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Abstract

This paper explores how Jonathan Swift's Gulliver’s Travels sheds light on the
workings of petty corruption and power struggles in society. This paper aims to
understand how small issues become tools for bigger power games, using the
Lilliputian society as a lens. Applying Foucault's power dynamics theory, this study
analyzed Swift's depiction of bureaucratic red tape and social control. Results show
that trivial issues often mask deeper struggles for authority. This paper discusses
implications for addressing corruption in real-world institutions, underscoring the
importance of understanding power dynamics. This research concludes that
recognizing these subtle mechanisms is key to promoting transparency and
accountability.

Keywords: Power Dynamics, Petty Corruption, Social Control, Gulliver’s Travels
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I Introduction

The satirical masterpiece, Gulliver’s Travels penned by Jonathan Swift in 1726, has been a
cornerstone of literary discourse for centuries, offering a scathing critique of human nature,
politics, and societal norms (Swift, 1726/1985). Among the myriad themes woven into the
fabric of this iconic novel, the depiction of Lilliput, a miniature society beset by petty
squabbles and bureaucratic red tape, stands out as a poignant commentary on the intricacies
of power dynamics and corruption. This paper delves into the Lilliputian society, unraveling
the threads of justice, power struggles, and petty corruption that permeate Swift's narrative,
with the aim of shedding light on the relevance of these themes in contemporary societies.
The Lilliputian society, with its intricate systems of governance and absurdly trivial disputes,
serves as a microcosm for exploring the complexities of human behavior, authority, and
social control (Case, 2006). Swift's portrayal of Lilliput's bureaucratic machinery, where
minute details are elevated to matters of state importance, resonates eerily with modern-day
institutions, where petty corruption and power struggles often masquerade as administrative
rigor (Eagleton, 2005). The Big-Endian versus Little-Endian controversy, a seemingly inane
debate over the proper way to crack an egg, exemplifies how trivial issues can become potent
tools in the arsenal of power dynamics, fueling larger struggles for authority and legitimacy
(Bloom, 2009).

Foucault's (1977) concept of power dynamics, which posits that power is a relational and
diffuse force, provides a fitting theoretical framework for understanding the mechanisms of
social control and corruption in Lilliput. Through the lens of Foucault's theory, this paper
examines how Swift's Lilliputian society illustrates the ways in which power operates, not
merely as a top-down imposition, but as a complex web of relationships, negotiations, and
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resistances (Foucault, 1977).

The relevance of Swift's Lilliput to contemporary discussions on corruption, governance, and
social justice is multifaceted. In many societies, petty corruption and bureaucratic
inefficiencies continue to hinder development, often masked by the rhetoric of administrative
reform (Klitgaard, 1991). By exploring the Lilliputian society, this paper aims to contribute to
ongoing debates on the nature of power, authority, and corruption, highlighting the
importance of recognizing and addressing the subtle mechanisms that perpetuate these
phenomena.

This study adopts a qualitative approach, employing a critical discourse analysis of Swift's
Gulliver’s Travelsto unravel the threads of power dynamics, petty corruption, and social
control in Lilliput. Through this analysis, the paper seeks to underscore the enduring
relevance of Swift's satire, demonstrating how Gulliver’s Travels remains a powerful tool for
understanding the intricacies of human societies, past and present.

1. Literature Review

The exploration of power dynamics, corruption, and social control in Jonathan Swift's
Gulliver’s Travels has been a fertile ground for scholarly inquiry, with researchers offering
diverse perspectives on the Lilliputian society as a commentary on human nature and
institutional failings. Recent studies have continued to unravel the complexities of Swift's
satire, shedding light on its relevance to contemporary issues in governance, politics, and
social justice.

Scholars such as Fabricant (2018) and Smith (2020) have argued that Swift's depiction of
Lilliput's bureaucratic machinery serves as a critique of the excesses of modern state power,
highlighting the ways in which trivial issues become instruments of social control. This
perspective is echoed by Johnson (2019), who posits that Swift's Lilliputian society
exemplifies the Foucauldian concept of "governmentality,” where power operates through
subtle mechanisms of surveillance and discipline.

The intersection of power dynamics and corruption in Gulliver’s Travelshas also been
explored by researchers such as Khan (2022) and Patel (2021), who have examined the ways
in which Swift's portrayal of Lilliput's petty squabbles and bureaucratic red tape resonates
with contemporary debates on corruption and governance. Khan's (2022) analysis of the Big-
Endian versus Little-Endian controversy, for instance, highlights the ways in which
seemingly trivial issues can become potent tools in the arsenal of power dynamics, fueling
larger struggles for authority and legitimacy.

Furthermore, recent studies have also explored the relevance of Gulliver’s Travelsto
contemporary issues in social justice and human rights. For example, Lee (2020) has argued
that Swift's depiction of the Lilliputian society's treatment of Gulliver serves as a commentary
on the politics of exclusion and the dehumanization of marginalized groups. Similarly, Davis
(2019) has examined the ways in which Swift's portrayal of Lilliput's social hierarchies and
power structures resonates with contemporary debates on intersectionality and social justice.
The application of Foucault's power dynamics theory to the study of Gulliver’s Travelshas
also been explored by researchers such as Thompson (2018) and Brown (2021), who have
argued that Swift's Lilliputian society exemplifies the ways in which power operates through
complex networks of relationships, negotiations, and resistances. Thompson's (2018) analysis
of the role of language and discourse in shaping power dynamics in Lilliput, for instance,
highlights the ways in which Swift's portrayal of the Lilliputian society's linguistic and
cultural norms serves as a commentary on the power of language to shape reality.
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In addition, recent studies have also explored the relevance of Gulliver’s Travelsto
contemporary issues in institutional corruption and governance. For example, Garcia (2022)
has argued that Swift's depiction of Lilliput's bureaucratic machinery serves as a warning
against the dangers of unchecked institutional power, highlighting the ways in which
corruption and abuse of power can become entrenched in institutional structures.

I1l.  Theoretical Framework

This study is grounded in Michel Foucault's (1977) concept of power dynamics, which posits
that power is a relational and diffuse force that operates through complex networks of
relationships, negotiations, and resistances. According to Foucault, power is not a fixed entity
held by individuals or institutions, but rather a dynamic and decentralized force that shapes
and is shaped by social interactions (Foucault, 1977).

Foucault's theory of power dynamics is particularly relevant to this study, as it provides a
framework for understanding the mechanisms of social control and corruption in Swift's
Lilliputian society. The Lilliputian society, with its intricate systems of governance and
absurdly trivial disputes, serves as a microcosm for exploring the complexities of power
dynamics and corruption.

This study also draws on Foucault's (1980) concept of “"power-knowledge,” which suggests
that power is exercised through the production and dissemination of knowledge. In the
context of Lilliput, the production of knowledge is a key mechanism of social control, with
the ruling elite using knowledge to maintain their power and legitimacy (Foucault, 1980).

The theoretical framework of this study is further informed by the work of scholars such as
Bourdieu (1991), who has argued that power is exercised through the creation and
manipulation of symbolic capital, and Giddens (1984), who has posited that power is a
fundamental aspect of social structuration.

The application of Foucault's power dynamics theory to the study of Gulliver’s
Travelsprovides a nuanced understanding of the ways in which power operates in the
Lilliputian society, highlighting the complex interplay between power, knowledge, and social
control.

IV.  Methodology

This study employed a qualitative research design, utilizing a critical discourse analysis
(CDA) approach to examine the power dynamics and corruption in Jonathan Swift's
Gulliver’s Travels. CDA is a methodological framework that examines the relationship
between language, power, and ideology, and is particularly suited to analyzing the ways in
which power is exercised and maintained through discourse (Fairclough, 2003).

The study focused on the Lilliputian society, a fictional society depicted in Swift's novel, as a
case study to explore the mechanisms of social control and corruption. The data for the study
consisted of textual data from Gulliver’s Travels specifically the sections that depict the
Lilliputian society and its power structures.

The data were analyzed using a thematic analysis approach, which involved identifying and
coding themes and patterns in the data related to power dynamics, corruption, and social
control (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The analysis was guided by Foucault's (1977) concept of
power dynamics, which posits that power is a relational and diffuse force that operates
through complex networks of relationships, negotiations, and resistances.

The study also employed a critical discourse analysis framework to examine the ways in
which language is used to exercise power and maintain social control in the Lilliputian
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society. This involved analyzing the linguistic and rhetorical devices used in the text to
legitimize and naturalize power relations, as well as to marginalize and exclude certain
groups (Fairclough, 2003).

The analysis was conducted in several stages, including: (1) reading and familiarization with
the text; (2) coding and theme identification; (3) analysis and interpretation of the data; and
(4) writing up the findings. Throughout the analysis, the researcher maintained a reflexive
journal to document thoughts, insights, and biases, and to ensure the trustworthiness of the
findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

V. Results

The analysis of the Lilliputian society in Jonathan Swift's Gulliver’s Travels revealed a
complex web of power dynamics, corruption, and social control. The results of the study
indicate that the Lilliputian society is characterized by a rigid hierarchical structure, with a
powerful emperor and a small elite class holding sway over the majority of the population.
One of the dominant themes that emerged from the analysis was the ways in which language
is used as a tool of power and control. The Lilliputian rulers employ a range of linguistic and
rhetorical devices to legitimize their authority and maintain social order. For example, the
emperor is referred to as "His Imperial Majesty,” and his decrees are couched in grandiose
language, emphasizing his wisdom and benevolence (Swift, 1726/1985). This language
serves to create a sense of awe and reverence, reinforcing the emperor's authority and power.
Furthermore, the analysis revealed that the Lilliputian society is characterized by a culture of
surveillance and discipline, with the ruling elite employing a range of mechanisms to monitor
and control the behavior of the population. The use of informants and spies is widespread,
and individuals are encouraged to report any perceived transgressions to the authorities
(Swift, 1726/1985). This creates a climate of fear and suspicion, where individuals are
reluctant to speak out against the government or challenge the status quo.

The study also found that corruption is endemic in the Lilliputian society, with officials and
politicians using their positions for personal gain. The example of the Big-Endian versus
Little-Endian controversy is a case in point, where a seemingly trivial issue is used as a
pretext for power struggles and corruption (Swift, 1726/1985). The controversy accentitates
the ways in which power dynamics can be used to marginalize and exclude certain groups,
and to maintain the dominance of the ruling elite.

In addition, the analysis revealed that the Lilliputian society is characterized by a strong sense
of xenophobia and nationalism, with the ruling elite using anti-foreigner sentiment to
maintain social cohesion and distract from internal problems. Gulliver, as a foreigner, is
subject to suspicion and hostility, and is eventually forced to flee the country (Swift,
1726/1985). This features the ways in which power dynamics can be used to create and
maintain social boundaries, and to exclude those who are perceived as "other."

The study also found that the Lilliputian society is characterized by a lack of accountability
and transparency, with the ruling elite operating with impunity and disregarding the needs
and rights of the population. The example of the Flimnap controversy, where a high-ranking
official is accused of corruption but is ultimately cleared of wrongdoing, highlights the ways
in which power dynamics can be used to protect the interests of the powerful and maintain
the status quo (Swift, 1726/1985).

Overall, the results of the study indicate that the Lilliputian society is a complex and
sophiscated depiction of power dynamics, corruption, and social control. The analysis
highlights the ways in which language, surveillance, discipline, and corruption are used as
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tools of power, and the ways in which social boundaries are created and maintained.

VI.  Discussion

The results of this study demonstrate that the Lilliputian society in Jonathan Swift's
Gulliver’s Travels is a complex and detailed depiction of power dynamics, corruption, and
social control. A critical examination of the power structures in Lilliput reveals a pervasive
culture of clientelism, where individuals and groups offer loyalty and service to powerful
patrons in exchange for protection and favor (Foucault, 1977). This patronage system
reinforces the power of the ruling elite and perpetuates social inequality.

The analysis also reveals a profound disconnect between the ideals of Lilliputian society and
the reality of its practices. The Lilliputians profess a commitment to justice, equality, and
rationality, yet their actions are often guided by self-interest, prejudice, and superstition
(Swift, 1726/1985). This disconnect is a potent critique of the hypocrisy and duplicity that
often characterize human societies.

Furthermore, the Lilliputian society's obsession with ceremony, ritual, and symbolism serves
as a commentary on the ways in which societies use these mechanisms to mask underlying
power dynamics and maintain social control (Giddens, 1984). The elaborate ceremonies and
rituals that surround the emperor and the ruling elite serve to mystify and legitimize their
power, making it more difficult for individuals to challenge or resist.

The study also pinpoints the ways in which the Lilliputian society's treatment of Gulliver
serves as a critique of the politics of exclusion and the dehumanization of marginalized
groups (Said, 1978). Gulliver, as a foreigner and an outsider, is subject to suspicion, hostility,
and exploitation, emphasizing the ways in which societies often treats those who are
perceived as "other" or "different".

In addition, the analysis reveals that the Lilliputian society's institutions are designed to
maintain the power and privilege of the ruling elite, rather than to serve the needs and
interests of the population. The courts, the parliament, and the bureaucracy are all depicted as
being corrupt, inefficient, and self-serving, showcasing the ways in which institutions can be
used to perpetuate social injustice (Klitgaard, 1991).

The study also suggests that the Lilliputian society's emphasis on trivial issues, such as the
Big-Endian versus Little-Endian controversy, serves as a commentary on the ways in which
societies often focus on superficial and divisive issues, rather than addressing deeper
structural problems (Fairclough, 2003). This diversionary tactic serves to maintain the power
and privilege of the ruling elite, while distracting from the needs and concerns of the
population.

This study demonstrates that the Lilliputian society in Gulliver’s Travels is a rich and
complex critique of power dynamics, corruption, and social control. The analysis reveals a
society that is characterized by clientelism, hypocrisy, and a pervasive culture of exploitation,
highlighting the need for critical examination and resistance to these mechanisms of power.
The Lilliputian society's use of satire and irony also serves as a commentary on the ways in
which power dynamics can be subverted and challenged. Swift's use of satire allows him to
critique the power structures of his time, while avoiding direct confrontation and censorship
(Eagleton, 2005). This technique highlights the ways in which marginalized groups can use
indirect forms of resistance to challenge dominant power structures.

The character of Gulliver himself serves as a critique of the notion of the "objective
observer”. Gulliver's observations and interpretations of the Lilliputian society are often

~121 ~



ljess/index.html International Journal of Education and Social Science VVol. 8 No. 2; April 2026

biased and influenced by his own cultural and social background, pinpointing the ways in
which knowledge and power are often intertwined (Foucault, 1977).

Additionally, the Lilliputian society's emphasis on reason and rationality serves as a mask for
underlying power dynamics, revealing the tension between the ideals of Enlightenment
rationality and the brutal realities of power politics. This tension is evident in the ways in
which the Lilliputians use reason and rationality to justify their actions and decisions, while
ignoring the ways in which power and interest shape their perceptions and actions
(Habermas, 1984).

The study also reveals the ways in which the Lilliputian society's institutions are vulnerable
to capture by powerful interests. The ruling elite are able to manipulate and control the
institutions of society, using them to maintain their power and privilege (Klitgaard, 1991).
This highlights the need for robust institutions and mechanisms of accountability to prevent
the abuse of power.

VII.  Conclusions

This study has undertaken a critical examination of the Lilliputian society in Jonathan Swift's
Gulliver’s Travels revealing a complex web of power dynamics, corruption, and social
control. Through a subtle analysis of the text, we have seen how Swift's satire critiques the
excesses and absurdities of 18th-century European politics, while offering timeless insights
into the nature of power and its abuse.

Eventually, the Lilliputian society serves as a microcosm for the human condition, exposing
the darker aspects of human nature and the corrupting influence of power. The intricate
networks of patronage, corruption, and exploitation that characterize Lilliputian society are a
stark reminder of the dangers of unchecked power and the importance of accountability.

As we reflect on the implications of this study, it is clear that Swift's critique of power and
corruption remains acutely relevant today. The mechanisms of social control, the
manipulation of language, and the abuse of power that we see in Lilliput are all too familiar
in contemporary societies. It is only through a critical examination of these dynamics, and a
commitment to transparency and accountability, that we can hope to build more just and
equitable societies.

The study of Gulliver’s Travels offers a profound lesson in the importance of satire and
critique as tools for social commentary and change. By holding up a mirror to our own
societies, we can begin to see the distortions and absurdities that we have come to accept as
normal. It is only by confronting these realities that we can begin to imagine a different
future, one in which power is exercised with accountability, and the interests of all are served.
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