
	
	
Paradise Lost  and Gulliver’s Travels : 
Individual Rebellion and Social Façade 
 
 
Devils, dwarfs, and giants inhabit the narrative worlds of John 
Milton and Jonathan Swift. Paradise Lost, Milton’s epic poem 
published in 1667, confronts the pre-Genesis state of the 
universe, pitting the devilish against the divine. Swift’s satire 
Gulliver’s Travels, published in 1726, constructs a different 
fantasy using one sailor’s disparate confrontations on the open 
seas. Although each text makes use of fantastical elements, 
Paradise Lost and Gulliver’s Travels address the human condition. 
Beneath the fantasy, Milton and Swift present situations in which 
humanity generally finds itself. The circumstances involving God, 
Satan, Gulliver, and the inhabitants of lands along the sailor’s 
travels, although fictional, are metaphorical stand-ins for 
recognizable human conflicts. The subtexts of both works analyze 
the nature of authority and subservience, the individual in relation 
to the group, and the perspectives that distinguish each. The 
thematic concerns are colored by the era’s Western Christian 
conviction that Man exists in a naturally “fallen” state, thus 
subject to the moral defects of sin and corruption. “Fallen”-ness 
may also connote basic human struggle, upon which Milton and 
Swift construct their narratives. Both writers present individuals 
and societies that are challenged by physical and moral struggle 
within societal constructions of power. 
 The relationship between authority and subservience is 
dictated by many factors and affects each body in different ways. 
Milton’s Paradise Lost presents, in Books I and II, the relationship 
between the authoritarian God and the subservient Satan. Told 
from Satan’s perspective, these first two books establish the 
superiority of God and the inferiority of Satan and his crew of 
devils. Residing in Heaven, God is the creator of the universe. This 
privileged position endows him with the power to set the physical 
world in motion as well as define the laws, both physical and 

moral, that will maintain its order. Satan, originally a heavenly 
creature, envies the privileged position of God and subsequently 
engenders a like sentiment among one-third of the angels. This 
envy draws a sharp contrast between what God is and what the 
devils are not. The contrast is given form in Book I as it begins, in 
media res, in Hell. Symbolically representing Earth, with its trials 
and tribulations, Hell is the inferior of Heaven. Unlike the 
perfection and glory of Heaven, Satan and his devils live in misery, 
darkness, and imperfection. Incensed by their inability to equal 
their superior in goodness and might, the devils practice treason 
and hatred, qualities in which they may reign superior. Hell 
formalizes these qualities, contrasting perfection and ease with 
imperfection and difficulty. 
 Swift also addresses authority and subservience in Parts 
I and II of Gulliver’s Travels. Unlike Milton’s treatment, however, 
the distinction between the two is more subtly constructed, the 
envy covered with a façade of social conventions. As narrated by 
Gulliver, the interaction between inferiority and superiority does 
not take on the monumental proportions of Milton’s struggle 
between Hell and Heaven. It is distinguished by the individual in 
relation to society. Gulliver’s presence has the potential to cause 
famine, factioning in government, and political tension (with the 
island nation Blefuscu). On the neighboring island, however, the 
inferior Lilliputians do not openly oppose Gulliver. Through 
trumped up charges, they attempt to use Gulliver’s own sensibility 
to laws and loyalty oaths as means toward his demise. Gulliver, 
realizing his superior size and strength, humors the Lilliputians 
and, indeed, plays by their rules. 
 This conventional alignment of the individual with 
society is familiar to Gulliver from his English background but is 
not mandatory in the case of the Lilliputians. He breaks the 



alignment and asserts his superiority when the society threatens 
his life. In Brobdingnag, the situation is quite different. If he does 
not comply, refusing to be shown in public for money or to 
entertain royalty, he will bear the fatal consequences. Just as 
social conditioning kept him passive in Lilliput, the threats posed 
by the Brobdingnagian environment force Gulliver into 
submission. The explorer, therefore, willingly agrees and is 
rewarded for his compliance. 
 Milton and Swift approach the notions of authority and 
subservience from different perspectives (and heights), while each 
writer’s preferred literary form mirrors these choices. As a writer 
of epic poems, Milton’s long form demands the struggle of an epic 
hero against delineated odds. This clear distinction colors Milton’s 
treatment of the theme. Books I and II display Satan as the tragic 
hero; therefore, the activity in Hell and the council of Devils is 
given priority to the events in Heaven. The text indicates that the 
inferior party is more active, more easily observed, than the 
superior party. Swift’s satirical form does not require the particular 
triumph or demise of any one character. Gulliver is just as often 
placed in a negative light as in a positive one. The proportions of 
size and activity, however, echo Milton’s distinction of status 
(divine hierarchy) and activity. The Lilliputians, being much 
smaller than Gulliver, must compensate for their size by 
increasing in numbers and working much harder. Gulliver is 
stationary throughout Book I, while his miniature hosts work 
frantically around him to accommodate his giant needs. On the 

contrary, as a miniature himself in Brobdingnag, the inferior 
Gulliver must exhaust himself to please the giant wishes of the 
Brobdingnagians who, for the most part, seem inactive by 
comparison. Swift’s distinction between authority and 
subservience is based on physical constants; whereas, in Paradise 
Lost the distinction is as much the result of envy and 
dissatisfaction as it is of physical difference. 
 Milton and Swift, employing different literary genres, 
provide complementary views of “fallen” humanity. From a point 
of view that is uncannily similar to Man’s own, Milton creates a 
reasonable argument supporting the hatred of perfection. 
Refusing to submit to the authority from which he was created, 
Satan attempts to fulfill that same divine potential of which he 
feels a rightful part. His subversiveness achieves a mockery of that 
potential in Hell. We may liken this action to the rebellion of a 
child against his parent, and in so doing, view Milton’s 
interpretation of the struggle as the maturing consequence. 
Authority and subservience, in Gulliver’s Travels, Parts I and II, 
broaden the struggle to include society as well as the individual. 
The conflict becomes objectified, no longer pitting envy against 
justified authority but the weak against the strong. The 
objectification gives rise to social façades, conventions that allow 
individuals to survive externally, even if internal rebellion broods. 
Both works attest to the fantastic, self-reflexive potential in 
literature at the disposal of imperfect, finite humanity. 
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JR – Good paper. Your idea is clearly and convincingly argued 
except for a few instances of wrong spelling and unclear pronoun 
reference. A- 
 
  
   
 


