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Jonathan Swift’s famous satirical essay, “A Modest Proposal,” is a powerful and provocative piece
that has captivated readers for centuries. At its core, the essay addresses a deeply rooted social and
economic issue prevalent in 18th-century Ireland—poverty, overpopulation, and the exploitation of the
impoverished. Swift’s main concern is to highlight the dire conditions faced by the Irish people and to
criticize the indifferent attitude of the wealthy and the government towards their suffering. His startling
proposal, which suggests that impoverished Irish families should sell their children as food to the
wealthy, is not meant to be taken literally but serves as a sharp critique of the callousness and greed

that perpetuate societal injustice.

This article explores the primary concerns that motivate Jonathan Swift to write “A Modest Proposal,”
examining the social, economic, and political issues of the time, and understanding the satirical
strategy he employs to draw attention to these problems. We will analyze the underlying motivations
behind Swift’s shocking proposal, his use of satire as a tool for social critique, and the lasting impact

of his work in raising awareness about inequality and injustice.

Historical Context of Swift’s “A Modest Proposal”

Ireland in the Early 18th Century

To understand Swift’s main concern, it is essential to grasp the socio-economic conditions of Ireland



during his lifetime. The early 1700s were marked by widespread poverty, famine, and political unrest.
The Irish population was suffering due to:

- Heavy taxation by the English government

- Exploitative landowning practices

- Limited economic opportunities for the poor

- High infant mortality rates and malnutrition

Many lIrish families struggled to survive, and the situation was exacerbated by a lack of effective
government intervention. The wealthy class often remained indifferent to these hardships, focusing

instead on their own profits and comfort.

Economic Exploitation and Social Inequality

The economic disparity between the rich and the poor was stark. Landowners and merchants
accumulated wealth while the common people endured hardship. The government’s policies favored
the wealthy elite, neglecting the needs of the impoverished. This environment of neglect and

exploitation laid the groundwork for Swift’s outrage and his desire to provoke change through satire.

Swift’s Main Concern: Addressing Societal Indifference and

Injustice

Critique of Economic Exploitation

Swift’s primary concern is the economic exploitation of the Irish poor. He criticizes how the wealthy
benefit from the suffering of others, viewing the poverty as a problem that has been ignored or
dismissed. His proposal underscores the extent to which society devalues human life when it is

inconvenient or unprofitable.



Key points include:
- The dehumanization of impoverished children and families
- The commodification of human life for economic gain

- The failure of policymakers to address root causes of poverty

Addressing Political Neglect

Swift’s satire also criticizes the political apathy that allows such suffering to persist. The government’s
lack of effective intervention is portrayed as a moral failure. Swift implies that the authorities are either

indifferent or complicit in the exploitation, further deepening society’s moral decline.

Main concerns related to politics:
- Lack of policies to alleviate poverty
- Indifference of lawmakers towards the plight of the poor

- The need for societal reform to improve living conditions

Challenging Moral and Ethical Complacency

Beyond social and political critique, Swift’s proposal challenges readers to consider their own moral
responsibility. His shocking suggestion serves as a mirror, reflecting society’s complacency in
tolerating injustice. He aims to shock the conscience of the reader into recognizing the urgency of

social reform.

The Purpose Behind Swift’s “A Modest Proposal”



Using Satire as a Powerful Tool

Swift’s main concern is not just to highlight problems but to provoke action. He employs satire—a
literary device that uses irony, humor, and exaggeration—to make his point. By proposing an

outrageous solution, he forces readers to confront the severity of the issues.

Objectives of his satirical approach include:
- Drawing attention to social and economic injustices
- Critiquing the callous attitudes of the wealthy and policymakers

- Encouraging moral reflection and societal change

To Shock and Engage the Audience

Swift deliberately crafts a proposal that is shocking and grotesque to evoke strong emotional reactions.
His goal is to jolt the audience out of complacency and inspire critical thinking about the real causes of

Irish suffering.

Key strategies:
- Using irony to contrast the seriousness of the problem with the absurdity of his solution
- Presenting statistics and economic reasoning to lend credibility to his satire

- Employing a tone of reasoned argument to mask the underlying critique

Call for Practical Solutions

While the proposal is intentionally outrageous, Swift’s underlying message is serious: society must
take meaningful action to address poverty and injustice. His satire underscores the absurdity of

ignoring these issues and calls for practical, humane solutions.



Major Themes and Concerns in “A Modest Proposal”

Inhumanity and Dehumanization

Swift’s proposal reflects the extent to which society devalues human life when it considers economic

utility over morality. His satire highlights the brutal dehumanization of marginalized groups.

Economic Self-Interest

The essay criticizes how economic interests often overshadow moral considerations, leading to policies

and attitudes that perpetuate suffering.

Social Indifference

A central concern is the societal indifference to the plight of the impoverished, which Swift seeks to

expose and challenge.

Need for Moral and Social Reform

Swift’s ultimate concern is calling for societal awakening and moral responsibility to address systemic

issues.

Conclusion: Swift’s Enduring Concern and Impact

Jonathan Swift’s “A Modest Proposal” remains a powerful critique of social injustice and economic

exploitation. His main concern is to shed light on the suffering of the Irish poor and to criticize the



indifference of the privileged classes. Through his shocking satire, Swift urges society to reflect on its

moral responsibilities and to pursue genuine solutions to systemic problems.

His work continues to resonate today as a reminder of the importance of compassion, social justice,
and active civic engagement. Swift’s clever use of satire aims not only to entertain but to provoke
critical thought and inspire change—an enduring testament to his concern for a more just and humane

society.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What is Jonathan Swift's main concern in his proposal?

Jonathan Swift's main concern is addressing the severe poverty and overpopulation in Ireland, aiming
to find a practical solution to reduce the burden on the impoverished population.

Why does Swift choose to write this proposal?

Swift writes this proposal to criticize the British government's neglect and to provoke public awareness
about Ireland's economic and social issues through satire.

How does Swift's proposal reflect his main concern?

Swift's proposal satirically suggests that poor Irish families sell their children as food, highlighting the

dire poverty and the need for drastic measures, thus emphasizing his concern.



What social issues is Swift addressing with his proposal?

He addresses issues such as poverty, overpopulation, economic exploitation, and the neglect of Irish
citizens by the English authorities.

Is Swift genuinely advocating for his proposal?

No, Swift is not genuinely advocating for cannibalism; his satirical tone aims to shock and draw

attention to the urgency of social reform.

What literary device does Swift primarily use in this proposal?

He primarily uses satire and irony to criticize societal and governmental failures in addressing Ireland’s

problems.

How does Swift aim to influence public opinion with this proposal?

By presenting an outrageous solution, he seeks to provoke outrage and encourage people to demand

real reforms for social and economic justice.

Why is the proposal considered a form of social critique?

Because it exaggerates and mocks the callousness of those in power, highlighting the need for

compassionate and effective solutions to Ireland's suffering.

What is the historical significance of Swift's writing this proposal?

It is a powerful example of satirical literature used to criticize political indifference and to promote

social change during a time of crisis in Ireland.



Additional Resources

Jonathan Swift's Main Concern Why Is He Writing This Proposal?

Jonathan Swift’s satirical masterpiece, A Modest Proposal, remains one of the most provocative and
enduring works of satire in English literature. At its core, the question of what Swift’s main concern is
and why he wrote this proposal is fundamental to understanding the power and purpose of his writing.
Swift’s primary motivation was to draw urgent attention to the dire social, economic, and moral
conditions in Ireland during the 18th century. His biting satire is not an endorsement of his proposed
solution but a deliberate strategy to shock his audience into recognizing the severity of the issues they
ignored or tolerated. This article explores Swift’s main concerns, the reasons behind his writing, and

the broader implications of his satirical approach.

Understanding Swift’s Main Concern

Jonathan Swift’s main concern was the suffering and exploitation of the Irish poor by the wealthy and
the political establishment. During the early 18th century, Ireland was marked by widespread poverty,
overpopulation, and economic disparity. Swift perceived these issues as symptomatic of deeper moral
decay and systemic neglect. His satire aims to highlight these injustices and to criticize the indifference

of the British government and the Anglo-Irish landowners.

The Socioeconomic Conditions in Ireland

- Widespread Poverty: Many Irish families lived in extreme poverty, struggling to survive. Swift depicts
this dire situation to emphasize the urgency of addressing economic inequality.
- Overpopulation: The population explosion exacerbated poverty, limited resources, and increased the

burden on the impoverished communities.



- Economic Exploitation: The Irish were often exploited for the benefit of English landlords and
merchants, who profited at the expense of the native population.
- Lack of Compassion or Action: Swift’s tone indicates frustration with the indifference of the ruling

classes and policymakers toward these suffering masses.

Morality and Humanitarian Concerns

Swift’s satire is rooted in a deep moral outrage. He condemns not only the economic exploitation but

also the moral decay he perceives among the wealthy and ruling classes.

- Dehumanization: The Irish poor are treated as commodities or burdens rather than human beings
deserving compassion.

- Loss of Morality: The willingness of the wealthy to ignore or profit from the suffering reflects a
broader moral decline.

- Call for Moral Reflection: Swift’s proposal, though shocking, is intended to provoke moral

introspection among his audience about their complicity and inaction.

Political Critique

Swift was also concerned with the political policies and attitudes that perpetuated Ireland’s misery.

- Colonial Policies: The English government’s neglect and exploitation of Ireland are central themes.
- Lack of Effective Legislation: Swift critiques the failure of policymakers to implement meaningful
solutions.

- Cultural Indifference: There is a critique of cultural and national apathy that allows such suffering to

persist.



Why Is Swift Writing This Proposal? Aims and Motivations

Understanding why Swift penned A Modest Proposal involves examining his intentions, rhetorical

strategies, and the context of his work.

To Shock and Engage the Audience

- Use of Extreme Satire: Swift’s proposal is deliberately outrageous—suggesting that impoverished Irish
families sell their children as food—to jolt readers out of complacency.

- Provoking Reflection: The shocking nature forces readers to confront uncomfortable truths about
societal neglect.

- Highlighting Absurdity of Indifference: The absurdity of the proposal mirrors the absurdity of ignoring

real social issues.

To Criticize Policy and Society

- Indirect Critique: Swift’s satirical proposal serves as a commentary on existing policies that neglect
the poor.

- Expose Hypocrisy: It reveals how superficial or misguided solutions are when addressing poverty.
- Advocate for Genuine Reform: By illustrating the horrendous alternative, Swift hopes to inspire

sincere social and political change.

To Mobilize Public Opinion

- Rally Moral Outrage: Swift seeks to galvanize the public and policymakers into action.
- Create Awareness: His work aims to make the suffering visible and undeniable.

- Influence Policy Discussions: Although indirect, his satire adds pressure on authorities to consider



genuine remedies.

Personal and Artistic Motivations

- Expressing Moral Outrage: Swift’s prose reflects his genuine concern for the Irish people.
- Mastery of Satire: As a skilled satirist, he employs irony and hyperbole to craft a compelling critique.

- Legacy and Influence: Swift aims to leave a lasting impression and inspire future reformers.

The Features of Swift’s Proposal and Its Effectiveness

Swift’s A Modest Proposal is characterized by several features that enhance its satirical impact.

Features of the Proposal

- Irony and Hyperbole: The suggestion that impoverished parents sell their children for food is an
extreme exaggeration meant to underscore the severity of the problem.

- Logical Structure: Despite its absurd premise, the proposal is presented systematically, mimicking
rational economic proposals.

- Moral Indignation: Swift’s tone is one of righteous anger, which amplifies the satirical message.

- Use of Statistics and Data: He includes plausible economic calculations to lend credibility to his

outrageous suggestion.



Pros and Cons of Swift’s Approach

Pros:

- Highly Effective in Shocking: The extreme satire captures attention and provokes thought.

- Raises Awareness: It highlights urgent social issues that might otherwise be ignored.

- Encourages Moral Reflection: It forces readers to confront their own moral positions and societal
responsibilities.

- Endures as a Literary Masterpiece: Its clever use of satire ensures its relevance across centuries.
Cons:

- Potential Offense: The proposal’s graphic nature can offend or alienate some readers.
- Misinterpretation Risks: Some might misread it as an actual proposal rather than satire.
- Limited Practical Impact: As a literary work, it aims more to provoke thought than to offer direct

solutions.

Conclusion: The Significance of Swift’s Main Concern and

Motivation

Jonathan Swift’s main concern was the profound suffering of the Irish poor and the moral failures of
society that allowed such suffering to persist. Through A Modest Proposal, Swift sought to shock his
audience into recognizing the depth of injustice, urging them to take genuine action rather than
resorting to superficial or misguided policies. His motivation was rooted in moral outrage, a desire for

social reform, and the mastery of satire as a tool to communicate his message.

The work’s enduring power lies in its ability to combine logical structure with shocking hyperbole,



making it a timeless critique of societal indifference. Swift’s bold critique continues to resonate today
as a reminder of the importance of moral responsibility and the need for genuine social change.
Ultimately, his proposal was not meant to serve as a real policy suggestion but as a mirror held up to

society—a stark, unforgettable reflection of the urgent need for compassion, justice, and reform.
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