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INTRODUCTION: UNPACKING
SWIFT’S MASTERPIECE THROUGH
ANNOTATION

Jonathan Swift’s 1729 essay “A Modest
Proposal”  remains  one  of  the  most
powerful and shocking works of satirical
literature  in  the  English  language.  For
students,  educators,  and  literary
enthusiasts  al ike,  the  essay  is  a
goldmine  of  rhetorical  complexity,
historical  depth,  and  biting  social
commentary.  However,  its  full  impact
can only be appreciated through careful
reading—and  that  is  where  structured
annotation  becomes  indispensable.
Whether you are preparing for a class
discussion, writing a critical analysis, or
simply  aiming  to  understand  Swift’s
genius, having a clear set of A Modest
Proposal  annotation  guidelines  will
transform your reading experience from
passive consumption to active discovery.
This  article  provides  a  comprehensive
framework  for  annotating  the  text,
combining  SEO  best  practices  with
scholarly  depth  to  help  you  navigate
Swift’s layered irony, historical context,
and  rhetorical  strategies.  By  the  end,
you  will  have  a  flexible  toolkit  that  not
only  demystifies  the  essay  but  also
sharpens  your  overall  literary  analysis
skills.

WHY ANNOTATE “A MODEST
PROPOSAL”?

Annotation is more than underlining or
highlighting; it is a dialogue between the
reader  and  the  text.  With  a  satire  as
dense  as  Swift’s,  annotation  serves
several  critical  purposes:

Clarifies complex historical
references — Swift’s essay is
deeply embedded in 18th-century
Irish politics, economics, and social
attitudes. Annotations help you
track allusions to landlords, English
trade restrictions, and the plight of
the Irish poor.
Reveals layers of irony — The
gap between Swift’s literal
proposal (eating children) and his
intended meaning (excoriating
British cruelty) is the heart of the
satire. Annotation forces you to
pause and question each claim.
Highlights rhetorical devices —
Swift uses ethos, pathos, logos,
understatement, hyperbole, and a
chillingly calm tone. Marking these
devices allows you to see how the
satire operates.
Supports academic writing —
Well-annotated texts provide
ready evidence for essays, saving
time and deepening your
argumentation.
Encourages critical thinking —
By interacting with the text, you
move beyond surface reading to
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ask: “Why does Swift say this?
What is the subtext? Who is his
real audience?”

In short, following A Modest Proposal
annotation  guidelines  is  not  a
chore—it  is  the  key  that  unlocks  the
essay’s enduring relevance.

ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS TO
ANNOTATE

Before diving into  specific techniques,  it
helps to know what categories of content
to  look  for  as  you  read.  A  thorough
annotation  of  “A  Modest  Proposal”
should  address  the  following  six  areas:

1. Historical and
Biographical
Context
Swift was an Anglo-Irish clergyman who
witnessed  firsthand  the  devastating
poverty  in  Ireland  under  British  rule.
Look  for  references  to  “Catholic”
populations,  “absentee  landlords,”
“England’s  trade  laws,”  and  “the  year
1728” (the essay was written in  1729
but  set  in  a  recent  past).  Annotating
these references will ground the satire in
reality.

2. Rhetorical
Structure and
Persuasive

Strategies
Swift  mimics  the  language  of  a  sober
economic treatise.  Note how he opens
with  statistical  data  (“the  number  of
souls  in  this  kingdom  being  usually
reckoned one million and a half”), then
shifts to a shocking proposal. Identify his
use of ethos (moral authority), pathos
(emotional  manipulation,  especially
regarding  mothers  and  children),  and
logos (calculations, costs, and benefits).

3. Tone and
Irony
The tone  is  deliberately  detached and
matter-of-fact, which makes the subject
matter  even more horrifying.  Annotate
moments where Swift’s calm rationality
clashes with the grotesque content. For
example, when he cheerfully calculates
that a child “will make two dishes at an
entertainment  for  friends.”  Marking
these  tonal  shifts  is  essential  for
understanding  Swift’s  ironic  stance.

4. Symbolism
and Allusions
Children  symbolize  innocence  and  the
future;  the  “breeders”  (mothers)  are
reduced  to  livestock.  Annotate  also
Swift’s allusions to contemporary figures
like “Mr. Psalmanazar” (a famous fraud)
or  “the  famous  ‘Modest  Proposer’”  (a
persona, not Swift himself).

5. The Persona of
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the Proposer
Note that the speaker is not Swift but a
fictional  character—a  cold,  calculating
projector.  Annotate  characteristics  that
reveal this persona: his obsession with
numbers, his disregard for family bonds,
his condescending tone toward the Irish
poor. Separating Swift from his narrator
is crucial.

6. Counter-
Arguments and
Anticipated
Objections
Swift,  through  his  persona,  addresses
potential  objections  (e.g.,  cruelty,
religion).  Annotate  these  sections
(paragraphs 17–20) to see how he turns
crit icisms  back  on  the  audience,
exposing the real cruelty of neglecting
the poor.

A STEP-BY-STEP ANNOTATION
PROCESS

T o  a p p l y  A  Modest  Proposa l
annotation  guidelines  effectively,
follow this systematic approach. Adapt it
to  your  preferred  medium—digital  or
physical—but the principles remain the
same.

First read: get the gist. Read1.
the entire essay quickly (about
15–20 minutes) without stopping
to annotate. Mark only passages
that shock or confuse you. This
gives you a bird’s-eye view of
Swift’s argument.
Second read: contextualize.2.

Use margins or digital sticky notes
to record historical facts. For
instance, when Swift mentions “a
fair, cheap, and easy method,”
note that he is parodying
Enlightenment pamphlets that
proposed simplistic solutions to
complex problems.
Third read: analyze rhetoric.3.
Color-code or label rhetorical
devices. Use a highlighter for
ethos (e.g., “I am not so violently
bent upon my own opinion”),
another for pathos (e.g., “a most
deplorable spectacle of a mother
and her children”), and a third for
logos (the long numerical
calculations).
Fourth read: evaluate tone and4.
irony. Underline or bracket every
instance where the proposer’s
language is suspiciously
reasonable. Write “irony” or “tone
shift” in the margin. Ask yourself:
“Is Swift serious here? What is the
real meaning?”
Synthesis: connect passages.5.
Create a separate annotation layer
that links related ideas. For
example, connect the opening
statistical lament with the later
“benefits” of the proposal. This
reveals the satire’s consistency.
Reflect: write a paragraph6.
summary. After your annotations,
summarize in your own words
what Swift really argues—typically,
that the English view the Irish as
disposable, and that even the
most humane-seeming economic
proposals are barbaric. This final
step consolidates your
understanding.
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SAMPLE ANNOTATIONS FOR KEY
PASSAGES

To illustrate how the guidelines work in
practice,  here  are  annotated  excerpts
from the text. Use these as models for
your own work.

Passage 1: The
Opening
Statistics
“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 cabin 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.”
Annotation:  Swift  immediately
establishes a tone of pity (“melancholy
object”) but uses the language of urban
planning  (“walk  through  this  great
town”).  Note  the  visual  imagery:
“crowded,”  “rags,”  “importuning.”  The
word  “object”  dehumanizes  the  poor
even as it claims sympathy. This is the
first  layer  of  irony—the  proposer  sees
human  suffering  as  a  problem  to  be
managed.

Passage 2: The
Proposal Itself
“I have been assured by a very knowing
American of my acquaintance in London,
that a young healthy child well nursed is
a t  a  year  o ld  a  most  de l i c ious ,
nourishing,  and  wholesome  food,
whether  stewed,  roasted,  baked,  or

boiled.”
Annotation:  The  insertion  of  an
“American” lends false authority (ethos).
Swift  is  parodying  the  scientific  racism
and colonial mindset of his time. The list
of  cooking  methods  is  deliberately
clinical,  underscoring  the  proposer’s
detachment. Mark this as the pivot point
w h e r e  s a t i r e  b e c o m e s  f u l l y
apparent—the  shock  is  meant  to  offend
the reader into realizing the inhumanity
of the current system.

Passage 3:
Addressing
Objections
“I  anticipate  that  some  pity  may  be
expressed for the parents, who will  be
deprived of their children… But it is very
well  known  that  they  are  every  day
dying and rotting, by cold and famine,
and  filth  and  vermin,  as  fast  as  can  be
reasonably expected.”
Annotation:  Swift’s  persona dismisses
paternal love as irrelevant. The phrase
“as fast as can be reasonably expected”
is  chillingly  rational.  Note  the  passive
voice (“are every day dying”)—it blames
no one. This is Swift’s sharpest critique:
the English have already dehumanized
the Irish to the point where the proposal
is  only  a  logical  extension  of  existing
neglect.

TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES FOR
EFFECTIVE ANNOTATION

Whether  you prefer  pen and paper  or
digital  applications,  the right  tools  can
streamline  your  annotation  process.
Here  are  recommendations  for  both
approaches:
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For Physical
Texts

Post-it notes — Ideal for longer
comments that won’t fit in
margins. Use different colors for
different categories (context,
rhetoric, tone).
Color-coded highlighters —
Assign a color to each analytical
lens (e.g., yellow for historical
context, blue for irony, green for
rhetorical devices).
Marginal symbols — Create a
legend: “!” for surprising, “?” for
unclear, “IR” for irony, “RH” for
rhetoric, “SYM” for symbolism.
This speeds up second-read
navigation.

For Digital Texts
Google Docs or Word — Use the
commenting feature for longer
notes, and the highlighting tool
with color-coding. You can also use
the “suggesting” mode to track
changes if collaborating with a
group.
Hypothesis — A free web
annotation tool that lets you
highlight and annotate any
webpage (including online versions
of the essay). It also supports tags
and sharing.
PDF annotation apps — Adobe
Acrobat, GoodNotes (iPad), or
Notability allow sticky notes,
underlines, and freehand drawing.
Ideal for those who want a paper-
like experience digitally.

ADAPTING GUIDELINES FOR
DIFFERENT AUDIENCES

Not everyone annotates the same way,
and  A Modest  Proposal  annotation
guidelines  should  be  flexible.  Here  are
tailored  approaches  for  three  common
groups:

For High School
Students
Focus  on  identifying  irony  and  tone.
Limit annotations to ten key passages.
Create a T-chart:  left  column for  what
the proposer says, right column for what
S w i f t  a c t u a l l y  m e a n s .  A v o i d
overwhelming  students  with  historical
density—focus  on  the  emotional  and
logical punch of the satire.

For College
Undergraduates
Dig  deeper  into  historical-contextual
research.  Require  students  to  find  at
least three external sources (e.g., about
Irish poverty in the 1720s, the role of the
Anglican Church, or 18th-century trade
laws) and connect them to specific lines
in the essay. Annotate also Swift’s other
works  (like  “A  Tale  of  a  Tub”)  to  see
recurring themes.

For Graduate
Students and
Scholars
Emphasize  rhetorical  theory—consider
how  Swift


