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A Modest Proposal

Introduction

During the growth of Agricuitural and then the following Industrial Revo-
lution, the quality and quantity of food produced increased tremendously. A by-
product of the Agricultural and Industrial Revolutions was an increase in
population. People continued having children at high rates, but children were
not dying, due in part to more food, at the rates they had in the past. At first this
was a blessing as these children grew to be workers in the new factories. But
soon there were far more children than would ever be necessary for the
increasingly mechanized society that was developing. Many families began to
starve and a great debate began as to how to deal with this population of poor
people. Many politicians seriously called for forced sterilization of mothers and
other harsh means. This greatly irritated some indtviduals who responded in
various ways. One of those responses is “A Modest Proposal” by a British poet/
author of this time, Jonathan Swift. Swift was an Irishman by birth as well as
an Anglican (Church of England) Clergyman who instead of betng appointed
Bishop in England, was appointed Dean of St. Patrick’s Cathedral (Church of
England) in Dublin. It was while serving in this position that he wrote this work
in 1729.

A
MODEST PROPOSAL
FOR PREVENTING THE CHILDREN OF POOR
PEOPLE FROM BEING A BURDEN TO THEIR
PARENTS OR THE COUNTRY, AND FOR
MAKING THEM BENEFICIAL TO THE PUBLIC

Excerpt #1 ’
Itl'unkltlsagrwdbyallpaxttesthatmprodlgiousnumberot‘cmmren.inthearms.
or on the backs, or at the heels of their mothers, and frequently of their fathers, is in the
present deplorable state of the kingdom, a very great additional grievance: and therefore
whoever could find out a fair, cheap and easy method of making these children sound
useful members of the commonwealth would deserve so well of the public, as to have
his statue set up for a preserver of the nation.

Butmylntmnonlsvayfar&'ombelngconﬂned to provide only for the children of
professed beggars, it is of a much greater extent, and shall take in the whole number
oftnfantsatacertamage.wboambomo{parentsmeffectashmeabletosupportthem
as those who demand our charity in the streets.

Aatomyownputhsvlnngedmythougbtsformanyyeamupondushnpomm
subject, and maturely weighed the several schemes of other projectors, | have always
found them grossly mistaken in their computation. It is true a child fust dropped from
its dam may be supported by her milk for a solar year with little other nourishment, at
most not above the value of two shillings. . . .

Excerpt #2
I am assured by our merchants that a boy or a girl, before twelve years old. is no
salablecommodity.andmnwhenthcyeometoﬂﬂsage. they will notyleld above three
pounda.orthreepoundsandhalf«a-mwnatmostonmeEmchange.winchcarmottum
lo account either to the parents or the kingdom, the charge of nutriment and rags having
been at least four times that value.
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[ shall now therefore humbly prdpose my own thoughts, which [ hope will net be liable
to the least objection.

[ have been assured by a very knowing American of my acquaintance {n 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.

Excerpt #3
I do therefore humbly offer it to public consideration, that of the hundred and twenty
thousand children, already computed, twenty thousand may be reserved for breed.
whereof only one fourth part to be males, which is more that we allow to sheep, black-
cattle or swine; and my reason is that these children are seldom the fruits of

mother to let them suck plentifully of the last month, 80 as to render them plump and
t‘atforagoodtablc.Achﬂdmnmakptwodlshesatanmtertammentforfrmd:.and
when the&mﬂydmesabnethefmorhmdquarterwmmakeamsombledmh.and
seasonedwlthauttlepepperorsaltwmbevexygoodbmledmthefourthday.eapedany
in winter.

I have reckoned upon a medfum, that a child just born will weigh 12 pounds, and in
a solar year if tolerably nursed increased to 28 pounds.

I grant this food will be somewhat dear, and therefore very proper for landlords, who,
astheyhavealreadydevoumdmostoftheparmts.seemtohavethebeotutletot.he
children.

Infants’ flesh will be in season through the year, but more plentiful in March, and a
little before and after. for we are told by a grave author, an eminent French physician,
that fish being a prolific diet, there are more children born in Roman Catholic countries
about nine months after Lent, the markets will be more glutted than usual, because the
numberofPopishmfansisatleastthreetooneinﬁusldngdom. and therefore it will
have one other collateral advantage by lessening the number of Papists among us.

Excerpt #4 .
I have too long digressed, and therefore shall retumn to my subject. | think the
advantagabythepmposalwhichlhavemadeareobviousandmmxy,aswdiaaoﬂhe
highest importance.

For first, as | have already observed, it would greatly lessen the rumber of Paptsts, with
whom we are yearly over-run, being the principal breeders of the nation as well as our
umstdangemmetmmes.andwhoatayathomeonpurpoeewithadeaigxtodeﬂverﬂ\e
kmgdanhdu?mtmdenhopmgmtakethekadvantagebytheabmofwmanygood
Protestants, who have chosen rather to leave their country than stay at home and pay
umenwmdrmdmcetoanb?piscopalamte.

Secondly, the poorer tenants will have something valuable of their own. which by law
may be made liable to distress, and help to pay their landlord’s rent, their corn and cattle

bclngalmadyseized.andnvneyathlngmlaum

Wy.whamthemammnceofahundmdtbomndduﬁm&mm”u'dd»
andupwarda.canmtbemmputedatlesathantenshjnmpapieeepammbuﬁa
thcproﬁtofamwdtshlnﬁndumdtothetablaofangenﬂenmof_bﬁmemmehngdom
who have any refinement in taste; and the money will circulate among ourselves, the
goods being entirely of our own growth and manufacture
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Fourthly. the constant breeders. besides the gain of eight shillings sterling per annum
by the sale of their children, will be rid of the charge of maintaining them after the first

year.

Fifthly, this food would likewise bring great custom to taverns, where the vintners will
certainly be so prudent as to procure the best receipts for dressing it to perfection, and
consequently have their houses frequented by all the fine gentlemert, who justly value
themselves upon their knowledge in good eating; and a skillful cook, who understands

how to oblige his guests, will contrive to make it as expensive as they please.’

Questions on the Readings:
1. What is Swift's “Modest Proposal™ about?

2. What does Swift want to make these children into?
3. What does Swift seem to be concerned with the cost of?

4. What does Swift suggest should be done with these children, when the cost of feeding them
outweighs their contribution to society?

5. Does he believe that all children should be treated this way? What should happen to about 20.000
of every 120,000 (}/5)?

6. What are some of the suggestions for serving the child? Explain.
7. Who will this food be most proper for? Why?

8. What group of religious individuals will be largely removed from society? Why is there such a large
group of these children?

!Jonathan Swift. A Modest Proposal (Oxford, England: Oxford University Press, 1984), 492-496.
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9. What are the five advantages of the proposal (briefly) according to Swift?

10. Do you think Swift wanted people to take this proposal seriously?

11.What is the literary form or device Swift used when he wrote “A Modest Proposal™?

12.Who does Swift really intend to insult for their behavior? (Look at excerpt #3 and advantage #3.)
Why do you think he does this? Explain.

13. How would you have dealt with this problem if you were in Swift's place?

14.What economic system is Swift ridiculing?

15.Will this continue to be a problem? Explain.
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