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 This paper reflects on the purpose of literary illusion as a kind of simulation 
in two big texts of the eighteenth century, Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels 
(1726) and Laurence Sterne’s The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, 
Gentleman (1759-1767). The paper relies on the theoretical concepts of Jean 
Baudrillard in his theory of simulacra and argues that in both novels, realism 
is not a one-to-one representation of reality but a meticulously crafted illusion 
that functions through the use of narrative structure. Using the norms of the 
empirical travel literature, Swift constructs fictional worlds which satirize 
Enlightenment rationalism, scientific authority, and political ideology, thus 
performing what Baudrillard describes as the First Order of simulacra, or the 
Counterfeit. Sterne, in his turn, inverts this process and begins to prophesy 
the mechanics of narration as such, breaking the linearity, coherence, and the 
expectation of mimesis by radical digression and experimentation with type. 
His novel illustrates the Second Order of simulacra, Simulation of 
Production, when the representation is not in the likeness of reality but shows 
the process of its construction. Collectively, these readings show that illusion 
in literature does not serve as an escapist function but it is rather a critical tool 
that disrupts the certainty of backyard epistemology and reveals the 
artificiality of realism. The paper places Swift and Sterne in a historical 
vortex of simulation that prefigures the postmodern anxieties of the inability 
to keep truth, representation, meaning stable.  
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1. Introduction 

The connection between realism and illusion has traditionally played a leading role in the literary 

discourse, especially in how the novel claims to depict the truth of reality. Prose fiction of the 18th 

century came with the focus of the Enlightenment on empiricism, reason, scientific inquiry, and placed 

realism as the narrative mode that could be used to record the world in a seemingly objective way. But 

this dependence upon verisimilitude in itself is a paradox: realism relies on illusion. This power of the 

realist narrative is not maintained through access to the actual but through rhetorical and structural 

devices that produce the illusion of truth. 
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In the paper, the author examines how two authors, Jonathan Swift and Laurence Sterne, question this 

paradox through the transformation of illusion into a critical method. Instead of denying realism, the 

two writers use its conventions to demonstrate the instability of Enlightenment epistemology and the 

unsteadiness of representation per se. Swift uses the ostensibly factual form of travel writing as a means 

of creating carefully developed imaginary worlds that parody political authority, scientific endeavour 

and rational absolutism. Writing later in the Enlightenment era with its increasing scepticism, Sterne 

breaks down the formal features of realist narration through the foregrounding of digression, 

fragmentation and self-consciousness of narrative. 

These texts can be fruitfully read in terms of the theoretical framework of Jean Baudrillard, simulacra. 

The difference between the First and Second Orders of simulacra, the Counterfeit and the simulation 

of production respectively, enables Baudrillard to look at the development of literary illusion through 

the historical sense of satirical imitation to self-referential construction. The fictional journeys of Swift 

have a perceptible connection to their referential counterparts, though in exaggerated or perversified 

form, whereas the novel of Sterne has no referential terms whatsoever, instead dramatising the process 

of referencing as a fabricated one. 

Through juxtaposition, this paper plays Gulliver’s Travels with Tristram Shandy to posit that 

postmodernism criticism of representation can be predicted by the literature of the eighteenth century 

that exposes realism as a simulation, as opposed to an assenting judge of reality. In these works, illusion 

thus becomes a form of epistemological opposition - an opposition that implies a challenge to the 

enlightenment belief in reason, order and transparent knowledge. 

2. Satirical Simulation in the book Gulliver's Travels by Jonathan Swift 

Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels (1726) is a key work in literary simulation history. Swift has used 

the most popular and seemingly objective form of travel writing, a genre that was supposed to be able 

to describe the facts in an empirically accurate manner, to create imaginary journeys. Such an approach 

creates an illusion of verisimilitude via narrative technique instantly and is then used to deliver a 

critical missile strike against Enlightenment rationalism, politics, and science in England. The 

interaction between the text and realism is itself a simulation structure. Through the traditions of 

empirical narration, descriptions of geography, careful commentary on foreign ways, and the 

employment of a first-person, ostensibly direct narrator, Lemuel Gulliver Swift lends a false 

plausibility to the most fantastical of worlds. It is this appearance of objective record that Swift creates 

to satirise the belief in observation and reason of the day.  
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The comics of the novel work on the principle of making wonderful simulations (the different lands 

that Gulliver explores) that are obviously fake, but so detailed that they at least make one believe in 

them. This mode of literary technique helps Swift to satirise modern thinking, as the real political 

situation is replaced by the abstract nature of human beings in the four books. As one example, the 

land of Lilliput, a place full of small people, is used in the first book to satirise the Whig systems of 

politics and the exaggerated notion of their own significance. The giant, Gulliver, scorns a society 

whose conflicts are petty, including the war between Lilliput and Ble Fusca over which end of an egg 

to crack. Scale reversal is used in the text, where Gulliver is in Lilliput, the Lilliputian society 

symbolises the perceived apex of pettiness in the Whig society that Swift loathed. In the second book, 

Brobdingnag, this satirical point of view is dramatically turned into a different situation where Gulliver 

is small in size compared to the people. This perpetual change of viewpoint, together with the 

descriptive style, plays a role in disorienting the reader to distinguish between the actual and the 

intentional fiction.  

The sustained Realism in Gulliver’s Travels is the most functional illusionism. Critics such as Ian 

Higgins state that Swift borrows the “rhetoric of authentic discovery,” which is typical of  

the seventeenth and the eighteenth century travelogues that lend his imaginary world's empirical 

credibility, thereby “subverting the epistemological confidence of the Enlightenment” (Higgins 146, 

The Review of English Studies, 1982, JSTOR). The result of this is a simulation of factual writing that 

is convincing precisely since it imitates the scientific method. Several Sodhganga theses have 

elaborated on the strategy of satirical empiricism. According to P. Mohan’s dissertation “Reason and 

the Grotesque in Swift’s Satire” (University of Madras, 2018, Sodhganga), the voyages “creates a false 

documentary confidence that Swift immediately destabilises by moral absurdity”. The tension between 

“truthful description and moral distortion” converts the narrative into a living paradox that is credible 

and impossible at the same time. Swift’s irony is dependent on the paradox, for it mirrors the 

contradictory nature of the Enlightenment mindset itself: the reason for striving for universality while 

trapped in human folly. 

The interplay between illusion and realism also reveals Swift’s moral design. The narrative’s 

impartiality disguises a passionate ethical critique. As Ashley Marshall argues, “Swift’s realism 

becomes a moral instrument precisely because it withholds without overt judgement, compelling 

readers to supply moral meaning for themselves” (Eighteenth-Century Studies, Vol. 43, No. 3, 1993, 

2010, JSTOR). Swift exposes the ease with which ideology disguises itself as truth by making readers 

navigate between belief and disbelief. This self-conscious realism therefore becomes a simulation of 

objectivity – an early literary technique which later metafictional writers such as Sterne would 
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formalise. 

3. The First Order According to Baudrillard 

The approach to methodology that Swift uses in Gulliver’s Travels is structurally consistent with 

Baudrillard's First Order of Simulacra, or the Counterfeit. The First Order is defined by the 

representations that are distinctly different to reality, and they are a copy, though a twisted or parodic 

image of an original. The swine yard lands created by Swift act as hideous reflections. The sign 

(Lilliput, Laputa) and the known referent (18th-century England) have obviously preserved their 

relation, though it is actually inverted or exaggerated to the point of satire. The illusion is not to take 

the place of reality but to cast a blistering, critical light over it. The floating island of Laputa and its 

Grand Academy of Lagado are a clear example of satirising the obsession and even absurdity of 

modern science. Swift did not use illusion as an act of escape, but rather with a particular and pointed 

purpose of revealing the inadequacy of the reason and moral ideals in his society that were commonly 

hidden behind the veil of civilised talk. Swift challenges the objectivity of the documentation of the 

events of the Enlightenment period by compelling the reader to believe in the clearly stated, albeit 

surreal, realities of the simulated worlds.  

Gulliver’s Travels succeeds in maintaining its satire because it capitalises on literary realism. Swift 

employed the norms of empirical reporting, detailed descriptions, first-person narration, and rational 

progression in order to confer reality on the most fantastic imaginary worlds. This brings out the fact 

that the perceived verisimilitude of a story (literary realism) is not natural but is created by an effective 

use of illusion methodologies. What it implies is all the more radical: once the principles of 

Enlightenment thought, rational documentation and objective observation can be so very cheaply 

purchased with fiction, then the socio-political and scientific facts that these principles underpin are at 

the root of the matter and can be toppled at a whim. Thus, the simulation (the fictional voyage) is 

another device that Swift employs to show that reality is also constructed, and it is based on the belief 

in certain, detailed stories to sustain its power. By doing so, Gulliver Travels is an early but brilliant 

critique of the literary form, as it reveals how the same techniques that are supposed to ensure the truth 

can be just as useful in creating a lie. Through layered illusions, Gulliver’s Travels performs a double 

critique, dismantling Enlightenment rationalism by exaggerating its forms and exposing the instability 

of realism itself by demonstrating how effortlessly narrative craft can counterfeit reality. Swift’s satire 

thus prefigures Baudrillard's insight that “the copy can precede and determine the real”. 

4. Metafiction and Narrative Illusion in The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman by 

Laurence Sterne 
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The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman (1759-1767) by Laurence Sterne marks a 

significant break in the application of literary illusion, making the object on which the author is 

targeting impolite matters of politics (Swift), instead, the dark mechanics of storytelling itself. Stereo 

came out in the late Enlightenment, a time when scepticism was on the rise, and therefore his work 

was a rather open rejection of the norms of the novel emerging in the 18th century, which generally 

aimed to achieve linearity, chronological and minute-by-minute realism. The novel is nonlinear, 

knotty, convoluted and fragmented and has intentionally gone against the deterministic nature of the 

linear plot structure that the age is known to exhibit. Tristram, the narrator, starts his autobiography 

and is constantly interrupted in it, consuming enormous proportions of the book to tell of digressions 

(the philosophising of his parents at Shandy Hall or the obsession of his uncle Toby with his miniature 

battlefield). This anarchic narrative form that is retro and forwards without a stable temporal base is a 

spoof of the traditional writer trying to be as thorough as possible in realism. 

Through radical asymmetry and narrative instability, Sterne satirises the new literary norms and the 

growing belief in organising and regulating life by reason, which was held by the Enlightenment. He 

does not stick to the traditions of the realistic novel, which pursued a smooth imitation of life, and this 

in itself makes the story an artificial creation. The storytelling process has been turned into a story in 

Laurence Sterne's Tristram Shandy. The novel flaunts its artificiality, aiming at making narrative 

illusion an open act instead of masking it. Traditionally, scholars have considered the text as an early 

instance of metafiction, in which the narration process itself is the real object. Patricia Spacks notes 

that instead of a plot, Sterne abandons consciousness and creates a book that documents the movement 

of thought, rather than the course of events (Studies in English Literature, 1500-1900, 1969). The 

reader is informed of the creation of the book at each step, of the errors, indecisions, and whims of 

choice that go with any human effort to make sense out of life. 

Such a course of the story directly addresses the intellectual atmosphere of the late Enlightenment. In 

his dissertation on Narrative Experimentation in the Fiction of Laurence Sterne (University of Delhi, 

2016, Shodhganga), S. Kumar writes that the digressive form adopted by Laurence Sterne is the one 

that celebrates the lack of organisation when it comes to confining experience into linear modes of 

reason. Even the very disaggregation of Tristram Shandy is a philosophical utterance: life is not subject 

to the structures of order that Enlightenment rationality attempted to impress upon it. The displacement 

of time that Sterne gives by spending hundreds of pages prior to the birth of the protagonist is a 

satirization of the realist desire to record experience in a chronological way, and it implies that human 

knowledge is never timely and is never complete. 
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In making fun of the mechanics of realism, Sterne brings to light the limitations of representation itself. 

His digressions, his recursive reasoning, and his typographical play make visible the illusions on which 

coherence is based. The product is a self-conscious novel that is still emotionally and intellectually 

involved. Thus, the work by Sterne is a turning point in the history of literature: the metamorphoses of 

illusion into revelation. Fiction, he postulates, is not a reflection of life, but an imaginative simulation, 

which can only embrace its chaos and energy. 

The Second Order According to Baudrillard 

The textual manipulations by Sterne place Tristram Shandy as a paradigm of the Second Order of 

Simulacra or the Simulation of Production. Whereas Swift emphasised the sign as a parody of an 

already familiar external object, Sterne highlights the sign as a product whose production process is 

revealed and glorified. The Second Order takes the stress off the individual original (the Counterfeit) 

and transfers it onto the mass production process, whereby there is a blurring of the lines between the 

original and the copy. Sterne does this by making the text itself self-reflexive - a prime characteristic 

of metafiction. Tristram continuously breaks the flow of the narrative in order to explicitly comment 

upon the process of writing, writing about how chapters and pages are constructed and the strategy of 

the narrative. This planned process of exposing his devices instead of covering their arbitrariness with 

a veil of spontaneity forces the reader to accept the fact that the book is simply an artefact- an artificial 

piece of fiction.  

 The textual peculiarities of the work, such as the use of marbled pages, black pages, blank pages, 

diagrams, asterisks and dashes, are not by chance; these are methods to emphasise the material being 

of the book as an object of production. Through presupposing the physical and structural problematics 

of narrative, Sterne simulates production. The novel is not located in the plot of the life of Tristram, 

which hardly moves, but in the anarchic, self-allusive act of narration. This architectural instability 

serves as the execution of the representational stability breakdown, and the text, therefore, is a 

deliberate simulation.  

 Another important implication of the technique is the forced cooperation of the reader. Talking about 

his writing style and suggesting the reader to refer to diagrams or fill gaps when not provided is a direct 

address to the readers, and it creates the interdependence of the reader in creating meaning. The novel 

does not give the reader a passive role, a change in the consumer culture where they will be a part of 

the process of manufacturing. Therefore, the text is essentially a multifaceted simulation under which 

the meaning is co-produced, shifting the novelistic form out of mere representational realism and into 

a critique of the very process of representation.  
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Sterne shows that the desire of literary realism to make every minute-by-minute account of life is 

inherently false and shockingly unsteady. Where the Swift no doubt parodied the outward goods of 

mistaken reason, the Sterne parodied the formal mechanism within, that which transmitted the reason. 

Tristram Shandy confirms that the only truth a narrative can tell is that it is a fake, a conscious 

simulation of reality, which can never encompass the untidy business of consciousness or time.  

5. Conclusion 

The character of the Travels of Gulliver and Tristram Shandy shows that the literary illusion is not the 

element of escapism, it is the element of criticism in the form of representation. The satirical nature of 

empirical travel writing used by Swift helps to show to the world the weakness of the Enlightenment 

belief regarding rational observation, scientific advancement, and political power by showing how so 

easily realistic can be created. His fictional worlds are, in spite of their avowed fantasy, still relatable 

to historical reality, which is in accordance with the First Order of simulacra as described by 

Baudrillard, in which the representation is a perverted simulacrum that critiques its reference. 

Sterne then takes this interrogation a step further, making the illusion self-referring, anticipating the 

mechanics of the narration itself. Tristram Shandy breaks down the notion that narrative can show an 

experience lived through, without any temporal disruption, by using digression, temporal disruption, 

and the experimentation of typography. The novel is a good example of the Second Order of simulacra 

defined by Baudrillard, where the representation is no longer modeled on the reality but reveals itself 

as the process of its construction. When these texts are combined it is possible to understand that 

realism is not a natural and neutral mode but a simulation that is perpetuated by convention.  

 

 

References 

1. Carroll, Lewis. Alice's Adventures in Wonderland. 1865. 

2. Sterne, Laurence. The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman. 1767. 

3. Aristotle. Poetics. Trans. S. H. Butcher. Internet Archive. 

https://archive.org/details/poeticsofaristot00arisuoft/page/n5/mode/2up 

4. Auerbach, Erich. Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature. 1946. Internet 

Archive. https://archive.org/details/mimesis0000unse 

5. Barthes, Roland. "The Reality Effect." 1968. ResearchGate. 



 International Journal of Web of Multidisciplinary Studies 
E-ISSN: 3049-2424 

 

IJWOS | Vol.3 No.01, January 2026  |  https://ijwos.com                                                                          283 
 

 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/279749550_L%27effet_de_reel_revisited_Barthes_and

_the_affective_image 

6. Baudrillard, Jean. Simulacra and Simulation. Translated by Sheila Glaser, University of Michigan 

Press, 1994. Internet Archive. Jean Baudrillard - Simulacra and Simulation 

7. Coleridge, Samuel Taylor. Biographia Literaria. 1817. Internet Archive. Biographia 

8. Bender, John. “Enlightenment Fiction and the Scientific Hypothesis.” Representations, no. 15, 

1986, pp. 1–25. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/3043776. 

9. Higgins, Ian. “Satire and the Simulation of Science in Gulliver’s Travels.” The Review of English 

Studies, vol. 33, no. 132, 1982, pp. 145–160. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/514715. 

10. Marshall, Ashley. “Realism, Irony, and Moral Vision in Gulliver’s Travels.” Eighteenth-Century 

Studies, vol. 43, no. 3, 2010, pp. 283–301. JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/25601445. 

11. Mohan, P. Reason and the Grotesque in Swift’s Satire. University of Madras, 2018. Shodhganga. 

12. Hunter, J. Paul. “The Self-Destroying Art of Tristram Shandy.” Novel: A Forum on Fiction, vol. 7, 

no. 1, 1974, pp. 5–18. JSTOR. 

13. Hutcheson, Linda. Narcissistic Narrative: The Metafictional Paradox. University of Toronto Press, 

1980. JSTOR. 

14. Kumar, S. Narrative Experimentation in Laurence Sterne’s Fiction. University of Delhi, 2016. 

Shodhganga. 

15. Spacks, Patricia Meyer. “Imagination in Tristram Shandy.” Studies in English Literature, 1500–

1900, vol. 9, no. 3, 1969, pp. 575–589. JSTOR. 

16. Traugott, John. “Tristram Shandy and the Meaning of Structure.” PMLA, vol. 77, no. 5, 1962, pp. 

536–545. JSTOR. 

17. Baudrillard, Jean. “The Precession of Simulacra”. 

18. Tiwari, Rajendra P. “Ellison’s Invisible Man: A Journey from Invisibility to Self-Definition.” 

Tribhuvan University Journal, vol. 28, nos. 1–2, 2013.  

19. Kaur, Jagveer. “Transformations in Art and Literature in the Hyperreal Era: A Philosophical 

Exploration.” International Journal of English Language & Literature Studies, vol. 10, no. 2, 2025. 

20. Baudrillard, Jean. “The Precession of Simulacra.” Simulacra and Simulation, translated by Sheila 

Faria Glaser, University of Michigan Press, 1994, pp. 1–42. 

21. https://www.researchgate.net/publication/318535157_Hyperreality_and_Simulacrum_Jean_Baud

rillard_and_European_Postmodernism 

22. https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/french-enlightenment-and-the-emergence-of-modern-

cynicism/from-enlightenment-to-postmodernism/B047B3E91A9A6222F2E3E2EA6316A2A7 

23. http://repository.unj.ac.id/29285/2/CHAPTER%20I.pdf 

24. https://rajdhanicollege.ac.in/admin/ckeditor/ckfinder/userfiles/files/The%20Altering%20of%20R



 International Journal of Web of Multidisciplinary Studies 
E-ISSN: 3049-2424 

 

IJWOS | Vol.3 No.01, January 2026  |  https://ijwos.com                                                                          284 
 

 

eality%20in%20Gulliver.pdf 

25. https://core.ac.uk/download/479412260.pdf 

26. https://fiveable.me/literary-theory-criticism/unit-12/jean-baudrillard/study-

guide/Oou4ZGZO0NPLHV1a 

27. https://brill.com/display/book/9789401202930/B9789401202930_s009.pdf 

28. https://www.english.upenn.edu/courses/undergraduate/2009/fall/engl241.301 

29. https://ijee.org/assets/docs/27.27213523.pdf 

30. https://www.ebsco.com/research-starters/literature-and-writing/tristram-shandy-analysis-setting 

31. https://scholarsrepository.llu.edu/etd/1005/ 

32. https://www.vassar.edu/specialcollections/exhibit-highlights/2011-2015/age-of-alice/victorian-

childhood.html 

33. https://fisherpub.sjf.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1101&context=ur 

34. https://literariness.org/2018/06/01/analysis-of-ralph-ellisons-invisible-man/ 

35. https://www.sciedu.ca/journal/index.php/elr/article/download/12161/7468 

36. https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00933104.2024.2439302 

 

 

 

 

 


