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Jonathan Swift’s “A Modest Proposal” is one of the most famous examples of satirical
writing in the English language. Published in 1729, this essay uses biting irony and
exaggerated logic to criticize the social, economic, and political issues of Ireland under
British rule. By proposing an outrageous solution to Ireland’s poverty and
overpopulation—selling impoverished children as food—Swift aims to highlight the cruelty,
indifference, and corruption of the authorities and society at large. This article explores the
multifaceted satirical targets in “A Modest Proposal,” examining how Swift employs satire to
criticize various institutions, societal attitudes, and policies of his time.

Understanding the Context of “A Modest
Proposal”
Before delving into the targets of Swift’s satire, it’s essential to understand the historical
and social context in which he wrote. Ireland in the early 18th century faced severe
economic hardship, widespread poverty, and political disenfranchisement. The Irish
population suffered under oppressive English policies, leading to dire living conditions for
many of its citizens, especially the impoverished and destitute.

Swift, a clergyman and satirist, was deeply concerned about the plight of the Irish poor. His
“A Modest Proposal” is a hyperbolic and shocking satire that mimics the tone of cold,
rational economic proposals to expose the inhumanity and absurdity of the real policies and
attitudes of the English ruling class and Irish landowners.

Key Satirical Targets in “A Modest Proposal”

Swift’s essay is a layered critique that targets various societal, political, and economic
institutions. His exaggerated proposal to breed and sell children as food serves as a mirror
reflecting the cruelty and indifference of those in power. Below are the primary targets of
Swift’s satire.

1. The British Government and Colonial Exploitation
One of the central targets of Swift’s satire is the British government’s policies towards
Ireland. During Swift’s time, Ireland was under English rule, and its economy was heavily
dependent on English interests. The policies implemented by the British government often
prioritized economic gain over Irish welfare.

How Swift criticizes the British government:
- Neglect and Indifference: The Irish were neglected and treated as subhuman, with their
suffering ignored by the authorities.



- Economic Exploitation: Swift’s proposal satirizes the idea that Irish suffering is
economically beneficial, highlighting how the government and landowners profit from Irish
poverty.
- Moral Decay: By proposing such an outrageous solution, Swift underscores the moral
depravity of those in power who profit at the expense of the impoverished.

2. The Irish Landowners and Wealthy Classes
Swift’s satire also targets the Irish landowning class, who often exploited the impoverished
Irish population.

Critique of landowners and wealthy classes:
- Greed and Self-Interest: The landowners are depicted as indifferent to the suffering of
tenants, valuing profits over human lives.
- Lack of Compassion: The wealthy’s focus on wealth accumulation is contrasted with their
moral neglect of the poor.
- Perpetuation of Poverty: Landowners benefit from poverty, and their policies or neglect
contribute to the cycle of hardship.

3. The Irish Poor and Society’s Attitudes
While Swift’s proposal is hyperbolic, it also reflects the cruelty and callousness of society’s
attitude toward the poor.

Satirical critique of societal attitudes:
- Dehumanization: The poor are viewed as commodities or burdens, rather than individuals
deserving compassion.
- Apathy and Despair: The essay mocks the societal tendency to ignore or dismiss the
suffering of the impoverished.
- Moral Indifference: Society’s failure to address root causes of poverty is critiqued through
the absurdity of the proposal.

4. The Economic Theories and Rationalism of the Time
Swift’s “A Modest Proposal” also satirizes contemporary economic and philosophical ideas.

Targets within economic discourse:
- Utilitarianism and Rationalism: The proposal mimics the cold calculation of utilitarian
economics, which often disregards moral considerations.
- Mercantilism: The idea of turning children into commodities reflects mercantilist notions of
maximizing economic output without regard for human dignity.
- Dehumanization in Economic Policy: Swift criticizes the reduction of humans to economic
units, a common approach in 18th-century economic thought.



How Swift Uses Satire to Convey His Critique

Swift’s masterful use of satire in “A Modest Proposal” lies in his ability to present an
outrageous solution with a serious tone, forcing readers to confront uncomfortable truths.

Techniques Employed by Swift
- Hyperbole: The proposal’s absurdity exaggerates real policies and attitudes to highlight
their cruelty.
- Irony: The tone is serious and rational, while the content is grotesque, creating a stark
irony.
- Juxtaposition: Swift juxtaposes the seriousness of economic proposals with the horror of
cannibalism to emphasize moral corruption.
- Mock Seriousness: The detailed calculations and economic reasoning mimic genuine
proposals, making the satire more impactful.

Conclusion: The Enduring Power of Swift’s Satire
Jonathan Swift’s “A Modest Proposal” remains a powerful piece of satire because it sharply
criticizes the social injustices and inhumane policies of his time. By targeting the British
government, Irish landowners, societal attitudes, and economic theories, Swift exposes the
moral failings and systemic corruption that perpetuated poverty and suffering in Ireland.

His use of hyperbole and irony not only shocks the reader but also compels them to
consider the true nature of social and political indifference. The essay’s enduring relevance
lies in its ability to provoke reflection on contemporary issues of inequality, exploitation,
and moral responsibility.

Summary of Swift’s Satirical Targets in “A
Modest Proposal”
- The British government’s neglect and exploitation of Ireland
- The Irish landowners and wealthy classes profiting from poverty
- Society’s dehumanization and indifference toward the poor
- The economic theories and rationalist ideas that reduce humans to commodities

In essence, Swift’s “A Modest Proposal” is a masterclass in satire, using grotesque
exaggeration to critique the systemic injustices of his era. It remains a timeless reminder of
the importance of moral responsibility and compassion in governance and economic policy.

---
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Frequently Asked Questions

What social issues does Swift satirize in 'A Modest
Proposal'?
Swift targets issues such as Irish poverty, overpopulation, and the exploitation of the poor
by the wealthy and the ruling classes.

How does Swift use irony to critique economic
inequality in 'A Modest Proposal'?
Swift employs extreme irony by suggesting cannibalism as a solution to poverty,
highlighting the cruelty and absurdity of exploiting the poor for economic gain.

In what ways does Swift satirize British colonial policies
and attitudes toward Ireland?
Swift criticizes British indifference and exploitative policies by portraying Ireland as a place
where the ruling class treats its poor as commodities, reflecting colonial neglect and
oppression.

How does Swift's proposal mock contemporary
economic and social policies?
By proposing a shocking solution, Swift ridicules the coldness and practicality of
contemporary policies that neglect the moral considerations of the poor and prioritize
economic efficiency.

What role does satire play in Swift's critique of religious
hypocrisy in 'A Modest Proposal'?
Swift satirizes religious hypocrisy by implying that religious figures and institutions are
indifferent to the suffering of the poor, thus exposing their moral failings and superficial
piety.

How does Swift's use of a logical, factual tone serve his
satirical targets?
The rational, straightforward tone lends a shocking realism to his proposal, emphasizing the
absurdity of societal indifference and making his satire more impactful.

What is Swift ultimately criticizing about society
through 'A Modest Proposal'?
He criticizes societal apathy, greed, and the dehumanization of the poor, urging readers to



recognize and challenge these moral failings.

How has 'A Modest Proposal' influenced modern satire
and social critique?
It set a precedent for using exaggerated irony and shocking proposals to highlight social
injustices, inspiring later satirists to confront issues with similar boldness and wit.

Additional Resources
What Are Swift's Satirical Targets In A Modest Proposal?
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Introduction

Jonathan Swift’s A Modest Proposal, published in 1729, stands as one of the most incisive
and enduring examples of satirical writing in the English language. With its biting irony and
stark exaggeration, the work aims to criticize and expose the deep-seated social, economic,
and political issues of early 18th-century Ireland. The core of Swift’s satire lies in his
audacious proposal to alleviate Ireland’s poverty by encouraging the consumption of
impoverished children—an idea that is intentionally grotesque to highlight the cruelty and
neglect inflicted upon the Irish by their English rulers and the societal structures that
perpetuate their suffering.

At its surface, A Modest Proposal appears as a cold, rational economic treatise; however,
beneath this veneer lies a scathing critique of multiple targets. Swift’s sharp wit and
satirical tone serve to confront the reader with uncomfortable truths about the systemic
failures, moral hypocrisy, and indifference that underpin the socio-political landscape of
Ireland during his time. This article explores the primary satirical targets in A Modest
Proposal, analyzing how Swift’s irony and hyperbole serve to mock and condemn these
issues.

---

Primary Satirical Targets in A Modest Proposal

Swift’s A Modest Proposal is a layered satire that targets several interconnected social,
economic, and political issues. Its main targets include the exploitation of Irish peasants,
the English colonial policies, the indifference of the wealthy class, and the broader societal
attitudes towards poverty and morality. Each of these targets is addressed through a
specific lens of irony, exaggeration, and rhetorical persuasion.

---



1. The Exploitation and Oppression of Irish Peasants

Context and Reality

At the heart of Swift’s satire is the depiction of Irish peasants as a marginalized,
impoverished class suffering under oppressive economic conditions. The Irish peasantry
faced severe hardship, including starvation, disease, and a lack of opportunity, largely due
to economic policies and land confiscations enacted by English authorities. Swift’s proposal,
which suggests turning children into commodities, is an exaggerated reflection of how the
Irish were treated as expendable resources.

Satirical Commentary

Swift’s grotesque solution underscores the extent to which the Irish were exploited and
dehumanized. By proposing that impoverished children be sold and consumed, he is
mocking the way in which Irish lives had been commodified—viewed as economic burdens
or tools for profit rather than as human beings. The satire reveals the callousness of the
landlords and policymakers who prioritize economic gain over human welfare.

Underlying Message

Swift’s target is not merely the economic exploitation but also the moral blindness of those
in power who ignore the suffering of the Irish. The proposal acts as a mirror, reflecting the
cruelty embedded within the social hierarchy and the systemic neglect of the vulnerable
classes.

---

2. The English Colonial Policies and Economic
Exploitation

Colonial Context

Ireland in the 18th century was subject to colonial domination by England, which imposed
economic policies that impoverished the native population while enriching the colonial and
English classes. These policies included land confiscation, heavy taxation, and restrictions
on trade, all of which contributed to widespread poverty and dependence.

Satirical Critique

Swift’s proposal implicitly criticizes the colonial administration's neglect and exploitation.
By presenting a solution so shocking it borders on the absurd, he underscores the
callousness with which the English government and landlords treat Ireland’s people. The
satire suggests that the colonial powers view Irish lives as disposable, akin to the children
Swift describes, used solely for economic benefit.

Implication



Through this critique, Swift condemns the colonial system that perpetuates Irish misery. His
hyperbolic proposal becomes a symbol for the systemic indifference of colonial rulers, who
prioritize profit over human dignity.

---

3. The Indifference and Moral Hypocrisy of the Wealthy
and Middle Class

The Role of the Wealthy

The Irish middle and upper classes, often complicit in maintaining the status quo, are also
targets of Swift’s satire. These classes benefit from the existing social order and often
display indifference toward the suffering of the poor.

Satirical Portrayal

Swift’s narrator sarcastically addresses these classes, suggesting that they should be
pleased with the proposal because it could reduce the number of impoverished children and
provide economic benefits—such as income for the parents and a new delicacy for the
wealthy. This grotesque suggestion mocks the moral hypocrisy of the affluent who turn a
blind eye to poverty or even profit from it.

Commentary on Moral Indifference

By doing so, Swift exposes the moral failure of the wealthy who, instead of aiding the poor,
are complicit in their suffering, often benefiting from social inequalities. The satire reveals
how societal indifference and greed perpetuate a cycle of poverty and suffering.

---

4. The Dehumanization and Objectification of the Poor

Dehumanization in Society

A significant target of Swift’s satire is the way society dehumanizes impoverished
populations, reducing them to mere economic units or commodities. The idea of using
children as a source of profit exemplifies this dehumanization.

Satirical Technique

Swift exaggerates this attitude by proposing that Irish children are suitable for
consumption, thus highlighting the moral depravity of viewing humans as resources. The
satire underscores how societal neglect and economic interests diminish human dignity and
moral values.

Broader Implication



This critique extends to contemporary issues of social justice, where marginalized groups
are often devalued or dismissed. Swift’s work warns against the danger of allowing
economic considerations to override basic human rights and empathy.

---

5. The Failures of Parliament and Public Policy

Political Context

In Swift’s time, the Irish Parliament and English policymakers failed to address the root
causes of poverty and suffering. Their policies either perpetuated or ignored the crisis,
prioritizing economic interests over social welfare.

Satirical Target

Swift’s proposal mockingly suggests that policymakers are as indifferent and morally
bankrupt as the narrator’s grotesque plan. The absurdity of the proposal mirrors the
perceived absurdity of the policies enacted or neglected by political authorities.

Critical Reflection

By caricaturing policymakers as indifferent or mercenary, Swift criticizes their failure to
enact meaningful social reforms. His satire implies that only radical or shocking ideas—like
his own—might jolt society into recognizing the severity of the problems.

---

Conclusion: The Multifaceted Satirical Attack

Jonathan Swift’s A Modest Proposal employs hyperbole, irony, and dark humor to target
multiple societal flaws. While on the surface, it appears as a cold economic treatise,
beneath the surface it is a visceral critique of systemic exploitation, colonial oppression,
societal indifference, and moral failure. Each target serves to amplify the central message:
that the social and political institutions of Swift’s time had become so corrupt and callous
that only a shocking, exaggerated proposal could illuminate the depths of their moral
bankruptcy.

Ultimately, Swift’s satire functions as a mirror held up to society, forcing readers to confront
uncomfortable truths about the ways in which human suffering can be ignored or
commodified. His targets are not only specific to 18th-century Ireland but resonate across
time, reminding us of the enduring importance of moral responsibility and social justice. A
Modest Proposal remains a masterclass in satirical craft—an uncompromising denunciation
of systemic cruelty that continues to inspire reflection and debate centuries after its
publication.



What Are Swift S Satirical Targets In A Modest Proposal

What Are Swift S Satirical Targets In A Modest Proposal

Related Articles
The Structure That Contains An Unripened Ovum Is Called The
Describe The Types Of People Who Could Serve As Role Models
For What Purpose Might A Playwright Include Stage Direction?

Back to Home

https://sip.evo9x.com/ma03/what-are-swift-s-satirical-targets-in-a-modest-proposal.pdf
https://sip.evo9x.com/ma03/the-structure-that-contains-an-unripened-ovum-is-called-the.pdf
https://sip.evo9x.com/ma03/describe-the-types-of-people-who-could-serve-as-role-models.pdf
https://sip.evo9x.com/ma03/for-what-purpose-might-a-playwright-include-stage-direction.pdf
https://sip.evo9x.com

