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Jonathan Swift – ‘A Modest Proposal’: The Critical Essay 
Tanvi Punia* 

*M.A. English (Previous), Delhi University, Delhi 

“Satire is a sort of glass, wherein beholders do generally discover everybody’s face 
but their own.” 

~ Jonathan Swift 

Jonathan Swift (1667 – 1745) was an 
Anglo-Irish writer and satirist, acclaimed 
as one of the finest prose satirists in the 
English language, he was also well 
known for this poetry and essays. “A 
Modest Proposal for Preventing the 
Children of Poor People from being a 
Burthen to their Parents or Country, and 
for Making them Beneficial to the 
Publick”, is commonly known as “A 
Modest Proposal”. Jonathan Swift wrote 
and published it anonymously in 1729 as 
a Juvenalian satirical essay. According to 
the essay, destitute Irish people may 
alleviate their financial difficulties by 
selling their children as food to wealthy 
gentlemen and women. Swift is the only 
Neo-Classical English writer whose 
satiric aspect is as prominent as it is in 
his work. 

Swift's choice of the term "modest" to 
describe his proposition is epic in its 
scope. The use of such a lowly phrase to 
refer to a proposition as horrible and 
horrific as that represented in the 
proposal is completely absurd in context, 
and this is precisely why it is so 
successful in its application. A well-
executed paradox is a great method to 
attract an audience's attention, and Swift 
demonstrates why he is generally hailed 
as a master of this art. It just takes a few 
lines into the screenplay of "A Modest 
Proposal" to realize that the idea is 
anything from "modest." In summary, his 
"solution" is that Ireland's population 
problem may be handled by selling a 
large percentage of one-year-old 
children on the market to be utilized as a 
new food supply, therefore giving money 
for destitute lower-class moms, and 

making them valuable to society. When 
stated in this manner, the disturbing 
nature of the idea becomes evident. 
Swift, on the other hand, uses such 
beautifully subtle and sophisticated 
wording that the reader is nearly 
convinced to overlook the clearly 
objectionable features of his proposition 
and approve of his reasons. 

Swift's major objective in "A Modest 
Proposal," according to George 
Wittkowsky, was not the situation in 
Ireland, but the can-do mentality of the 
moment, which prompted individuals to 
invent a multitude of absurd proposals to 
profess to fix social and economic woes. 
Jonathan starts by discussing the 
situation that Irish families are dealing 
with. Parents are unable to provide 
adequate nutrition for their children. To 
provide for their families, mothers often 
beg or sell themselves. He argues that 
they need to find a solution to help these 
folks who are in need of basic essentials 
in a fair, cost-effective, and timely 
manner. Consider the following excellent 
example of situational irony and 
rhetorical expressions: 

“I shall now therefore humbly propose my 
own thoughts, which I hope will, not be 

liable to the least objection.” 

~ P. 8, L. 1, “A Modest 
Proposal”, Jonathan Swift 

Swift's rhetorical approach, according to 
Charles K. Smith, persuades the reader to 
despise the speaker and pity the Irish. He 
has a recommendation for what they 
should do with people in Ireland, based 
on the fact that infants are mostly 
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nourished by their mother's milk for the 
first year of their existence. This leads to 
the conclusion that around 1,20,000 
children are born in Ireland each year. As 
a result, they must find a way to engage 
the large number of youngsters who are 
too young to work or contribute to their 
families. 

Jonathan is correct in claiming that he 
knows an American who informed him 
that youngsters make delectable meat 
when cooked in stews or other exquisite 
recipes. As a result, he advises that they 
maintain roughly twenty 
thousand children for breeding reasons 
and sell the other hundred thousand to 
high-quality individuals for food. People 
tend to reproduce more in the nine 
months after their period of abstinence 
has finished, thus infant meat would 
always be in season, especially around 
Lent. He proposes that the skin of these 
youngsters be sold separately so that it 
might be fashioned into gloves or boots. 

Furthermore, the line of reasoning that 
he gives in support of his point of view is 
going to influence our humanistic 
thinking. As if people were pigs, he 
compared the projected earnings and 
losses from trading newborn meat. He 
writes: 

"I have reckoned upon a medium, that a 
child just born will weigh 12 pounds, and 

in a solar year if tolerably nursed, 
increaseth to 28 pounds. I grant this food 

will be somewhat dear, and therefore 
very proper for landlords, who, as they 

have already devoured most of the 
parents, seem to have the best title to the 

children." 

~ P. 10-11, L. 1, “A Modest 
Proposal”, Jonathan Swift,  

The above statement very precisely 
states that the parents of the children 
have been already devoured by the 

landlords and therefore it is expected 
that even the children would be used by 
the landlords only. 

He understands that there would be 
complaints to this approach, such as the 
brutality or the fact that it does nothing 
to aid the hungry adolescents or the frail 
old in Ireland who are already fading 
away. He expects that many of them will 
die off shortly and that they will no 
longer be a threat. He prefers to 
concentrate on the positive aspects of 
this approach rather than the flaws. 

First, because Papists are the primary 
breeders, it will reduce the number of 
Papists in their nation. Second, it will 
provide something of worth to the 
impoverished, which they may sell to 
help pay their expenses. Third, it will 
offer a product that the citizens of the 
country may make themselves. Fourth, it 
will relieve parents of the responsibility 
of caring for their children beyond their 
first year. Fifth, it will introduce them to 
new culinary delights. Sixth, expecting 
moms would be admired and coveted by 
their husbands. 

Swift skillfully grabs the authority's as 
well as the readers' attention with this 
essay. After reading this piece, Robert 
Phiddian wrote an essay titled "Have You 
Eaten Yet?" According to some 
researchers, Tertullian's "Apology" 
influenced "A Modest Proposal." In both 
writings, James William Johnson 
emphasizes the same essential subject. 
The tone of both writings is similar, as is 
the use of irony. The majority of this 
comedy concentrates on one topic: 
Ireland's dire economic situation, in 
which families are practically starving in 
the streets: 

“Men would become as fond of their 
wives, during the time of their pregnancy, 

as they are now of their mares in foal, 
their cows in calf, or sow when they are 
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ready to farrow; nor offer to beat or kick 
them (as is too frequent a practice) for 

fear of a miscarriage.” 

~ P. 25, L. 4, “A Modest 
Proposal”, Jonathan Swift 

Swift humorously shows six benefits of 
the proposition in order to attack 
society: 

1. It will diminish the overall number of 
Catholics, who are Protestants' 
adversaries. 
2. The impoverished parents will get 
funds to pay their landlord's rent. 
3. The money will circulate among Irish 
citizens, resulting in an increase in 
national revenue.  
4. After the first year, the mothers will no 
longer be responsible for the children's 
upbringing. 
5. The once-empty taverns will be 
crammed with patrons. 
6. It will be a tremendous source of 
support for marriage and will strengthen 
the mother's concern and affection for 
her children. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After everything is said and done, "A 
Modest Proposal" is an amazing 
Juvenalian satirical essay that portrays 
the situation of starving beggars in 
Ireland, and the reader is taken by 
surprise by Swift's answer when he 
states: “A young 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.” He was a master 
of two genres of satire: Horatian and 
Juvenalian. Swift's masterpieces include 
"A Tale of a Tub" (1704), "An Argument 
Against Abolishing Christianity" (1712), 
"Gulliver's Travels" (1726), and "A 
Modest Proposal" (1729), among others. 


