxical 

encomium. In the 11 Digressiun on Fadness" Swift creates the intellectual 

systen to cor.preher:d all sucr• sys"Sens, includir,[, those of the tailor-worshippe:rs 

and the Aeolists, for he claim.s in it to have accounted for the psychology of 

all S;) stem-builders by the single principle of insanity. It is a nore modest 

argt.uner.t than >:e find in the tailor-worship and Aeolist sections, for Swift 

does not attempt to account for all phenomena -- only for the psychological 

motivation of a select group. In doini:; so be underlines the fact that any 

theory they produce, for which tLey claim. universal validity, is 3.S applica:)le 

to ther:1sel ves as to ar.yone else. Hence 3wift depicts therr: not as the 

orieinators but as the victims of their owr. hypotheses, for unless they act 

rigidly in accordance c·:i-th their theories they e ffectivel;y disprove then. 

However," to act in so r:iechanical a fashion as tr.eir theodes orescribe is no 

better tha:1 at-d:icaLion of tl:eir hum::mit:-, or madness. 
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The culm1natinc point of this section, hoi-.rcver, deals not '::ith the 

t:-:eorizers but with the prosel:rte:3 that t:-1ec;e mad indi 'riduals alwa;. s manat:;e 

to attract. After briefly noting that the. pattern of 11 hunune Jearnin[,n, by 

teachin(.; a nr.n of his infirmities, uissuades him from toi.king suc'1 systeCTa.tj zers 

too seriously, .3wift constructs a::1 areu.T"\ent to show that falsehood is a.ctualJy 

superior to truth. T'.1j s is the most par.J.doxical encomium of t'.1.e entire 'I'.J.Je, 

:'or Swift goes on to prove two essentiall~r oppo~oed arcur'.lents sirm:.lt:rncously. 

By usin,_; terms so abstract as to con:prehen<l botl: 11 re3.son 11 and "the abuse of 

reason" ( 11 curio::;:!._ty 11
) he contrives to s1:1ow th1.t both are infedor to credulity 

(or 11unwarran+,ed faith 11
). J.low the unwarranted credjt that the s;yster.t-builders 

recei1:e fron thd r prosel;ytes has been Swift 1 s tart;:e+. in t~1c tailor-1·rorship 

and Aeolist sections, except tha"L i':itherto he has focussed attention on the 

systems thel"',selves. In this passa.:;e, hov:evcr, Swift concentrates iii0 1tter.'.:-:Lon 

on their audience and his own audience, the reader. His explanation of why 

reductive s~:stems can be attractive is also an example of reductive thoi.;.ght. 

Abstract thot;ght, when divo!'ced :nron cot".I ~on experience, can lead to 

preposterous conclusions. Swift thus der.10nstrates in a very practical way 

that to avoid becominb a fool amon[; knaves one must test the lor;ic of 

hypothesis against the touchstonl; of Ancient and established truth. 

This passa;::;e represents a fittinc sumr1ation of Swift 's satire on 

religious and learned folly. It asserts tr:e iI'lportance of what is pe!"r:-.anent 

in human nature alon0~ with the eternal validity of true Christianity, 11 fitted 

to all tines, places ar:d circumstances"; and o:'fers as an alternative to the 

false dichotony between credulit~; ar..d curiosit:, the vision of a ha:::-:::1onious 

union o'!' faith and reason jn Christian humnism. It is the most practical 

illustration .3wift could have given of how the Ancier. r.s-lfoderns strue;gle is 
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an e ter11al one. 
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AFPStJ'lIX I 

I told him, thA.t should I harpen "':,o live in a Kin~:dom where Plots and 

Conspiracir:.~s were either in vop:ue from the i,urbuler:cy of the meaner People, 

or could be turned to tr1e use and service of the higher R1.nk of them, I would 

first take care to cherish and encourat;e the Breed of i)iscoverers, Witnesses, 

Infonners, Accusers, Prosecutors, Evidences, Sw<.:Jarers, together with their 

several subservient and subaltern Instruments; aLd when I had got a 

competent TJurr.ber of them of all sorts .:i.r1d capacities, I 1'.Duld put ther:! under 

the colour ar:d conduct of some dext..rous Persons in flufficient Pov.-er bctr_ to 

protect and reward them. J.:en thus ql,alified, ar d t.hus er.i.powered, r:ue.:ht make 

a f'lost excellent Use and advantage of Plots; they mi£:ht raise their own 

Characters, a!1d pass for nost p:-ofound Politicians; they night restore new 

Vit;or to a crazy Administration; the;y riight stifle or divert e;eneral 

Discontents; fill their pockets with forfeitures; and advance or sink the 

Opinion of Publick Credit, as either mg~t answer their private Advantace. 

This might be done by first agreeing and settline a2ong themselves wrat 

suspected Persons shoeld be a ccuscd of a Plot. Then effectual care is tal<en 

to secure all ttei r letters ar.ci Papers, .:i.nd put the Crirrinal in safe and 

secure Custody. These Paper:=; r.iight be rl.eliver'd "'.:o a Sett of Artists, of 

Dexterity Sll."'ficient to find out the mysterious meaning of ',fords, Syllables, 

and Letters. They should be allowed to put w~1at Interpretation the;y ple· sed 

upor: then, ei 'rinr; them a Sense not only which has no relation at all to them, 

but even what is quite contrary to their true Intent and real Heanini;; thus, 

for instance, they may, if they so fancy, interpret a Sieve to signify a 

Court-lady, a larre Jog an Invader, the Pla6ue a standing Army, a ~UZZ'.ird a 
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e;reat States1~an, the Gout a Hieh Priest, a C11arr,ber Pot a ConniL tee of' 

Grandees, a Broorr. a Revolution, a Eouse-trap an l:Jnployment, a }jottor.tless 

Pit a Treasury, a Sink a Cou,...t, a Cap and Bells a Favourite, a 0 roken Heed 

a Court of Justice, c. running Sore an Adrninistr<1tion. 

[)ut sho 11Jd this Eethod fa:il, reeour'.>e r-Light be had to others more 

effectual, hy Learned Hen called ,\crosticks and Anagrar.is. F:i rst mic~1t be 

found Ef'm of SkiJl and Penetration who can discern that a:l ir.itial Letters 

have political r:_eaninL;S. Thus IJ s'Hll sic;n:i fJ' a Plot, B a Ret::ir:ien'v of 

Horse, La Fleet at Sea. Lr secondly, b~: transy"JOsing tLe Letters of the 

Alphabet in ai,~· suspected Paper, i:ho can discover the deepest Designs of a 

disconter:ted Party. So for exan.:ile, if I should S<l;J .:'..n a Letter to a Friend, 

11Gur Brother Tom has just cot th~~ ?iles 11 , a Nan of Skill in ti1is Art would 

discover how the same letters wr,ich compose tha-::. Sentence, may be analysed 

into the fcllowint:; '•lords; "Resist • • • a Plot is brought Home • • • The 

Tour". tilld this is the Anar;ramrr .. atic.k 1-~ethod. 

(Fron Gullivers Travels, 1726 edition.) 
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APPE!JDIX II 

I told him, that in t!:e Lint,dora of 'l'ribnh, by the lJatives called 

Lanc;den, where I hau lon,3 sojourr:ed, the 3ulk of the People consisted ;.;holly 

of D:iscoverers, )iitnesses, lnforeters, Accusers, Prosecutors, Evidence0, 

Swearers; tosether with ti1cir several subservient and subal~,ern Inst rur.:ents; 

all under the Colours, tr.e Conduct, and pay of Jv'.inisters and t!-1eir 8eputies. 

The Plots in that ~~in13dom are usually tte llorkl"'lanship of those Pe,...sons who 

desire to raise U.eir mm Characters of profound ~oli licians; to restore new 

Vigour to a crazy Adr.tinistr:i.tion; to s':,if}e or divert t;en.eral Discon+,ents; 

to fill their Coffers with Forfeitures; and raise or sinl; the Opinion of 

publid· Credit, as either shall best ans•.·er their privllte Advantaee. It is 

first agreed and se+tled among t:1em, what su5p':)cted Fersons sh~:ll be accused 

of a Plot: T'.-ler:, effectu[ll Care is taker to secure all their Letters 2.r.d 

other Parers, and pnt the Owners in Chains. These Papers are delivered to a 

Set of Artists ver:r dextrous in finding out the mysterious Eeanincs of Words, 

Syllables and Letters. For Instcince, they can decypher a Close-stool to 

si[nify a Priv:r-Council; a Flock of Geese, a .3enate; a lame Doi:;, CJ.! Invader; 

the Plague, a standini_; . .\rmy; a Buzzard, a Einister; the Gout, a High Priest; 

a Gibbet, a Secretary of S~ate; a C;1amber Pot, a Conmittee of Gra!1dees; a 

Sieve a Court L:idy; a Broor,1, a Ji'.evolution; a 1-'.ouse-trap, an :i~r.1ployment; a 

bottomless Pit, the Treasury; a Sink, a C--t; a Cap and Dells, a Favourite; 

a broken Reed, a C01.irt of Juo>tice; an enpty Tun, a l~eneral; a runnin,~ Sore, 

tl'"1e Adninistration. 

':/K:'.:N this Let'1od fLlils, they ha:.rc two others r:iore effectu2.l; which the 

Learned among then call Acrosticks, and Anagrams. Fir0t, the:y can :iec~'I'her 
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all initial i,et ters into poli tic~tl 1::eaninGs; l''ms, N, shall signif~· a 

}'lot; D, a '.tet;iment of ilorse; L, a Fleet a+., Sea. Or, secondly, by 

transposini:; the Letters of tl:e Al~hahet, in an;r sus;-iect8d Paper, they can 

lay open the deepest Desi1:;ns of a discontented Party. So for Ex:a.rr,ple, if 

l should sJ.~ in a l...et ter to a friend, 11 U1E' :~rother Tom hath just t:;ot the 

Pile$ 11 ; a }'.an of SLil1 in this Art would discover how Lie s;u:ic Letters 

which con:~)Qse U:at ~)entence, r:IJ.y be analysed into the follmiLI\"_; ':-fords; 

"Resist, -- a Plot is hroucht hoI:te -- 'The Tour 11
• And this is the 

Anac::;ramrnatid: l·:etrod. 

(From Gulli ve!"' s ir~vels, 1735 edition.) 
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