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Preface

“A modest proposal” or “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 public” is a satire written by Jonathan Swift in 1729. In this essay, Swift suggests fighting poverty, hunger, and disenfranchisement in Ireland by having the poor families sell their new born babies as food items to the rich. 

Historical context

In the first half of the Eighteenth century, Ireland has been occupied for over five centuries. The colonisation of Ireland is nevertheless only completed in the Sixteenth century. Then, with Cromwell’s conquest of Ireland, things became even worse: not only did the Irish have to bear with English and Scottish settlers, mainly in the North of Ireland, they had to suffer tens of thousands in casualties, directly from war, but also from starvation, as a consequence of war, and what is often conveniently forgotten, tens of thousands of Irish men, women or children were sent to the West Indies as slaves during the Seventeenth century. At one point, the majority of the slaves to the West Indies sold to English settlers were white, and they were Irish. Over the period preceding Swift’s “Modest proposal”, the Irish population was probably halved from roughly a million and a half to about six hundred thousands). But it was never enough; not content with having massacred hundreds of thousands of Irish through war, colonisation, disease, or sold them to slavery, the English rulers focused on stigmatising more firmly the Catholics and dissenting Protestants. No wonder Ireland was not in great shape at the beginning of the Eighteenth century: this is the background behind the writing of the “Modest proposal”.

Argument

Swift goes to great lengths to describe in the first part the terrible situation that Ireland finds itself in: “It is a melancholy object to those who walk thought this great town, or travel in the country, when they see the streets, the roads and cabbin-doors crowded with beggars of the female sex, followed by three, four, or six children, all in rags, and importuning every passenger for an alms.”. By then Irish population seems to have already gone back to the one million and a half which it had been in the seventeenth century, and estimates of the number of new born babies to poor parents are around a hundred and twenty thousand a year. Swift then asks the pivotal question: “How this number shall be reared, and provided for?”. Following this introduction, he then says: “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 fricasie, or a ragoust.” From this point, he details his project very seriously, with a “straight face”, backing his arguments with the help of famous people such as the famous Salmanaazor from Formosa, lists the reasons, the benefits, and explains why this would be the best and most humane solution to his knowledge. Examples: “Infant’s flesh will be in season throughout the year”, “it will have another collateral advantage, by lessening the number of Papists among us”, “no gentleman would repine to give ten shillings for the carcass of a good fat child”, “butchers we may be assured will not be wanting; although I rather recommend buying the children alive, and dressing them hot from the knife, as we do roasting pigs.”, “the want of venison might be well supplied by the bodies of young lads and maidens…”… At the end, imitating the classical structure of a serious essay, he then recaps, point by point: there will be less Papists, poor people will have something of value to sell, the commerce of children will enrich the population, the breeders won’t have to maintain the charge of the babies after the first year, this food will bring great custom to taverns, it would improve the quality of life, as mothers will have more time to take care of the children they don’t sell, and the fathers will take care of their pregnant women…. And then he concludes: “I profess, in the sincerity of my heart, that I have not the least personal interest in endeavouring to promote this necessary work, having no other motive than the public good of my country…”

Juvenalian and Horatian satire

“A modest proposal” is a Juvenalian satire. Classical literature differentiates between Horatian and Juvenalian satire. While Horatian satire is often light-hearted, optimistic, funny or self-deprecating, Juvenalian satire is sometimes not so funny, dark, pessimistic and very abrasive. “A modest proposal” is one of the best examples of this type of satire: Swift takes the mechanical logic of his contemporaries and pushes it to the limit, reaching the realm of the absurd. Real-life examples of the situations Swift denounces still abound nowadays unfortunately; some inspire despair, others laughter: constantly trialling dead people through the media, proposing to castrate sex offenders chemically, developing perfect war weapons such as anti-demonstration heat devices, developing tracking devices for unfaithful husbands, taking health benefits away from unhealthy people etc. The list never stops; this is always what happens when some people (in Swift’s time, scholars or scientists; nowadays, government bureaucrats or politicians) pretend to know better than other people and have no qualms imposing their most absurd views for the so-called good of those who don’t know so well. Let’s bring the Juvenalian satire back, and let’s re-read Jonathan Swift’s “A modest proposal”: we will be all the better for it.
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Jonathan Swift (1667-1745) was an Irish writer, one of the all time greats of English-speaking literature. Novelist, essayist, pamphleteer, Swift is mostly known for Gulliver’s travels, but his works extend way beyond Lilliput; Swift will be remembered as one of the greatest writers, master in satire and eternal cynic about the human condition.

Biography

Born in Dublin on November 30th, 1667 to Jonathan Swift and Abigail Erick, two English settlers in Ireland, his father died before he was born and his mother returned to England. He was raised by his uncle, Godwin. Interestingly enough, his great-great grandmother, Margaret Godwin Swift was Francis Godwin’s sister. Francis Godwin is the author of The man in the moone, mentioned by Jules Verne in De la terre à la lune, and which, along with Cyrano de Bergerac’s L’Autre Monde probably influenced Swift for Gulliver’s travels.

Jonathan Swift was sent to Kilkenny College. Then in 1682 he attended Dublin University. Following the revolution of 1688, Swift had to leave Ireland. Back in England, he served as private secretary to Sir William Temple. For health reasons he had to travel back to Ireland in 1690, and then back to England. Not content with his position as private secretary, he became a priest within the Church of Ireland. Frustrated with his new role as a priest in a small community, frustrated in his love prospects, Swift left and once again sailed for England. There he wrote The battle of the Books, a satire aimed at the critics of Temple’s “Essay upon ancient and modern learning”. Following Temple’s death in 1699, Swift tried to complete his memoirs out of respect for a man he genuinely liked, but entered in conflict with some of Temple’s family members. Swift then moved back to Ireland, and settled for good although he would travel frequently to England in the ensuing years. In 1704, he published A tale of a tub and The battle of the Books under a pseudonym. Swift then became more active politically, first with the Whig party, then with the Tory party. With the return of the Whigs to power, and the dislike that Queen Anne openly professed for him, Swift had to leave England for Ireland; this is when he started writing his most famous pamphlets, supporting the Irish cause: Universal use of Irish manufacture, Modest proposal, Drapier’s letters. His printer was condemned for seditious libel because of Drapier’s letters. Swift then went on to write Gullivers’ travels, an incredible satire of his times, which was published in 1723, and then quickly translated in Europe. Saddened with the death of Esther Johnson, a young woman with whom he had had an ambiguous relation, he started losing his senses, and finally died after a long illness in 1745. 

Swift’s legacy

Let’s start with what Swift is not; he is not the author of Gulliver’s travels who happened to write a few pamphlets or satirical essays that no one reads anymore. He is even less the author of a nice and amusing fairytale called Voyage to Lilliput. Why? Voyage to Lilliput is not a nice fairytale about a giant in a world of little, very little people. It is, along with the other three voyages, a ferocious satire and attack against the politics of his time and especially against the English Government and establishment. And Swift is not the writer of Gulliver’s travels who happened to write other works of less importance, because Gulliver’s travels is a work of maturity, it is the ultimate step of a long career of satirical pamphlets. Why satirical? Why this extraordinary ability to make fun of his time, of society’s woes, of people’s ridicule (Directions to servants), of the political system (Gulliver’s travels, of the exploitation of the Irish by the English? First, the use of satire is an obvious stratagem to lessen the risks associated with pamphleteering, as is the use of a pseudonym. But it probably has to do with the lack of illusion about his time, its injustices, a time marked with corruption, despotism, abject poverty, war and religious persecution. It is hard for the modern man, imbued with “positivist” systems of thinking (liberalism, communism, and most other 20th century political systems, all inspired by know-it-all 19th century philosophers), to project himself into the mind of a 17th century man, as it seems one had to wait until the Enlightenment, be it French or Scottish, English or German, for man’s modern vision of the world (changing, perfectible, improvable through work and good intentions) to appear. Swift is the greatest pamphleteer and satirist there is. It is because he has little hope of changing the world he criticises that he is so funny, and that his sharp wit, his absurd “tour de force”, his satiric talent transcend ages. 
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A MODEST PROPOSAL

For preventing the children of poor people in Ireland,
 from being a burden on their parents or country,
 and for making them beneficial to the publick.

It is a melancholy object to those who walk through this great town, or travel in the country, when they see the streets, the roads and cabbin-doors crowded with beggars of the female sex, followed by three, four, or six children, all in rags, and importuning every passenger for an alms. These mothers instead of being able to work for their honest livelihood, are forced to employ all their time in stroling to beg sustenance for their helpless infants who, as they grow up, either turn thieves for want of work, or leave their dear native country, to fight for the Pretender in Spain, or sell themselves to the Barbadoes.

I think it is agreed by all parties, that this prodigious number of children in the arms, 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 and useful members of the common-wealth, would deserve so well of the publick, as to have his statue set up for a preserver of the nation.

But my intention is very far from being confined to provide only for the children of professed beggars: it is of a much greater extent, and shall take in the whole number of infants at a certain age, who are born of parents in effect as little able to support them, as those who demand our charity in the streets.

As to my own part, having turned my thoughts for many years, upon this important subject, and maturely weighed the several schemes of our projectors, I have always found them grossly mistaken in their computation. It is true, a child just dropt 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, which the mother may certainly get, or the value in scraps, by her lawful occupation of begging; and it is exactly at one year old that I propose to provide for them in such a manner, as, instead of being a charge upon their parents, or the parish, or wanting food and raiment for the rest of their lives, they shall, on the contrary, contribute to the feeding, and partly to the cloathing of many thousands.

There is likewise another great advantage in my scheme, that it will prevent those voluntary abortions, and that horrid practice of women murdering their bastard children, alas! Too frequent among us, sacrificing the poor innocent babes, I doubt, more to avoid the expence than the shame, which would move tears and pity in the most savage and inhuman breast.

The number of souls in this kingdom being usually reckoned one million and a half, of these I calculate there may be about two hundred thousand couple whose wives are breeders; from which number I subtract thirty thousand couple, who are able to maintain their own children, (although I apprehend there cannot be so many, under the present distresses of the kingdom) but this being granted, there will remain an hundred and seventy thousand breeders. I again subtract fifty thousand, for those women who miscarry, or whose children die by accident or disease within the year. There only remain an hundred and twenty thousand children of poor parents annually born. The question therefore is, How this number shall be reared, and provided for? Which, as I have already said, under the present situation of affairs, is utterly impossible by all the methods hitherto proposed. For we can neither employ them in handicraft or agriculture; we neither build houses, (I mean in the country) nor cultivate land: they can very seldom pick up a livelihood by stealing till they arrive at six years old; except where they are of towardly parts, although I confess they learn the rudiments much earlier; during which time they can however be properly looked upon only as probationers: As I have been informed by a principal gentleman in the county of Cavan, who protested to me, that he never knew above one or two instances under the age of six, even in a part of the kingdom so renowned for the quickest proficiency in that art.
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