
Study Guide for Jonathan Swift's A Modest
Proposal: Understanding Irony, Satire, and the
Human Condition
Jonathan Swift's "A Modest Proposal" is a satirical masterpiece that
challenges societal norms and explores the depths of human depravity.
Written in 1729, the essay sparked controversy and continues to provoke
discussion about poverty, hunger, and the role of empathy in society. This
study guide provides an in-depth analysis of the text, unpacking its literary
devices, historical context, and enduring relevance.
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Literary Devices

Irony and Satire:
Swift employs irony and satire as primary literary devices to convey his
message. Irony is used to present a situation or idea in a manner that is
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opposite to its intended meaning. In "A Modest Proposal," Swift's ironical
tone is evident from the very beginning, as he presents a seemingly logical
and compassionate solution to poverty: eating children. However, the
reader quickly realizes the absurdity of this suggestion, highlighting the
author's true intent to criticize society's indifference towards the poor.

Parody:
Swift's essay also incorporates elements of parody. He imitates the style of
upper-class gentlemen and scholars, presenting his proposal in a mock-
serious tone that subtly mocks their hypocrisy and lack of concern for the
suffering of others.

Historical Context

Economic Hardship:
Swift wrote "A Modest Proposal" during a period of severe economic
hardship in Ireland. The population was struggling with famine, disease,
and political oppression. Swift's essay highlights the desperate situation
faced by the Irish people, particularly those living in poverty.

British Rule:
Ireland was under British rule at the time, and Swift was highly critical of the
government's policies. He perceived the British as exploiting the Irish
people and contributing to their economic misery. Swift's essay uses irony
and satire to indirectly criticize British rule and its impact on Irish society.

Enduring Relevance

Poverty and Hunger:
"A Modest Proposal" continues to resonate today due to its exploration of



poverty and hunger. Swift's essay highlights the ongoing struggles faced by
the poor and marginalized, and challenges readers to confront the
underlying causes of these problems.

Empathy and Compassion:
Swift's essay also prompts readers to reflect on the importance of empathy
and compassion in society. By presenting such an extreme and shocking
proposal, Swift forces readers to question their own attitudes towards the
poor and consider the ethical implications of ignoring their suffering.

Analysis of Key Passages

"I have been assured by a very knowing American of my acquaintance
in London, that a young healthy child well nursed, is, at a year old, a
most delicious, nourishing, and wholesome food, whether stewed,
roasted, baked, or boiled; and I make no doubt that it will equally
serve in a fricassee or a ragout."
This passage highlights Swift's use of irony to expose the absurdity of his
proposal. By presenting cannibalism as a viable solution to poverty, Swift
forces readers to confront the indifference and apathy towards the suffering
of the poor that permeated society at the time.

"I have reckoned, upon a medium, that a child just born will weigh
twelve pounds, and in a solar year, if tolerably nursed, increaseth to
twenty-eight pounds."
Swift includes statistical calculations to lend an air of credibility to his
proposal, further emphasizing the absurdity of his argument. By presenting
his plan in a seemingly logical manner, Swift highlights the extent to which
society values economic gain over human life.



"It is likewise to be considered, that all this I propose will in good time
contribute to the public health."
Swift's irony is at its peak in this passage, as he presents cannibalism as a
means to improve public health. By making such a shocking suggestion,
Swift forces readers to confront the underlying social and economic factors
that contribute to malnutrition and disease among the poor.

Jonathan Swift's "A Modest Proposal" is a powerful satire that explores the
complexities of human nature and the plight of the poor. Through irony,
parody, and a critique of British rule, Swift challenges readers to confront
the indifference and hypocrisy that often characterize societies. The
essay's enduring relevance lies in its ability to provoke discussion about
poverty, hunger, and the importance of empathy and compassion. By
studying this masterpiece, readers gain a deeper understanding of the
human condition and the role of literature in exposing social injustice.
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Image Alt Attributes

Image 1: Portrait of Jonathan Swift with a quill pen in hand

Image 2: A group of starving children huddled together

Image 3: A banner with the words "A Modest Proposal" written in bold
letters
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