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  Surveying Swift studies, R. H. Rodino said: “Roughly half the writings devoted to 

A Tale of a Tub have disagreed about a stunningly fundamental question: who is 

speaking in A Tale of a Tub, the persona or Swift himself?” (xviii) One may 

wonder why the simple question kicked up such a fuss in Swift criticism, and recall 

the idle and trivial one that gave rise to the quarrel between the Big Endians and 
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the Little Endians in the court of Lilliput. But it is far from being so simple as it 

looks at first sight. Rather, it penetrates all the complexities and subtleties of Swift’s 

satiric outlook and has a pivotal importance for readers to understand his satire. 

Swift himself once dramatized this question of who is speaking in a playful manner 

in the Journal to Stella: “And MD’s letter, Presto, d’ye hear? No, says Presto, I 

won’t yet, I’m busy; you’re a saucy rogue. Who talks?”1 It seems that Swift has 

been fascinated with this mysterious question throughout his literary career. So, I 

would like to approach the central question by examining first Swift’s early odes 

and then their relation to A Tale of a Tub. This is because the early transition 

period from the writer of the odes to the period of the prose satirist is believed to 

reveal the process in which the question forms itself in Swift’s mind and begins to 

become a creative foundation of his satire.

  The early odes have too often been dismissed as merely turgid flattery, or 

apprentice work. But, a growing number of critics have begun to recognize the 

undeniable importance of them, especially for shadowing forth the late development 

of Swift both as a poet and prose satirist. Irvin Ehrenpreis has shown how close the 

metaphors and motifs of A Tale of a Tub are to those of the early odes (198). More 

recently, some critics have drawn attention to the elements in the odes which could 

be regarded as the symptoms or seeds of the characteristic satire strategy and vision 

of the mature Swift.2 So, the study of the early odes may be expected to provide at 

once a necessary understanding of the important features involved in the transition, 

and eventually a vantage point from which to explore Swift’s intellectual and 

emotional configuration and the secrets of his satiric artistry in later periods.

  What is remarkable in the early odes is a striking conflict between ostensible 

  1 Jonathan Swift, Journal to Stella, ed. Harold Williams, vol. II (Oxford: Clarendon, 1948), 380. Hereafter 

all reference to Journal will be to this edition and included in the text.

  2 R. W. Uphaus, “From Panegyric to Satire: Swift’s Early Odes and A Tale of a Tub,” Texas Studies in 

Literature and Language 13 (1971): 55-70; K. M. Harris, “‘Occasions So Few’: Satire As a Strategy of 

Praise in Swift’s Early Odes,” Modern Language Quarterly 31 (1970): 22-37; A. B. England, Order and 

Energy in the Poetry of Swift (Lewisburg: Bucknell UP, 1980), chs, I, II.
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purpose and underlying impulse. Six early odes--four in Cowleyan Pindarics, two in 

heroic couplets--are all panegyric both in form and intent; but Swift’s intention to 

celebrate his ideals and heroes is overshadowed by recurrent digressive satire at the 

hostile world that surrounds and threatens them, although it is not unusual for a poet 

of panegyric to include and condemn the opposite of his ideal. It is true that this 

kind of juxtaposition can contribute to enhancing the merits of the ideal by 

highlighting its notable singularity. But the problem here is that normal proportions 

and emphasis are quite reversed:

Forgive (original mildness) this ill-govern’d zeal,

   ’Tis all the angry slighted muse can do

   In the pollution of these days;

   No province now is left her but to rail,

And poetry has lost the art to praise,

    Alas, the occasions are so few:

       (“Ode to Dr William Sancroft,” ll. 107-12)3

The lines above clearly show the familiar pattern of conflict in Augustan literature 

between the unbridled imagination and the curbing judgment. In this case, the 

extremest modes of imagination (i.e., “zeal”) and satire (in the form of “railing”) 

appear too wild and impetuous to be checked by recalling the original intent of mild 

praise. It is worth noting that from these earliest literary attempts satire and the 

imagination are presented as an inseparable pair. And something like a guilty 

conscience for descending to the sublunary world is implied withal. What is 

especially interesting about this pattern of conflict is that the imagination, usually 

represented as having a propensity to soar upwards to the ideal world, is here seen 

obliged to fall downwards to the lower reality, and that Swift’s ideal operates 

negatively as a censor. Swift seems to need badly a mode in which his “ill-govern’d 

  3 Jonathan Swift, The Complete Poems, ed. Pat Rogers (Oxford: Clarendon, 1958). Hereafter all reference 

to Swift’s poems will be to this edition and included in the text.
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zeal” could be turned to account:

For, the Materials of Panegyrick being very few in Number, have been long since 

exhausted. . . . Now, the utmost a poor Poet can do, is to get by heart a List of the 

Cardinal Virtues, and deal them with his utmost Liberality to his Hero or his Patron: 

He may ring the Changes as far as it will go, and vary his Phrase till he has talk’d 

round; but the Reader quickly finds, it is all Pork, with a little variety of Sauce.4

  If we compare this passage from the “Preface” to A Tale of a Tub with the one 

cited earlier, we can easily know that the key message is nearly the same in both 

passages. But the impressions one gets are quite different because the voice is 

transferred from Swift himself to a persona. While the ode is spoken in Swift’s own 

voice and presumably meant to be sincere, A Tale of a Tub is spoken through a 

persona and intended to be ironic. From this, one can detect the crucial mode of 

transition between them: the discrepancy between the underlying impulse and the 

ostensible purpose in the early odes is transformed into the ironic discrepancy 

between the attitude of the persona and Swift’s own in A Tale of a Tub. Through 

this exquisite move what was congested in Swift’s mind could be released with 

cathartic as well as artistic effect. This is the very “sudden discovery” (42) that 

Ricardo Quintana has spoken of.

  This seemingly simple and sudden solution, however, was in fact drawn only after 

an arduous, abortive struggle of the young Swift to set up his own way as a poet. 

If we consider the following example, in the “Apology” to A Tale of a Tub, it will 

be acknowledged that:

in order to allure [those who were like himself], he gave a Liberty to his Pen, which 

might not suit with maturer Years, or graver Characters, and which he could have 

  4 Jonathan Swift, The Writings of Jonathan Swift, eds. Robert A. Greenberg and William B. Piper (New 

York: Norton, 1973), 289. Hereafter all reference to A Tale of a Tub will be to this edition and included 

in the text.
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easily corrected with a very few Blots, had he been Master of his Papers for a Year 

or two before their  Publication. . . [T]here are several youthful Sallies, which from 

the Grave and the Wise may deserve a Rebuke. (265)

Pardon Ye great unknown, and far-exalted men,

The wild excursions of a youthful pen;

   Forgive a young and (almost) virgin-muse,

   Whom blind and eager curiosity

      (Yet curiosity they say,

   Is in her sex a crime needs no excuse)

      Has forced to grope her uncouth way

After a mighty light that leads her wandering eye;

No wonder then she quits the narrow path of sense

      For a dear ramble through impertinence,

      Impertinence, the scurvy of mankind,

              (“Ode to the Athenian Society,” ll. 60-70)

Here, we see a further instance of striking similarity in general content and specific 

words and images. The difference is that the “Apology” to A Tale of a Tub does 

not sound sincere while that of the ode seemingly does. Robert W. Uphaus accounts 

for the difference in this way: 

almost as a kind of ritual expiation of his early mistakes, Swift writes A Tale of a 

Tub as evidence of his new and permanent accommodation to the sublunary world. To 

establish commitment, he foists the habits of his Pindaric self on the persona, 

undercutting at every turn the persona’s penchant for inventiveness. (68)

Uphaus attributes “wild excursion” to the persona, consequently making Swift a 

champion of reason and judgment. Although he does not think of the possibility that 

Swift may use the persona equally as a means of expressing himself, Uphaus’s 

account is faithful in its own way to the notion of projection of the theory that one 

tends to attribute desirable features to oneself while attributing undesirable features 
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to things outside oneself. In the early odes the conflict between self and other, and 

between panegyric and satire may be said to have a homologous structure with this 

conflictual nature of desire. It is probable that he gets his point in this interpretation 

because Swift is understood to “sincerely” scold himself for departing from the 

desirable “narrow path of sense.”

  Hence we see his ambivalent attitude towards the satiric imagination. He is torn 

between imaginative impulse and reasonable judgment. The imaginative impulse, an 

imaginative self, is restrained by the reasonable judgment, a reflecting self. The 

former appears to submerge beneath the latter, but it persists in a repressed state 

making itself felt in the manner of subverting the latter. Even in the apology of the 

ode above, the tone is far from conveying a full-hearted contrition for his digressive 

fits. The young poet dares to attempt a self-vindication immediately after the 

apparently sincere words of apology. He calls him muse, “a young and (almost) 

virgin-muse.” His muse is surely young, but her virginity--in the meaning of 

innocence--appears to be highly questionable, for the word “almost” is placed in 

front and is put in parentheses. It serves noting additionally that as in the previous 

apology for the “ill govern’d zeal,” the poet is not willing to accept full 

responsibility for his misdeed. For, by putting forth his muse as the agent, he seems 

to try to dissociate himself from his own act.

  A. B. England, in a direct contrast to Uphaus, maintains that Swift’s real concern 

and penchant in the early odes are self-display or “daring elan.” He finds that Swift 

is the speaker in the odes and the speaker closely resembles the persona of A Tale 

of a Tub. In his view, both are violently self-assertive, recklessly inventive, and 

impatient of constraints (13-30). In opposition, Uphaus suggests that Swift, through 

the painful experience of frustrated poetic aspiration, found it both morally 

imperative and artistically effective to negate and condemns the rebellious impulse 

of his imagination by creating a proxy figure of the contemptible persona. Quite 

interestingly, we see in these two critics a direct confrontation of (imaginative) 

“energy” and (reasonable) “order.”
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  To return to the comparison of the two apologies, the essential difference may be 

stated in terms of constraints and freedom from them. In the “Apology” to A Tale 

of a Tub Swift seems to have no scruple about what he does or says; he is 

confident in his ability to manage things, whatever happens. Contrariwise, Swift in 

the ode is not free from constraints; he has some kind of authority in the light of 

which he ought to, or feels he ought to, reflect on what he is doing or saying. To 

simplify, what Swift has to do at this stage to reach the stage of the “Apology” to 

A Tale of a Tub is to discover or devise some way of evading generic constraints 

and thereby securing freedom with which he can exercise his imaginative energies to 

the full. Swift seems to have arrived at the mature stage of A Tale of a Tub through 

further self-display and self-exploration, not through self-castigation or 

self-abnegation, while the early odes sound so self-assertive and self-aggrandizing as 

to overwhelm the intended panegyric on this subject and hopelessly blur the poem’s 

focus. This trait grows stronger and more pointed as we come to the later odes. The 

odes in all illustrate the process of Swift’s growing self-consciousness of the 

problems that hinder and oppose the realization of his vocation as a satirist.

  At this point, we need to inquire into the composition of Swift’s reflective self 

and its changing relationship with imaginative self over the years of the early odes. 

Here Sir William Temple, Swift’s mentor and patron, must be the focus of the 

inquiry. There seems to be a widespread agreement about the overwhelming, 

decisive role Temple played in the formation of Swift’s reflective self. Maurice 

Johnson and Herbert Davis suggest that in “Ode to the Athenian Society” and “Ode 

to the Honourable Sir William Temple” Swift speaks in Temple’s voice rather than 

his own in some passages expressing a pessimistic view of the world and eulogizing 

the retired life in a secluded garden (Johnson 4; Davis 173). There are several critics 

who agree with Johnson and Davis. Among them is N. C. Jaffe, whose comment is 

noteworthy in that he conjectured that “Swift wrote the poems in part to please Sir 

William Temple and he probably took up some points of view that fit Temple better 

than himself” (70), and Ehrenpreis argues that even Swift’s conception of poetry and 
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the choice of Pindaric form for his first poetic attempts were largely influenced by 

Temple. He offered an illuminating remark: “remove the posing from the ‘Ode to 

the Honourable William Temple,’ and what remains is Swift under Temple’s 

instruction” (118). Ehrenpreis here insinuates the ventriloquism at which Swift came 

to excel in A Tale of a Tub and later prose satires. Donoghue too spoke of 

ventriloquism: “to hear [Swift] going through the motions of an Ode is to mark a 

certain ventriloquism in his style” (191).

  Then, Swift’s strenuous efforts at self-discovery are nothing less than the struggle 

to find his own poetic voice within constraints of both form and content. In the 

“Ode to the Honourable William Temple” Swift purports to sing “the pleasure of 

retreat” (l. 135) at Moor Park, identifying Temple with a postlapsarian Adam. As so 

often happens in the early odes, however, this apparently harmonious note of the 

panegyric takes an abrupt, strange turn from the end of the tenth stanza:

You strove to cultivate a barren court in vain,

Your garden’s better worth your noble pain,

Hence mankind fell, and here must rise again.

                              (ll. 175-77)

Swift begins the ode with an account of Temple’s “virtue” as it is manifested 

mainly in his public life, and then, after a devastating attack on the corruption of 

the court, he continues the panegyric by praising Temple’s retirement from that 

world. Something seems to go awry in this development of logic. If Temple’s 

strivings to “cultivate a barren court” were “in vain,” what will become of the praise 

lavished on them? Is it not also in vain? We cannot help asking whether and to 

what extent Swift is sincere in his eulogy of Temple. Whether this effect is 

deliberately intended or inadvertently made is difficult to determine. Yet considering 

the frequency of what E. W. Rosenheim aptly described as “a sort of negative 

mutation” (32), our answer is likely to veer towards the former possibility. The 

relationship between Swift and Temple does not appear so clear-cut and desirable as 
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Ehrenpreis assumed in the “master-pupil” (143) model. But it is a fact that Swift 

resided with Temple at Moor Park at the time of composing the ode, and that he is 

speaking as a resident of the place, as is shown by the word, “here.” Nevertheless, 

it is doubtful that he feels comfortable with the way of life at Moor Park. The next 

two lines fully confirm such doubt: “Shall I believe a spirit so divine/Was cast in 

the same mould with mine?” (ll. 178-79) Despite the initial wish to identify himself 

with Temple, Swift is keenly aware of fundamental differences between them in 

social status as well as personal temperament. However, as it is undeniable that 

Swift absorbed many of things from Temple, so is it equally undeniable that Swift’s 

personal and artistic temperament is of such a kind that he always appropriates what 

he absorbed to his own end, mostly in a reactive or even subversive way:

  In vain all wholesome herbs I sow,

    Where nought but weeds will grow.

Whate’er I plant (like corn on barren earth)

     By an equivocal birth

  Seeds and runs up to poetry.

                    (ll. 208-12)

  The metaphor of gardening applied to Swift’s literary endeavors is, as Carole 

Fabricant notices, a deliberate parody of Temple as a gardener (125). The garden 

where Temple might have found the contentment of pastoral retirement was the very 

place which was utterly unreal and barren to Swift both personally and artistically. 

Viewed this way, the final word “poetry” is symptomatically “equivocal” in that it 

appears to be chosen to disguise what should have been far more pointed and 

specific. Consequently, the quotation can be interpreted as complaining of two 

incongruous voices that resist harmony or unity in his poem, and the “equivocal 

birth” of his poetic voice could be the main cause of his failure in his first literary 

efforts.

  The last two poems need to be appreciated as a continuing exploration of this 
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crucial discovery. In them, Swift begins to break his habit of taking Temple as his 

model, which represents a necessary step towards his self-discovery and, in so doing, 

evolves a skeptical look on the ideas and values Temple entertained in his declining 

years. Revealingly, the relationship of Swift to his muse suffers a similar change. 

The replacement of Pindarics by heroic couplets at this point appears to entail a 

corresponding change in Swift’s awareness of his problem. According to J. I. 

Fischer’s account, the declamatory Pindaric odes are inappropriate for the sort of 

introspective journey and confrontation with self that Swift is about to do, whereas 

the heroic couplet tends to encourage what Swift needs to do in his struggle for 

self-discovery: namely, dialogue, story telling, and the recognition of ambivalence 

(38-9). 

  In this respect, “To Mr Congreve” is very instructive. First, in it Swift asserts his 

imaginative self more positively. An outrageous instance of this tendency is seen 

early in the poem: “This could I do, and proudly o’er him tow’r,/Were my desires 

but heightened to my power” (ll. 39-40). In a grave contradiction to the announced 

intent of praising Congreve, Swift arrogantly displays his potential superiority to 

Congreve. Here Swift seems less driven by the crucial problem of poetic unity than 

by his personal emotions of jealousy against Congreve, his younger school-fellow, 

who, in contrast to his own obscurity, earned literary fame early in his career. Late 

in the poem we confront a scene where the poet brings himself to task for having 

drifted away from his intended direction. Yet there is no longer any touch of 

self-abasement in the tone. Rather, he goes so far as to give a “short lesson” to 

Congreve. In this change of attitude Swift is coming close to the man of no scruples 

we have noted in the “Apology” to A Tale of a Tub:

Beat not the dirty paths where vulgar feet have trod,

  But give the vigorous fancy room.

For when like stupid alchemists you try

    To fix this nimble god,

    This volatile mercury,
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The subtle spirit all flies up in fume;

  Nor shall the bubbled virtuoso find

More than a fade insipid mixture left behind.

                               (ll. 205-12)

This is an unmistakable proof by which we can judge whether Swift is determined 

to castigate or nurture his satiric imagination. Moreover, this lesson may be heard to 

be intended for Swift himself for the necessary transformation towards the “nimble,” 

“volatile,” and “subtle” world of A Tale of a Tub. The real subject of the poem may 

not be Congreve but Swift himself in that Congreve is used merely as an occasion 

for Swift’s self-display or self-exploration.

  Second, the poet begins to separate himself distinctly from his muse. In the earlier 

odes, despite occasional exclamatory attacks on his muse, the poet and the muse are 

for the most part in an undifferentiated, confused relationship. The poet had 

identified himself with his muse without consciously realizing the discrepancy 

between them. Therefore, it is a significant change that the poem opens with a 

squabble between the poet and his muse over its “design.” If we recall lines 107-12 

of “Ode to Dr William Sancroft” cited above, we may find that one united figure is 

split into two quarreling figures, that the muse who apologized for having descended 

to the sublunary world out of “ill-govern’d zeal” is now resisting the poet’s urge to 

go downwards. Along with these changes, the winner of this quarrel turns out to be 

the poet; he succeeds in yoking together the most heterogeneous things, i.e., the 

top-lofty muse and the lower, degenerated reality. Considering that the muse is an 

alter ego of Temple, the poet’s wrangle with his muse and the resultant victory 

anticipate much that is ahead of him. 

  Yet the decisive realization of the correct nature of the muse remains to be done 

in the last poem, where the poet eventually retreats with his muse like “two fond 

lovers” (l. 200) to the garden world where he is happy “in pleasing all that’s good 

among the great” (l. 180). Ehrenpreis’s account of the reason for the eventual 

confusion deserves quoting: 
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the muse has a full-bodied part in the poem; but as in the “Ode to the Athenian 

Society” she is made so womanly as to suggest that the poet is once more 

preoccupied with his own attitudes toward the opposite sex. This conjecture seems 

borne out by the wealth of clumsy similes drawn from courtship and seduction. (138)

Here, the man who embodies “all that’s good among the great” is none other than 

Temple. The design of “Occasioned by Sir William Temple’s Late Illness and 

Recovery,” is fairly simple and clear-cut; it consists of only two distinct, opposing 

voices, i.e., the muse’s remonstrative exhortation to the sad poet and the poet’s 

unmasking denunciation of the muse. There unfolds only a sharp confrontation 

between them with no understanding or sympathy.

Ah, should I tell a secret yet unknown,

That thou ne’er hadst a being of thy own,

But a wild form dependent on the brain,

Scattering lose features o’er the optic vein;

Troubling the crystal fountain of the sight,

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Wert thou right woman, thou shouldst scorn to look

On an abandoned wretch by hopes forsook;

                               (ll. 93-7; 107-8)

At last, Swift seems to suggest that his muse was not a “right woman” but a fantasy 

inspired by the values of Temple which he has reflected or introjected in mind. And 

now he can put her in a position opposite to his own, as an adversary. In short, the 

conflict or struggle we have been examining so far, both between Swift’s 

imaginative and reflecting selves and between the poet and his muse, is reduced to 

the one between Swift and Temple.

  We know that among the six early poems only “Ode to the Athenian Society” 

was published during Swift’s lifetime. Nevertheless, Swift’s “irreligion” (l. 78) of 

rebelling against Temple could only have been expressed in an oblique or 
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ambiguous way, since, in spite of outspoken denunciation of Temple’s influence, 

Temple’s presence remains ineradicably in the form of conscience and mortality in 

his own mind. Just as Temple’s voice was heard through the muse, so Swift 

addresses Temple by means of speaking to the muse. Ehrenpreis points to the 

possible link between this aspect of the poem and the use of persona in A Tale of 

a Tub: “[the muse] foreshadows the brilliant effects which Swift was to achieve 

through the donning and doffing of masks or ironical poses” (140). Swift’s 

experiment of splitting one side of himself from the other prefigures the peculiar use 

of persona in A Tale of a Tub. 

  So far we have pursued the process in which the early odes exhibit Swift’s 

deepening consciousness of a major problem latent in his art that presses for such a 

kind of solution as employed in A Tale of a Tub. During the process there were 

demonstrated meaningful features, which show deeper affinities or continuities 

between the two periods than has been usually assumed. The violent tension 

between Swift’s two contending sides are found to be common in Swift, although it 

is given far different treatments. But the process ended at the point where it has 

gone as far as it could, considering the restricted perspective in which the young 

Swift was locked up in his struggle for self-discovery. Further advances towards A 

Tale of a Tub remains to be made by a magical move conceived within a quite 

different frame of reference.

  The following passage from Some Thoughts on Free-Thinking furnishes a good 

opportunity to examine the nature of a quite different frame of reference involved in 

A Tale of a Tub:

[An Irish prelate] said, that the difference betwixt a mad-man and one in his wits, in 

what related to speech, consisted in this: that the former spoke out whatever came into 

his mind, and just in the confused manner as his imagination presented the ideas. The 

latter only expressed such thoughts, as his judgment directed him to chuse, leaving the 

rest to die away in his memory. And that if the wisest man would at any time utter 

his thoughts, in the crude indigested manner, as they come into his head, he would be 
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looked upon as raving mad. And indeed, when we consider our thoughts, as they are 

the seeds of words and actions, we cannnot but agree, that they ought to be kept 

under the strictest regulation. And that in the great multiplicity of ideas, which one’s 

mind is apt to form, there is nothing more difficult than to select those, which are 

most proper for the conduct of life. So that I cannot imagine what is meant by the 

might zeal in some people, for asserting the freedom of thinking: because, if such 

thinkers keep their thoughts within their own breasts, they can be of no consequence, 

further than to themselves. If they publish them to the wold, they ought to be 

answerable for the effects their thought produce upon others. (The Works of Dr. 

Jonathan Swift 461)

In the passage one may detect a touch of irony in Swift’s tone; he seems to taunt 

Free Thinkers by interpreting disingenuously “free-thinking” in its literal meaning of 

unrestricted flow of thoughts. But Swift’s wilful misinterpretation should be 

considered in terms of the “occasion,” polemical character of his writings. The Free 

Thinkers’ insistence on “free exercise of reason in matters of religious belief” 

(Claude Rawson, Swift 20) serves both as an occasion to incite in Swift a profound 

analysis of human psychology and as a target to refute in that light. If the passage 

impresses us powerfully, it is because the analysis is self-reflexive and sympathetic 

on the part of Swift.

  As Rawson has demonstrated clearly in his The Character of Swift’s Satire Swift 

had “the self-implicating fear of the human mind left to its own spontaneous 

motions, with its natural tendency to free-thinking” (23-4), which meant not only 

political and religious subversiveness, and immorality, but intellectual disorder and 

clinical insanity, for Swift views every man as potentially mad. Thoughts as they 

arise in one’s mind are seen to be constitutionally “free-thinking” and anarchic. The 

dividing-line between madness and sanity appears extremely tenuous: sane men 

censor (“keep under the strictest regulation” (Some Thoughts on Free-Thinking 462)) 

their thoughts while mad men do not.

  As we have seen, the young Swift was preoccupied with the task of finding out 
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his “true” self, who is a poetic persona and can be comfortable with. Ironically, 

however, his arduous investigations left him with the discovery of the Other in the 

depth of his mind. He could not face himself without encountering the 

overshadowing presence of the Other. This is the real import comprised in the 

complaint of his “equivocal birth.” The discovery is of immense importance to Swift 

since it contains in embryonic from every major manifestation of duality which he 

is to develop in A Tale of a Tub. But it seems that he has not grasped its full 

implication at the time, as is borne out by the passionate rejection of his muse in 

the last ode. It is obviously an ill-considered overreaction, though understandable in 

view of the common tendency of young artists to go to the extreme in their search 

for the “true” self. He did not understand adequately that self comes into being in 

close interaction with social reality. As a consequence, the young Swift oscillated 

restlessly between panegyric and satire, between self and others, and between the 

inaccessible, powerless world of his ideas and the giddy circumstances of the 

sublunary world. 

  Yet self-presentation should conform to the conditions governing the production of 

meaning in a given culture. As known, in the Augustan culture those conditions can 

be summed up with the words, “propriety” or “decorum.” One is to be censored if 

one violates a set of control mechanisms involved in the notion of propriety. Indeed, 

“propriety” is the very thing which Swift has dearly cherished as his motto. But to 

achieve propriety is far from an easy task; “in the great multiplicity of ideas, which 

one’s mind is apt to form, there is nothing more difficult than to select those, which 

are most proper for the conduct of life” (Some Thoughts on Free-Thinking 461). But 

the task is difficult mainly because one has to properly adjust conflicting elements 

in one’s mind.  

  Now, it becomes intriguing to see how Swift deals with the problem. One may be 

impelled to suppose that the censorship Swift was eager to impose on others now 

rebounds on him with a vengeance. But here we see a curious paradox: the 

allegedly oppressive, shackling force of censorship elicits creative responses from 
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gifted writers like Swift. It may even be said that to Swift censorship serves as a 

positive, not merely negative, pre-condition for higher creativity. When he felt a 

forceful urge to express his inner thoughts, yet at the same time he knew well that 

they were subject to censorship from both within and without. Then what method of 

breakthrough might have been available to him? The task Swift faces in A Tale of 

a Tub boils down to that of concealing and revealing himself at the same time, or 

in other words, repressing and expressing his wild speculations simultaneously.

  Swift adopts a persona for that purpose. Some critics accounted for the 

psychological mechanism involved in this strategy in terms of the Freudian notion of 

“negation,” whereby the content of a repressed image or idea can make its way into 

consciousness, on condition that it is negated. Gardner Stout described this strategy 

as “a kind of psychic ventriloquism” (325). Swift at once identifies with repressed 

aspects of his own personality and, by ventriloquising them into a mocked dummy, 

dissociatively attacks them. Through this psychic manoeuvre Swift is relieved from 

the burden of answerability for his subversive thoughts, since paradoxically he can 

“answer” to the possible accusers that it is not he but a madman who speaks such 

naughty things, and his intention is to satirize the madman by mocking his manner.” 

  Now, coming to the question of who is speaking in A Tale of a Tub, can we say 

that Swift is the speaker? If there is no other choice than the persona or Swift, it 

will be easy to take Swift as the less misleading. The identification of Swift as the 

speaker nevertheless entails some problems of its own. Above all, Swift offers no 

reliable clue that allows us to be sure of such an identification. As we have seen in 

the comparison between the early odes and A Tale of a Tub, Swift’s imaginative 

impulses are quite akin to those of his persona. And Swift’s primary concern in A 

Tale of a Tub may be said to mask himself for the purpose of self-protection. So 

it is understandably tempting to believe that one can penetrate the disguised veil of 

exaggerated distortion to see Swift directly. Traugott came close to this wishful 

thinking when he said that “common sense whispers subversively that the speaker of 

A Tale of a Tub is Swift” (534). 
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  In A Tale of a Tub Swift recognizes well that he has to take the presence of 

others into account, if he is to guarantee both safety and effect for his discourse. He 

is seen to be exquisitely sensitive at once to the danger of being judged mad by 

others and to the need of an adequate strategy to avoid that danger. Surprisingly, he 

went a step further to appropriate others to his own end. He locates his own 

vulnerable part in the place of the Other. By this means, the conflict within his own 

mind is metamorphosed into a social conflict between satirist and satiric butt. In this 

sense, we can argue that Swift’s use of ventriloquism in A Tale of a Tub

demonstrates his insight into complex dialectic between self and others or between 

individual and society.

   In the process of Swift’s self-discovery as we have traced it, he at first 

apologized and castigated himself, though with slight traces of subversive intent, for 

the alluring yet detested sallies of the imaginative self. But at the later phase we 

have seen Swift detach the reflective self from the imaginative self, externalize the 

former in the shape of his muse, and take the side of the latter to perform a 

renunciatory attack on the former. I find the inside/outside relation of the two selves 

in this later phase once again inverted in A Tale of a Tub. In A Tale of a Tub Swift 

finds a way of expressing his inner thoughts by means of detaching and 

externalizing the imaginative self, while pretending to attack it. He displaces them to 

an imaginary position or point set up outside himself and, by deliberate exaggeration 

and distortion to make it look as though they spring from another source or person 

he abhors. Morris Golden finely described that character of Swift’s personae as 

“blown-up fragments of himself photographed from misleading angles and framed to 

deceive the eye” (33). By this psychic manoeuvre, the obstacle that stands in the 

way of the imaginative urge is removed without difficulty, just as “Conscience a 

Pair of Breeches, which, tho’ a Cover for Lewdness as well as Nastiness, is easily 

slipt down for the Service of both” (A Tale of a Tub 304). Here, the relationship 

between Swift and his persona is ”not merely that of hidden author and exposed 

mask, but a dubious battle among various facets of Swift’s troubled personality, 



18 Moonsoon Kang

libido and conscience among them“ (William Freedman 474-75). 

  As has been already made clear by Swift’s valorizing of the word “publish,” 

however, self-expression in A Tale of a Tub should no longer be understood as 

being merely personal. Along with his awakening to the public character deeply 

embedded in self-expression, Swift seems to have grasped in a political perspective 

what the reflective self represents, how it operates, and why it is needed. Swift 

might have recognized the close correspondence in the mechanism of operation 

between imaginative and reflective selves on one side and between individual and 

society on the other. The reflective self keeps a watchful eye on the movement of 

the imaginative self, just as a society judges individuals to be mad or sane by his 

published acts. Yet both inner and outer censorship tend to disarm themselves 

submitting to the pleasure brought forth by the clever tactic of the deceiver, only if 

their formal demands are fulfilled. Self-censorship and social censorship are found to 

be homologous in both function and structure.

  The intrapsychic conflict between imaginative and reflective selves is found to be 

equivalent to, or mediated by the interpersonal one between self and others, or the 

social one between individual and society. The metamorphosis of an inner conflict 

into the outer conflict between self and other is based on this recognition. Thus 

“propriety” for Swift takes on a double character, that is, both personal and social. 

On the other side, he is engaged in adjusting competing pressures within his mind; 

on the other, he threads his way through all the conflicts that are produced by 

human struggle and interaction in social life. Thus, propriety becomes a style or 

strategy in which he fashions an acceptable self before others. He tries to achieve it 

by appropriating his divided, contradictory impulses of perspectives or strategies. 

Conceived in this way, the persona is seen to be the product of interaction between 

self and others on the one hand, and between the imaginative and reflective selves 

on the other. Consequently, we hear two interacting voices made one in every 

statement of A Tale of a Tub, every statement being of such “an equivocal birth,” 

as Swift complained of in the “Ode to Sir William Temple.” But it has now become 
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his confident way of writing satire. 

  The relationship between the two levels of a single voice is ambivalent and 

ambiguous. At most times they starkly contradict each other, but sometimes they 

merge indistinguishably. The metaphor of “Conscience a Pair of Breeches” showing 

Swift’s insight into the way censorship is easily outmanoeuvered. But it is equally 

appropriate to read that metaphor as one invented by the crack-brained persona. It is 

not only an expression which pays no regard to public decency but has its place 

among a chain of absurd associations yoking together spiritual and material things in 

an apparently random way. Thus, it becomes very difficult to decide who is 

speaking here; both Swift and his persona are said to be speaking simultaneously. 

Frank Kinahan casts an illuminating light on the interaction between the two voices 

by saying that they “bounce off each other and back, and their interaction produces 

an echo which is a voice in its’ own right” (280). It may be important to detect the 

element of parodying Hobbes in the metaphor under discussion in order to fully 

appreciate its effect. The persona may not be conscious of the fact, or, if he is, he 

is supposed to imitate Hobbes in a reverent spirit. By contrast, Swift cannot be 

expected to utter the outrageous metaphor in his own sober voice. If he is the 

speaker, he should be understood to mimic Hobbes consciously for a satiric purpose. 

The metaphor is produced, when either level of voice has the other level as its 

occasion, that is, when the two levels are cross-referential. In this light, A Tale of 

a Tub may be seen as a dialogue between Swift’s two voices or selves, and the 

struggle of two selves is unusually intense and constitutes the matrix out of which 

his powerful satiric vision comes into being. 

   However, because A Tale of a Tub contains at least three distinct parts that need 

to be considered separately, we say that the speaker in A Tale of a Tub  is both 

Swift and his persona at the same time. The two main parts of religious allegory 

and digressions appear to be spoken in quite different ways. The former has the 

neat, simplified form of a fable and is narrated in an ordered, intelligible manner. 

The latter has no discernable form and may strike one as a tale told by an idiot. 
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Beyond them, the “Apology” added in the fifth edition (1710) gives the impression 

of being quite another story. If we take into consideration additionally the two 

companion pieces of A Tale of a Tub, it is hopelessly confusing to decide who is 

speaking in each part or how the comparative ratio of co-speaking is allotted 

between Swift and his persona.  

  It must be noted, however, that in each part of these pieces we can find a mixture 

of two voices. Basically, every part of A Tale of a Tub, including the two 

companion pieces, should be read as varying adaptations of the mixture, though it is 

extremely difficult to tell the exact rate of one to the other. There are not a few 

passages in the sections of allegory that are thought to be more appropriate for the 

digression sections. For instance, Jack’s diverse uses of the will and the hilarious 

description of them are so blasphemous in character that Swift had later to emend 

himself in two important points. And the “Apology,” commonly attributed to Swift 

himself, has several traits similar to the wry self-apology found in the digression 

sections. Moreover, the alternation of allegory and digression in the arrangement of 

the book seems to suggest the possibility of interchange or confusion between them. 
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