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ance to live a life largely devoid of friends or 
admirers. Such writers, of course, are diffi- 
cult to recruit; unlike Miltons and 
Shakespeares, Swifts usually only attain 
wealth, glory, and respect posthumously But 
we need them anyway because great satire 
has the ability to improve a community and 
its people in a way that no other kind of liter- 
ature ever can. 

In saying this, I do not mean to suggest 
that Mormons need more critics. If my exam- 
inations of Mormonism in contemporary fic- 
tion have shown me anything, it is that there , - 
are willing critics of the Church in almost 
every quarter of society: liberals, conserva- 
tives, Christian fundamentalists, secular hu- 
manists, academics, civil libertarians, 
survivalists, ex-Mormons-for-Jesus, ex- 
Mormons-for-sex, and current-Mormons-for 
-gay-marriage, -guns, -home schooling, - 
Herbalife, and -vegetarianism. All of these 
groups write books, and the authors of these 
books invariably imagine that, as long as 
their books use humor to criticize Mormon 
culture, they have done all that they need do 
to peddle their work as "satire." But this is a 
category error; simply making fun of a cul- 
ture or religion does not constitute satire. 
Swift knew this well, and he drew a sharp 
distinction between his own satirical work 
and that of the "senseless tribe / Who call it 
humor when they jibe." 

So what makes something satirical? Both 
the textbook definition and the works of the 
great satirists emphasize that it is a mixture of 
humor and criticism designed to improve its 

We aN want to laugh at our enemies' ideas, but few of us ever target, and this quahficatiin is key satire im- 
proves us by showing us what we need to 

really want to question our own assumptions. When Mormon change about ourselves and then motivating - - 
satirists agree with US, they will attack US all the more US to make those changes. Mediocre satire 

because good ideas can only be made better by scrutiny gets us to see ourselves in the mirror and 
laugh; great satire makes us see ourselves in 

Perhaps I may allow the Dean 
Had too much satire in his vein, 
And seemed determined not to starve it 
Because no age could more deserve it. 
Yet malice never was his aim: 
He lashed the vice, but spared the name. 
No individual could resent 
Where thousands equally were meant. 
His satire points at no defect 
But what all mortals may correct; 
For he abhorred that senseless tribe 
Who call it humor when they jibe. 

-JONATHAN SWFT, writing his own eu- 
logy in "Verses on the Death of DI: Swqt" 

POSTLE-POET ORSON WHITNFTS 
1888 prophecy that Mormons "will 
yet have Miltons and Shakespeares 

of our own"' has become a rallylng cry for 
generations of Latter-day Saint scholars and 
lovers of literature. And while I would be just 
as happy as Elder Whitney to meet a 
Mormon poet with the power of Milton or 
Shakespeare, I tend to think that what our 
culture needs most are a few Jonathan Swifts 
of our own-true satirists with the ability to 
expose our faults and hypocrisies, the 
courage to offend people from every religious 
and political perspective, and the self-assur- 
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the mirror and cringe. But any work worthy 
of the designation must be motivated by a 
sincere desire to improve us. Criticism moti- 
vated by anything else-be it contempt, re- 
venge, anger, intellectual disdain, or political 
disagreement-may be devilishly funny, or it 
may be gentle and good-natured, but it 
should never be confused with satire. 

Nowhere does Swift make this point more 
clearly than he does in the work that is gen- 
erally considered his satiric masterpiece: the 
fourth book of Gulliver's Travels. In this 
episode, Gulliver washes up on an island 
populated by two distinct species: a tribe of 
filthy, hairy, quarrelsome bipeds known as 
"Yahoos" and a race of intelligent talking 
horses known as "Houyhnhnms." The 
Houyhnhnms, we soon discover, are the em- 
bodiment of rationality and decorum, while 
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the Yahoos turn out to be transplanted 
human beings who have devolved back to a 
Hobbesian state of nature. As Gulliver learns 
to appreciate Houyhnhnm language and cul- 
ture, he becomes increasingly hostile to the 
Yahoos and to their human cousins. For a 
time, Gulliver tries to convince the 
Houyhnhnms that European humans are 
nothing at all like the Yahoos, but as this 
proposition becomes less and less tenable, 
Gulliver does everything in his power to dis- 
tance himself from his own species and em- 
brace the customs and values of his 
Houyhnhnm masters. Through most of 
Gulliver's diatribes, we can see Swift standing 
directly behind his creation, using Gulliver to 
speak the author's satire against humanity 
and human institutions. But somewhere 
along the line, Swift pulls a fast one and 
leaves Gulliver out on stage alone. As he in- 
creasingly comes to admire the cold, rational 
life of the Houyhnhnms, and to detest the 
self-absorbed emotionalism of the Yahoos, 
Gulliver stops being the speaker of Swift's 
satire and becomes its main target. 

By the time that he returns to England, 
Gulliver has become thoroughly and incon- 
testably insane. He is unable to bear the sight 
or smell of any other "Yahoo," his wfe and 
children fill him "onlv with 

Gulliver, is able to analyze his own position 
critically, and as a result, he escapes the nar- 
rative of Gulliver's Travels without becoming 
what his hero becomes: a cynical misan- 
thrope who savages his own species solely to 
gain the favor of another. Swift's self-scrutiny 
in this work is typical of his writings. Though 
he was a passionate Tory, a patriot~c 
Englishman, and a devout Anglican, he re- 
senred his most devastating criticism for the 
Tories, the British, and the Church of 
England. Whenever he became involved in a 
political issue, Swift supported his own posi- 
tions fiercely and took every opportunity to 
offend his enemies; but he was also consis- 
tently able to rise above partisanship and of- 
fend his friends. 

THE FATE OF THE SATIRISTS OF 
MORMONDOM 

GREAT satirist must be an equal op- 
portunity annoyer. Most of what 
currently passes for "satire" in the 

Momlon universe lacks both the commit- 

ment and the scope of Swift's critique; much 
of it, in fact, amounts to little more than par- 
tisan bickering. The various factions within 
Mormonism have always been willing to 

laugh at each other, and, for most people, 
"improving the community" means some- 
thing like "improving all of the people in the 
community who don't think like I do." We all 
want our enemies made fun of, but few of us 
ever really want to question our own as- 
sumptions and values, and there have always 
been writers willing to choose up sides and 
try to pass propaganda off as "satire." There 
have also always been writers among us who 
more closely resemble Gullivers-of-our-own 
than Swifts-of-our-own. These are the ex- 
posers, ridiculers, and call-it-humor-when- 
they-jibers who delight in pointing out all of 
the absurdities of Mormon culture to the 
world. These Mormon Gullivers use the tools 
of the satirist, not to improve our commu- 
nity, but to distance themselves from their 
Yahoo co-religonists and to curry favor with 
whatever variety of talking horse happens to 
be in vogue. 

I do not know for sure what our Mormon 
Swifts will look like, or even if they will ever 
appear-but I am willing to hazard a few 
guesses. They will start off popular and will 
make new friends with every work they pro- 
duce. But they will also make new enemies, 
and, before long, they will alienate so many 
of their friends that only their enemies will 

Hatred, Disgust, and 
Contempt," he cannot walk 
without breaking into a 
gallop, and he spends four 
hours a day in his stables 
conversing with two horses 
that he bought for no other 
purpose. The Gulliver of 
book four is the punch-line 
to Swift's ultimate joke: that 
people who constantly criti- 
cize a human society 
without the desire to im- 
prove it separate themselves 
from their fellow human be- 
ings and become no better 
than talking horses. 

The last book of 
Gulliver's Travels is a work of 
satirical cannibalism as 
Swift satirizes the satirist, 
criticizes the critic, debunks 
the debunker, and inveighs 
against invective. The ulti- 
mate target of this satire is 
Gulliveri Travels itself, for 
Swift is indeed guilty of 
many of the critical excesses 
that he makes Gulliver 
suffer for in the final 
journey. But Swift, unlike 

"I've got the gospel, a greatfamily, good sex life, a high paying job, 
and an important calling. I know I should be happy." 
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pay attention to them. Everyone will dislike 
them for a different reason. People who read 
the Ensign will find them irreverent and ob- 
scene, people who read SUNSTONE will find 
them bigoted and provincial, and people 
who read Foucault will find them tedious 
and banal. We will all admire their "percep- 
tive critiques" of other people, but we will 
wish that they hadn't been so "reckless and 
irresponsible" when they were talking about 
us. Though none will doubt their ability, few 
will publish their works; both liberal and or- 
thodox presses will refuse, on principle, to 
associate themselves with writers whose un- 
restrained satirical impulses cany them be- 
yond the bounds of taste and decency. 
Whenever they are pressured to choose be- 
tween two sides of a question they will 
choose neither and will criticize both. 
Ultimately, they will be neither Montagues 
nor Capulets, but Mercutios, whose plague- 
on-both-your-houses honesty will make 
them unwelcome everywhere. But they will 

not be neutral. They will have strong opin- 
ions and will articulate those opinions regu- 
larly, even though they will refuse to be 
forced into the pre-defined ideologcal cate- 
gories that we are used to forcing people into. 
When they disagree with us they will attack 
us, and when they agree with us they will at- 
tack us all the more because they will realize 
that good ideas, like good people, can only 
be made better through scrutiny They will 
see and understand both the good and the 
bad aspects of Mormon culture and will love 
it in spite of its faults. And they will be 
deeply saddened when they realize how 
much closer to Zion we could move if we 
would only look more carefully at the things 
that are holding us back. 

Some of us will listen to them and be- 
come better people, but most of us will write 
them off with the same epithets we have al- 
ways used to dismiss challenges to our core 
beliefs: nonbeliever, apologst, heretic, bigot, 
leftist, fascist, mantic, sophic, leper. They will 

be called all of these names, but they will 
never lose their love for the Church or their 
commitment to the community They will al- 
ways identify themselves "Mormons," even 
though only a few Mormons will agree. They 
will find it hard to live among the Saints but 
impossible to live elsewhere, so they will re- 
main a part of the Mormon community until 
they die, broken-hearted and frustrated by 
the fact that they were never able to get 
through to the people that they loved the 
most. And a hundred years later we will re- 
vere them as the greatest writers we have ever 
had. 0 

NOTES 

1. Orson Whitney, "Home Literature," 
Contributor (July 1888). T h  quote more fully reads: 
"We will yet have Miltons and Shakespeares of our 
own. Go& ammunition is not exhausted. His 
brightest spirits are held in reserve for the latter times. 
In God's name and by his help we will build up a lit- 
erature whose top shall touch heaven, though its 
foundations may now be low in [thelearth." 

ICE STORM COTTONWOODS 
This morning horses graze by Warren Lake, 
A traffic of ghosts in thin fog, so unconcerned 
By the devastation reducing us to tears: 
Trees, power-lines, boathouse roof, all down; 
The horses move with purpose, hides steaming. 

All night the cannonade kept us 
Pacing, white-gas lanterns hissing, 
Presto-logs smudgng 
The ornamental fireplace as cottonwoods 
Exploded under ice mantillas. 

I dial our utility, irritated by the prolonged 
Outage, but I can't get through. My truck starts 
On the third try and I pass those gorgeous Morgans 
And Walers-breath twisting around their chops- 
As far as the road is snow-plowed then back 

For canned clam chowder and to break a chain 
Attempting to clear a bisected maple before nightfall. 
The horses scamper from the lake, eyes glassed with sleet; 
Boom boom boom! the cottonwoods cry another evening, 
Glass from overturned tables, a passion of silver thorns. 

-SEAN BRENDAN-BROWN 
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