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Jonathan Swift's "A Modest Proposal," published in 1729, is a satirical essay that suggests a shocking
solution to the problem of poverty in Ireland. While the essay is a biting critique of British policy and
societal indifference toward the suffering of the Irish people, it uses irony and hyperbole to provoke
thought and inspire action. In this article, we will analyze the key themes, arguments, and literary
devices employed in Swift's work, providing an answer key for understanding the text's deeper

meanings and implications.

Overview of "A Modest Proposal”

Swift’s essay proposes that impoverished Irish families could alleviate their economic burden by selling
their children as food to wealthy landowners. This grotesque suggestion serves to highlight the dire
situation of the Irish populace and the inhumane treatment they endure. Swift's use of satire reveals
the absurdity of the proposals made by politicians and the elite, thereby encouraging readers to

critically examine societal issues.

Key Themes

1. Satire and Irony: Swift employs satire as a tool to criticize British colonialism and the exploitation of
the Irish people. The ironic suggestion of cannibalism underscores the extent of the crisis and the lack

of empathy from those in power.

2. Dehumanization: The proposal reduces children to mere commaodities, illustrating how poverty strips

individuals of their humanity. This dehumanization reflects the attitudes of the wealthy towards the



poor.

3. Social Responsibility: Swift's essay calls for a collective sense of responsibility towards the suffering
of the Irish. By exposing the failure of the government and the wealthy to address poverty, he

advocates for a moral awakening among the privileged classes.
4. Economic Exploitation: The proposal also critiques the economic systems that perpetuate inequality.

Swift highlights how the poor are exploited for the benefit of the rich, emphasizing the need for

systemic change.

Literary Devices

Swift's use of various literary devices enhances the effectiveness of his argument. Understanding

these devices can help readers grasp the nuances of the text.

1. Hyperbole

Swift's outrageous proposal is an example of hyperbole. By suggesting that poor parents can sell their
children, he exaggerates the situation to draw attention to the severity of poverty in Ireland. This

extreme suggestion forces readers to confront the real issues at hand.

2. Irony

The title itself is ironic: the word "modest" implies moderation, yet the proposal is anything but. The
stark contrast between the title and the content emphasizes the absurdity of the situation. Swift's ironic

tone serves to criticize both the British and the Irish for their roles in perpetuating poverty.



3. Logical Structure

Swift's essay follows a logical structure, presenting a problem, a proposed solution, and the benefits of
that solution. This format mimics the style of rational economic discourse, which makes the proposal

appear more credible, even as it remains outlandish.

4, Use of Statistics

Swift supports his argument with fabricated statistics that lend an air of authenticity to his claims. By
presenting his proposal as a rational economic solution, he critiques the cold, calculating nature of

economic discourse that ignores human suffering.

Analysis of Arguments

Swift's arguments can be broken down into several key points that illustrate his satirical take on

societal issues.

1. The Economic Burden of the Poor

Swift begins by detailing the plight of the impoverished Irish, highlighting the burden they place on
society. He notes the excessive number of beggars and the strain on resources, framing his proposal

as a solution to this issue.

- Observation: The author notes the increasing number of beggars in Dublin.

- Claim: The poor are a financial burden on society.



2. The Benefits of Cannibalism

In a shocking twist, Swift outlines the supposed benefits of his proposal. He claims that selling children
would reduce the number of impoverished families, provide economic benefits to the wealthy, and offer

a new delicacy for the rich.

- Economic Benefits: The wealthy would gain a new source of meat, which would stimulate the
economy.
- Reduction of Poverty: Fewer impoverished families would lead to less begging and a decrease in

public expenditure.

3. Moral Implications

Through his proposal, Swi

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central argument of Jonathan Swift's 'A Modest
Proposal'?

The central argument of 'A Modest Proposal' is that the author suggests the poor Irish might ease their
economic troubles by selling their children as food to rich gentlemen and ladies, highlighting the

extreme measures the impoverished might consider due to oppressive societal conditions.

How does Swift use irony in 'A Modest Proposal'?

Swift employs irony by presenting a shocking and inhumane solution to poverty, which serves to

criticize the British government's neglect of the Irish population and provoke a moral outrage in the



reader.

What literary devices are prominent in 'A Modest Proposal'?

Prominent literary devices in 'A Modest Proposal' include satire, irony, hyperbole, and vivid imagery, all

of which work together to convey Swift's critique of social and economic injustices.

What is the intended effect of Swift's absurd proposal on the reader?

The intended effect is to shock the reader into recognizing the severity of the plight of the Irish poor
and to provoke a critical examination of societal attitudes and policies regarding poverty and

exploitation.

What historical context is important to understanding 'A Modest
Proposal'?

Understanding the historical context involves recognizing the economic hardship and exploitation faced
by the Irish in the early 18th century, as well as the indifference of the British government and upper

classes towards their suffering.
How does Swift's proposal reflect the economic theories of his time?
Swift's proposal reflects the economic theories of his time, particularly the ideas of mercantilism and

utilitarianism, by treating human beings as commodities and suggesting a market solution to poverty.

What role does the narrator play in 'A Modest Proposal'?

The narrator plays the role of a rational and detached economist, which contrasts sharply with the
horrific nature of the proposal, thereby highlighting the moral absurdity of viewing human suffering

through a purely economic lens.



What is the reaction of contemporary readers to 'A Modest Proposal'?

Contemporary readers often react with shock and disbelief to the proposal, but it is also recognized as

a brilliant piece of satire that remains relevant in discussions about ethics and social justice.

How does Swift's use of statistics enhance his argument?

Swift's use of fabricated statistics and data enhances his argument by creating a veneer of legitimacy
and rationality around his absurd proposal, making the satire more biting and effective in critiquing

societal indifference.
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