
a modest proposal discussion questions
A Modest Proposal is a satirical essay by Jonathan Swift that suggests an outrageous solution to the
problem of poverty in 18th-century Ireland. Through this work, Swift critiques the British
government's neglect of the Irish people and highlights the dehumanization faced by the
impoverished. The essay has become a cornerstone in discussions about social reform and the
ethical implications of policy proposals. This article will delve into a variety of discussion questions
surrounding A Modest Proposal, exploring its themes, techniques, and the broader implications of
Swift's arguments.

Understanding the Context of "A Modest Proposal"

Before delving into specific discussion questions, it is essential to establish the historical and social
context in which Swift wrote A Modest Proposal. The essay was published in 1729 during a period of
severe economic hardship in Ireland, exacerbated by British exploitation. Swift's choice to frame his
argument within a satirical proposal serves to highlight the absurdity of the real solutions being
offered by policymakers at the time.

Historical Background

1. Economic Conditions: Ireland was grappling with severe poverty, famine, and population
overgrowth. The British policies often made the situation worse, as landowners prioritized profits
over the welfare of the Irish populace.

2. Social Stratification: The divide between the wealthy landowners and the impoverished peasants
was stark, leading to widespread social unrest and resentment.

3. Political Landscape: The lack of representation for the Irish in the British Parliament compounded
the difficulties faced by the Irish people.

Discussion Questions

This section will address various thought-provoking questions that can guide discussions about A
Modest Proposal and its implications.

1. What are the primary themes of "A Modest Proposal"?

Identifying the themes in Swift's work is crucial for understanding its depth and relevance.

- Satire and Irony: How does Swift use satire to criticize social and political issues? Consider the
effectiveness of his outrageous proposal in highlighting real issues.



- Dehumanization: In what ways does Swift illustrate the dehumanization of the poor in Ireland?
Discuss the implications of viewing people as commodities.
- Morality and Ethics: What moral questions does Swift raise with his proposal? How does he
challenge the reader's ethical compass?

2. How does Swift employ rhetorical strategies?

Swift's use of rhetorical techniques plays a significant role in the impact of A Modest Proposal.

- Appeal to Reason: Analyze how Swift presents his proposal in a logical manner, despite its
absurdity. What effect does this have on the reader?
- Emotional Appeals: Discuss how Swift evokes emotions through vivid imagery and shocking
statistics. How do these elements serve his argument?
- Mocking Authority: In what ways does Swift mock the political authorities of his time? Consider his
descriptions of the wealthy and their indifference to the plight of the poor.

3. What is the significance of the title "A Modest Proposal"?

The title itself is a point of discussion, as it encapsulates the irony and satire within the essay.

- Contrast of Modesty and Outrage: How does the term "modest" juxtapose with the shocking nature
of the proposal? What does this say about societal norms and expectations?
- Expectations vs. Reality: How does the title set up the reader's expectations, and how does Swift
subvert those expectations throughout the essay?

4. How does Swift's proposal reflect societal attitudes towards
the poor?

Swift's suggestions serve as a mirror to the societal attitudes of his time.

- Commodification of Humans: Discuss how Swift's idea of selling children reflects the
commodification of the poor in society. What does this say about the value placed on human life?
- Policy Indifference: How does Swift's proposal critique the lack of genuine solutions provided by
policymakers? What is the broader commentary on the social welfare system?

5. What role does audience play in "A Modest Proposal"?

Understanding who Swift intended to reach with his essay is important for analyzing its purpose.

- Target Audience: Who is Swift's primary audience? Consider the implications of writing for the
wealthy versus the poor.
- Reader Reaction: How might different audiences react to the proposal? What are the potential
consequences of the varied interpretations of Swift's satire?



6. How does Swift's work relate to contemporary social issues?

A Modest Proposal remains relevant in today's discussions about poverty and social reform.

- Modern Parallels: Identify contemporary issues that mirror the themes in Swift's essay. How do
current policies reflect a similar indifference towards the poor?
- Satirical Commentary Today: How is satire used in modern society to critique social issues? Are
there contemporary writers or works that echo Swift's approach?

Conclusion

In conclusion, A Modest Proposal by Jonathan Swift serves as a compelling critique of the social and
political conditions of 18th-century Ireland, using satire as a powerful tool to provoke thought and
discussion. The discussion questions outlined in this article not only facilitate a deeper
understanding of Swift's work but also encourage readers to reflect on their own values and the
state of society today. By examining the themes, rhetorical strategies, and implications of Swift's
proposal, we can appreciate the enduring relevance of his work and the ongoing struggles against
poverty and injustice.

As we engage with these discussion questions, we are reminded of the importance of empathy and
ethical considerations in policymaking. The absurdity of Swift's proposal forces us to confront the
reality of how society treats its most vulnerable members and challenges us to seek genuine
solutions that uphold human dignity. Thus, A Modest Proposal remains a vital text for understanding
not only historical injustices but also the continuing dialogue about social reform in our
contemporary world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main argument presented in Jonathan Swift's 'A
Modest Proposal'?
The main argument is a satirical suggestion that the impoverished Irish might ease their economic
troubles by selling their children as food to rich gentlemen and ladies, highlighting the brutal
exploitation of the poor.

How does Swift use irony in 'A Modest Proposal'?
Swift employs irony by presenting a shocking solution to poverty in a serious tone, which ultimately
critiques the coldness of British attitudes toward the Irish and the inhumanity of using economic
reasoning to justify moral failings.

What social issues does 'A Modest Proposal' address?
The text addresses issues such as poverty, overpopulation, and the neglect of the Irish people by the
British government, as well as the broader implications of colonialism and economic exploitation.



In what ways does Swift's proposal reflect the economic
conditions of Ireland in the 18th century?
Swift's proposal reflects the dire economic conditions faced by the Irish, including extreme poverty,
high unemployment, and the exploitation of the lower classes by wealthy landowners and British
policies.

How does 'A Modest Proposal' serve as a critique of
contemporary policymakers?
The proposal serves as a critique by exposing the absurdity and moral failures of policymakers who
prioritize economic solutions over humane treatment and consideration for the welfare of the poor.

What techniques does Swift use to engage the reader's
emotions?
Swift uses shocking imagery, detailed statistics, and a calm, rational tone to engage readers
emotionally, forcing them to confront the horrific implications of his proposal and the reality of
poverty.

What is the intended effect of Swift's hyperbolic suggestion?
The intended effect is to provoke outrage and reflection among readers, encouraging them to
recognize the inhumanity of their social and economic systems rather than accepting them passively.

How does 'A Modest Proposal' challenge the reader's moral
perspective?
The text challenges the reader's moral perspective by juxtaposing the grotesque suggestion of
cannibalism with the real suffering of the Irish people, prompting them to reconsider their own
complicity in societal injustices.

What literary devices are most prominent in 'A Modest
Proposal'?
Prominent literary devices include satire, irony, hyperbole, and allegory, all of which Swift uses to
convey his message and critique the socio-political climate of his time.
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